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8th Grade Inquiry

How Did Slaveholders Justify Their Personal 
Liberty As More Important Than Another’s?

Supporting Questions
1. What issues relating to slavery and states rights arose out of the Constitutional 

Convention?
2. How do the founding documents protect people’s rights to liberty and property 

(including slavery?)
3. What beliefs did slaveholders have about slavery and where did those beliefs 

come from?
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8th Grade Inquiry

How Did Slaveholders Justify Their Personal Liberty as More Important 
than Another’s?

Michigan Content 
Expectations:

8 – U5.1.6 Describe how major issues debated at the Constitutional Convention such as 
disagreements over the distribution of political power, rights of individuals (liberty and 
property), rights of states, election of the executive, and slavery help explain the Civil 
War.

Staging the 
Compelling 
Question:

Ask students what they remember about compromises at the Constitutional Convention 
and why they were made.

Supporting Question 1

What issues relating to 
slavery and states rights 
arose out of the Consti-
tutional Convention?

Formative Performance 
Task

Imagine you were a delegate at the 
Constitutional Convention.  Write 
a journal entry describing both 
sides of  the debates you witnessed 
at the Convention today.

Featured Sources

Gilder Lehrman Article
Teaching American History 
article
The Bill of Rights

Supporting Question 2

How do the founding doc-
uments protect people’s 
rights to liberty and prop-
erty (including slavery?)

Formative Performance 
Task

Write a paragraph where you 
cite how the founding doc-
uments might have secured 
someone’s ability to own slaves.

Featured Sources

Article 4 of the Constitution
The 3/5ths Compromise

Supporting Question 3

What beliefs did slave-
holders have about slav-
ery and where did those 
beliefs come from?

Formative Performance 
Task

Create a bubble map of 
Southern beliefs about 
slavery.  Be sure to include 
three general themes with 
supporting evidence.

Featured Sources

Southern Argument for 
Slavery
Southern Christians and 
Slavery
Race, Science, and Social 
Policy

Summative 
Performance Task

Argument: How did Southern Slaveholders justify their personal liberty as being 
more important than another’s?  In the Summative Performance Task, students 
address this issue by supporting their answers with evidence. Students may write 
an essay, create a multi-media presentation, etc. to craft a claim that is supported by 
evidence.
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Supporting Question 1 - Featured Source A
The framers of the Constitution believed that concessions on slavery were the price for the support of southern 
delegates for a strong central government. They were convinced that if the Constitution restricted the slave trade, 
South Carolina and Georgia would refuse to join the Union. But by sidestepping the slavery issue, the framers 
left the seeds for future conflict. After the convention approved the great compromise, Madison wrote: "It seems 
now to be pretty well understood that the real difference of interests lies not between the large and small but be-
tween the northern and southern states. The institution of slavery and its consequences form the line of discrim-
ination."
Of the 55 delegates to the Constitutional Convention, about 25 owned slaves. Many of the framers harbored 
moral qualms about slavery. Some, including Benjamin Franklin (a former slaveholder) and Alexander Hamilton 
(who was born in a slave colony in the British West Indies) became members of anti-slavery societies.
On August 21, 1787, a bitter debate broke out over a South Carolina proposal to prohibit the federal govern-
ment from regulating the Atlantic slave trade. Luther Martin of Maryland, a slaveholder, said that the slave trade 
should be subject to federal regulation since the entire nation would be responsible for suppressing slave revolts. 
He also considered the slave trade contrary to America’s republican ideals. "It is inconsistent with the principles 
of the Revolution," he said, "and dishonorable to the American character to have such a feature in the constitu-
tion."
John Rutledge of South Carolina responded forcefully. "Religion and humanity have nothing to do with this 
question," he insisted. Unless regulation of the slave trade was left to the states, the southern-most states "shall 
not be parties to the union." A Virginia delegate, George Mason, who owned hundreds of slaves, spoke out 
against slavery in ringing terms. "Slavery," he said, "discourages arts and manufactures. The poor despise labor 
when performed by slaves." Slavery also corrupted slaveholders and threatened the country with divine punish-
ment, he believed: "Every master of slaves is born a petty tyrant. They bring the judgment of heaven on a coun-
try."
Oliver Ellsworth of Connecticut accused slaveholders from Maryland and Virginia of hypocrisy. They could 
afford to oppose the slave trade, he claimed, because "slaves multiply so fast in Virginia and Maryland that it 
is cheaper to raise than import them, whilst in the sickly rice swamps [of South Carolina and Georgia] foreign 
supplies are necessary." Ellsworth suggested that ending the slave trade would benefit slaveholders in the Chesa-
peake region, since the demand for slaves in other parts of the South would increase the price of slaves once the 
external supply was cut off.
The controversy over the Atlantic slave trade was ultimately settled by compromise. In exchange for a 20-year 
ban on any restrictions on the Atlantic slave trade, southern delegates agreed to remove a clause restricting the 
national government’s power to enact laws requiring goods to be shipped on American vessels (benefiting north-
eastern shipbuilders and sailors). The same day this agreement was reached, the convention also adopted the 
fugitive slave clause, requiring the return of runaway slaves to their owners.

https://www.gilderlehrman.org/content/historical-context-constitution-and-slavery 
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Supporting Question 1 - Featured Source A
The first question that presents itself on the subject is, whether a confederated government be the best for the 
United States or not? Or in other words, whether the thirteen United States should be reduced to one great 
republic, governed by one legislature, and under the direction of one executive and judicial; or whether they 
should continue thirteen confederated republics, under the direction and controul of a supreme federal head for 
certain defined national purposes only?
This enquiry is important, because, although the government reported by the convention does not go to a perfect 
and entire consolidation, yet it approaches so near to it, that it must, if executed, certainly and infallibly termi-
nate in it.
This government is to possess absolute and uncontroulable power, legislative, executive and judicial, with respect 
to every object to which it extends, for by the last clause of section 8th, article Ist, it is declared “that the Congress 
shall have power to make all laws which shall be necessary and proper for carrying into execution the foregoing 
powers, and all other powers vested by this constitution, in the government of the United States; or in any de-
partment or office thereof.” And by the 6th article, it is declared “that this constitution, and the laws of the Unit-
ed States, which shall be made in pursuance thereof, and the treaties made, or which shall be made, under the 
authority of the United States, shall be the supreme law of the land; and the judges in every state shall be bound 
thereby, any thing in the constitution, or law of any state to the contrary notwithstanding.” It appears from these 
articles that there is no need of any intervention of the state governments, between the Congress and the people, 
to execute any one power vested in the general government, and that the constitution and laws of every state are 
nullified and declared void, so far as they are or shall be inconsistent with this constitution, or the laws made in 
pursuance of it, or with treaties made under the authority of the United States. — The government then, so far as 
it extends, is a complete one, and not a confederation.
http://teachingamericanhistory.org/library/document/brutus-i/ 

Supporting Question 2 - Featured Source A
We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator 
with certain unalienable Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness.--That to secure 
these rights, Governments are instituted among Men, deriving their just powers from the consent of the gov-
erned, --That whenever any Form of Government becomes destructive of these ends, it is the Right of the People 
to alter or to abolish it, and to institute new Government, laying its foundation on such principles and organizing 
its powers in such form, as to them shall seem most likely to effect their Safety and Happiness. Prudence, indeed, 
will dictate that Governments long established should not be changed for light and transient causes; and accord-
ingly all experience hath shewn, that mankind are more disposed to suffer, while evils are sufferable, than to right 
themselves by abolishing the forms to which they are accustomed. But when a long train of abuses and usurpa-
tions, pursuing invariably the same Object evinces a design to reduce them under absolute Despotism, it is their 
right, it is their duty, to throw off such Government, and to provide new Guards for their future security.--Such 
has been the patient sufferance of these Colonies; and such is now the necessity which constrains them to alter 
their former Systems of Government. The history of the present King of Great Britain is a history of repeated 
injuries and usurpations, all having in direct object the establishment of an absolute Tyranny over these States. 
To prove this, let Facts be submitted to a candid world.

https://www.archives.gov/founding-docs/declaration-transcript
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Supporting Question 2 - Featured Source B
Amendment I
Congress shall make no law respecting an establishment of religion, or prohibiting the free exercise thereof; or 
abridging the freedom of speech, or of the press; or the right of the people peaceably to assemble, and to petition 
the Government for a redress of grievances.
Amendment II
A well regulated Militia, being necessary to the security of a free State, the right of the people to keep and bear 
Arms, shall not be infringed.
Amendment III
No Soldier shall, in time of peace be quartered in any house, without the consent of the Owner, nor in time of 
war, but in a manner to be prescribed by law.
Amendment IV
The right of the people to be secure in their persons, houses, papers, and effects, against unreasonable searches 
and seizures, shall not be violated, and no Warrants shall issue, but upon probable cause, supported by Oath or 
affirmation, and particularly describing the place to be searched, and the persons or things to be seized.
Amendment V
No person shall be held to answer for a capital, or otherwise infamous crime, unless on a presentment or indict-
ment of a Grand Jury, except in cases arising in the land or naval forces, or in the Militia, when in actual service 
in time of War or public danger; nor shall any person be subject for the same offence to be twice put in jeopardy 
of life or limb; nor shall be compelled in any criminal case to be a witness against himself, nor be deprived of life, 
liberty, or property, without due process of law; nor shall private property be taken for public use, without just 
compensation.
Amendment VI
In all criminal prosecutions, the accused shall enjoy the right to a speedy and public trial, by an impartial jury 
of the State and district wherein the crime shall have been committed, which district shall have been previously 
ascertained by law, and to be informed of the nature and cause of the accusation; to be confronted with the wit-
nesses against him; to have compulsory process for obtaining witnesses in his favor, and to have the Assistance of 
Counsel for his defence.
Amendment VII
In Suits at common law, where the value in controversy shall exceed twenty dollars, the right of trial by jury shall 
be preserved, and no fact tried by a jury, shall be otherwise re-examined in any Court of the United States, than 
according to the rules of the common law.
Amendment VIII
Excessive bail shall not be required, nor excessive fines imposed, nor cruel and unusual punishments inflicted.
Amendment IX
The enumeration in the Constitution, of certain rights, shall not be construed to deny or disparage others re-
tained by the people.
Amendment X
The powers not delegated to the United States by the Constitution, nor prohibited by it to the States, are reserved 
to the States respectively, or to the people.
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Supporting Question 2 - Featured Source C
No Person shall be a Representative who shall not have attained to the Age of twenty five Years, and been seven 
Years a Citizen of the United States, and who shall not, when elected, be an Inhabitant of that State in which he 
shall be chosen.

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. The actual Enumeration shall be made within three Years after the first Meeting of the 
Congress of the United States, and within every subsequent Term of ten Years, in such Manner as they shall by 
Law direct.The number of Representatives shall not exceed one for every thirty Thousand, but each State shall 
have at Least one Representative; and until such enumeration shall be made, the State of New Hampshire shall 
be entitled to chuse three, Massachusetts eight, Rhode-Island and Providence Plantations one, Connecticut five, 
New-York six, New Jersey four, Pennsylvania eight, Delaware one, Maryland six, Virginia ten, North Carolina 
five, South Carolina five, and Georgia three.

When vacancies happen in the Representation from any State, the Executive Authority thereof shall issue Writs 
of Election to fill such Vacancies.

The House of Representatives shall chuse their Speaker and other Officers;and shall have the sole Power of Im-
peachment.
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Supporting Question 3 - Featured Source A (Weblink)

Supporting Question 3 - Featured Source B (Weblink)

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1ZDVFf4TDJOq8wmaqMNLLgGZlrhngL3oI/view
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1PlZgcoI7GlhpR8ZoehKTZaXbOaBx9KXa/view
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Supporting Question 3 - Featured Source C

Supporting Question 3 - Featured Source D (Weblink)

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1uQYVE-ABGsr3uzCTR1Ac39jsiWkBS32K/view
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Supporting Question 3 - Featured Source E (Weblink)

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1-GbjPunMyWcjwUSR8VMVt-cyIhYhEali/view

