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The enforcement of the Fugitive Slave Act of 1850, which was a part of 
the Compromise of 1850, intensified the already heated arguments 
between anti-slavery Northerners and pro-slavery Southerners. The 
Fugitive Slave Law of 1850 made the federal government responsible for 
finding and apprehending fugitive slaves in the North and then sending 
them back to the South. Essentially this law gave the federal government 
permission to negate the legal processes already established in the 
North. In fact, all citizens, even white northerners who were against 
slavery, were required to help capture and return slaves escaped slaves to 
their owners. The federal government was empowered with the ability to 
force citizens, even against their wills, to take part in the seizure of 
fugitive slaves. 
Even though southern slaveholders believed in state’s rights and their 
own local autonomy, they supported and benefited from the power of the 
federal government in its enforcement of the Fugitive Slave Act. Not only 
would this law help to stop the flow of fugitive slaves to the North, but 
this legislation bolstered southern slaveholders’ constitutional right to 
own slave property. 
 
 
Section 5 of the Fugitive Slave Act of 1850: 
 

“…and all good citizens are hereby commanded to aid and assist in the prompt and 

efficient execution of this law, whenever their services may be required, as aforesaid, 

for that purpose; and said warrants shall run, and be executed by said officers, any 

where in the State within which they are issued.” 

 
 
What is this section of the Fugitive Slave Act of 1850 requiring citizens to 
do? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
Section 6 of the Fugitive Slave Act of 1850: 
 

“And be it further enacted, That when a person held to service or labor in any State or 

Territory of the United States, has heretofore or shall hereafter escape into another State 

or Territory of the United States, the person or persons to whom such service or labor 

may be due, or his, her, or their agent or attorney, duly authorized, by power of 

attorney, in writing, acknowledged and certified under the seal of some legal officer or 

court of the State or Territory in which the same may be executed, may pursue and 

reclaim such fugitive person, either by procuring a warrant from some one of the courts, 

judges, or commissioners aforesaid, of the proper circuit, district, or county, for the 

apprehension of such fugitive from service or labor, or by seizing and arresting such 

fugitive, where the same can be done without process…” 

 
Besides the legal owner of a fugitive slave, who else had the authority to 
apprehend a runaway? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Section 6 of the Fugitive Slave Act of 1850: 
 

“…to use such reasonable force and restraint as may be necessary, under the 

circumstances of the case, to take and remove such fugitive person back to the State 

or Territory whence he or she may have escaped as aforesaid. In no trial or hearing 

under this act shall the testimony of such alleged fugitive be admitted in evidence …” 

 
 
Was the testimony of a fugitive slave permissible in court?  Use 
information from the text to support your answer. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
Section 7 of the Fugitive Slave Act of 1850: 
 

“And be it further enacted, That any person who shall knowingly and willingly obstruct, 

hinder, or prevent such claimant, his agent or attorney, or any person or persons 

lawfully assisting him, her, or them, from arresting such a fugitive from service or labor, 

either with or without process as aforesaid, or shall rescue, or attempt to rescue, such 

fugitive from service or labor, from the custody of such claimant, his or her agent or 

attorney, or other person or persons lawfully assisting as aforesaid, when so arrested, 

pursuant to the authority herein given and declared; or shall aid, abet, or assist such 

person so owing service or labor as aforesaid, directly or indirectly, to escape from such 

claimant, his agent or attorney, or other person or persons legally authorized as 

aforesaid; or shall harbor or conceal such fugitive, so as to prevent the discovery and 

arrest of such person, after notice or knowledge of the fact that such person was a 

fugitive from service or labor as aforesaid, shall, for either of said offences, be subject 

to a fine not exceeding one thousand dollars, and imprisonment not exceeding six 

months…” 

 
Identify 3 - 5 infractions of this Act that could result in a fine not greater 
than one thousand dollars and imprisonment not exceeding six months: 
 
1. 
 
2. 
 
3. 
 
4. 
 
5. 
 
 
Extension Question: 

How did the Fugitive Slave Act, as a part of the Compromise of 1850, 
benefit southern slaveholders? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


