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Petition from the Pennsylvania Society for the 
Abolition of Slavery 

By Benjamin Franklin 
1790 

Benjamin Franklin (1706-1790) was an American author, politician, diplomat, 
scientist, and inventor, as well as one of the Founding Fathers of the United States. 
As the president of the Pennsylvania Abolition Society, Franklin was urged by 
members of the group to bring up the issue of slavery at the Constitutional 
Convention of 1787, which resulted in the creation of the United States Constitution. 
In 1790, he petitioned the United States Congress to ban slavery throughout the 
nation. Slavery was not formally abolished throughout the United States until 1865. 
As you read, take notes on the rhetorical strategies Franklin uses to communicate 
his message. 

To the Senate & House of 
Representatives of the United States, 

The Memorial of the Pennsylvania 
Society for promoting the Abolition of 
Slavery, the relief of free Negroes 
unlawfully held in bondage, & the 
Improvement of the Condition of the 
African Races. 

Respectfully Sheweth,1 

That from a regard for the happiness of 
Mankind an Association was formed 
several years since in this State by a number of her Citizens of various religious 
denominations for promoting the Abolition of Slavery & for the relief of those 
unlawfully held in bondage. A just & accurate Conception of the true Principles of 

[1] 

1.  Archaic form of “show” 
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liberty, as it spread through the land, produced accessions2 to their numbers, many 
friends to their Cause, & a legislative Co-operation with their views, which, by the 
blessing of Divine Providence, have been successfully directed to the relieving from 
bondage a large number of their fellow Creatures of the African Race. They have 
also the Satisfaction to observe, that in consequence of that Spirit of Philanthropy3 

& genuine liberty which is generally diffusing its beneficial Influence, similar 
Institutions are gradually forming at home & abroad. 

That mankind are all formed by the same Almighty being, alike objects of his Care & 
equally designed for the Enjoyment of Happiness the Christian Religion teaches us 
to believe & the Political Creed of America fully coincides with the Position. Your 
Memorialists, particularly engaged in attending to the Distresses arising from 
Slavery, believe it their indispensable Duty to present this Subject to your notice. 
They have observed with great Satisfaction that many important & salutary4 Powers 
are vested in you for “promoting the Welfare & Securing the blessings of liberty to 
the ‘People of the United States.’” And as they conceive, that these blessings ought 
rightfully to be administered, without distinction of Colour, to all descriptions of 
People, so they indulge themselves in the pleasing expectation, that nothing, which 
can be done for the relive of the unhappy objects of their care, will be either 
omitted or delayed. 

From a persuasion that equal liberty was originally the Portion, It is still the 
Birthright of all men, & influenced by the strong ties of Humanity & the Principles of 
their Institution, your Memorialists conceive themselves bound to use all justifiable 
endeavours to loosen the bounds of Slavery and promote a general Enjoyment of 
the blessings of Freedom. Under these Impressions they earnestly entreat5 your 
serious attention to the Subject of Slavery, that you will be pleased to countenance6 

the Restoration of liberty to those unhappy Men, who alone, in this land of 
Freedom, are degraded into perpetual Bondage, and who, amidst the general Joy of 
surrounding Freemen, are groaning in Servile7 Subjection, that you will devise 

[5] 

2.  An amount added to an existing quantity of something 
3.  Philanthropy (noun) the desire or willingness to promote and protect the 

welfare of others 
4.  Salutary (adjective) producing good effects; beneficial 
5.  Entreat (verb) to ask someone to do something 
6.  Countenance (verb) to admit or accept as possible 
7.  Servile (adjective) characteristic of a slave or slaves 
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means for removing this Inconsistency from the Character of the American People, 
that you will promote mercy and Justice towards this distressed Race, & that you 
will Step to the very verge of the Powers vested in you for discouraging every 
Species of Traffick in the Persons of our fellow men. 

Philadelphia February 3, 1790 

B. Franklin 
President of the Society 
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Text-Dependent Questions 

Directions: For the following questions, choose the best answer or respond in 
complete sentences. 

1. PART A: Which of the following best identifies the central idea of this text? 

A. The impact of anti-slavery, pro-freedom rhetoric in the United 
States has been observed throughout the world. 

B. The existence of slavery in the United States is inherently 
indefensible and runs counter to the principles upon which the 
country was founded. 

C. The most effective and unifying argument against slavery was 
found in the integration of different pro-abolitionist religious 
institutions. 

D. Should political attempts to abolish slavery fail, African-
Americans being held as slaves would be justified in using 
violence to secure their freedom. 

2. PART B: Which TWO phrases from the text best support the answer to Part 
A? 

A. "an Association was formed several years since in this State by a 
number of her Citizens of various religious denominations for 
promoting the Abolition of Slavery" (Paragraph 4) 

B. "liberty which is generally diffusing its beneficial Influence, similar 
Institutions are gradually forming at home & abroad." (Paragraph 
4) 

C. "many important & salutary Powers are vested in you for 
'promoting the Welfare & Securing the blessings of liberty to the 
'People of the United States.'" (Paragraph 5) 

D. "your Memorialists conceive themselves bound to use all 
justifiable endeavours to loosen the bounds of Slavery" 
(Paragraph 6) 

E. "that you will be pleased to countenance the Restoration of 
liberty to those unhappy Men, who alone, in this land of 
Freedom, are degraded" (Paragraph 6) 

F. "that you will devise means for removing this Inconsistency from 
the Character of the American People, that you will promote 
mercy and Justice" (Paragraph 6) 
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3. How does the phrase, "to those unhappy Men, who alone, in this land of 
Freedom, are degraded into perpetual Bondage" (Paragraph 6), contribute 
to the development of the main ideas in the passage? 

A. It shows that many of the Founding Fathers who set forth the 
ideals of liberty and personal freedom as guiding principles for 
their new nation were actually slave-owners. 

B. It emphasizes the hypocrisy of the United States government, 
which stressed the centrality of freedom to their national identity 
while allowing many to be held in slavery. 

C. It speaks to the extreme brutality and racism of slave-owners in 
the American south, who demoralize the country with their acts. 

D. It reinforces the idea that slavery was not allowed within the 
construct of the early American government, but was permitted 
to develop later. 

4. Which quotation from the text best describes how the author uses 
rhetoric to his argument's advancement? 

A. "an Association was formed several years since in this State by a 
number of her Citizens of various religious denominations" 
(Paragraph 4) 

B. "successfully directed to the relieving from bondage a large 
number of their fellow Creatures of the African Race." (Paragraph 
4) 

C. "the Christian Religion teaches us to believe & the Political Creed 
of America fully coincides with that position." (Paragraph 5) 

D. "the pleasing expectation, that nothing, which can be done for 
the relive of the unhappy objects of their care, will be either 
omitted or delayed." (Paragraph 5) 
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5. How does Franklin draw a connection between the guiding values and 
principles of the United States and the continued legality of slavery? Cite 
evidence from the text in your response. 
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Discussion Questions 

Directions: Brainstorm your answers to the following questions in the space 
provided. Be prepared to share your original ideas in a class discussion. 

1. Do you think Franklin's appeal to the principles and values upon which his 
country was founded would be as effective today as it may have been in 
his time? In the context of this text, have the priorities and/or levels of 
patriotism among the American people how has America changed over 
time? Cite evidence from this text, your own experience, and other 
literature, art, or history in your answer. 

2. In the text, Benjamin Franklin petitions the Senate and the House of 
Representatives of the United States to abolish slavery. In the context of 
this text, how do people create change? Do you think it has become easier 
or more difficult over time to participate in social activism? Cite evidence 
from this text, your own experience, and other literature, art, or history in 
your answer. 
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3. In the text, Benjamin Franklin refers to morals, religion, liberty and 
happiness to support his petition. In the context of this text, what is good 
and how do we know? Cite evidence from this text, your own experience, 
and other literature, art, or history in your answer. 
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