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The landmark Supreme Court case, Dred Scott v. Sandford, is one of the most significant and
controversial decisions in American judicial history. Originally decided in 1857, the case's ruling had
profound implications for the status of enslaved African Americans, the legality of slavery in the
United States, and the trajectory toward the Civil War. Over time, the decision's impact has been
reevaluated and ultimately overturned through constitutional amendments and subsequent legal
interpretations. This article explores the case's background, the original ruling, the subsequent
changes, and how the decision evolved from a defining moment of injustice to a catalyst for change in
American law and society.

Understanding Dred Scott v. Sandford: The Case and
Its Background

What Was Dred Scott v. Sandford?

Dred Scott v. Sandford was a Supreme Court case in which Dred Scott, an enslaved African American
man, sued for his freedom. The case arose from Scott's claim that he should be free because he had
lived in free territories with his owner, Dr. John Emerson, and later with his widow, Irene Emerson.
Scott argued that his residence in free territories made him a free man.

Brief Description of the Case:

- Parties Involved: Dred Scott (plaintiff) and John F. A. Sanford (defendant, wrongly named as Sandford
in the case, but often referred to as Sanford)

- Legal Question: Did Scott's residence in free territories make him a free man?

- Outcome: The Supreme Court ruled against Scott, denying him his freedom and declaring that
African Americans, whether enslaved or free, could not be American citizens.

Historical Context

During the mid-19th century, the United States was embroiled in intense debates over slavery's
expansion into new territories. The case became a battleground for these conflicts, with pro-slavery
advocates seeking to uphold slavery's legality and opponents pushing for abolition. The Supreme



Court's decision in Dred Scott reflected the legal and political tensions of the era.

The Original Decision and Its Rationale

The Supreme Court's Ruling in 1857

In a 7-2 decision, the Supreme Court delivered a ruling that would resonate deeply through American
history:

- Majority Opinion: Delivered by Chief Justice Roger B. Taney, the opinion held that African Americans,
whether enslaved or free, could not be considered citizens of the United States and therefore lacked
standing to sue in federal courts.

- Key Points of the Ruling:

- Enslaved Africans and their descendants were considered property, protected under the Fifth
Amendment, which prohibits the government from taking property without due process.

- The Missouri Compromise of 1820, which prohibited slavery in certain territories, was
unconstitutional because it infringed upon property rights.

- Living in free territories did not make Dred Scott free, as slaves were considered property protected
by the Constitution.

Implications of the Original Decision

The ruling effectively:

- Declared that Congress had no authority to prohibit slavery in the territories.

- Stated that African Americans had no rights that white Americans were bound to respect.
- Heightened tensions between North and South, as it emboldened pro-slavery factions and
invalidated efforts to restrict slavery's expansion.

How The Decision Was Changed Over Time

The Dred Scott decision, while legally binding at the time, was not the final word on slavery or African
Americans' rights. Over the subsequent decades, the legal landscape shifted dramatically, leading to
the decision's eventual nullification and the advancement of civil rights.



Legal and Political Repercussions

Following the ruling, several developments contributed to changing the legal stance:

- The Civil War (1861-1865): The conflict between North and South over slavery rendered the
Supreme Court's decision moot in many respects, as the Union fought to abolish slavery.

- The Emancipation Proclamation (1863): President Abraham Lincoln declared enslaved people in
Confederate states free, challenging the notion that enslaved Africans were mere property.

- The Thirteenth Amendment (1865): Officially abolished slavery throughout the United States,
nullifying the legal basis of the Dred Scott decision.

- The Fourteenth Amendment (1868): Crucially, this amendment granted citizenship to all persons
born or naturalized in the United States, including formerly enslaved African Americans, directly
overturning the ruling's assertion that Black people could not be citizens.

The Reversal of the Dred Scott Decision

The Fourteenth Amendment's citizenship clause was the most significant legal change that nullified
the core premise of the Dred Scott decision. It established that:

- All persons born or naturalized in the U.S. are citizens.
- No person shall be deprived of life, liberty, or property without due process of law.
- Equal protection under the law is guaranteed.

This constitutional guarantee fundamentally altered the legal status of African Americans and
invalidated the Supreme Court's earlier ruling.

Supreme Court's Subsequent Rulings and Legal
Developments

Overruling and Limitations

While the Fourteenth Amendment effectively reversed the Dred Scott decision, the Supreme Court did
not explicitly overturn the case itself. Instead, subsequent rulings clarified and reinforced the
constitutional protections now in place:

- Brown v. Board of Education (1954): Declared racial segregation in public schools unconstitutional,
emphasizing equality under the law.

- Civil Rights Act of 1964 and Voting Rights Act of 1965: Legislation aimed at dismantling racial
discrimination, further reinforcing the principles of equality established by the Fourteenth
Amendment.



The Role of Judicial Interpretation

The evolution from the Dred Scott ruling to modern civil rights jurisprudence demonstrates how
judicial interpretation can change over time. The original decision was rooted in the discriminatory
notions of the 19th century, but constitutional amendments and evolving legal standards reshaped
the understanding of citizenship and equality.

The Legacy of Dred Scott v. Sandford

Impact on American Society and Law

The Dred Scott decision is widely regarded as one of the worst Supreme Court rulings in U.S. history
due to its racist implications and the way it justified slavery. Its legacy includes:

- Fueling sectional tensions that led to the Civil War.

- Highlighting the importance of constitutional amendments to correct judicial errors.

- Demonstrating how legal decisions can reflect societal prejudices and how those decisions can be
challenged and changed.

Lessons Learned

The case underscores the importance of:

- Vigilance in defending civil rights.
- The power of constitutional amendments to rectify injustices.
- The evolving nature of constitutional interpretation.

Conclusion

How Was The Decision In Dred Scott V. Sandford Changed? Be Sure To Provide The Name And A Brief
Description — this question encapsulates the transformative journey of one of the most infamous
Supreme Court rulings in American history. Initially, the decision entrenched racial discrimination and
denied African Americans citizenship, but subsequent legal and constitutional developments,
particularly the ratification of the Fourteenth Amendment, effectively overturned its core principles.
Today, the case serves as a stark reminder of how judicial decisions can be influenced by societal
biases and how the legal system can evolve to promote justice and equality. The legacy of Dred Scott
underscores the importance of constitutional protections and the ongoing struggle for civil rights in
the United States.



Frequently Asked Questions

What was the original ruling in Dred Scott v. Sandford and
how did it affect slavery laws?

The original ruling in Dred Scott v. Sandford (1857) declared that African Americans, whether
enslaved or free, could not be American citizens and had no right to sue in federal court. It also held
that Congress had no authority to prohibit slavery in U.S. territories, effectively protecting slavery and
escalating tensions leading to the Civil War.

How did the Dred Scott decision influence the course of the
Civil War?
The decision intensified sectional conflicts by invalidating efforts to limit slavery's expansion, fueling

abolitionist movements, and increasing Northern opposition to the ruling. It contributed to the
polarization that ultimately led to the Civil War.

What was the significance of the Supreme Court's decision in
1857 regarding Dred Scott?

The 1857 decision was significant because it denied the rights of African Americans and declared that
Congress could not prohibit slavery in territories, thus upholding pro-slavery interests and invalidating
earlier compromises like the Missouri Compromise.

How did the ruling in Dred Scott v. Sandford change with the
1857 decision?

The ruling itself remained the same in 1857, but its impact was profound, leading to increased
tensions. Later, the 13th and 14th Amendments effectively overturned its core principles by
abolishing slavery and granting citizenship rights regardless of race.

What role did the Dred Scott decision play in the eventual
abolition of slavery?

While the decision reinforced slavery and racial inequality, it also galvanized abolitionists and
heightened tensions that prompted the Civil War. The post-war amendments (13th and 14th)
ultimately nullified its discriminatory rulings, leading to the abolition of slavery.

Additional Resources

Dred Scott v. Sandford: How the Landmark Decision Evolved and Its Lasting Impact

Introduction



The United States Supreme Court case Dred Scott v. Sandford (1857) stands as one of the most
infamous and consequential rulings in American legal history. Initially delivering a decision that
entrenched the institution of slavery and denied African Americans the rights of citizenship, the
ruling's interpretation and significance have undergone profound shifts over time. This article aims to
explore the evolution of the Dred Scott decision—from its original pronouncement to how subsequent
legal, political, and social developments transformed its meaning and impact.

Background of the Dred Scott Case
The Parties Involved

- Dred Scott: An enslaved African American man born around 1799, owned by Dr. John Emerson, a
U.S. Army surgeon.

- John Emerson: Scott’s owner, who resided in free territories for periods, including Illinois and the
Wisconsin Territory, where slavery was prohibited.

- Sandford (John F. A. Sandford): The defendant, who purchased Scott after Emerson’s death and
contested Scott’s legal status.

The Core Issue

Dred Scott’s case arose from his claim for freedom based on his residence in free territories. Scott
argued that living in free states and territories should have made him a free man. The case quickly
escalated to the Supreme Court, which was asked to resolve whether:

- Black people, free or enslaved, could be considered citizens of the United States.

- Residence in free territories automatically conferred freedom.
- The Missouri Compromise (1820) was constitutional in prohibiting slavery in certain territories.

The Original Decision: A Landmark Ruling

The Supreme Court's Findings (1857)

Chief Justice Roger B. Taney authored the majority opinion, which concluded:

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

- Dred Scott remained a slave because his residence in free territories did not alter his status.

- The Missouri Compromise was unconstitutional because it infringed upon property rights and
Congress's authority over territories.

This decision effectively declared that:

- People of African descent had no rights that white Americans were bound to respect.
- Congress lacked the authority to prohibit slavery in U.S. territories.

Immediate Impact



The ruling intensified sectional tensions, emboldened pro-slavery advocates, and invalidated efforts to
restrict slavery's expansion. It also set a legal precedent that African Americans did not possess
citizenship rights, thus denying them legal protections.

How the Decision Was Changed Over Time

Despite its authoritative tone, the Dred Scott ruling was not static in its interpretation or influence. Its
legal, political, and societal implications have been reshaped through various means across the
decades.

Post-Decision Developments and the Growing Opposition
The Civil War and Emancipation (1861-1865)

- The Civil War fundamentally challenged the Dred Scott decision.
- The Union's victory and the abolition of slavery through the 13th Amendment (1865) nullified the
decision's basis for denying rights to African Americans.

The 14th Amendment: Redefining Citizenship

- Key Provision: "All persons born or naturalized in the United States, and subject to the jurisdiction
thereof, are citizens of the United States and of the State wherein they reside."

- Impact: This overturned the Dred Scott ruling by establishing that citizenship is not limited by race
or previous condition, thereby granting African Americans and others full citizenship rights.

How the 14th Amendment Changed the Decision:

| Aspect | Pre-14th Amendment | Post-14th Amendment |

I | | |

| Citizenship | Denied to African Americans | Granted to all born or naturalized in the U.S. |

| Legal Standing | Scott lacked standing to sue | All persons are recognized as citizens with rights |
| Court's Power | Could not recognize Black citizenship | Now explicitly acknowledged |

Judicial Reinterpretations and Legal Reforms
Overruling and Limitations

- The Dred Scott decision itself was never formally overturned, but its principles were effectively
rendered obsolete by constitutional amendments and subsequent case law.

- The Supreme Court gradually distanced itself from the ruling, affirming the rights of African
Americans through landmark cases like Brown v. Board of Education (1954), which addressed civil
rights and equality.

Influence on Subsequent Cases



- The decision served as a cautionary tale of judicial overreach and racial bias.
- It prompted legal scholars and civil rights advocates to push for constitutional protections of equality
and citizenship.

Social and Political Shifts
Abolition of Slavery

- The Dred Scott ruling galvanized abolitionist movements, highlighting the need to dismantle slavery
legally and morally.

- The Civil War and Reconstruction Amendments (13th, 14th, and 15th) redefined the legal landscape
around race, slavery, and citizenship.

Civil Rights Era and Beyond

- The Dred Scott decision became a symbol of racial injustice.
- Courts and legislatures worked to dismantle its influence, promoting equal rights and anti-
discrimination laws.

The Modern Legacy: From Ruling to Reminder
Educational and Cultural Reflection

- The Dred Scott case is now studied as an example of judicial fallibility and racial bias.
- It underscores the importance of constitutional protections and the evolution of civil rights.

Legal and Constitutional Lessons

- The case exemplifies how constitutional interpretations can evolve.
- It highlights the importance of amendments and legislative action in correcting judicial decisions
rooted in prejudice.

Conclusion

The Dred Scott v. Sandford case began as a decision that entrenched racial inequality and denied
citizenship rights to African Americans. However, over the ensuing decades, its meaning was
fundamentally changed through constitutional amendments, landmark court decisions, and social
progress. The 14th Amendment was pivotal in reversing the core principles of the ruling, establishing
a legal foundation for equality and citizenship that remains central to American law today.

While the original ruling still exists as a historical document, its principles have been effectively
nullified, serving as a stark reminder of the importance of justice, equality, and constitutional
protections. The transformation of the Dred Scott decision exemplifies how legal interpretations can
evolve and how societal values shape the law—an ongoing story of progress, reflection, and the
pursuit of justice.



In essence, the decision in Dred Scott v. Sandford changed from a symbol of racial oppression to a
catalyst for constitutional reform, illustrating the dynamic nature of law and the enduring struggle for
civil rights in the United States.
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