EXAMPLE OF A CASE BRIEF

PRIG V. PENNSYLVANIA

41 U.S. 536 (1842)

FACTS:  The defendant (Prigg), a resident of Maryland working as an agent of a slave owner, was convicted for using self-help to seize alleged fugitive slaves in a free state (Pennsylvania) and returning them to the slave state.

ISSUE:  Is a state law that prohibits self-help in the return of fugitive slaves constitutional, in view of the fact that a federal law (the Fugitive Slave Act of 1793) authorizes slave owners to seize fugitive slaves?

HOLDING:  No. The state law is unconstitutional.

RATIONALE:  Article IV, Section 2 of the Constitution provides for extradition of persons who have fled to another state to escape service or labor due.  Without this clause, non-slave states could undermine the property rights of slave states by declaring free all fugitive slaves that enter its borders.  Article IV gives a slave owner an unqualified property right that no state or regulation may interfere with.

