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Introduction

When we think of the United States Constitution, we often picture a document that established a government,
outlined rights, and set the framework for a nation that would grow into a global power. Yet, beneath its lofty
language lies a complex history of class conflict—particularly the struggle over slavery—that shaped every clause,
amendment, and debate. From the early days of the Constitutional Convention to the Civil War, Reconstruction,
and the ongoing fight for racial and economic justice, the tension between enslavers and the enslaved, between
wealthy planters and poor laborers, and between free states and slave states has left an indelible mark on the
Constitution. This article explores how class conflict over slavery influenced the drafting of the Constitution, how the
document itself institutionalized that conflict, and how subsequent amendments and legal battles have attempted to
resolve—or at least mitigate—these deep-seated divisions.

Historical Foundations of Class Conflict and Slavery

The Economic Divide Between North and South

By the late 18th century, the American colonies had diverged sharply in economic structure. The North had a
diversified economy with manufacturing, trade, and small-scale farming, while the South relied heavily on plantation
agriculture—cotton, tobacco, and rice—dependent on enslaved African labor. This disparity created a rigid class
hierarchy: wealthy planters owned hundreds of slaves, while most Southern families were small farmers with few or
no enslaved people. The North’s industrialists and merchants, meanwhile, benefited from the cheap labor and raw
materials produced by the South. The resulting economic interdependence and social stratification set the stage for
intense class conflict over the future of slavery.

Political Power and the Question of Representation

Slavery was not only an economic issue; it was a political one. In the new republic, representation in Congress was
tied to population, but slaveholders feared losing influence if enslaved people were counted as free. Conversely,
Northern states feared that enslaved people would dilute their political power if counted as property. This clash over
representation fueled debates about how to balance power between slave and free states—a central theme in the
Constitutional Convention.

Class Conflict at the Constitutional Convention

Compromise as a Survival Strategy

At the 1787 Convention, delegates faced the daunting task of uniting a nation of disparate states with divergent
interests. The framers turned to compromise to preserve the Union, and slavery became a focal point of that
bargaining. Delegates from slave states demanded protection for their economic interests, while delegates from
free states sought to limit the spread of slavery and protect the nascent democracy from the moral and political
dangers of bondage.

Key Delegates and Their Class Interests

Figures such as George Washington, James Madison, and James Monroe, all plantation owners from Virginia,



wielded significant influence and championed clauses that protected slavery. In contrast, delegates like Roger
Sherman and William Franklin from New England advocated for stronger federal oversight and the eventual
abolition of slavery. These personal class interests shaped the debates, leading to compromises that would later be
contested for their moral implications.

Key Constitutional Provisions Related to Slavery

The Three-Fifths Compromise: A Class-Based Calculus

The Three-Fifths Compromise was perhaps the most overt expression of class conflict in the Constitution. It
determined that each enslaved person would count as three-fifths of a free person for purposes of representation
and taxation. This calculation was a concession to slave states, giving them greater political power without allowing
them to claim full representation for their enslaved population. It reflected a grim arithmetic: enslaved individuals
were valued not as people but as a fraction of property.

The Fugitive Slave Clause

The Fugitive Slave Clause required that escaped enslaved people be returned to their owners, even if they had
reached free states. This clause institutionalized the enforcement of slavery across state lines, reinforcing the class
hierarchy by ensuring that enslavers could reclaim their property regardless of geographic boundaries. It also
forced free states into a moral dilemma, as they had to enforce a law that violated their own principles of liberty.

The Slave Trade Clause

The Constitution also included a clause that prohibited the federal government from banning the importation of
enslaved people for twenty years after its ratification. This temporary compromise was a concession to Southern
delegates who feared that the abolition of the transatlantic slave trade would undermine their economy. The clause
exemplified how class conflict over slavery was baked into the very framework of the new government.

Class Conflict as aTool of Preservation

Constitutional Language That Perpetuated Inequality

Beyond specific clauses, the Constitution’s language often reflected the class interests of its framers. Phrases such
as “property” and “persons” were used interchangeably, allowing the legal system to treat enslaved individuals as
property. Moreover, the lack of explicit protections for enslaved people meant that the Constitution effectively
legitimized slavery as a lawful institution, reinforcing the social order that benefited slaveholders.

The Role of the Supreme Court

In the decades following the Constitution’s adoption, the Supreme Court’s rulings further entrenched class conflict.
Cases like Dred Scott v. Sandford(1857) declared that African Americans could not be citizens and that Congress
had no authority to prohibit slavery in the territories. These decisions reinforced the legal framework that protected
the interests of slaveholders, illustrating how the Constitution could be interpreted to uphold class inequality.

Post-Convention Class Tensions and the Road to Civil War

The Expansion of Slavery into New Territories

As the United States expanded westward, the question of whether new states would permit slavery became a
flashpoint. The Missouri Compromise (1820) and the Compromise of 1850 attempted to balance free and slave
states but ultimately only delayed conflict. Each new state’s status amplified class conflict, as the balance of power
in Congress shifted with each addition.



The Rise of the Abolitionist Movement

In the North, the abolitionist movement grew, driven by moral, religious, and economic arguments against slavery.
Figures such as Frederick Douglass, Harriet Tubman, and William Lloyd Garrison challenged the class system by
exposing the human cost of slavery. Their activism intensified class conflict, forcing Southern states to defend their
economic interests and leading to a polarized national discourse.

Abolition, Amendments, and the Reconfiguration of Class

The 13th Amendment: The End of Legal Slavery

The 13th Amendment, ratified in 1865, abolished slavery and involuntary servitude. While it marked a monumental
shift in the legal status of enslaved people, it also introduced the “slavery exception,” allowing involuntary servitude
as punishment for a crime. This loophole reflected lingering class anxieties about maintaining control over the labor
force, especially in the post-war South.

The 14th Amendment: Citizenship and Equal Protection

The 14th Amendment granted citizenship to all persons born or naturalized in the United States, including formerly
enslaved people, and established equal protection under the law. This amendment was a direct response to the
class conflict that had led to the Civil War, aiming to dismantle the legal foundations of slavery and provide a
constitutional basis for civil rights.

The 15th Amendment: Voting Rights and the Class Divide

The 15th Amendment prohibited denying the right to vote based on race, color, or previous condition of servitude.
Despite its intentions, Southern states employed poll taxes, literacy tests, and intimidation to circumvent the
amendment, preserving a new class system of disenfranchised Black voters and maintaining white political
dominance.

Reconstruction and the Reassertion of Class Conflict

Freedmen’s Bureau and the Attempted Social Reorganization

The Freedmen’s Bureau, established in 1865, sought to provide education, legal aid, and economic assistance to
formerly enslaved people. However, the Bureau's efforts were hampered by resistance from white Southerners and
limited federal resources, illustrating the persistent class conflict in the post-war South.

Black Codes and Sharecropping

After Reconstruction, Southern states enacted Black Codes that restricted Black labor rights and enforced a new
form of economic dependency through sharecropping. Sharecropping tied Black farmers to landowners,
perpetuating a cycle of debt and poverty that mirrored the class hierarchy of slavery, albeit under a different legal
guise.

Jim Crow, Civil Rights, and the Ongoing Struggle

Legal Segregation and Economic Disparities

The Jim Crow era institutionalized racial segregation and reinforced class disparities. Laws mandated separate
public facilities, schools, and transportation, ensuring that African Americans remained in a lower socio-economic
class. The economic disparities created by segregation laid the groundwork for modern class conflict over wealth
inequality.



The Civil Rights Movement as a Class and Racial Reformation

The Civil Rights Movement of the 1950s and 1960s challenged the entrenched class and racial structures.
Landmark legislation—such as the Civil Rights Act of 1964 and the Voting Rights Act of 1965—aimed to dismantle
segregation and eliminate voting barriers. These laws reflected a constitutional commitment to equality but also
revealed the limits of the Constitution in addressing deep-rooted economic disparities.

Modern Class Conflict: Economic Inequality and Racial Justice

Wealth Inequality and the Legacy of Slavery

Today, wealth inequality remains starkly intertwined with race. The legacy of slavery and the subsequent class
conflicts have contributed to a persistent gap in wealth, education, and opportunities. Economic policies, tax
structures, and labor markets continue to reflect the class divisions that began during the Constitutional era.

The Role of the Constitution in Contemporary Class Discourse

While the Constitution’s original clauses on slavery are now historical artifacts, the amendments that followed
continue to shape contemporary debates over class and race. Discussions about reparations, affirmative action,
and economic justice often reference constitutional principles of equal protection and due process, underscoring
the document’s enduring relevance in class conflict.

Conclusion

The United States Constitution was forged amid intense class conflict over slavery—a conflict that shaped its
clauses, amendments, and the nation's trajectory. From the Three-Fifths Compromise to the Fugitive Slave Clause,
the Constitution both reflected and reinforced the social hierarchy of its time. Subsequent amendments sought to
rectify these injustices, yet the echoes of class conflict persist in modern economic and racial disparities.
Understanding the constitutional roots of this conflict is essential for navigating contemporary debates about
equality, justice, and the role of the law in shaping a fair society. By recognizing how class conflict over slavery has
molded the Constitution, we can better appreciate the challenges and responsibilities that lie ahead
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