
What, then, is the question? I will state it. But first let me state what is 
not the question. It is not whether slavery existed in the United States 
at the time of the adoption of the Constitution; it is not whether 
slaveholders took part in the framing of the Constitution; it is not 
whether those slaveholders, in their hearts, intended to secure certain 
advantages in that instrument for slavery; it is not whether the 
American Government has been wielded during seventy-two years in 
favor of the propagation and permanence of slavery; it is not whether 
a pro-slavery interpretation has been put upon the Constitution by the 
American Courts — all these points may be true or they may be false, 
they may be accepted or they may be rejected, without in any wise 
affecting the real question in debate. 

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? 

To these questions the Garrisonians say Yes. They hold the 
Constitution to be a slaveholding instrument, and will not cast a vote 
or hold office, and denounce all who vote or hold office, no matter 
how faithfully such persons labour to promote the abolition of slavery. 
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. Before we examine into the disposition, tendency, 
and character of the Constitution, I think we had better ascertain what 
the Constitution itself is. Before looking for what it means, let us see 
what it is. Here, too, there is much dust to be cleared away. What, 
then, is the Constitution? 



…

Here then are several provisions of the Constitution to which reference 
has been made. I read them word for word just as they stand in the 
paper, called the United States Constitution, 

Art. I, sec. 2. "Representatives and direct taxes shall be apportioned among the 
several States which may be included in 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 years, and 
excluding Indians not taxed, three-fifths of all other persons; 

Art. I, sec. 9. The migration or importation of such persons as any of the States 
now existing shall think fit 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; 

Art. 4, sec. 2. 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 service or labour; but shall be delivered up on 
claim of the party to whom such service or labour may be due; 

Art. I, sec. 8. To provide for calling for the militia to execute the laws of the 
Union, suppress insurrections, and repel invasions." 

…

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 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 colored man to vote. 

I come to the next, that which it is said guaranteed the continuance of 
the African slave trade for twenty years…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…All regarded slavery as an expiring and doomed 
system, destined to speedily disappear from the country. But, again, it 
should be remembered that this very provision, if made to refer to the 
African slave trade at all, makes the Constitution anti-slavery rather 
than for slavery; for it says to the slave States, the price you will have 
to pay for coming into the American Union is, that the slave trade, 
which you would carry on indefinitely out of the Union, shall be put 
an end to in twenty years if you come into the Union…

I go to the "slave insurrection" clause, though, in truth, there is no 
such clause. The one which is called so has nothing whatever to do 
with slaves or slaveholders any more than your laws for suppression 
of popular outbreaks has to do with making slaves of you and your 
children. It is only a law for suppression of riots or insurrections…If it 
should turn out that slavery is a source of insurrection, that there is no 
security from insurrection while slavery lasts, why, the Constitution 
would be best obeyed by putting an end to slavery, and an anti-slavery 
Congress would do the very same thing. 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 defense or guarantee 
for slavery whatever. 

But there is one other provision. This is called the "Fugitive Slave 
Provision." It is called so by those who wish to make it subserve the 
interest of slavery in America…But it may be asked — if this clause 
does not apply to slaves, to whom does it apply? I answer, that when 
adopted, it applies to a very large class of persons — namely,…to 



indentured apprentices and others who have become bound for a 
consideration, under contract duly made, to serve and labour, to such 
persons this provision applies, and only to such persons. The plain 
reading of this provision shows that it applies, and that it can only 
properly and legally apply, to persons "bound to service." Its object 
plainly is, to secure the fulfillment of contracts for "service and labor." 
…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…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. 

…

Let us look at the objects for which the Constitution was framed and 
adopted, and see if slavery is one of them. Here are its own objects as 
set forth by itself: — "We, the people of these United States, in order 
to form a more perfect union, establish justice, ensure domestic 
tranquility, provide for the common defense, promote the general 
welfare, and secure the blessings of liberty to ourselves and our 
posterity, do ordain and establish this Constitution of the United States 
of America." 

The objects here set forth are six in number: union, defense, welfare, 
tranquility, justice, and liberty. These are all good objects, and slavery, 
so far from being among them, is a foe of them all. But it has been 
said that Negroes are not included within the benefits sought under 
this declaration. This is said by the slaveholders in America … but it is 
not said by the Constitution itself…How dare any man who pretends 
to be a friend to the Negro thus gratuitously concede away what the 
Negro has a right to claim under the Constitution? Why should such 
friends invent new arguments to increase the hopelessness of his 
bondage?



…

But to all this it is said that the practice of the American people is 
against my view. I admit it. They have given the Constitution a 
slaveholding interpretation. I admit it. They have committed 
innumerable wrongs against the Negro in the name of the 
Constitution. Yes, I admit it all; and I go with him who goes farthest in 
denouncing these wrongs. But it does not follow that the Constitution 
is in favor of these wrongs because the slaveholders have given it that 
interpretation. 

…

My argument against the dissolution of the American Union is this: It 
would place the slave system more exclusively under the control of 
the slaveholding States, and withdraw it from the power in the 
Northern States which is opposed to slavery. 

Slavery is essentially barbarous in its character. It, above all things 
else, dreads the presence of an advanced civilization. It flourishes best 
where it meets no reproving frowns, and hears no condemning voices. 
While in the Union it will meet with both. Its hope of life, in the last 
resort, is to get out of the Union…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 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.”…
The American people in the Northern States have helped to enslave 
the black people. Their duty will not have been done till they give 
them back their plundered rights…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.


