
Curator Tour: 
The U.S. Constitution and 
the End of American Slavery
Feb. 12 (Thursday) 4:30 p.m.
Join curator Olga Tsapina for a private tour of the 
exhibition. Members: $15.  Non-Members: $20.
Registration: brownpapertickets.com or 
800-838-3006.

Civil War Living History Day
March 14 (Saturday) 11 a.m. – 2 p.m.
Step back in time to the Civil War era as the New 
Buffalo Soldiers bring history alive with a realistic 
encampment and demonstrations of camp life, 
and the Band of the California Battalion provides 
authentic tunes from the period. General admission.
Library Lawn, Brown Garden

This exhibition is made possible by the 
Robert F. Erburu Exhibition Endowment.

RELATED TO THE EXHIBITION
The U.S. Constitution 
and theEnd of
American Slavery

JANUARY 24–APRIL 20, 2015
Library, West Hall

The Huntington Library, 
Art Collections, and Botanical Gardens1151 Oxford Road | San Marino, California | huntington.org

COVER:  Scene in the House of 
Representatives on Jan. 31, 1865.  

From Frank Leslie’s llustrated 
Newspaper, Feb. 8, 1865.



The U.S. Constitution and the End of American Slavery
On Jan. 31, 1865, the U.S. House of Representatives voted for a joint resolution to
amend the Constitution. When the clerk announced the tally—119 ayes to 56 nays,
with eight abstaining—the House erupted in wild jubilation. The 13th Amendment
to the Constitution was adopted. American slavery was dead.

The 119 congressmen who voted “aye” on Jan. 31, 1865, accomplished two 
things that seemed nearly impossible—abolishing slavery and amending the U.S.
Constitution. This exhibition follows a long, tortuous, and bloody road that 
led to that fateful vote on Jan. 31, 1865.

Featuring some 100 manuscripts, rare books, prints, and photographs drawn
from The Huntington’s collections, “The U.S. Constitution and the End of 
American Slavery” gives visitors a rare opportunity to consider the many 
hurdles that stood in the way of ending slavery: 
racism, fear, political partisanship, economic 
interests, the lack of political will, and even
the Constitution, which presented the most
formidable obstacle.

Martin Russell Thayer, letter to 
Francis Lieber, January 31, 1865.

The Republican representative 
from Pennsylvania wrote right 
after the clerk called the vote:

“119 to 56!!  2/3 and some to spare.”  
He continued, “We have wiped away
the black spot from our bright shield

and surely God will bless us for it.”

Depiction of the slave deck of the barque Wildfire,
brought into Key West on April 30, 1860. 
Harper’s Weekly,  June 2, 1860.



The Constitution created a federal government of 
limited powers that were strictly enumerated in 
Article 1, Section 8. The federal government had
the power to establish post offices, create money,
and declare war.  It did not have the power to regu-
late slavery. The right to maintain or end slavery
rested with the states, a principle known as the
federal consensus.

aTo regulate Commerce with foreign Nations, and 
among the several States, and with the Indian 
Tribes.  (Article 1, Section 8, Clause 3).

Congress had the power to regulate interstate and
international commerce.  Because slave states had
more representation in Congress than free states,
slave states were able to gain and maintain political
support for the foreign and interstate trade of 
crops, such as cotton and tobacco, that depended
on slave labor.

aThe 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 1, Section 9, Clause 1).

The Constitution banned Congress from stopping in-
ternational slave trade for at least twenty years.

aNo tax or duty shall be laid on articles exported 
from any state.  (Article 1, Section 9, Clause 5).

This ban benefited exporters, a group disproportion-
ately composed of slaveholders, and guaranteed that
slavery could not be taxed out of existence.

aEach state shall appoint, in such manner as the 
Legislature thereof may direct, a number of elec-
tors, equal to the whole number of Senators and
Representatives to which the State may be enti-
tled in the Congress . . .  (Article 2, Section 1, 
Clause 2).

The three-fifths clause that gave slave states a greater
number of representatives than free states also 
afforded them greater representation in the Electoral
College.  Before the Civil War, 10 out of the 15 Ameri-
can presidents were from slave states.

aThe judicial Power shall extend to all Cases, in 
Law and Equity, arising under this Constitution
. . . to Controversies between two or more States;
—between a State and Citizens of another
State,—between Citizens of different States . . .
and between a State, or the Citizens thereof, 
and foreign States, Citizens or Subjects.
(Article 3, Section 2, Clause 1).

This article charged federal courts with adjudicating
disputes between slave states and free states and
their citizens, as well as between American slavehold-
ers and foreign powers.  Even though this clause may
not have granted special privileges to slaveholders,
some court decisions prompted accusations of judi-
cial bias in favor of them.

aFull Faith and Credit shall be given in each 
State to the public Acts, Records, and judicial
Proceedings of every other State.  (Article 4,
Section 1).

This clause made it necessary for the states that had
abolished slavery to recognize the slave codes of the
South and honor slaveholders’ rights to their human
“property.”

aNo 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.  (Article 4, Section 2, Clause 3).

The “fugitive slave clause” mandated that slaves 
escaping into free states be returned to their 
masters across state lines.

aThe United States shall guarantee to every State 
in this Union a Republican Form of Government,
and shall protect each of them against Invasion;
and on Application of the Legislature, or of the
Executive (when the Legislature cannot be con-
vened), against domestic Violence."  (Article 4, 
Section 4, Clause 1).

The Constitution did not specify what constituted
“a Republican Form of Government.”  Abolitionists 
decried slavery as an affront to republican values. 
Their opponents insisted that black slavery ensured
equality of all whites and therefore was fully consis-
tent with “a Republican Form of Government.”

´ ´ ´ ´ ´ ´ ´ ´ ´
The conflict between the founding principles of 
liberty and the reality of American slavery proved
to be irreconcilable. After decades of increasingly
bitter discord, the conflict finally broke the Union
apart, plunging the nation into civil war in 1861.
Even the war failed to end human bondage. That
was achieved only by changing the Constitution in
a way its framers could not have imagined.

Olga Tsapina, Norris Foundation Curator, 
American Historical Manuscripts

The words “slaves” and “slavery” do not appear
among the Constitution’s 84 clauses, but slavery
was deeply ingrained in the nation’s charter, which
was written with the interests of slaveholders in
mind.  The following clauses in the Constitution
granted special privileges to slaveholders and 
guaranteed their rights throughout the Union.

aRepresentatives and direct Taxes shall be appor-
tioned 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 1, Section 2,
Clause 3).

The “three-fifths clause” did not define a slave as
three-fifths of a free person, which would have enti-
tled a male slave to three-fifths of a vote.  Instead,
three-fifths of the total number of slaves in a state
was counted toward how many representatives that
state would send to Congress. The three-fifths clause
enabled slave states to have more representatives
than free states.

aAll Bills for raising Revenue shall originate in the 
House of Representatives . . . (Article 1, Section 7, 
Clause 1). 

As a result of the three-fifths clause, slave states had
more power than free states to decide what people
would pay in federal taxes.  Taxation, therefore, was
very much determined by the connection between
representation and slavery.

´ ´ ´ ´ ´ ´ ´ ´ ´
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