Petition from the Pennsylvania Society for the
Abolition of Slavery

Petition from the Pennsylvania Society for the Abolition of Slavery, signed by Benjamin Franklin, President
of the Pennsylvania Society, February 3, 1790

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,

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 liberty,
as it spread through the land, produced accessions 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 Philanthropy &
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 & salutary 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 entreat your serious attention to the
Subject of Slavery, that you will be pleased to countenance 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 Servile Subjection, that you will devise 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



Alexander Hamilton to John Jay

14 Mar. 1779 Papers 2:17--18

Col Laurens, who will have the honor of delivering you this letter, is on his way to South
Carolina, on a project, which I think, in the present situation of affairs there, is a very
good one and deserves every kind of support and encouragement. This is to raise two
three or four batalions of negroes; with the assistance of the government of that state, by
contributions from the owners in proportion to the number they possess. If you should
think proper to enter upon the subject with him, he will give you a detail of his plan. He
wishes to have it recommended by Congress to the state; and, as an inducement, that they
would engage to take those batalions into Continental pay.

It appears to me, that an expedient of this kind, in the present state of Southern affairs, is
the most rational, that can be adopted, and promises very important advantages. Indeed, |
hardly see how a sufficient force can be collected in that quarter without it; and the
enemy's operations there are growing infinitely serious and formidable. I have not the
least doubt, that the negroes will make very excellent soldiers, with proper management;
and I will venture to pronounce, that they cannot be put in better hands than those of Mr.
Laurens. He has all the zeal, intelligence, enterprise, and every other qualification
requisite to succeed in such an undertaking. It is a maxim with some great military
judges, that with sensible officers soldiers can hardly be too stupid; and on this principle
it is thought that the Russians would make the best troops in the world, if they were under
other officers than their own. The King of Prussia is among the number who maintain this
doctrine and has a very emphatical saying on the occasion, which I do not exactly
recollect. I mention this, because I frequently hear it objected to the scheme of
embodying negroes that they are too stupid to make soldiers. This is so far from
appearing to me a valid objection that I think their want of cultivation (for their natural
faculties are probably as good as ours) joined to that habit of subordination which they
acquire from a life of servitude, will make them sooner bec[o]me soldiers than our White
inhabitants. Let officers be men of sense and sentiment, and the nearer the soldiers
approach to machines perhaps the better.

I foresee that this project will have to combat much opposition from prejudice and self-
interest. The contempt we have been taught to entertain for the blacks, makes us fancy
many things that are founded neither in reason nor experience; and an unwillingness to
part with property of so valuable a kind will furnish a thousand arguments to show the
impracticability or pernicious tendency of a scheme which requires such a sacrifice. But
it should be considered, that if we do not make use of them in this way, the enemy
probably will; and that the best way to counteract the temptations they will hold out will
be to offer them ourselves. An essential part of the plan is to give them their freedom
with their muskets. This will secure their fidelity, animate their courage, and I believe
will have a good influence upon those who remain, by opening a door to their
emancipation. This circumstance, I confess, has no small weight in inducing me to wish
the success of the project; for the dictates of humanity and true policy equally interest me
in favour of this unfortunate class of men.
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The Apportionment of Members Among the States
From the New York Packet. Tuesday, February 12, 1788.

AUTHOR: James Madison

To the People of the State of New York:

THE next view which | shall take of the House of Representatives relates to the appointment of
its members to the several States which is to be determined by the same rule with that of direct
taxes.

It is not contended that the number of people in each State ought not to be the standard for
regulating the proportion of those who are to represent the people of each State. The establishment
of the same rule for the appointment of taxes, will probably be as little contested; though the rule
itself in this case, is by no means founded on the same principle. In the former case, the rule is
understood to refer to the personal rights of the people, with which it has a natural and universal
connection. In the latter, it has reference to the proportion of wealth, of which it is in no case a
precise measure, and in ordinary cases a very unfit one. But notwithstanding the imperfection of the
rule as applied to the relative wealth and contributions of the States, it is evidently the least
objectionable among the practicable rules, and had too recently obtained the general sanction of
America, not to have found a ready preference with the convention.

All this is admitted, it will perhaps be said; but does it follow, from an admission of numbers for
the measure of representation, or of slaves combined with free citizens as a ratio of taxation, that
slaves ought to be included in the numerical rule of representation? Slaves are considered as
property, not as persons. They ought therefore to be comprehended in estimates of taxation which
are founded on property, and to be excluded from representation which is regulated by a census of
persons. This is the objection, as | understand it, stated in its full force. | shall be equally candid in
stating the reasoning which may be offered on the opposite side. "We subscribe to the doctrine,"
might one of our Southern brethren observe, "that representation relates more immediately to
persons, and taxation more immediately to property, and we join in the application of this distinction
to the case of our slaves. But we must deny the fact, that slaves are considered merely as property,
and in no respect whatever as persons. The true state of the case is, that they partake of both these
gualities: being considered by our laws, in some respects, as persons, and in other respects as

property.

In being compelled to labor, not for himself, but for a master; in being vendible by one master to
another master; and in being subject at all times to be restrained in his liberty and chastised in his
body, by the capricious will of another, the slave may appear to be degraded from the human rank,
and classed with those irrational animals which fall under the legal denomination of property. In
being protected, on the other hand, in his life and in his limbs, against the violence of all others, even
the master of his labor and his liberty; and in being punishable himself for all violence committed
against others, the slave is no less evidently regarded by the law as a member of the society, not as
a part of the irrational creation; as a moral person, not as a mere article of property.

The federal Constitution, therefore, decides with great propriety on the case of our slaves, when
it views them in the mixed character of persons and of property. This is in fact their true character. It



is the character bestowed on them by the laws under which they live; and it will not be denied, that
these are the proper criterion; because it is only under the pretext that the laws have transformed the
negroes into subjects of property, that a place is disputed them in the computation of numbers; and it
is admitted, that if the laws were to restore the rights which have been taken away, the negroes
could no longer be refused an equal share of representation with the other inhabitants. "This
guestion may be placed in another light. It is agreed on all sides, that numbers are the best scale of
wealth and taxation, as they are the only proper scale of representation. Would the convention have
been impartial or consistent, if they had rejected the slaves from the list of inhabitants, when the
shares of representation were to be calculated, and inserted them on the lists when the tariff of
contributions was to be adjusted? Could it be reasonably expected, that the Southern States would
concur in a system, which considered their slaves in some degree as men, when burdens were to be
imposed, but refused to consider them in the same light, when advantages were to be conferred?
Might not some surprise also be expressed, that those who reproach the Southern States with the
barbarous policy of considering as property a part of their human brethren, should themselves
contend, that the government to which all the States are to be parties, ought to consider this
unfortunate race more completely in the unnatural light of property, than the very laws of which they
complain? "It may be replied, perhaps, that slaves are not included in the estimate of representatives
in any of the States possessing them. They neither vote themselves nor increase the votes of their
masters. Upon what principle, then, ought they to be taken into the federal estimate of
representation?

In rejecting them altogether, the Constitution would, in this respect, have followed the very laws
which have been appealed to as the proper guide. "This objection is repelled by a single
abservation. It is a fundamental principle of the proposed Constitution, that as the aggregate number
of representatives allotted to the several States is to be determined by a federal rule, founded on the
aggregate number of inhabitants, so the right of choosing this allotted number in each State is to be
exercised by such part of the inhabitants as the State itself may designate. The qualifications on
which the right of suffrage depend are not, perhaps, the same in any two States. In some of the
States the difference is very material.

In every State, a certain proportion of inhabitants are deprived of this right by the constitution of
the State, who will be included in the census by which the federal Constitution apportions the
representatives. In this point of view the Southern States might retort the complaint, by insisting that
the principle laid down by the convention required that no regard should be had to the policy of
particular States towards their own inhabitants; and consequently, that the slaves, as inhabitants,
should have been admitted into the census according to their full number, in like manner with other
inhabitants, who, by the policy of other States, are not admitted to all the rights of citizens. A rigorous
adherence, however, to this principle, is waived by those who would be gainers by it. All that they
ask is that equal moderation be shown on the other side. Let the case of the slaves be considered,
as it is in truth, a peculiar one. Let the compromising expedient of the Constitution be mutually
adopted, which regards them as inhabitants, but as debased by servitude below the equal level of
free inhabitants, which regards the SLAVE as divested of two fifths of the MAN. "After all, may not
another ground be taken on which this article of the Constitution will admit of a still more ready
defense? We have hitherto proceeded on the idea that representation related to persons only, and
not at all to property. But is it a just idea? Government is instituted no less for protection of the
property, than of the persons, of individuals. The one as well as the other, therefore, may be
considered as represented by those who are charged with the government.

Upon this principle it is, that in several of the States, and particularly in the State of New York,
one branch of the government is intended more especially to be the guardian of property, and is



accordingly elected by that part of the society which is most interested in this object of government.
In the federal Constitution, this policy does not prevail. The rights of property are committed into the
same hands with the personal rights. Some attention ought, therefore, to be paid to property in the
choice of those hands. "For another reason, the votes allowed in the federal legislature to the people
of each State, ought to bear some proportion to the comparative wealth of the States. States have
not, like individuals, an influence over each other, arising from superior advantages of fortune. If the
law allows an opulent citizen but a single vote in the choice of his representative, the respect and
consequence which he derives from his fortunate situation very frequently guide the votes of others
to the objects of his choice; and through this imperceptible channel the rights of property are
conveyed into the public representation. A State possesses no such influence over other States. It is
not probable that the richest State in the Confederacy will ever influence the choice of a single
representative in any other State. Nor will the representatives of the larger and richer States possess
any other advantage in the federal legislature, over the representatives of other States, than what
may result from their superior number alone. As far, therefore, as their superior wealth and weight
may justly entitle them to any advantage, it ought to be secured to them by a superior share of
representation.

The new Constitution is, in this respect, materially different from the existing Confederation, as
well as from that of the United Netherlands, and other similar confederacies. In each of the latter, the
efficacy of the federal resolutions depends on the subsequent and voluntary resolutions of the states
composing the union. Hence the states, though possessing an equal vote in the public councils,
have an unequal influence, corresponding with the unequal importance of these subsequent and
voluntary resolutions. Under the proposed Constitution, the federal acts will take effect without the
necessary intervention of the individual States. They will depend merely on the majority of votes in
the federal legislature, and consequently each vote, whether proceeding from a larger or smaller
State, or a State more or less wealthy or powerful, will have an equal weight and efficacy: in the
same manner as the votes individually given in a State legislature, by the representatives of unequal
counties or other districts, have each a precise equality of value and effect; or if there be any
difference in the case, it proceeds from the difference in the personal character of the individual
representative, rather than from any regard to the extent of the district from which he comes. "Such
is the reasoning which an advocate for the Southern interests might employ on this subject; and
although it may appear to be a little strained in some points, yet, on the whole, | must confess that it
fully reconciles me to the scale of representation which the convention have established. In one
respect, the establishment of a common measure for representation and taxation will have a very
salutary effect. As the accuracy of the census to be obtained by the Congress will necessarily
depend, in a considerable degree on the disposition, if not on the co-operation, of the States, it is of
great importance that the States should feel as little bias as possible, to swell or to reduce the
amount of their numbers. Were their share of representation alone to be governed by this rule, they
would have an interest in exaggerating their inhabitants. Were the rule to decide their share of
taxation alone, a contrary temptation would prevail. By extending the rule to both objects, the States
will have opposite interests, which will control and balance each other, and produce the requisite
impartiality.

PUBLIUS.



Historical Note on the Missouri Compromise:

In an effort to preserve the balance of power in Congress between slave and free states, the Missouri
Compromise was passed in 1820 admitting Missouri as a slave state and Maine as a free state.
Furthermore, with the exception of Missouri, this law prohibited slavery in the Louisiana Territory north
of the 36° 30’ latitude line. In 1854, the Missouri Compromise was repealed by the Kansas-Nebraska Act.
Three years later the Missouri Compromise was declared unconstitutional by the Supreme Court in the
Dred Scott decision, which ruled that Congress did not have the authority to prohibit slavery in the
territories

Thomas Jefferson to John Holmes
22 Apr. 1820 Works 12:158—60

I thank you, dear Sir, for the copy you have been so kind as to send me of the letter to
your constituents on the Missouri question. It is a perfect justification to them. | had for a
long time ceased to read newspapers, or pay any attention to public affairs, confident they
were in good hands, and content to be a passenger in our bark to the shore from which |
am not distant. But this momentous question, like a fire bell in the night, awakened and
filled me with terror. | considered it at once as the knell of the Union. It is hushed,
indeed, for the moment. But this is a reprieve only, not a final sentence. A geographical
line, coinciding with a marked principle, moral and political, once conceived and held up
to the angry passions of men, will never be obliterated; and every new irritation will mark
it deeper and deeper. | can say, with conscious truth, that there is not a man on earth who
would sacrifice more than | would to relieve us from this heavy reproach, in any
practicable way. The cession of that kind of property, for so it is misnamed, is a bagatelle
which would not cost me a second thought, if, in that way, a general emancipation and
expatriation could be effected; and gradually, and with due sacrifices, | think it might be.
But as it is, we have the wolf by the ears, and we can neither hold him, nor safely let him
go. Justice is in one scale, and self-preservation in the other. Of one thing | am certain,
that as the passage of slaves from one State to another, would not make a slave of a single
human being who would not be so without it, so their diffusion over a greater surface
would make them individually happier, and proportionally facilitate the accomplishment
of their emancipation, by dividing the burthen on a greater number of coadjutors. An
abstinence too, from this act of power, would remove the jealousy excited by the
undertaking of Congress to regulate the condition of the different descriptions of men
composing a State. This certainly is the exclusive right of every State, which nothing in
the constitution has taken from them and given to the General Government. Could
Congress, for example, say, that the non-freemen of Connecticut shall be freemen, or that
they shall not emigrate into any other State?

I regret that | am now to die in the belief, that the useless sacrifice of themselves by the
generation of 1776, to acquire self-government and happiness to their country, is to be
thrown away by the unwise and unworthy passions of their sons, and that my only
consolation is to be, that I live not to weep over it. If they would but dispassionately
weigh the blessings they will throw away, against an abstract principle more likely to be
effected by union than by scission, they would pause before they would perpetrate this
act of suicide on themselves, and of treason against the hopes of the world. To yourself,
as the faithful advocate of the Union, | tender the offering of my high esteem and respect.



Speech in the Senate on the Oregon Bill

John C. Calhoun
June 27, 1848

[Calhoun, the leading spokesman for the pre-Civil War South, denounces the principles
of the American founding. He argues that human beings are not created equal. — ed.]

If he should possess a philosophical turn of mind, and be disposed to look to more remote
and recondite causes, he will trace it to a proposition which originated in a hypothetical
truism, but which, as now expressed and now understood, is the most false and dangerous
of all political errors. The proposition to which I allude, has become an axiom in the
minds of a vast majority on both sides of the Atlantic, and is repeated daily from tongue
to tongue, as an established and incontrovertible truth; it is that "all men are born free and
equal." [Quoted from the Massachusetts Declaration of Rights.—TGW] I am not afraid to
attack error, however deeply it may be entrenched, or however widely extended,
whenever it becomes my duty to do so, as I believe it to be on this subject and occasion.

Taking the proposition literally (it is in that sense it is understood), there is not a word of
truth in it. It begins with "all men are born," which is utterly untrue. Men are not born.
Infants are born. They grow to be men. And concludes with asserting that they are born
"free and equal," which is not less false. They are not born free. While infants they are
incapable of freedom, being destitute alike of the capacity of thinking and acting, without
which there can be no freedom. Besides, they are necessarily born subject to their parents
and remain so among all people, savage and civilized until the development of their
intellect and physical capacity enables them to take care of themselves. They grow to all
the freedom of which the condition in which they were born permits, by growing to be
men. Nor is it less false that they are born "equal." They are not so in any sense in which
it can be regarded; and thus, as I have asserted, there is not a word of truth in the whole
proposition, as expressed and generally understood.

If we trace it back, we shall find the proposition (that "all men are born free and equal")
differently expressed in the Declaration of Independence. That asserts that "all men are
created equal." The form of expression, though less dangerous, is not less erroneous. All
men are not created. According to the Bible, only two, a man and a woman, ever were,
and of these one was pronounced subordinate to the other. All others have come into the
world by being born, and in no sense, as [ have shown, either free or equal. But this form
of expression being less striking and popular has given way to the present, and under the
authority of a document put forth on so great an occasion, and leading to such important
consequences, has spread far and wide, and fixed itself deeply in the public mind. It was
inserted in our Declaration of Independence without any necessity. It made no necessary
part of our justification in separating from the parent country, and declaring ourselves
independent. Breach of our chartered privileges, and lawless encroachment on our



acknowledged and well-established rights by the parent country, were the real causes, and
of themselves sufficient, without resorting to any other, to justify the step. Nor had it any
weight in constructing the governments which were substituted in the place of the
colonial. They were formed of the old materials and on practical and well-established
principles, borrowed for the most part from our own experience and that of the country
from which we sprang.

If the proposition be traced still further back it will be found to have been adopted from
certain writers in government who had attained much celebrity in the early settlement of
these States, and with whose writings all the prominent actors in our revolution were
familiar. Among these, Locke and [Algernon] Sidney were prominent. But they
expressed it very differently. According to their expression, "all men in the state of nature
were free and equal." From this the others were derived; and it was this to which I
referred when I called it a hypothetical truism. To understand why, will require some
explanation.

Man, for the purpose of reasoning, may be regarded in three different states: in a state of
individuality; that is, living by himself apart from the rest of his species. In the social;
that is, living in society, associated with others of his species. And in the political; that is,
being under government. We may reason as to what would be his rights and duties in
either, without taking into consideration whether he could exist in it or not. It is certain,
that in the first, the very supposition that he lived apart and separated from all others,
would make him free and equal. No one in such a state could have the right to command
or control another. Every man would be his own master, and might do just as he pleased.
But it is equally clear, that man cannot exist in such a state; that he is by nature social,
and that society is necessary, not only to the proper development of all his faculties,
moral and intellectual, but to the very existence of his race. Such being the case, the state
is a purely hypothetical one; and when we say all men are free and equal in it, we
announce a mere hypothetical truism; that is, a truism resting on a mere supposition that
cannot exist, and of course one of little or no practical value....

But to call it a state of nature was a great misnomer, and has led to dangerous errors; for
that cannot justly be called a state of nature which is so opposed to the constitution of
man as to be inconsistent with the existence of his race and the development of the high
faculties, mental and moral, with which he is endowed by his Creator.

Nor is the social state of itself his natural state; for society can no more exist without
government, in one form or another, than man without society. It is the political, then,
which includes the social, that is his natural state. It is the one for which his Creator
formed him, into which he is impelled irresistibly, and in which only his race can exist
and all its faculties be fully developed.

Such being the case, it follows that any, the worst form of government, is better than
anarchy; and that individual liberty, or freedom, must be subordinate to whatever power
may be necessary to protect society against anarchy within or destruction from without;
for the safety and well-being of society is as paramount to individual liberty, as the safety



and well-being of the race is to that of individuals; and in the same proportion, the power
necessary for the safety of society is paramount to individual liberty. On the contrary,
government has no right to control individual liberty beyond what is necessary to the
safety and well-being of society. Such is the boundary which separates the power of
government and the liberty of the citizen or subject in the political state, which, as I have
shown, is the natural state of man—the only one in which his race can exist, and the one
in which he is born, lives, and dies.

It follows from this that all the quantum of power on the part of the government, and of
liberty on that of individuals, instead of being equal in all cases, must necessarily be very
unequal among different people, according to their different conditions. For just in
proportion as a people are ignorant, stupid, debased, corrupt, exposed to violence within
and danger from without, the power necessary for government to possess, in order to
preserve society against anarchy and destruction becomes greater and greater, and
individual liberty less and less, until the lowest condition is reached, when absolute and
despotic power becomes necessary on the part of government, and individual liberty
extinct. So, on the contrary, just as a people rise in the scale of intelligence, virtue, and
patriotism, and the more perfectly they become acquainted with the nature of
government, the ends for which it was ordered, and how it ought to be administered, and
the less the tendency to violence and disorder within, and danger from abroad, the power
necessary for government becomes less and less, and individual liberty greater and
greater. Instead, then, of all men having the same right to liberty and equality, as is
claimed by those who hold that they are all born free and equal, liberty is the noble and
highest reward bestowed on mental and moral development, combined with favorable
circumstances. Instead, then, of liberty and equality being born with man; instead of all
men and all classes and descriptions being equally entitled to them, they are prizes to be
won, and are in their most perfect state, not only the highest reward that can be bestowed
on our race, but the most difficult to be won—and when won, the most difficult to be
preserved.

They have been made vastly more so by the dangerous error | have attempted to expose,
that all men are born free and equal, as if those high qualities belonged to man without
effort to acquire them, and to all equally alike, regardless of their intellectual and moral
condition. The attempt to carry into practice this, the most dangerous of all political error,
and to bestow on all, without regard to their fitness either to acquire or maintain liberty,
that unbounded and individual liberty supposed to belong to man in the hypothetical and
misnamed state of nature, has done more to retard the cause of liberty and civilization,
and 1s doing more at present, than all other causes combined. While it is powerful to pull
down governments, it is still more powerful to prevent their construction on proper
principles. It is the leading cause among those...which have been overthrown,
threatening thereby the quarter of the globe most advanced in progress and civilization
with hopeless anarchy, to be followed by military despotism. Nor are we exempt from its
disorganizing effects. We now begin to experience the danger of admitting so great an
error to have a place in the declaration of our independence. For a long time it lay
dormant; but in the process of time it began to germinate, and produce its poisonous
fruits. It had strong hold on the mind of Mr. Jefferson, the author of that document, which



caused him to take an utterly false view of the subordinate relation of the black to the
white race in the South; and to hold, in consequence, that the former, though utterly
unqualified to possess liberty, were as fully entitled to both liberty and equality as the
latter; and that to deprive them of it was unjust and immoral. To this error, his proposition
to exclude slavery from the territory northwest of the Ohio may be traced, and to that of
the ordinance of ’87, and through it the deep and dangerous agitation which now
threatens to ingulf, and will certainly ingulf, if not speedily settled, our political
institutions, and involve the country in countless woes.
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