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An Atrocious Debasement of Human Nature: Benjamin Franklin, the First Abolitionist Petitions, and Justice 
 

 Compelling Question 
o Why is it important to promote justice for others? 

 Virtue: Justice 
 Definition – Justice is the capacity to determine and preserve our common rights. 
 Lesson Overview 

o In this lesson, students will evaluate Benjamin Franklin’s actions to abolish slavery in the early 
republic. They will also use Franklin’s example to think about how they can promote justice for 
themselves and others.  

 Objectives 
o Students will evaluate Benjamin Franklin’s efforts to petition Congress to abolish slavery. 
o Students will evaluate why Franklin’s actions to promote justice for slaves was important.  
o Students will apply their knowledge of justice to their own experiences.  
o Students will promote justice for themselves and others.  

 Background 
o In many ways, the American Revolution had introduced natural rights principles of liberty and 

equality that eroded the institution of slavery in the new republic. After 1776, several northern 
states, some of which had a considerable percentage of slaves, either freed their slaves outright or 
started gradual emancipation schemes. In 1782, Virginia allowed slave-owners to manumit 
(voluntarily emancipate) their slaves, and thousands were freed. In 1784, Congress almost banned 
slavery in all western territories by a single vote. In 1787, the Congress passed the Northwest 
Ordinance that did ban slavery in the new states north of the Ohio River created out of the 
Northwest Territory. Many of the Framers at the Constitutional Convention vehemently attacked 
slavery and the slave trade, though they failed to ban either. However, they granted the Congress 
the power to end the slave trade after 1808 and avoided using the term “slavery” because they were 
embarrassed by the institution.   
 
Founder Benjamin Franklin was in his eighties when the new constitutional government first met. 
He was a renowned scientist and statesman who had achieved fame throughout the Western World 
as a man of the Enlightenment. He had fought for the liberties, independence, and nationhood of 
Americans for decades, and supported universal principles in an age of reason. Although he had 
held a few African servants over the years, he was a great advocate of human liberty and came to 
see slavery as a great moral evil. He dedicated the end of his life to eradicating the institution in the 
United States. He was joined by a few Quakers, who were compelled by their religious principles, in 
the cause of justice and humanity for the over 690,000 African slaves living in the new nation and 
who were denied their equal right to life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness.   
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 Vocabulary 
o Manumit 
o Northwest Ordinance  
o Vehemently  
o Slave trade 
o Statesman 
o Enlightenment 
o Universal 
o Eradicating 
o Institution 
o Quakers  
o Harangue  
o Denounce  
o Articulated  
o Evince  
o Disposition  
o Octogenarian  
o Satirical  
o Atrocious  
o Debasement  
o Reiterated 
o Senile  
o Emancipated  
o Prejudiced 
o Galling 
o Hitherto  
o Commodities  
o Manumission  

 Introduce Text 
o Have students read the background and narrative, keeping the “Walk-In-The-Shoes” question in 

mind as they read. Then have them answer the remaining questions below. 
 Walk-In-The-Shoes Questions 

o As you read, imagine you are the protagonist.  
 What challenges are you facing?  
 What fears or concerns might you have?  
 What may prevent you from acting in the way you ought?   

 Observation Questions 
o How was Franklin’s identity tied to his fight for abolition?  
o What was Franklin’s purpose in writing his petition?  
o What made Franklin write his petition and later his satirical piece about slavery?  
o What did the purpose of Franklin’s petition say about his identity? 

 Discussion Questions 
o Discuss the following questions with your students.  

 What is the historical context of the narrative? 
 What historical circumstances presented a challenge to the protagonist? 
 How and why did the individual exhibit a moral and/or civic virtue in facing and 

overcoming the challenge? 
 How did the exercise of the virtue benefit civil society? 
 How might exercise of the virtue benefit the protagonist? 
 What might the exercise of the virtue cost the protagonist? 
 Would you react the same under similar circumstances? Why or why not? 
 How can you act similarly in your own life? What obstacles must you overcome in order to 

do so? 
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 Additional Resources 
o Brands, H.W.  The First American: The Life and Times of Benjamin Franklin.  New York: Anchor, 2000.   
o Ellis, Joseph J.  Founding Brothers: The Revolutionary Generation.  New York: Knopf, 2000.   
o Isaacson, Walter.  Benjamin Franklin: An American Life.  New York: Simon and Schuster, 2003.   
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Handout A: An Atrocious Debasement of Human Nature: Benjamin Franklin, the First Abolitionist Petitions, and 
Justice  
 
Background  
 
In many ways, the American Revolution had introduced natural rights principles of liberty and equality that eroded 
the institution of slavery in the new republic. After 1776, several northern states, some of which had a considerable 
percentage of slaves, either freed their slaves outright or started gradual emancipation schemes. In 1782, Virginia 
allowed slave-owners to manumit (voluntarily emancipate) their slaves, and thousands were freed. In 1784, 
Congress almost banned slavery in all western territories by a single vote. In 1787, the Congress passed the 
Northwest Ordinance that did ban slavery in the new states north of the Ohio River created out of the Northwest 
Territory. Many of the Framers at the Constitutional Convention vehemently attacked slavery and the slave trade, 
though they failed to ban either. However, they granted the Congress the power to end the slave trade after 1808 
and avoided using the term “slavery” because they were embarrassed by the institution.   
 
Founder Benjamin Franklin was in his eighties when the new constitutional government first met. He was a 
renowned scientist and statesman who had achieved fame throughout the Western World as a man of the 
Enlightenment. He had fought for the liberties, independence, and nationhood of Americans for decades, and 
supported universal principles in an age of reason. Although he had held a few African servants over the years, he 
was a great advocate of human liberty and came to see slavery as a great moral evil. He dedicated the end of his life 
to eradicating the institution in the United States. He was joined by a few Quakers, who were compelled by their 
religious principles, in the cause of justice and humanity for the over 690,000 African slaves living in the new 
nation and who were denied their equal right to life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness.   
 
Narrative 
 
On February 11, 1790, two Quakers entered the House of Representatives then meeting in New York. They 
respectfully submitted a petition to the government for a redress of rights This was a traditional right reaching far 
back into English constitutional history. The content of the petition, however, sparked a fierce debate on the floor 
of the First Congress. The persons who signed the petition were calling on the federal government to ban the 
African slave trade.   
 
Southern representatives angrily rose to their feet to denounce the petition and question the patriotism of the 
pacifist Quakers who refused to fight in the War for Independence. James Jackson of Georgia and William Loughton 
Smith of South Carolina attacked the petition and cited Article I, Section 9, Clause 1 of the Constitution specifically 
banning Congress from interfering with the slave trade until 1808. They also articulated a biblical defense of 
slavery and argued for the economic necessity of slave labor.  Jackson feared that, “if through the interference of 
the general government, the slave trade was abolished, it would evince to the people a general disposition toward a 
total emancipation.” He did not know how correct he was.   
 
The following day, a petition arrived from the Pennsylvania Society for Promoting the Abolition of Slavery and its 
president, Benjamin Franklin. The octogenarian Franklin had accepted the presidency of the society shortly after 
returning from Europe where he negotiated the peace treaty ending the Revolutionary War. Franklin was 
approaching the end of his long life during which he had always been a keen observer and often satirical 
commentator on human nature and society. He had dedicated his lifetime of public service to the cause of liberty 
and civic virtue, and had become a convert to the cause of anti-slavery. The year before, he wrote that slavery was 
“an atrocious debasement of human nature.” He had almost presented a petition from the society to the 
Constitutional Convention in the summer of 1787 but withheld it. Now, he was courageously opening the question 
of slavery at the dawn of the new nation.   
 
The petition was a model of equality and justice: “Mankind are all formed by the same Almighty Being, alike objects 
of his care, and equally designed for the enjoyment of happiness.” All people were entitled to the “blessings of 
liberty…without distinction of color.” It noted the contradiction of slavery and freedom in the American 
experiment by seeking the means “for removing this inconsistency from the character of the American people” and 
called on Congress to grant “liberty to those unhappy men who alone in this land of freedom are degraded into 
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perpetual bondage.” It advocated not only the end of the slave trade as the Quaker petition had the day before but 
the end of slavery.   
 
The petition was on solid grounds of justice but weaker on constitutional support for its case. Finding no clauses 
authorizing Congress to ban slavery, the society argued that Congress had the general grant of power in the 
General Welfare and Necessary and Proper clauses. The House voted overwhelmingly to refer the petitions to a 
committee over the objections of the South Carolina and Georgia delegations.   
 
On March 16, the committee submitted its report to the House. Representative Jackson jumped to his feet and 
launched into a day-long harangue against the petitions. He thundered and railed that “the southern states must be 
left to themselves on this subject” and reiterated the arguments he had previously made. Smith followed him the 
next day with a two-hour speech. Both personally attacked the Quakers’ character and assailed Franklin as a senile 
fool. The Pennsylvania defended Franklin for his dedication to the cause of liberty, justice, and equality for all. They 
thanked him for speaking the “language of America, and to call us back to our first principles.”   
 
Jackson and Smith also made racist arguments that African Americans would be ill-suited by nature for freedom 
and citizenship if emancipated. They warned of intermarriage between the races if slaves were freed. Franklin 
anticipated these prejudiced arguments and reasoned that slavery debased the slaves and ruined their natural 
intellectual equality.  “The galling chains that bind his body do also fetter his intellectual faculties and impair the 
social affections of his heart.” Therefore, Franklin advocated a plan of education for free blacks to train them in 
knowledge and virtue for good citizenship.  It would “instruct, to advise, to qualify those who have been restored to 
freedom, for the exercise and enjoyment of civil liberty…[to] promote the public good, and the happiness of these 
our hitherto much neglected fellow [humans].”   
 
On March 23, the House voted on the resolutions contained in the committee report. Among the resolutions was 
one that prevented Congress from interfering with slavery where it already existed in the South, making explicit 
the silence of the Constitution on the issue. The humane petitions to end the slave trade and slavery had been 
received but ended with Congress endorsing slavery’s protected status in the new nation. The question was hardly 
settled, however, and seven decades of fierce debate over slavery and its expansion would ensue.   
 
Franklin responded to the conclusion of the controversy in his typical manner—he wrote a biting satire.  He wrote 
a fictional speech by Muslim Sidi Mehemet Ibrahim of Algiers apologizing for piracy and Christian slavery that 
mirrored the southern arguments. “If we cease our cruises against the Christians, how shall we be furnished with 
the commodities their countries produce, and which are so necessary? ...Let us then hear no more of this detestable 
proposition, the manumission of Christian slaves.”   
 
The eighty-four-year-old Franklin died only a few weeks later. He had spent a lifetime in service to the republic and 
to the universal ideal that all humans were created free and equal. His last act on the public stage was to submit a 
petition for the end of slavery and the slave trade and promote justice for slaves. It was a just cause that would be 
taken up by many other courageous individuals who questioned the institution of owning other human beings 
without their consent. He and a few Quakers initiated the movement for America to live up to its Founding 
principles and end the stain of slavery.   
 


