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Massachusetts Outlaws Slavery, 1783
Commonwealth of Massachusetts v. Nathaniel Jennison

As to the doctrine of slavery and the right of Christians to hold Africans in perpetual servitude,
and sell and treat them as we do our horses and cattle, that (it is true) has been heretofore coun-
tenanced by the Province Laws formerly, but nowhere is it expressly enacted or established. It has
been a usage—a usage which took its origin from the practice of some of the European nations,
and the regulations of British government respecting the then Colonies, for the benefit of trade
and wealth. But whatever sentiments have formerly prevailed in this particular or slid in upon us
by the example of others, a different idea has taken place with the people of America, more favor-
able to the natural rights of mankind, and to that natural, innate desire of Liberty, which with
Heaven (without regard to color, complexion, or shape of noses—features) has inspired all the
human race. And upon this ground our Constitution of Government, by which the people of this
Commonwealth have solemnly bound themselves, sets out with declaring that all men are born
free and equal —and that every subject is entitled to liberty, and to have it guarded by the laws, as
well as life and property—and in short is totally repugnant to the idea of being born slaves. This
being the case, I think the idea of slavery is inconsistent with our own conduct and Constitution;
and there can be no such things as perpetual servitude of a rational creature, unless his liberty is
forfeited by some criminal conduct or given up by personal consent or contract. . . .

Verdict Guilty.

CITE AS: John P. Kaminski, ed., A Necessary Evil?, Constitutional Heritage Series, Vol. I (Madison House, Madi-
son, Wis. 1995), 17-18.



