
Government and politics of the USA

Worksheet 3a – Key Decisions 3 Questions and Answers

Read the extract from the Court’s decision and then discuss the questions that follow.  
You should agree on your answers before sharing them with the class. 

Dred Scott v. Sandford

We must not confound the rights of citizenship which a State may confer within its own 
limits, and the rights of citizenship as a member of the Union. It does not by any means 
follow, because he has all the rights and privileges of a citizen of a State, that he must be 
a citizen of the United States. He may have all of the rights and privileges of the citizen of 
a State, and yet not be entitled to the rights and privileges of a citizen in any other State. 
For, previous to the adoption of the constitution of the United States, every State had the 
undoubted right to confer on whomsoever it pleased the character of citizen, and to endow 
him with all its rights. But this character of course was confined to the boundaries of the 
State, and gave him no rights or privileges in other States beyond those secured to him by 
the laws of nations and the comity of States. Nor have the several States surrendered the 
power of conferring these rights and privileges by adopting the constitution of the United 
States...
---
It is very clear, therefore, that no State can, by any act or law of its own, passed since the 
adoption of the Constitution, introduce a new member into the political community created 
by the Constitution of the United States. It cannot make him a member of this community by 
making him a member of its own. And, for the same reason, it cannot introduce any person 
or description of persons who were not intended to be embraced in this new political family 
which the Constitution brought into existence, but were intended to be excluded from it.

Questions 

• What argument is presented to deny that African-Americans are citizens of the 
United States? 

• What do these extracts from the decision reveal about contemporary attitudes 
towards the civil rights accorded to African-Americans?
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