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Notes toward a conversation on slavery and slave owners 

 
The Original Contradiction: 1787 
 
The founders who championed slavery confronted logical and ethical contradictions. 
They affirmed the principle of freedom that justified their rebellion from England while 
they denied freedom to their slaves and to their slaves’ children. Because they were not 
moral imbeciles, they struggled with their consciences. They recognized, sometimes 
dimly, that slavery contradicted their religious beliefs. We might agree that under some 
circumstances a criminal should forfeit his liberty; we cannot agree that his children 
should also forfeit their freedom. No natural law or religious ethic justifies that claim. 
The justification for perpetual slavery is that it made owners rich. It promised to make 
them even richer when the need for slaves increased with the conquest of new territories.  
 
From the beginning, slavery proponents recognized this economic fact and they did 
everything they could to prevent and retard restrictions on slavery. To secure ratification 
of the 1787 Constitution, proslavery and antislavery parties agreed to three compromises:   
 

Article I, Section 2, Clause 3 
Representatives and direct Taxes shall be apportioned among the several States which 
may be included within this Union, according to their respective Numbers, which shall be 
determined by adding to the whole Number of free Persons, including those bound to 
Service for a Term of Years, and excluding Indians not taxed, three fifths of all other 
persons. 
 
Article I, Section 9, Clause 1 
The Migration or Importation of such Persons as any of the States now existing shall 
think proper to admit, shall not be prohibited by the Congress prior to the Year one 
thousand eight hundred and eight; but a tax or duty may be imposed on such Importation, 
not exceeding ten dollars for each Person. 
 
Article IV, Section 2, Clause 3 
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. 
http://www.njstatelib.org/research_library/new_jersey_resources/digital_collection/slaver
y/ 

 
For the first of four essays on Slavery in American Movies, see my blog: 
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/volney-gay/slavery-in-recent-american-
films_b_9286706.html  

 


