
 

 

Excerpts from the Debates in the 1787 Constitutional Convention concerning 

the Slave Importation Clause 

 

Tuesday, 21 August 1787 - Article VII: Section 4 (Import and Export)  

“Sect. 4. No tax or duty shall be laid by the Legislature on articles exported from any State; nor on 

the migration or importation of such persons as the several States shall think proper to admit; nor 

shall such migration or importation be prohibited.” 

Article VII: Section 4 - Clause 1 (Export Duties) 

Sect. 4. No tax or duty shall be laid by the Legislature on articles exported from any State; 

Article VII: Section 4 - Clause 2 (Slave Trade) 

nor on the migration or importation of such persons as the several States shall think proper to 

admit; 

 

At this point in the Constitutional Convention, the delegates had decided to count enslaved 

persons as 3/5 for taxes and representation in Congress. In this excerpt they are considering 

debating possibly ending the Transatlantic Slave Trade. 

Questions to Guide Your Reading 

1. What were some of the views about slavery some of the delegates expressed in the 

Constitutional Convention? 

2. In your opinion, was it possible to create a union that included the southern states and 

bring an end to slavery? 



L. Martin's Amendment to Tax or Prohibit the Slave Trade 

Sect. 4. No tax or duty shall be laid by the Legislature on articles exported from any State; nor on the 

migration or importation of such free persons as the several States shall think proper to admit; 

Mr L— Martin, proposed to vary the sect: 4. art VII so as to allow a prohibition or tax on the 

importation of slaves. 1. As five slaves are to be counted as 3 free men in the apportionment of 

Representatives; such a clause wd. leave an encouragement to this trafic. 2 slaves weakened one part 

of the Union which the other parts were bound to protect: the privilege of importing them was 

therefore unreasonable — 3. it was inconsistent with the principles of the revolution and 

dishonorable to the American character to have such a feature in the Constitution. 

Debate on L. Martin's Amendment to Tax or Prohibit the Slave Trade 

Mr Rutlidge did not see how the importation of slaves could be encouraged by this section. He was 

not apprehensive of insurrections and would readily exempt the other States from 〈the obligation 

to protect the Southern against them.〉. — Religion & humanity had nothing to do with this 

question — Interest alone is the governing principle with Nations — The true question at present is 

whether the Southn. States shall or shall not be parties to the Union. If the Northern States consult 

their interest, they will not oppose the increase of Slaves which will increase the commodities of 

which they will become the carriers. 

Mr. Elseworth was for leaving the clause as it stands. let every State import what it pleases. The 

morality or wisdom of slavery are considerations belonging to the States themselves — What 

enriches a part enriches the whole, and the States are the best judges of their particular interest. The 

old confederation had not meddled with this point, and he did not see any greater necessity for 

bringing it within the policy of the new one: 

Mr Pinkney. South Carolina can never receive the plan if it prohibits the slave trade. In every 

proposed extension of the powers of Congress, that State has expressly & watchfully excepted that 

of meddling with the importation of negroes. If the States be all left at liberty on this subject, S. 

Carolina may perhaps by degrees do of herself what is wished, as Virginia & Maryland have already 

done. 

Wednesday, 22 August 1787, Article VII: Section 4 - Clause 2 (Slave Trade)  

Art. VII sect 4. resumed. Mr. Sherman was for leaving the clause as it stands. He disapproved of the 

slave trade: yet as the States were now possessed of the right to import slaves, as the public good did 

not require it to be taken from them, & as it was expedient to have as few objections as possible to 

the proposed scheme of Government, he thought it best to leave the matter as we find it. He 

observed that the abolition of slavery seemed to be going on in the U. S. & that the good sense of 

the several States would probably by degrees compleat it. He urged on the Convention the necessity 

of despatch〈ing its business.〉 



Col. Mason. … Every master of slaves is born a petty tyrant. They bring the judgment of heaven on 

a Country. As nations can not be rewarded or punished in the next world they must be in this. By an 

inevitable chain of causes & effects providence punishes national sins, by national calamities. He 

lamented that some of our Eastern brethren had from a lust of gain embarked in this nefarious 

traffic. As to the States being in possession of the Right to import, this was the case with many other 

rights, now to be properly given up. He held it essential in every point of view, that the Genl. Govt. 

should have power to prevent the increase of slavery. 

Mr. Pinkney — …If the S. States were let alone they will probably of themselves stop importations. 

He wd. himself as a Citizen of S. Carolina vote for it. An attempt to take away the right as proposed 

will produce serious objections to the Constitution which he wished to see adopted. 

General Pinkney declared it to be his firm opinion that if himself & all his colleagues were to sign 

the Constitution & use their personal influence, it would be of no avail towards obtaining the assent 

of their Constituents. S. Carolina & Georgia cannot do without slaves…He contended that the 

importation of slaves would be for the interest of the whole Union. The more slaves, the more 

produce to employ the carrying trade; The more consumption also, and the more of this, the more 

of revenue for the common treasury. He admitted it to be reasonable that slaves should be dutied 

like other imports, but should consider a rejection of the clause as an exclusion of S. Carola from the 

Union. 


