Chapter 15 – Section 3 

Challenges to Slavery 


NARRATOR: DRED SCOTT, AN ENSLAVED AFRICAN AMERICAN, MADE HISTORY WHEN HE SUED FOR HIS FREEDOM. HIS CASE MADE IT ALL THE WAY TO THE SUPREME COURT IN 1857. ITS DECISION NOT ONLY DETERMINED HIS FATE BUT ALSO FURTHER DIVIDED THE NATION AS IT MOVED INEVITABLY TOWARDS CIVIL WAR.

SCOTT’S QUEST TO GAIN HIS FREEDOM BEGAN IN 1846. PRIOR TO THAT HE HAD LIVED NEARLY NINE YEARS IN FREE TERRITORIES WORKING IN THE SERVICE OF DOCTOR JOHN EMERSON WHO HAD BOUGHT HIM. DURING THAT TIME SCOTT HAD TAKEN NO STEPS TO SECURE HIS FREEDOM. WHEN EMERSON DIED, HIS WIDOW, LIVING IN ST. LOUIS, HIRED SCOTT. NOW IN MISSOURI, A SLAVE STATE, HE BEGAN HIS QUEST. 

IN 1846 SCOTT AND HIS WIFE FILED SUIT IN THE ST. LOUIS DISTRICT COURT AND LOST ON A TECHNICALITY. EIGHT YEARS AND SEVERAL TRIALS LATER, THE CASE MADE IT TO THE U.S. CIRCUIT COURT IN MISSOURI, WHICH UPHELD AN EARLIER DECISION AGAINST SCOTT. AT THAT POINT SCOTT’S ONLY OPTION WAS TO APPEAL TO THE UNITED STATES SUPREME COURT. 

IN 1857 THE MAKE-UP OF THE SUPREME COURT WAS DECIDELY PRO-SLAVERY. MOST OF THE JUSTICES CAME FROM SLAVE-HOLDING FAMILIES, INCLUDING CHIEF JUSTICE, ROGER B. TANEY. HE WROTE THE MAJORITY OPINON STATING THAT ANY PERSON OF BLACK AFRICAN DESCENT WAS NOT A U.S. CITIZEN AND THEREFORE HAD NO RIGHT TO SUE. MOREOVER, THE MISSOURI COMPROMISE OF 1820, RESTRICTING SLAVERY IN CERTAIN TERRITORIES, WAS UNCONSTITUTIONAL. 

AFTER THE DECISION, SCOTT WAS RETURNED TO THE WIDOW EMERSON. LATER THAT YEAR SHE REMARRIED. HER SECOND HUSBAND OPPOSED SLAVERY AND RETURNED SCOTT TO HIS ORIGINAL OWNERS, THE BLOW FAMILY. SYMPATHETIC TO SCOTT’S CAUSE, THE BLOWS GRANTED FREEDOM TO HIM AND HIS WIFE. LESS THAN NINE MONTHS LATER, SCOTT DIED OF TUBERCULOSIS IN SEPTEMEBER 1858.

THE DRED SCOTT DECISION SHARPENED DIVISIONS BETWEEN NORTH AND SOUTH, AND REMAINS, TO MANY SCHOLARS, THE MORAL LOWPOINT OF THE SUPREME COURT’S HISTORY. BUT THE CASE ALSO WOULD MAKE AN AFRICAN-AMERICAN HERO OUT OF THE SLAVE WHO DARED TO SUE FOR HIS FREEDOM.
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