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Franklin’s early relationship with slavery is difficult to pin down with certainty, not because evidence is entirely absent, but because the subject barely seemed to interest him at all. In his youth and early adulthood, he left behind no anguished reflections on human bondage, no moral objections, and no indication that slavery troubled his conscience in any serious way. If he held a position, it was the position shared by countless colonists of his generation: slavery existed, and that fact alone required little examination. To modern eyes, such indifference can seem shocking. But in the first half of the eighteenth century, slavery was woven so deeply into the fabric of colonial life that many white Americans scarcely questioned it. It was legal in every colony, economically valuable, and socially accepted. Before the 1760s, Franklin’s views on slavery were not remarkable because they were extreme; they were remarkable because they were entirely ordinary. He was, in this respect, a man shaped by the assumptions of his age.

Franklin’s world had been connected to slavery from the very beginning. Born in Boston in 1706, he grew up in a city far removed from the plantation fields of the South, yet slavery was still plainly visible in daily life. Enslaved Africans and free Black laborers moved through the streets, worked in homes and shops, and formed a noticeable part of Boston’s population. During Franklin’s youth, Black Bostonians accounted for a significant share of the city’s births and deaths. Although historians cannot determine precisely how many were enslaved, the institution had already existed in Massachusetts for decades. Slavery in New England may have lacked the scale and brutality of the southern plantation system, but it was no less real.

The Franklin household itself came into contact with the trade. Benjamin’s father, Josiah Franklin, was a modest tradesman, not a wealthy merchant or planter. Yet, advertisements from the period show that enslaved men and women were at times bought and sold through his tavern. One notice announced the sale of “Three Negro Men and two Women” at Josiah Franklin’s establishment on Union Street. Another advertisement offered for sale the contract of an indentured servant boy. Such notices appeared so routinely in colonial newspapers that they scarcely attracted comment. For the young Benjamin, slavery and servitude were simply part of the background noise of colonial life. Human beings could be bought, sold, contracted, or bound to labor, and few white colonists paused to reflect on the moral implications. The line between slavery and indentured servitude was understood clearly enough in law, but both systems rested on the assumption that some people existed primarily to labor for others.

Franklin himself experienced a form of unfree labor early in life. At ten years old, he began working in his father’s candle and soap shop, a trade he openly disliked. Hoping to set him on a more promising path, Josiah apprenticed him to his older brother James, a printer, in 1718. The contract bound Benjamin to a nine-year term of service. Franklin later remembered the arrangement bitterly. He resented James’s authority, complained of harsh treatment, and chafed under the rigid discipline of apprenticeship. However restrictive the experience felt to the ambitious young Franklin, it differed profoundly from slavery. His servitude had an end date. It promised education, training, and eventual independence. He remained legally and socially recognized as a free English subject preparing for adult citizenship, not as property condemned to lifelong bondage.

Still, the experience mattered. Franklin learned firsthand what it meant to live under another man’s control, to labor without freedom, and to hunger for independence. Those frustrations would shape his fierce attachment to personal autonomy later in life, even if they did not yet lead him to question slavery itself. At seventeen, unable to tolerate his brother any longer, Franklin fled Boston. He slipped away first to New York and then to Philadelphia, beginning the restless journey that would transform him into one of the most famous men in the Atlantic world. In doing so, he committed an act familiar throughout colonial America: he ran away from compulsory service. The newspapers of the era were filled with advertisements for fugitives. Most sought escaped enslaved people, but many others described runaway indentured servants in nearly identical language. In one notice, Franklin’s own father advertised for the return of an Irish servant named William Tinsley, who had “RAN away” from Josiah Franklin’s household. A reward was offered for his capture and return.

The similarities between fugitive servants and fugitive slaves were real, but so were the differences. An indentured servant might hope to earn freedom after a fixed term. An enslaved person could not. Franklin’s escape carried risks, but it also carried possibilities. For enslaved Africans in colonial America, flight was often an act not merely of rebellion, but of desperation against a lifetime of permanent bondage. In these early years, Franklin saw slavery all around him without truly seeing it. Like many ambitious young colonists, his attention was fixed less on the morality of the system than on his own rise within it. Only much later, after the revolution transformed both America and Franklin himself, would he begin to confront the contradiction between a nation devoted to liberty and a society built in part on human bondage.

When Benjamin Franklin arrived in Philadelphia in 1723, he entered a city both familiar and subtly different from the Boston he had left behind. Like Boston, Philadelphia relied on a labor system that included enslaved Africans, indentured servants, apprentices, and wage laborers living side by side in a rapidly expanding colonial port. Human bondage was woven into the economy and daily life. Yet beneath the surface, Philadelphia also contained the earliest stirrings of a movement that would one day challenge slavery itself.

At the time of Franklin’s arrival, Philadelphia was still a relatively small city of roughly two thousand residents. However, it was already emerging as one of the most important urban centers in British America. Ships crowded its docks, merchants filled its streets, and opportunity seemed to hang in the air. For the ambitious young runaway printer from Boston, it was a place where a man without wealth or title could reinvent himself. But Philadelphia also possessed something rare in the eighteenth-century Atlantic world: a small but vocal group willing to question slavery on moral grounds. The roots of that dissent lay largely among the Quakers. Decades before organized abolitionism would take shape, a handful of Quaker thinkers had begun publishing criticisms of human bondage, arguing that slavery violated both Christian morality and human dignity. Their voices remained isolated and controversial, but the ideas endured. Over the course of Franklin’s lifetime, those early objections would slowly grow into a genuine antislavery movement.

For the moment, however, slavery remained an accepted reality even in Pennsylvania. Enslaved Africans worked in homes, workshops, docks, and farms throughout the colony. Still, Philadelphia differed from many colonial cities in one important respect: the enslaved population was gradually shrinking. Economic downturns in the early eighteenth century reduced labor demand, and by the 1720s, the proportion of enslaved people in Philadelphia had fallen noticeably from earlier decades. Throughout much of Franklin’s life, enslaved Black residents would make up only a small but visible portion of the city’s population. In later years, some of the colony’s leading abolitionists would move within Franklin’s social and intellectual circle. Among the most influential was the Quaker reformer Anthony Benezet, a merchant turned teacher whose passionate condemnation of slavery made him one of the moral voices of revolutionary America. Benezet devoted himself to the education of Black children and helped lay the foundations for organized abolitionism in Pennsylvania. Long before Franklin publicly denounced slavery, men like Benezet were already forcing uncomfortable questions into public debate.

Yet it is important not to mistake Philadelphia for an antislavery stronghold. Those who opposed slavery in the early eighteenth century were a tiny minority, not only in Pennsylvania but in the wider world. Slavery was deeply embedded across the globe. European empires trafficked millions through the Atlantic slave trade. Bondage existed throughout Africa, the Middle East, Asia, and the Americas. What distinguished slavery in the New World was not simply its scale, but its increasingly rigid connection to race.

In colonial America, slavery became inseparable from ideas of racial hierarchy. White colonists might serve as apprentices or undergo indentured servitude, but such conditions were temporary and did not strip them of their standing as members of society. Permanent hereditary slavery, by contrast, was overwhelmingly imposed on Africans and their descendants. Race became the justification for bondage itself. Native Americans occupied a place that was at once different and deeply contradictory within colonial thinking. Colonists frequently described Indigenous peoples as “savages” and fought brutal wars to seize their lands, yet many also recognized them as the original inhabitants of North America. Native captives were sometimes enslaved, but large-scale Indigenous slavery never became as economically central as African slavery. Native Americans knew the terrain, escaped more easily, and resisted colonization in ways that made them difficult to control as a labor force. As a result, the expanding colonial economy increasingly depended on enslaved Africans.

Franklin grew up in a world where these assumptions were rarely questioned. The first antislavery editorial published in British North America had appeared only in 1706, the very year Franklin was born, and it attracted little lasting attention. Most colonists, including Franklin in his early years, accepted slavery as part of the natural order of society. That acceptance is reflected in Franklin’s writings. During the first decades of his public life, he occasionally commented on race or cultural differences, but slavery itself appears only faintly in his work. There are no fiery defenses of the institution, but neither are there moral condemnations. The silence is revealing. Like many ambitious men of his generation, Franklin focused his attention on commerce, self-improvement, politics, and opportunity. Slavery existed in the background of his world, visible everywhere, challenged almost nowhere, and for a long time scarcely examined at all.

For much of his early career, Benjamin Franklin had surprisingly little to say about slavery. In the thousands of pages he wrote as a young printer, essayist, and rising public figure, race and bondage appeared only in passing, usually as casual assumptions rather than subjects worthy of debate. That silence, in itself, is revealing. Slavery surrounded Franklin from childhood onward, yet
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