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Introduction

Slavery is an issue that the United States has had to
deal with since the early British colonies. As Frederick Douglass
remarked in 1850, “The first spot poisoned by its leprous presence,
was a small plantation in Virginia. The slaves, at that time,
numbered only twenty. They now have increased to the frightful
number of three million.”

The moral, cultural, economic and political impact of
slavery in the United States is profound in its magnitude. Slavery
shaped the way our nation was formed in everything from political
decisions regarding territory to legal recognition and rights of
the nation's inhabitants. This book ventures to better understand
the thinking behind both pro-slavery and abolitionists in
the period before the American Civil War.

Pro-Slavery Arguments

Southern plantation owners and the politicians that
represented them at both a state as well as a federal level used
many different arguments in support of slavery. Among these were
economic, moral and legal theory. This section will examine these
arguments in greater detail in order to achieve a better
understanding of the justifications used at the time in support of
keeping slavery in place.

The Economics of Slavery

The logical place to start in examining the
pro-slavery argument is the economics of it. This is the basic
foundation of the institution itself. You would not have slavery if
it did not benefit the slaveholder to hold slaves. He does not
provide them with food, shelter and care out of the kindness of his
heart. The economic motivation is the primary function of slavery,
at least in the Southern United States.

The South Carolinian John C. Calhoun, who was a Vice
President to John Quincy Adams and Andrew Jackson, wrote about the
economics of slavery in his Speech on the Reception of Abolition
Petitions. “There is and always has been in an advanced stage
of wealth and civilization, a conflict between labor and capital.
The condition of society in the South exempts us from the disorders
and dangers resulting from this conflict; and which explains why it
is that the political condition of the slaveholding States has been
so much more stable and quiet than that of the North.” While the
Southern United States relied on free labor, the Northern section
had this “conflict between labor and capital” in the form of labor
unions which Calhoun saw as “disorders” to the economic system.

Southern slaveholders used the idea of property
rights, at least in part, to justify their actions. Slaves brought
from Africa were viewed not as humans forced into labor, but as
property acquired through a legal process. Calhoun contends that
“domestic slavery, as it exists in the Southern and Western States
of this Union, composes an important part of their domestic
institutions, inherited from their ancestors, and existing at the
adoption of the Constitution, by which it is recognized as
constituting an essential element in the distribution of powers
among the States.” Calhoun believed that banning slavery in the
territories based on morality was a “dangerous attack on the
institutions of all the slaveholding States.”

Perhaps the best example of the view that slaves were
property came from the Supreme Court of the United States. Chief
Justice Roger Taney wrote in his majority opinion of Dred Scott v.
Sanford that blacks were not citizen, nor were they protected by
the Constitution. The Court ruled unconstitutional the Missouri
Compromise that Congress passed to prohibit slavery in newly formed
states above the 36th parallel. Furthermore, slaves did
not have the standing to sue in court because they were not
citizens.

Taney held the position that slaves were property.
“But the power of Congress over the person or property of a citizen
can never be a mere discretionary power under our Constitution and
form of government,” Taney wrote. He goes on to state that “the
rights of property are united with the rights of person, and placed
on the same ground by the fifth amendment to the Constitution. ...
An act of Congress which deprives a person of the United States of
his liberty or property merely because he came himself or brought
his property into a particular Territory of the United States, and
who had committed no offense against the laws, could hardly be
dignified with the name of due process of law.”

Not only did Congress not have the Constitutional
power to limit slavery in the territories, in Taney's view, their
act denied property owners due process (in this case Dred Scott's
owner). Directly challenging potential critics Taney writes about
how it is supposed “that there is a difference between property in
a slave and other property.” Taney finds that “the right of
property in a slave is distinctly and expressly affirmed in the
Constitution.” He goes on to write that “no word can be found in
the Constitution which gives Congress a greater power over slave
property, or which entitles property of that kind to less
protection than property of any other description. The only power
conferred is the power coupled with the duty of guarding and
protecting the owner in his rights.”

The Pro-Slavery Morality Argument

Another argument put forward by pro-slavery
politicians and Southern elites was that it was “a positive good”,
not an evil institution that deprived humans of their liberty and
freedom. “I hold that in the present state of civilization, where
two races of different origin, and distinguished by color, and
other physical differences, as well as intellectual, are brought
together, the relation now existing in the slaveholding States
between the two, is, instead of an evil, a good – a positive good,”
Calhoun said. He claims that “there never has yet existed a wealthy
and civilized society in which one portion of the community did
not, in point of fact, live on the labor of the other.” While it is
true that Northern businessmen relied on the labor of a lower class
for the profits of their company, the fact remains that in the free
states workers had a freedom of choice that slaves did not
have.

Calhoun made a point of showing that the conditions
under which the slaves lived was better than their life back home
in Africa. “Never before has the black race of Central Africa, from
the dawn of history to the present day, attained a condition so
civilized and so improved, not only physically, but morally and
intellectually. It came among us in a low, degraded, and savage
condition, and in the course of a few generations it has grown up
under the fostering care of our institutions, reviled as they have
been, to its present comparatively civilized condition. This, with
the rapid increase of numbers, is conclusive proof of the general
happiness of the race, in spite of all the exaggerated tales to the
contrary.” He compares the conditions of the slave in the South to
that of the “tenants of the poor houses” of Europe. “Look at the
sick, and the old and infirm slave, on one hand, in the midst of
his family and friends, under the kind superintending care of his
master,” Calhoun writes. The portrait being painted, as will be
shown in the next section, could not be more different from
abolitionists.

Finally, on the topic of the morality of slavery from
a pro-slavery point of view, another South Carolina politician by
the name of James Henry Hammond comes to mind. In his “Mud Sill”
speech, which he delivered on the Senate floor, he argues that
there must be a lower class of citizens for the upper class to rest
on. This is a reference to the lowest form of foundation on a
building that supports the rest of the structure. He emphasizes it
most in this part of the speech:

“In all social systems there must be a class to do
the menial duties, to perform the drudgery of life. That is, a
class requiring but a low order of intellect and but little skill.
Its requisites are vigor, docility, fidelity. Such a class you must
have, or you would not have that other class which leads progress,
civilization, and refinement. It constitutes the very mud-sill of
society and of political government; and you might as well attempt
to build a house in the air, as to build either the one or the
other, except on this mud-sill. Fortunately for the South, she
found a race adapted to that purpose to her hand. A race inferior
to her own, but eminently qualified in temper, in vigor, in
docility, in capacity to stand the climate, to answer all her
purposes. We use them for our purpose, and call them slaves.”

James Hammond, as the protégé of John Calhoun, could
not better conclude the discussion on pro-slavery arguments.
Hammond contends that the “drudgery of life” falls upon a class of
citizens that are best suited for physical labor (which happen to
be African slaves). Calhoun argues that the slaves are in a better
condition as slaves in America than they were as free “savages” in
Africa. Taney does not believe that slaves are citizens, can never
be citizens and are not protected by the Constitution.

Abolitionist Arguments

Northerners were less impressed by the idea of
slavery than were the people that directly benefited from it in the
South. Not surprisingly, some of the sharpest criticisms came from
former slaves, among them was Frederick Douglass. The arguments
against slavery were ones based on religion, personal liberty, as
well as legal (Constitutional) concerns. This section will attempt
to articulate the arguments used by those opposed to slavery.

Slavery as an Immoral Institution

Having escaped slavery, Frederick Douglass became an
active abolitionist in the North. In his Lectures on
Slavery, Douglass recounts American history, as well as
firsthand experiences in the life as a slave:

“It has become interwoven with all American
institutions, and has anchored itself in the very soil of the
American Constitution. It has thrown its paralyzing arm over
freedom of speech and the liberty of the press; and has created for
itself morals and manners favorable to its own continuance. It has
seduced the church, corrupted the pulpit, and brought the powers of
both into degrading bondage; and now, in the pride of its power, it
even threatens to bring down that grand political edifice, the
American Union.”

The comparison that Douglass makes to the slave
system is that it is like being in Hell. He details this by noting
that to “ensure good behavior, the slaveholder relies on the
whip; to induce proper humility, he relies on the whip;
to rebuke what he is pleased to term insolence, he relies on the
whip; to supply the place of wages, as an incentive to toil, he
relies on the whip; to bind down the spirit of the slave, to
imbrute and to destroy his manhood, he relies on the whip,
the chain, the gag, the thumb-screw, the pillory, the bowie-knife,
the pistol, and the blood-hound.” This is in stark contrast to the
“kind superintending care of his master” portrayed by John
Calhoun.

Douglass powerfully illustrates the role of master
and slave. “A master is one who claims and exercises a right of
property in the person of a fellow man.” Not only does the slave
have no rights, he cannot marry, claim children, nor possess
anything. Even learning to read was prohibited on the plantation
with the punishment of a fine, imprisonment or in some cases,
death. As Douglass puts it, everything about his life belongs to
someone else. His life is the antithesis of freedom and liberty
envisioned in the Declaration of Independence and Constitution.

Nearly a century earlier, another person firmly
committed against slavery was Thomas Paine. He wrote of the
“desperate wretches” that would be “willing to steal and enslave
men by violence and murder for gain”, calling the slave trade an
“unnatural commodity.” He believed that men that appealed to reason
would find the faults in their actions. Those engaged in slavery
were sacrificing their conscience willfully.
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