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Selected Topics in Political Science: Freedom, Slavery, and the Law 

Part I: State how you believe Finkelman answers his two beginning questions in Chapter 5: 

Was Taney’s Dred Scott opinion an aberration, a mistake by aging, 80-year-old justice? Or 

was that opinion a culmination of Taney’s career focused on supporting slavery and 

persecuting free blacks? Do you agree or disagree with Finkelman’s conclusion as you 

understand it? Explain in a paragraph or two why you agree or disagree. 

(PLEASE REFER TO CHAPTER 5 OF Finkelman, Paul. Supreme Injustice: Slavery and 

the Nation’s Highest Court. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2018.) 

The uncelebrated judgment against Dred Scott’s plea for freedom came as a big blow to 

the anti-racists and the black Americans. They were optimistic about enjoying freedom, just like 

the Native Americans. Justice Taney, a US Supreme court justice affirmed that all blacks’ 

whether enslaved or free, were not American citizens and could never acquire American 

nationality ("Scott V. Sandford" 2). The jury also declared Missouri Compromise 

unconstitutional unlawful and upheld slavery in the ancient American. Taney, a pro-slavery 

justice, further asserted that Dred Scot was black and, therefore, not an American. Consequently, 

he had no right like white men, and the phrase "all men are equal," excluded the blacks since 

they were slaves, unlike the white men.  

Paul Finkelman, attempts to decode the factors that influenced the judge’s decision in his 

book “Supreme Injustice; Slavery in the Nation’s Highest Court.” The author points out personal 
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and political considerations as the primary motivators of pro-racial judgment by the jury. The 

author states that Taney was a slave owner who believed that black Negros came to the US as 

commodities, and therefore they were not supposed to enjoy the same rights as the Native 

Americans ("Scott V. Sandford" 2). I support the author’s assertion because Taney seems to 

devalue blacks by claiming that the equality granted to “all men” excluded blacks who were 

primarily slaves. 

Part II: Read Taney’s opinion for the Supreme Court in Williams v. Ash. Williams v Ash. 

Then type your answers to the following: 

Describe in a paragraph or two the relevant provision in Maria Ann T. Greenfield’s will 

and why Taney affirmed 1the freedom judgment in favor of James Ash. 

James Ash petitioned his freedom from slavery after his owner bequeathed him to the owner’s 

nephew on condition that the nephew does not sell the slaves or take them away from Maryland. 

In contrary to the will, Gerard T. Greenfield, the late owner’s nephew, sells out James Ash, who 

decides to file a petition in pursuit of his freedom based on the breach of the late owner’s will 

("Williams V. Ash, 42 U.S. 1" 3). Taney ruled in favor of the petitioner, asserting that it was 

important to honor Maria Greenfield’s will; which she imposed on her property, including her 

slaves when she wrote: “provided he shall not carry them out of the state of Maryland, or sell 

them to anyone; in either of which events I will and devise the said negroes to be free for life.”  

2. Based on all that you have read so far in this course, write two or three paragraphs 

stating whether you believe Taney’s decision, in this case, is consistent or inconsistent with 

his views on slavery and race, as expressed in his Dred Scott opinion. 

Although some people may view this particular ruling by Judge Taney as in favor of a 

black man, I believe Taney considered James Ash as a property of the late Maria Greenfield. A 
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portion of his ruling read that “the bequest in the will was a conditional limitation of freedom to 

the petitioner, and that it took effect the moment he was sold” and consequently upheld the 

restriction in her will. Just like in his previous rulings where he argued that slaves did not have 

any freedom, he believed that transferring the ownership of the slave sabotaged the intention of 

the original owner to limit the freedom of her property, the slaves.  

Therefore, I consider Judge Taney as a pro-racist judge who thought that slaves were 

worthless commodities whose use was working for the white Native Americans. Although ruling 

in favor of James Ash seems to be a kind gesture, I believe his view that Native Americans 

owned the slaves, who had no rights, instigated his ruling in this case. Unlike Dred Scott, James 

Ash petitioned for freedom that his original owner granted him in her will ("Scott V. Sandford" 

3). Taney upholds the ruling not because he wants to give freedom to the slave but because he 

honors the will of the late American. 
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