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The story of Dred Scott’s fight for freedom is one of the most pivotal cases in American history,
highlighting the complex interplay between law, morality, and racial injustice during the 19th century.
Scott’s argument for his right to be free was rooted in both legal reasoning and moral principles,
challenging the very foundations of slavery and racial inequality. This article explores the details of Scott’s
legal claim, the broader context of slavery in the United States, and the significance of his case in shaping
the future of American civil rights.

---

Background of Dred Scott’s Case

Who Was Dred Scott?
Dred Scott was an enslaved African American man born around 1799 in Virginia. He was later moved to
the Missouri Territory, where he was owned by Dr. John Emerson, a U.S. Army surgeon. Scott’s life
became intertwined with the legal system when he sought to gain his freedom through a court case.

The Legal Journey to Freedom
Scott’s case began when he sued for his freedom in Missouri, arguing that his residence in free
territories—Illinois and the Wisconsin Territory—made him a free man. His legal argument rested on the
notion that living in free states and territories should confer freedom upon enslaved persons.

---

Scott’s Legal Argument for Freedom



Legal Foundations of His Claim
Dred Scott’s primary legal argument was based on the principle that his residence in free territories
rendered him free. He and his supporters contended that:

- Living in Free States and Territories: Since Scott had lived in Illinois and the Wisconsin Territory, both of
which prohibited slavery, he argued that these environments should have made him free.

- Legal Precedent: Scott cited prior cases and legal principles suggesting that residence in a free region
could alter the status of an enslaved person.

- The Missouri Compromise of 1820: Scott’s case challenged the constitutionality of this legislation, which
prohibited slavery in certain territories, asserting that it infringed upon his rights.

Key Arguments Presented by Scott’s Legal Team
Scott’s attorneys emphasized that:

- Enslaved persons are persons, not property: They argued that enslaved individuals should be recognized
as persons with legal rights, not mere chattel.

- State and federal laws protecting slavery: They claimed that the laws in free territories should protect the
rights of those seeking freedom.

- Constitutional protections: They argued that the U.S. Constitution guarantees certain rights that should
prevent slavery’s expansion or existence in free territories.

The Role of the Missouri Supreme Court
Initially, Scott’s case was heard at the state level, where the Missouri Supreme Court ruled against him,
asserting that enslaved persons remained property regardless of their residence. However, Scott appealed to
the federal courts, setting the stage for a landmark constitutional question.

---

The Landmark Supreme Court Decision



The 1857 Supreme Court Ruling
In 1857, the United States Supreme Court delivered its decision in Dred Scott v. Sandford. The ruling was
one of the most infamous in American history, affirming that:

- African Americans, whether free or enslaved, could not be considered citizens and therefore lacked the
standing to sue in federal courts.

- Slaves and their descendants were property protected under the Fifth Amendment, which prohibited
Congress from depriving individuals of their property without due process.

- The Missouri Compromise was unconstitutional, as it infringed upon property rights and Congress’s
authority to regulate territories.

Implications of the Decision
The decision effectively declared that:

- Enslaved persons had no legal right to freedom based on residence in free territories.

- Congress lacked the authority to prohibit slavery in any federal territory.

- The ruling emboldened pro-slavery forces and intensified sectional tensions leading up to the Civil War.

---

Analyzing Scott’s Argument for Freedom

Legal Merit and Limitations
While Dred Scott’s legal argument was rooted in the desire to assert his rights, the Supreme Court’s
decision revealed significant flaws and biases:

- Ignoring Human Rights: The Court’s ruling dismissed the humanity of enslaved persons, treating them as
property rather than individuals.

- Misinterpretation of the Constitution: The Court’s expansive view of property rights overrode any
constitutional protections for personal liberty and equality.

- Failure to Recognize Personal Status: The argument that residence in free territories automatically made



Scott free was insufficient under existing laws and judicial interpretations.

Morally and Politically Motivated Aspects
Scott’s case was also motivated by moral opposition to slavery and the desire for legal recognition of his
humanity. His legal team aimed to:

- Challenge the legality of slavery itself.

- Assert that enslaved persons could become free through residence in free territories.

- Use the legal system to advance the cause of abolition and civil rights.

---

Broader Context of Scott’s Argument and Its Impact

Slavery in the North vs. The South
At the time of Scott’s case, slavery was illegal in the Northern states, but it thrived in the South. His
argument underscored the contradictions within the United States:

- The North’s abolitionist stance contrasted sharply with the South’s reliance on enslaved labor.

- The legal debate centered on whether the federal government or individual states had authority over
slavery.

Legal and Moral Legacy
Although the Supreme Court rejected Scott’s claim, his case had lasting significance:

- Mobilized Anti-Slavery Movements: It galvanized abolitionists by highlighting the injustices of slavery.

- Precursor to Civil War: The ruling intensified sectional divisions, contributing to the outbreak of the Civil
War.

- Legal Challenges to Slavery: It exposed the limitations of existing laws and inspired future legal efforts to
combat racial injustice.



Modern Reflection and Lessons
Today, Scott’s case is seen as a stark reminder of the dangers of legal systems that deny basic human rights
and dignity. It underscores the importance of:

- Upholding justice and equality under the law.

- Recognizing the humanity of all individuals, regardless of race or background.

- Ensuring that legal arguments are rooted in morality and constitutional principles rather than property
rights and prejudice.

---

Conclusion
Dred Scott’s argument for his freedom was a courageous attempt to challenge the deeply ingrained racial
and legal injustices of his time. While the Supreme Court’s decision was a setback for civil rights, it played
a crucial role in exposing the moral failings of slavery and spurring the fight for equality. Understanding
Scott’s case provides vital insights into the legal battles that shaped the United States and reminds us of the
ongoing struggle for justice and human dignity.

---
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Frequently Asked Questions

What was Scotts main argument for his freedom in the case?
Scotts argued that since he had been granted freedom by his slaveholder, he should be legally recognized as
a free man, and that slavery was illegal in the North where he had lived.

Why did Scott believe he was entitled to freedom despite being a slave?
Because his slaveholder had granted him freedom, and since slavery was illegal in the Northern states
where he had resided, he contended that he should be recognized as a free individual.

How did the fact that slavery was illegal in the North influence Scotts
case?
It supported Scotts' claim that he had become free when he lived in the North, and it challenged the
legality of his continued enslavement based on the regional laws against slavery.

What role did the slaveholder's grant of freedom play in Scotts' legal
argument?
The grant of freedom from his slaveholder was central to his case, as it was the basis for asserting that he
was legally free and should not be returned to slavery.

Did the legal status of slavery in the North impact the Supreme Court's
decision in Scotts case?
Yes, the fact that slavery was illegal in the North was a key factor in the case, ultimately influencing the
Court's ruling that enslaved people did not have rights and that Congress could not prohibit slavery in the
territories.

What was the significance of Scotts' argument regarding the legality of
slavery in the North?
It highlighted the conflict between regional laws and the federal legal system, and it played a role in the
broader legal and political debates over the status of slavery in the United States.



Additional Resources
What Was Scott’s Argument For Freedom? Slavery Was Illegal In The North. His Slaveholder Had
Granted Him is a compelling phrase that encapsulates the complex legal and moral debates surrounding
Dred Scott’s quest for freedom. This case, one of the most significant in American history, challenged the
very foundations of slavery, citizenship, and constitutional rights. Understanding Scott’s argument requires
delving into the historical context, legal reasoning, and moral questions that fueled the case. This article
provides a comprehensive analysis of Scott’s claim for freedom, the legal landscape of the time, and the
broader implications of his case.

---

Introduction: The Significance of Dred Scott’s Case

Dred Scott’s fight for freedom was not merely a personal legal battle but a reflection of the larger tensions
within the United States during the mid-19th century. As a slave who had lived in free territories, Scott’s
argument was rooted in the idea that his residence in free states and territories entitled him to
emancipation. His claim was based on a combination of legal principles, the actions of his owner, and the
laws of the states and territories he had lived in.

This case, formally known as Dred Scott v. Sandford, reached the Supreme Court in 1857 and resulted in a
decision that denied Scott his freedom and declared that African Americans, whether free or enslaved,
could not be American citizens. To fully grasp Scott’s argument and its implications, it’s crucial to explore
the legal and historical backdrop against which the case unfolded.

---

Historical Context: Slavery, Freedom, and the Law in 19th Century America

The Legal Status of Slavery in the North and South

- Slavery in the South: Slavery was legally recognized and entrenched in southern states, with laws that
defined enslaved people as property rather than persons with rights.
- Freedom in the North: Many northern states had abolished slavery or provided for gradual emancipation,
creating a patchwork of free and slave states.
- Territorial Laws: The status of slavery in territories was often contested, with laws varying and some
territories enacting restrictions to prevent the spread of slavery.

The Missouri Compromise and Its Aftermath

- The Missouri Compromise of 1820 attempted to balance free and slave states, establishing that territories
north of the 36°30′ line would be free.
- This legislation influenced perceptions of slavery and contributed to the legal arguments surrounding



Scott’s case.

Dred Scott’s Legal Argument for Freedom

The Background of Scott’s Residence in Free Territories

- Dred Scott was born around 1799 in Virginia and later became the property of Dr. John Emerson, a U.S.
Army surgeon.
- Emerson took Scott to Illinois (a free state) and the Wisconsin Territory (also free under the Missouri
Compromise).
- Scott argued that his time in these free areas made him a free man.

The Core Legal Claims

1. Residence in Free Territories Made Him Free

Scott’s primary argument was that living in free states and territories granted him his freedom. He
contended that:

- His legal status as a slave was revoked when he resided in areas where slavery was prohibited.
- The law recognized his residence in free territory as conferring his emancipation.

2. The Law of the State and Territory

- Scott claimed that the laws of Illinois and Wisconsin, which granted or recognized freedom, applied to
him.
- He argued that the legal principle of "once free, always free" should apply, meaning his prolonged
residence in free areas effectively freed him.

3. The Doctrine of Personal Rights and Property

- Scott’s case raised the question of whether a person could be considered property or a citizen.
- His legal team argued that he was a person and, therefore, entitled to the rights of a citizen.

4. The Role of His Slaveholder

- Scott’s owner, Emerson, had granted him a form of liberty through his actions and residence.
- Some argued that Emerson’s permission or the fact that Scott was living in free territory should have
liberated him.

The Supreme Court’s Decision and Its Legal Reasoning

The case culminated in the 1857 Supreme Court decision authored by Chief Justice Roger B. Taney. The



ruling overturned Scott’s claims and had profound legal and moral consequences.

Main Points of the Court’s Ruling

- African Americans Could Not Be Citizens: The Court declared that no person of African descent could be
considered a citizen under the Constitution, thus denying Scott standing to sue.
- Slavery Was Legal in All Territories: The Court held that Congress lacked the authority to prohibit
slavery in the territories, effectively invalidating the Missouri Compromise.
- Residence in Free Territories Did Not Make Scott Free: The Court stated that Scott’s residence in free
states and territories did not automatically grant him freedom, as he was considered property.

The Legal Foundations of the Decision

- The Court relied on the doctrine that enslaved people and their descendants were property, not citizens.
- The ruling emphasized that the Constitution protected property rights, including slaveholders’ rights to
their slaves.
- It dismissed Scott’s argument about residence in free areas, asserting that such residence did not alter his
legal status as property.

---

Critical Analysis: Was Scott’s Argument Legally Valid?

The Strengths of Scott’s Case

- Based on residence and local laws, Scott’s claim had some legal grounding, especially in states where
emancipation was recognized.
- His argument highlighted the inconsistency of slavery laws across different states and territories.

The Weaknesses and Limitations

- The Supreme Court’s interpretation prioritized property rights over individual liberty.
- The ruling ignored the implications of residence and human rights, focusing instead on legal
technicalities.
- The decision effectively denied citizenship and rights to all African Americans, regardless of
circumstances.

---

Broader Implications of Scott’s Argument and the Court’s Decision

Impact on the Abolition Movement



- The ruling galvanized abolitionists and opponents of slavery.
- It exposed the moral and legal contradictions within American society.

Legal and Constitutional Repercussions

- The decision invalidated many laws that granted freedom based on residence in free territories.
- It heightened tensions that eventually led to the Civil War.

Moral and Ethical Considerations

- Scott’s case raised questions about human rights, property rights, and the moral foundation of slavery.
- It challenged the notion that laws could justify denying basic human dignity and freedom.

---

Conclusion: The Legacy of Scott’s Argument for Freedom

Dred Scott’s argument for freedom was rooted in the legal principles of residence, property rights, and the
laws of free states and territories. While his case was ultimately unsuccessful in the courts, it illuminated
the deep divisions in American society regarding slavery and citizenship. The Supreme Court’s decision in
Dred Scott v. Sandford marked a dark chapter, but it also set the stage for the eventual abolition of slavery
and civil rights advancements.

Understanding Scott’s argument and the legal reasoning behind the case provides critical insight into the
complexities of American law and morality during a pivotal era. It underscores how legal interpretations
can shape societal values and influence the course of history. As we reflect on Scott’s fight for freedom, we
recognize the enduring importance of justice, equality, and the rule of law in shaping a more equitable
society.

---
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