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Document Set 11-2: State Laws Govern Slavery, 1824


The articles stated in the Civil Code of Louisiana in 1824, clearly depict the lack of legal rights slaves were entitled.  This essay will briefly explain what rights a slave did have under these laws, what rights a slave owner had, what the lives of slaves might have been like under these laws, and how a historian might reconstruct the history of slavery by reading them.


Although slaves were considered property to their owners, they were extended a very limited number of rights.  Some of these “rights” seem to be exceptions to the rule, but nonetheless distinguish a slave between property and living person.  A slave was only able to enter into a contract “which relate[s] to his own emancipation” (article 174).  A slave was only able to acquire personal property if it was gave to him by his master as his “peculium” (article 175).  They were also allowed to inherit from an emancipated relative if the slave was freed before the “succession is opened” (article 176).  A slave was allowed to be involved in court proceedings, when he was needed for certain laws or to prove his freedom (article 177).  Slaves can marry only with the consent of their master, but it is not recognized as a legal union (article182).  A slave can be emancipated at age 33, or if he has saved the life of his master or family.  That emancipation in then considered permanent (article 184-189).  


In comparison to the rights of the slaves, the masters have considerable power.  A master has the right to punish his slaves within reason.  Meaning he can’t brutalize them or kill them (article 173).  The master owns everything a slave has unless the master has chosen to “give” it to the slave (article 175).  “Masters are bound by the acts of their slaves done by their command”, unless the slaves acted otherwise (article 179).  In the event that a slave does create damages, a master is responsible for the disobedience of that slave.  However, he has the right to abandon himself from that particular slave and sell him at auction (article 180-181).  Although these are a few of the rights listed in this document, the master had rights above and beyond those of a slave.  A master was considered a human, bound by the laws and limitations of the constitution and laws practiced within the individual states.  Slaves were not extended that privilege.


By reading these laws, one might determine that a slave’s life was very confined and limited.  They were treated as if they were and object, owned and used solely by their owner.  It seems that the opportunities extended to the slaves in these laws, are quickly challenged by the article following.  For example: a master can free his slave at his will, but that slave must be 33 years old and behaved well for four years.  Due to the life expectancy of a slave during the nineteenth century, 33 yeas of age was quite old.


A historian might look at this document and see the loopholes that were created to make it seem that a slave had a few rights, even though they could be taken away at the will of the master.  It also states in the introduction to the document that many other states had similar documents.  That shows that the southern states were like-minded in their plan to make emancipation close to impossible.  The fact that such documents exist in American history might make a historian more inclined to share the cruelty and mercilessness that was practiced in the south.  

