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Background 

Charles Pinckney, the second cousin of fellow-signer Charles Cotesworth Pinckney, was born at 
Charleston, SC, in 1757. His father, Col. Charles Pinckney, was a rich lawyer and planter, who on his 
death in 1782 was to bequeath Snee Farm, a country estate outside the city, to his son Charles. The 
latter apparently received all his education in the city of his birth, and he started to practice law there 
in 1779. 

About that time, well after the War for Independence had begun, young Pinckney enlisted in the 
militia, though his father demonstrated ambivalence about the Revolution. He became a lieutenant, 
and served at the siege of Savannah (September-October 1779). When Charleston fell to the British 
the next year, the youth was captured and remained a prisoner until June 1781. 

Pinckney had also begun a political career, serving in the Continental Congress (1777-78 and 1784-
87) and in the state legislature (1779-80, 1786-89, and 1792-96). A nationalist, he worked hard in 
Congress to ensure that the United States would receive navigation rights to the Mississippi and to 
strengthen congressional power. 

Pinckney's role in the Constitutional Convention is controversial. Although one of the youngest 
delegates, he later claimed to have been the most influential one and contended he had submitted a 
draft that was the basis of the final Constitution. Most historians have rejected this assertion. They 
do, however, recognize that he ranked among the leaders. He attended full time, spoke often and 
effectively, and contributed immensely to the final draft and to the resolution of problems that arose 
during the debates. He also worked for ratification in South Carolina (1788).  

 Document 

Excerpted from James Madison’s Notes on the Constitutional Convention 

Mr. PINKNEY. South Carolina can never receive the plan if it prohibits 
the slave trade. In every proposed extension of the powers of the 
Congress, that State has expressly & watchfully excepted that of 
meddling with the importation of negroes. If the States be all left at 
liberty on this subject, S. Carolina may perhaps by degrees do of 
herself what is wished, as Virginia & Maryland have already [23] done. 
	
  

Mr. PINKNEY. If slavery be wrong, it is justified by the example of all 
the world. He cited the case of Greece Rome & other antient States; the 
sanction given by France England, Holland & other modern States. In all 
ages one half of mankind have been slaves. If the S. States were let 
alone they will probably of themselves stop importations. He wd. himself 



as a Citizen of S. Carolina vote for it. An attempt to take away the 
right as proposed will produce serious objections to the Constitution 
which he wished to see adopted. 
 
General PINKNEY declared it to be his firm opinion that if himself & all 
his colleagues were to sign the Constitution & use their personal 
influence, it would be of no avail towards obtaining the assent of their 
Constituents. S. Carolina & Georgia cannot do without slaves. As to 
Virginia she will gain by stopping the importations. Her slaves will 
rise in value, & she has more than she wants. It would be unequal to 
require S. C. & Georgia to confederate on such unequal terms. He said 
the Royal assent before the Revolution had never been refused to S. 
Carolina as to Virginia. He contended that the importation of slaves 
would be for the interest of the whole Union. The more slaves, the more 
produce to employ the carrying trade; The more consumption also, and the 
more of this, the more of revenue for the common treasury. He admitted 
it to be reasonable that slaves should be dutied like other imports, but 
should consider a rejection of the clause as an exclusion of S. Carola. 
from the Union. 
	
  

Genl. PINKNEY thought himself bound to declare candidly that he did not 
think S. Carolina would stop her importations of slaves in any short 
time, but only stop them occasionally as she now does. He moved to 
commit the clause that slaves might be made liable to an equal tax with 
other imports which he he thought right & wch. wd. remove one difficulty 
that had been started. 
	
  


