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Introduction
The Northwest Ordinance of 1787 stands as a pivotal piece of legislation that shaped the future of
the United States, establishing a framework for the governance and settlement of the Northwest
Territory. As with many significant policies of the era, its passage was met with considerable debate
and opposition, particularly concerning issues related to slavery and territorial governance. A
common question among historians and students alike is whether the South's opposition to the
Northwest Ordinance was primarily rooted in the institution of slavery or other regional interests.
This article explores the nature of opposition from the Southern states, examining the motivations,
concerns, and political dynamics that influenced their stance.

Background of the Northwest Ordinance of 1787
The Northwest Ordinance was enacted by the Congress of the Confederation on July 13, 1787. Its
primary objectives included:
- Providing a systematic process for territories to become states.
- Establishing an effective governance structure for the Northwest Territory.
- Protecting civil liberties and property rights.
- Prohibiting slavery in the territory, with some notable exceptions and ambiguities.

This legislation was groundbreaking because it set a precedent for the orderly expansion of the
United States and addressed contentious issues such as land sales, government structure, and the
rights of inhabitants.

Southern Opposition: An Overview
Contrary to some assumptions, the opposition from Southern states to the Northwest Ordinance was
complex and multifaceted. While concerns about slavery played a role, other issues such as
economic interests, political power, and regional autonomy were equally influential.

Key Points of Southern Opposition
- Concerns over the prohibition of slavery in the Northwest Territory.
- Fears of losing political influence as new states formed.
- Economic interests related to land and trade.
- Regional identity and sovereignty issues.



Was The Opposition Primarily Over Slavery?
One of the most debated aspects of Southern opposition revolves around slavery. The Northwest
Ordinance explicitly prohibited slavery in the Northwest Territory, which was seen by Southern
states as a threat to their economic and social systems based on slavery.

The Slavery Clause in the Northwest Ordinance
The ordinance declared that "There shall be neither slavery nor involuntary servitude in the said
territory." This provision was significant because:
- It marked a clear stance against the expansion of slavery into new territories.
- It threatened the economic model of the Southern states that relied heavily on enslaved labor.

Southern Response to the Slavery Ban
Southern states, particularly South Carolina, Georgia, and parts of Virginia, voiced strong opposition
to this clause. Their arguments included:
- The belief that slavery was essential to their economic prosperity.
- Concerns that banning slavery would lead to the eventual abolition of slavery everywhere.
- Fears that the prohibition would set a precedent for future restrictions.

Was the Opposition Solely About Slavery?
While slavery was a central issue, it was not the sole reason for opposition. Several other factors
influenced Southern resistance:
- Political Power: Southern states feared losing influence as new states formed from the Northwest
Territory, which would be free states.
- Economic Interests: Southern economies depended on slavery, but they also wanted access to new
lands and markets.
- State Sovereignty: Some Southern leaders viewed the ordinance as federal overreach into regional
autonomy.

Other Causes of Southern Opposition
Beyond slavery, Southern states had broader concerns that shaped their stance against the
Northwest Ordinance.

Political and Demographic Concerns
- Fear of Dilution of Power: As the Northwest Territory was to be settled predominantly by
Northerners, Southern states worried about losing political influence.
- Representation: The new states formed from the territory would enter the Union as free states,
shifting the balance of power in Congress.



Economic Interests and Land Policies
- Land Sales and Development: Southern planters and land speculators sought access to the land in
the Northwest for economic expansion.
- Trade Routes: Control over trade routes and access to waterways was crucial for Southern
economic interests.

Regional Identity and Autonomy
- The Southern states emphasized states' rights and regional control, often opposing federal policies
they perceived as overreach.
- They sought to protect their economic and social systems from federal restrictions.

Impacts of the Opposition
The opposition from the South influenced subsequent territorial and national policies. Some key
impacts include:

Delayed or Modified Legislation
- Amendments and compromises were often necessary to accommodate Southern concerns,
particularly regarding slavery.
- The inclusion of clauses allowing slavery in certain territories or future states became a
contentious issue.

Precedents for Future Conflicts
- The debate over slavery in the Northwest Territory foreshadowed larger conflicts leading up to the
Civil War.
- The balance between free and slave states became a recurring theme in American politics.

Legacy of the Opposition and the Ordinance
The Northwest Ordinance remains a landmark in American history, but its passage was shaped by
regional conflicts and compromises.

Long-term Effects on American Expansion
- Established a pattern for the orderly settlement and governance of western territories.
- Contributed to the sectional tensions over slavery and political power.

Lessons from the Opposition
- Highlighted the importance of regional interests in federal policymaking.



- Demonstrated the challenges of balancing economic, political, and moral concerns in nation-
building.

Conclusion
While the question often centers on whether the greatest opposition to the Northwest Ordinance of
1787 came from the South over the institution of slavery, the reality is more nuanced. Southern
opposition was indeed fueled by the desire to protect slavery and their economic interests, but it was
also driven by concerns over political influence, regional autonomy, and economic development. The
legislation's prohibition of slavery in the Northwest Territory marked a significant moment in
American history, setting the stage for future sectional conflicts. Understanding the multifaceted
nature of Southern opposition provides valuable insights into the complexities of early American
politics and the enduring legacy of the Northwest Ordinance.

---
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Frequently Asked Questions

What was the primary opposition from the South regarding
the Northwest Ordinance of 1787?
The South primarily opposed restrictions on slavery in the territories, fearing they would limit the
expansion of slaveholding states and threaten the institution of slavery.

How did the Northwest Ordinance of 1787 impact the
institution of slavery in new territories?
The ordinance prohibited slavery in the Northwest Territory, which was a major point of contention
with the Southern states that wanted to expand slavery into new areas.

Why did Southern states oppose the restrictions on slavery
imposed by the Northwest Ordinance?
Southern states relied heavily on slavery for their agricultural economy and viewed restrictions as a
threat to their economic interests and social order.

Did the opposition from the South influence the final
provisions of the Northwest Ordinance of 1787?
Yes, Southern opposition led to compromises, including provisions that allowed fugitive slave laws
and greater flexibility for slavery in certain territories, though outright slavery was prohibited north



of the Ohio River.

Was the opposition from the South over the Northwest
Ordinance a significant factor in later sectional conflicts?
Yes, disputes over territories and the spread of slavery fueled sectional tensions that contributed to
the eventual Civil War.

How did the Northwest Ordinance of 1787 shape the future of
slavery in the United States?
While it prohibited slavery in the Northwest Territory, the ordinance highlighted the growing
sectional divide and set the stage for future conflicts over the expansion of slavery into new
territories.

Additional Resources
Opposition to the Northwest Ordinance of 1787: The South's Resistance Over the Institution of
Slavery

The Northwest Ordinance of 1787 stands as a foundational piece of legislation in United States
history, establishing the framework for the governance of the Northwest Territory—and, crucially,
setting precedents for the expansion of slavery and the balance of power between free and slave
states. While many scholars acknowledge debates surrounding the Ordinance, a compelling
argument emerges that the most significant opposition originated from the Southern states, driven
primarily by concerns over slavery and the potential restrictions on their economic interests. This
review delves into the nature of this opposition, exploring its roots, manifestations, and lasting
implications.

---

Historical Background of the Northwest Ordinance of 1787

Context and Significance

The Northwest Ordinance was enacted on July 13, 1787, under the Articles of Confederation, to
establish governance for the vast territory northwest of the Ohio River, encompassing lands that
would later become Ohio, Indiana, Illinois, Michigan, Wisconsin, and Minnesota. Its primary goals
included:

- Providing a systematic process for territorial expansion and statehood.
- Ensuring the orderly settlement of the region.
- Establishing civil liberties and prohibitions on certain practices.
- Creating a precedent for the expansion of the United States.

Provisions Related to Slavery

One of the most contentious aspects was its stance on slavery, articulated in Article 6, which



explicitly stated:

> "There shall be neither slavery nor involuntary servitude in the said territory, otherwise than in
the punishment of crimes whereof the party shall have been duly convicted."

This clause effectively prohibited slavery in the Northwest Territory, a move that alarmed Southern
slaveholders and pro-slavery advocates, who viewed the expansion of free territories as a threat to
the institution of slavery.

---

The Nature of Opposition: Southern States’ Concerns and Strategies

The Core Issue: Slavery and Economic Interests

The primary opposition from the South centered around the potential restriction of slavery's spread.
For Southern states, slavery was integral to their economic model, especially in plantation
agriculture reliant on enslaved labor. The Northwest Ordinance’s prohibition posed a direct
challenge to their ambitions for territorial expansion and economic dominance.

Key Aspects of Southern Opposition

1. Defense of Slavery as an Institution

- Southern delegates viewed slavery as a "positive good," essential for their economic prosperity.
- They argued that banning slavery in new territories would diminish their economic power and
influence.

2. Political and Strategic Concerns

- Southern states feared that prohibiting slavery would set a precedent for future territories.
- They worried this could eventually lead to the abolition of slavery nationwide.

3. State Sovereignty and Rights

- Many Southern representatives emphasized states’ rights, asserting that Congress should not
impose restrictions on slavery.
- They believed that slavery was a local institution and that each state should decide its stance
independently.

Strategies Employed by Southern States

- Negotiation and Political Bargaining

Southern delegates sought to influence the language of the Ordinance to allow slavery or at least to
prevent its outright prohibition.

- Provision of Compromises

They supported provisions that balanced their interests, such as:



- The inclusion of the "Fugitive Slave Clause," which required escaped slaves to be returned to their
owners.
- The notion that slavery could be permitted in future states carved from the territory, though not
explicitly in the Ordinance.

- Use of Political Alliances

Southern states formed alliances with pro-slavery Northern delegates to push for clauses favorable
to slavery’s expansion.

---

Key Moments and Debates in the Ordinance's Passage

The Debate Over Slavery Prohibition

During the drafting and ratification of the Northwest Ordinance, debates centered heavily on
whether to prohibit slavery outright.

- Opponents’ Arguments

- That banning slavery violated the rights of property owners.
- That it would hinder the economic development of the territory.
- That it would set a dangerous precedent for future restrictions.

- Supporters’ Arguments

- That slavery was morally wrong and incompatible with republican ideals.
- That prohibiting slavery in new territories would prevent its spread and help set a national
standard.

Outcome of the Debate

Despite Southern opposition, the Ordinance ultimately included a clause prohibiting slavery in the
territory. This was achieved through compromise, with some Southern delegates accepting the
prohibition temporarily or in hopes of future expansion.

---

Broader Implications of Southern Opposition

Impact on the Political Landscape

The opposition to the Ordinance and its anti-slavery clause had lasting effects:

- Sectional Tensions: The debate heightened tensions between North and South, foreshadowing
conflicts over slavery’s expansion.
- Missouri Compromise (1820): The controversy over slavery in new territories reemerged and was
temporarily mitigated by compromises like the Missouri Compromise, which admitted Missouri as a
slave state and Maine as a free state.



The Role of the Ordinance in the Slavery Expansion Debate

While the Ordinance prohibited slavery in the Northwest Territory, the South remained committed
to expanding slavery into new territories and states. Their opposition to the Ordinance’s anti-slavery
stance was part of a broader strategy to secure the future of slavery in the expanding nation.

---

Additional Factors Fueling Southern Resistance

The Influence of Slaveholders and Plantation Economy

- Southern planters and slaveholders viewed territorial expansion as essential for their economic
interests.
- The prohibition of slavery threatened the viability of their economic model, prompting fierce
resistance.

Political Power and Representation

- Southern states aimed to maintain political influence proportional to their slaveholding population.
- Ensuring the spread of slavery into new territories was seen as vital to maintaining political power
in Congress.

Ideological and Cultural Factors

- The defense of slavery was intertwined with notions of racial hierarchy and social order.
- Many Southerners believed that slavery was sanctioned by tradition and required to sustain their
society.

---

Summary and Lasting Legacy

The Primacy of Southern Opposition

In conclusion, the most significant opposition to the Northwest Ordinance of 1787 indeed stemmed
from the South, primarily rooted in the desire to preserve and expand the institution of slavery.
Their opposition was multifaceted, encompassing economic interests, political power, and
ideological beliefs.

Legacy and Reflection

- The Ordinance’s prohibition of slavery in the Northwest Territory marked a pivotal moment in the
sectional conflicts that would ultimately lead to the Civil War.
- The Southern resistance underscored the deep divisions within the young nation over slavery,
which persisted through subsequent decades.
- The debates and compromises surrounding the Ordinance reflected the fragile balance of power
and the contentious nature of territorial expansion.

Final Thought



Understanding the South’s opposition to the Northwest Ordinance of 1787 provides critical insight
into the complex political and economic landscape of early America. It reveals how territorial
legislation was a battleground for broader national conflicts over slavery, states’ rights, and
sectional dominance—a legacy that continues to shape American history.

---

In essence, the opposition to the Northwest Ordinance by the South was not merely about territorial
governance but was fundamentally intertwined with the preservation and expansion of slavery,
making it one of the most significant and contentious debates in early American political
development.
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