
Document Background The abolition petition (c. 1847-1849) and the temperance 
petition (1849) used in this lesson can be found in the Legislative Papers Collection, 
Record Group 1100. The two movie petition documents (c. late 1930s) can be found in 
the Executive Papers Collection, Record Group 1300. Richard C. McMullen served as 
Governor of Delaware from 1937 to 1941.  

Background Information Petitioning the government has been a key element in the 
history of this country, from its earliest times, through its present day activities. A 
petition is defined as a formal written document requesting a right or benefit from those 
in authority. One of the basic rights of an American citizen is the privilege to appeal to 
the government, be it local, state, or national, for assistance in a specific situation or for 
redress of a grievance. This right is defined in the First Amendment of the Constitution:  

Congress shall make no law respecting an establishment of religion or 
prohibiting the free exercise thereof, or abridging the freedom of speech, or of 
the press, of the right of the people peaceable to assemble, and to petition the 

Government for a redress of grievances.i  

With this simply stated freedom, citizens of the United States enjoy the right to speak, 
write, and express opinions that may be contrary to those held by the majority in the 
country, and contrary to the ideas and tenets espoused by the government at any level, at 
any time.  

The right of Americans to petition their government traces its roots in English Common 
Law, to the Magna Carta, first appearing in section 61 of document in 1215. This was 
further codified in English Common Law, written down as Number 5 in the British Bill 
of Rights in December 16, 1689, which stated,  

That it is the right of the subjects to petition the King and all commitments 

and prosecutions for such petitioning are illegal.ii  



Historically, then, the colonists believed inherently in their right, as British subjects, to 
voice their objections to the King, and to Parliament, for improprieties or injustices to 
which they believed themselves subjected. Cries of “No Taxation without  
Representation” are actually verbal expressions of the written petition submitted to the 
King and Parliament for redress of the colonists’ grievance of unfair taxation. Colonists 
in North America advocated that, as British citizens, albeit far from their native soil, they 
were still entitled to the rights and privileges of their fellow countrymen. One of those 
rights was to have a voice in matters of taxes levied by Parliament. The British legislators 
did not see the issue in the same light, judging the colonists not as full citizens, but rather 
as far removed subjects and thus not entitled to the same rights as the local citizenry.  

Thus, after the Stamp Act and associated retaliatory actions on the parts of the 
colonists, the situation escalated to the point of the October 14, 1774 Declaration and 
Resolves of the First Continental Congress, which stated in plain, unmistakable 
language the beliefs held by the leaders of the 13 colonies:  

...that the inhabitants of the English colonies in North America, by the immutable             
laws of nature, the principles of the English constitution, and the several charters             

or compacts, have the following rightsiii  

The eight Resolves sent to England clearly identified the strongly held tenet of the 
Founding Fathers that they possessed an inherent right to petition their King and 
Parliament:  

...have a right peaceably to assemble, consider their grievances, and petition the            
King, and that all prosecutions, prohibitory proclamations, and commitments         

for the same are illegal.iv  

Throughout the colonial period, activists in each colony attempted to work “through the 
system” to encourage the Parliament and the King to make changes to laws and taxes 
that the colonial representatives considered punitive and repressive. Committees of 
Correspondence were formed in each colony; meetings of the most active, vocal men in 
each colony and “correspondence,” or minutes, of those meetings were shared with other 



colonies.v Colonial legislatures met to attempt to resolve differences and to work with 

their local governors. Repeatedly, the legislatures were dissolved when England or the 
Governor believed their actions too inflammatory.  

The Declaration of Independence, July 4, 1776, was the last ditch effort to force the King 
and Parliament to take notice of the seriousness of the colonies to effect change. Each 
grievance was spelled out. The Declaration spelled out specific errors on the part of the 
King as well as the steps taken by the colonists to resolve the grievances. Thomas 
Jefferson wrote in the Declaration:  

In every stage of these Oppressions, We have Petitioned for Redress in the most 
humble terms. Our repeated petitions have been answered only by repeated 
injury. A Prince whose character is thus marked by every act which may define a 

Tyrant, is unfit to be the ruler of a free people.vi  

After the Revolution and the passage of the Articles of Confederation, delegates met once 
again to rework the Articles into a more cohesive, powerful whole. What evolved was an 
entirely new document, the Constitution of the United States, drafted in 1787, which 
defined how the government was to be set up and assigned powers to each branch of the 
government. Fearing that the way was left open for tyranny by a central government, 
many representatives and the legislatures of several states requested that specific 
protections be enumerated for the individual citizenry. Thus, on September 25, 1789, 
Congress convened once again and created the Bill of Rights. Originally composed of 12 
Amendments, the finally approved amendments numbered ten. The first Amendment 
contains the provision that citizens have the right to petition their government(s) for 

redress of supposed grievances.vii  

Formal petitions usually follow specific formats. The first section humbly beseeches the 
governing body and includes laudatory comments about the government. The second 
section generally spells out the law, or action, the citizen(s) wish to change. The third 
section, usually beginning with the word “therefore” presents the rationale for change, 
often suggests changes, and includes signatures of those supporting the petition.  



Prominent petitions that have been directed to Congress, to the Supreme Court, or to 
State governments and legislatures. Among those include the following:  

• 1830: Petitions to end slavery  

• 1894: Coxey’s Army petitioned for legislation to relieve unemployment  

• 1940: To the Supreme Court: Thornhill v Alabama: noting that orderly union 
picketing informs the public of issues and is protected by freedom of speech. Those 
participating cannot be prosecuted under state loitering and picketing laws.  

• 1966: To the Supreme Court: Brown v. LA: five African American individuals 
participated in a sit-in at a library to protest segregation. This was allowed as an 

example of their right to petition for change.viii  

Delaware has also had its share of interesting and informative petitions. Among the 
earlier ones are  

• March 15, 1780: Request for Seminary of Learning in Newark. “importance of 
learning” as a means of securing the future of democracy and strong citizenry.  

• 1785: Relief from the scarcity of money.  

• 1786: Incorporation of the Bank of North America  

• 1802: Legislative petition by servants and apprentices who appealed to the General 
Assembly to pass an act granting that the Court of Common Pleas have the power to 
“hear and redress grievances against Masters.” Previously these petitions could only 
be heard in the Court of Quarter Sessions, which did not meet as often as the Court of 

Common Pleas.ix  

A study of petitions becomes a study of the climate of the times in a specific place. 
Petitions spell out the concerns of the citizens, identify their needs, and delineate their 
concerns with their government. This form of protest is an inherent right of all citizens, 
allowing for change and improvement to laws.  
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