
Ben Franklin 
In the Autobiography, Benjamin Franklin achieved his goal by being able to express himself and his ideas 
freely. By expressing himself in the mode he felt was ideal, Franklin followed a similar cause that his Puritan 
ancestors came to America to accomplish. The Puritans first arrived in America in 1620 and founded the New 
England colony of Plymouth Plantation. The main reason the Puritans came to America was to escape an 
oppressive British Empire that disallowed them from expressing their belief that prayer and public confession 
to their congregation did not require the assistance of priests. Franklin instead settled in Philadelphia, 
Pennsylvania and traveled extensively across America’s East coast to start his private printing house, a 
circulating library, newspaper along with various other accomplishments that someone of Franklin’s 
background would not have been allowed to do in England because of the King might have considered it 
spreading mutinous propaganda…. The American dream can therefore be defined in Jeffersonian terms as 
life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness. Furthermore, attaining the American dream implies that one 
transgress all impediments to express the true definition of selfhood.  

Benjamin Franklin’s Autobiography is a strict stance against old world values. The main old view value 
stated that “the Christian Church must deliver the laws which she hath received from her King, not dare 
make laws” (Hall xi). A key eighteenth century figure like Benjamin Franklin valued higher law values 
because allowing the government to interpret Biblical passages the King could always place his own slant to 
make it seem that God ordained his leadership. Higher law practices instead advanced that God’s power was 
absolute and that no earthly being could rule the world…. 

According to Franklin, the America dream was rooted in the ability to read and write. In an era where few 
received a formal education, Franklin sought to resolve America’s high illiteracy rate by establishing the first 
public circulating library….  

Franklin’s definition of the American dream implied that everyone have the right to learn freely and receive 
an equal education despite class or social rank… The “common national sentiment” in Franklin’s 
Autobiography was an America ideal that could be made possible only once Americans were properly 
educated and understood their position in the nation. Benjamin Franklin has traditionally been defined as a 
self-made man and rugged American individualist. The Autobiography is structured primarily around several 
errata that Franklin learned from throughout his life.  

Excerpts from Ben Franlkin’s Autobiography 

My elder brothers were all put apprentices to different trades. I was put apprentices to different trades. I 
was put to the grammar school at eight years of age, my father intending to devote me, as the tithe of his 
sons, to the service of the church. My early readiness in learning to read ( which must have been very 
early, as I do not remember when I could not read), and the opinion of all his friends that I should certainly 
make a good scholar, encouraged him in this purpose of his. My uncle Benjamin, too, approved of it, and 
proposed to give me all his shorthand volumes of sermons — I suppose as a stock to set up with --if I 
would learn his character. I continued, however, at the grammar school not quite one year, through in that 
time I had risen gradually from the middle of the class of that year to be the head of it , and farther was 
removed into the class above it, in order to go with that into the third at the end of the year. But my father, 
in the mean time, from a view of the expense of a college education, which, having, so large a family, he 
could not well afford, and the mean living many so educated were afterwards able to obtain — reasons 
that he gave to his friends in my hearing — altered his first intention, took me from the grammar school 
and sent me to a school for writing and arithmetic kept by a then famous man, Mr. George Brownell, very 
successful in his profession generally, and that by mild, encouraging methods. Under him I acquired fair 
writing pretty soon, but I failed in the arithmetic, and made no progress in it. At ten years old I was taken 
home to assist my father in his business, which was that of a tallow-chandler and soap-boiler — a 
business he was not bred to, but had assumed on his arrival in New England, and on his dyeing trade 



would not maintain his family, being in little request. Accordingly, I was employed in cutting wick for the 
candles, filing the dipping-mold and the molds for cast candles, attending the shop, going of errands, etc. 
 
I disliked the trade, and had a strong inclination for the sea, but my father declared against it. However, 
living near the a water, I was much in and about it, learnt early to swim well, and to manage boats; and 
when in a boat or canoe with other boys, I was commonly allowed to govern, especially in any case of 
difficulty; and upon other occasions I was generally a leader among the boys, and sometimes led them 
into scrapes,. . . . 

I did continue thus employed in my father's business for two years; that is, till I was twelve years old; and 
my brother John, who was bred, to that business, having left my father, married, and set up for himself at 
Rhode Island, there was all appearance that I was destined to supply his place and become a tallow-
chandler. But my dislike to the trade continuing, my father was under apprehensions that if he did not find 
one for me more agreeable l should break away and get to sea, as his son Joisah had done, to his great 
vexation. He therefore sometimes took me to walk with him, and see joiners, bricklayers, turners, 
braziers, etc., at their work, that he might observe my inclination, and endeavor to fix it on some trade or 
other on land. It has ever since been a pleasure to me to see good workmen handle their tools; and it has 
been useful to me, having learnt so much by it as to be able to do little jobs myself in my house when a 
workman could not readily be got, and to construct little machines for my experiments, while the intention 
of making the experiment was fresh and warm in my mind. My father at last fixed upon the cutler's trade, 
and my Uncle Benjamin's son Samuel, who was bred to that business in London, being about that time 
established in Boston, I was sent to be with him some time on liking. But his expectations of a fee with me 
displeasing my father, I was taken home again. 
 
From a child I was fond of reading, and all the little money that came into my hands was ever laid out in 
books. Pleased with "The Pilgrim's Progress" my first collection was of John Bunyun's works in separate 
little volumes. I afterward sold them to enable me to buy R. Burton's historical collections. They were 
small chapmen's books, and cheap, forty or fifty in all. My father's little library consisted chiefly of books in 
polemic divinity, most of which I read, and have since often regretted that, at a time when I had such a 
thirst for knowledge, more proper books had not fallen in my way, since it was now resolved I should not 
be a clergyman. Plutarch's "Lives" there was, in which I read abundantly, and I still think that time spent to 
great advantage. There was also a book of Defoe's, called an Essay on Projects," and another of Dr. 
Mather's, called "Essays to do Good," which perhaps gave me a turn of thinking that had an influence on 
some of the principal future events of my life. 
 
This bookish inclination at length determined my father to make me a printer, though he had already one 
son (James) of that profession. In 1717 my brother James returned from England with a press and letters 
to set up his business in Boston. I liked it much better than that of my father, but still had a hankering for 
the sea. To prevent the apprehended effect of such an inclination, my father was impatient to have me 
bound to my brother. I stood out some time, but at last was persuaded, and signed the indentures when I 
was yet but twelve years old. I was to serve as an apprentice till I was twenty-one years of age, only I was 
to be allowed journeyman's wages during the last year. In a little time I made great proficiency in the in 
the business, and became a useful hand to my brother. I now had access to better books. An 
acquaintance with the apprentices of booksellers enabled me sometimes to borrow a small one, which I 
was careful to return soon and clean. Often I sat up in my room reading the greatest part of the night, 
when the book was borrowed in the evening and to be returned early in the morning, lest it should be 
missed or wanted. 
 
And after some time an ingenious tradesman, Mr. Matthew Adams, who had a pretty collection of books 



and who frequented our printing-house, took notice of me, invited me to his library, and very kindly lent 
me such books as I chose to read. I now took a fancy to poetry, and made some little pieces. My brother, 
thinking it might turn to account, encouraged me, and put me on composing occasional ballads. One was 
called "The Lighthouse Tragedy," and contained an account of the drowning of Captain Worthilake with 
his two daughters. The other was a sailor's song on the taking of taking of Teach (or Blackbeard) the 
pirate. They were wretched stuff, in the Grub-Street ballad style; and when they were printed he sent me 
about the town to sell them. The first sold wonderfully, the event being recent, having made a great noise. 
This flattered my vanity: but my father discouraged me by ridiculing my performances and telling me 
verse-makers were generally beggars. So I escaped being a poet, most probably a very bad one. But as 
prose-writing has been of great use to me in the course of my life, and was a principal means of my 
advancement, I shall tell you how, in such a situation, I acquired what little ability I have in that way…. 

A question was once, somehow or other, started between Collins and me, of propriety of educating the 
female sex in learning, and their abilities for study. He was of opinion that it was improper, and that they 
were naturally unequal to it. I took the contrary side, perhaps a little for dispute's sake. He was naturally 
more eloquent, had a ready plenty of words, and sometimes, as I thought, bore me down more by his 
fluency than by the strength of his reasons. As we parted without settling the point, and were not to see 
one another again for some time, I sat down to put my arguments in writing, which I copied fair and sent 
to him. He answered, and I replied. Three or four letters of a side had passed, when my father happened 
to find my papers and read them. Without entering into the discussion, he took occasion to talk to me 
about the manner of my writing; observed that, though I had the advantage of my antagonist in correct 
spelling and pointing (which I owed to the printing-house), I fell far short in elegance of expression, in 
method, and in perspicuity, of which he convinced me by several instances. I saw the justice of his 
remarks, and thence grew more attentive to the manner in writing, and determined to endeavor at 
improvement. 

My brother had, in 1720 or 1721, begun to print a newspaper. It was the second that appeared in 
America, and was called the "New England Courant." The only one before it was the Boston "News-
Letter." I remember his being dissuaded by some of his friends from the undertaking, as not likely to 
succeed, one newspaper being, in their judgment, enough for America. At this time (1771) there are not 
less than five-and twenty. He went on, however, with the undertaking, and after having worked in 
composing the types and printing off the sheets, I was employed to carry the papers thro' the streets to 
the customers. 
 
He had some ingenious men among his friends, who amused themselves by wrinting little pieces for this 
paper, which gainned it credit and made it more in demand, and these gentleman often visited us. 
Hearing their conversations, and their accounts of the approbation their papers were received with, I was 
excited to try my hand among them; but, being still a boy, and suspecting that my brother would object to 
printing anything of mine in his paper if he knew it to be mine, I contrived to disguise my hand, and writing 
an anonymous paper, I put it in at night under the door of the printing-house. It was found in the morning, 
and communicated to his writing friends when they called in as usual. They read it, commented on it in 
my hearing, and I had the exquisite pleasure of finding it met with their approbation, and that, in their 
different guesses at the author, none were named but men of some character among us for learning and 
ingenuity. I suppose now that I was rather lucky in my judges, and that perhaps they were not really so 
very good ones as I then esteemed them. 
 



Encouraged, however, by this, I wrote and conveyed in the same way to the press several more papers 
which were equally approved; and I kept my secret till my small fund of sense for such performances was 
pretty well exhausted, and then I discovered it, when I began to be considered a little more by my 
brother's acquaintance, and in a manner that did not quite please him, as he thought, probably with 
reason, that it tended to make me too vain… 

One of the pieces in our newspaper on some political point, which I have now forgotten, gave offense to 
the Assembly. He was taken up, censured, and imprisoned for a month, by the speaker's warrant, I 
suppose, because he would not discover his author. I, too, was taken up and examined before the 
council; but, tho' I did not give them any satisfaction, they contented themselves with admonishing me, 
and dismissed me, considering me, perhaps, as an apprentice, who was bound to keep his master's 
secrets. 
 
During my brother's confinement, which I resented a good deal, notwithstanding our private differences, I 
had the management of the paper; and I made bold to give our rulers some rubs in it, which my brother 
took very kindly, while others began to consider me in an unfavorable light, as a young genius that had a 
turn for libeling and satire. My brother's discharge was accompanied with an order of the House (a very 
odd one) that "James Franklin should no longer print the paper called the "New England Courant." 
 
There was a consultation held in our printing-house among his friends what he should do in this case. 
Some proposed to evade the order by changing the name of the paper; but my brother seeing 
inconveniences in that, it was finally concluded on, as a better way, to let it be printed for the future under 
the name of Benjamin Franklin; and to avoid the censure of the Assembly, that might fall on him as still 
printing it by his apprentice, the contrivance was that my old indenture should be returned to me, with a 
full discharge on the back of it, to be shown on occasion; but to secure to him the benefit of my service, I 
was to sign new indentures for the remainder of the term, which were to be kept private. A very flimsy 
scheme it was; however, it was immediately executed, and the paper went on accordingly, under my 
name, for several months. 

…I was in my working-dress, my best clothes being to come round by sea. I was dirty from my journey, 
my pockets were stuffed out with shirts and stockings, and I knew no soul nor where to look for lodging. I 
was fatigued with traveling, rowing, and want of rest; I was very hungry; and my whole stock of cash 
consisted of a Dutch dollar and about a shilling in copper. The latter I gave the people of the boat for my 
passage, who at first refused it on account of my rowing; but I insisted on their taking it, a man being 
sometimes more generous when he has but a little money than when he has plenty, perhaps thro' fear of 
being thought to have but little. 
 
Then I walked up the street, gazing about till near the market-house I met a boy with bread. I had made 
many a meal on bread, and in inquiring where he got it, I went immediately to the baker's he directed me 
to, in Second Street, and asked for biscuit, intending such as we had in Boston; but they, it seems, were 
not made in Philadelphia. Then I asked for a three-penny loaf, and was told they had none such. So, not 
considering or knowing the difference of money, and the greater cheapness nor the names of his bread, I 
bade him give me three-penny worth of any sort. He gave me, accordingly, three great puffy rolls. I was 
surprised at the quantity, but took it, and having no room in my pockets, walked off with a roll under each 
arm, and eating the other. Thus I went up Market Street as far as Fourth Street, passing by the door of 
Mr. Reed, my future wife's father, when she, standing at the door, saw me and thought I made, as I 
certainly did, a most awkward, ridiculous appearance. Then I turned and went down Chestnut Street and 
part of Walnut Street, eating my roll all the way, and coming round, found myself again at Market Street 
wharf, near the boat I came in, to which I went for. a draught of the river water, and being filled with one of 



my rolls, gave the other two to a woman and her child that came down the river in the boat with us, and 
were waiting to go farther. 
 
Thus refreshed, I walked again up the street, which by this time had many clean dressed people in it, who 
were all walking the same way. I joined them, and thereby was led into the great meeting-house of the 
Quakers near the market. I sat down among them, and after looking round awhile and hearing nothing 
said, being very drowsy thro' labor and want of rest the preceding night, I fell fast asleep, and continued 
so till the meeting broke up, when one was kind enough to rouse me. This was, therefore, the first house I 
was in, or slept in, in Philadelphia. 
 
Walking down again toward the river, and looking in the faces of people, I met a young Quaker man, 
whose countenance I liked, and accosting him, requested he would tell me where a stranger could get 
lodging. We were then near the sign of the Three Mariners. "Here," says he, "is one place that entertains 
strangers, but it is not a reputable house; if thee a wilt walk with me, I'll show thee a better." He brought 
me to the Crooked Billet in Water Street. Here I got a dinner; and, while I was eating it, several sly 
questions were asked me, as it seemed to be suspected from my youth and appearance that I might be 
some runaway… 

I had been religiously educated as a Presbyterian; and tho' some of the dogmas of that persuasion, such 
as the eternal decrees of God, election, reprobation, etc., appeared to me unintelligible, others doubtful, 
and I early absented myself from the public assemblies of the sect, Sunday being my studying day, I 
never was without some religious principles. I never doubted, for instance, the existence of the Deity; that 
he made the world, and govern'd it by his Providence; that the most acceptable service of God was the 
doing good to man; that our souls are immortal; and that all crime will be punished, and virtue rewarded, 
either here or hereafter. These I esteem'd the essentials of every religion; and, being to be found in all the 
religions we had in our country, I respected them all, tho' with different degrees of respect, as I found 
them more or less mix'd with other articles, which, without any tendency to inspire, promote, or confirm 
morality, serv'd principally to divide us, and make us unfriendly to one another. This respect to all, with an 
opinion that the worst had some good effects, induc'd me to avoid all discourse that might tend to lessen 
the good opinion another might have of his own religion; and as our province increas'd in people, and new 
places of worship were continually wanted, and generally erected by voluntary contributions, my mite for 
such purpose, whatever might be the sect, was never refused.. . .  

Tho' I seldom attended any public worship, I had still an opinion of its propriety, and of its utility when 
rightly conducted, and I regularly paid my annual subscription for the support of the only Presbyterian 
minister or meeting we had in Philadelphia. He us'd to visit me sometimes as a friend, and admonish me 
to attend his administrations, and I was now and then prevail'd on to do so, once for five Sundays 
successively. Had he been in my opinion a good preacher, perhaps I might have continued, 
notwithstanding the occasion I had for the Sunday's leisure in my course of study; but his discourses were 
chiefly either polemic arguments, or explications of the peculiar doctrines of our sect, and were all to me 
very dry, uninteresting, and unedifying, since not a single moral principle was inculcated or enforc'd, their 
aim seeming to be rather to make us Presbyterians than good citizens.  

It was about this time I conceiv'd the bold and arduous project of arriving at moral perfection. I wish'd to 
live without committing any fault at any time; I would conquer all that either natural inclination, custom, or 
company might lead me into. As I knew, or thought I knew, what was right and wrong, I did not see why I 
might not always do the one and avoid the other. But I soon found I had undertaken a task of more 
difficulty than I had imagined. While my care was employ'd in guarding against one fault, I was often 
surprised by another; habit took the advantage of inattention; inclination was sometimes too strong for 
reason. I concluded, at length, that the mere speculative conviction that it was our interest to be 
completely virtuous, was not sufficient to prevent our slipping; and that the contrary habits must be 



broken, and good ones acquired and established, before we can have any dependence on a steady, 
uniform rectitude of conduct. For this purpose I therefore contrived the following method... These names 
of virtues, with their precepts, were  

1. TEMPERANCE. Eat not to dullness; drink not to elevation. 2. SILENCE. Speak not but what may 
benefit others or yourself; avoid trifling conversation. 3. ORDER. Let all your things have their places; let 
each part of your business have its time. 4. RESOLUTION. Resolve to perform what you ought; perform 
without fail what you resolve. 5. FRUGALITY. Make no expense but to do good to others or yourself; i.e., 
waste nothing. 6. INDUSTRY. Lose no time; be always employ'd in something useful; cut off all 
unnecessary actions. 7. SINCERITY. Use no hurtful deceit; think innocently and justly, and, if you speak, 
speak accordingly. 8. JUSTICE. Wrong none by doing injuries, or omitting the benefits that are your duty. 
9. MODERATION. Avoid extreams; forbear resenting injuries so much as you think they deserve. 10. 
CLEANLINESS. Tolerate no uncleanliness in body, cloaths, or habitation. 11. TRANQUILLITY. Be not 
disturbed at trifles, or at accidents common or unavoidable. 12. CHASTITY. Rarely use venery but for 
health or offspring, never to dulness, weakness, or the injury of your own or another's peace or 
reputation. 13. HUMILITY. Imitate Jesus and Socrates.  

My intention being to acquire the habitude of all these virtues, I judg'd it would be well not to distract my 
attention by attempting the whole at once, but to fix it on one of them at a time; and, when I should be 
master of that, then to proceed to another, and so on, till I should have gone thro' the thirteen; and, as the 
previous acquisition of some might facilitate the acquisition of certain others, I arrang'd them with that 
view, as they stand above. Temperance first, as it tends to procure that coolness and clearness of head, 
which is so necessary where constant vigilance was to be kept up, and guard maintained against the 
unremitting attraction of ancient habits, and the force of perpetual temptations. This being acquir'd and 
establish'd, Silence would be more easy; and my desire being to gain knowledge at the same time that I 
improv'd in virtue, and considering that in conversation it was obtain'd rather by the use of the ears than of 
the tongue, and therefore wishing to break a habit I was getting into of prattling, punning, and joking, 
which only made me acceptable to trifling company, I gave Silence the second place. This and the next, 
Order, I expected would allow me more time for attending to my project and my studies. Resolution, once 
become habitual, would keep me firm in my endeavors to obtain all the subsequent virtues; Frugality and 
Industry freeing me from my remaining debt, and producing affluence and independence, would make 
more easy the practice of Sincerity and Justice, etc., etc. Conceiving then, that, agreeably to the advice of 
Pythagoras in his Golden Verses, daily examination would be necessary, I contrived the following method 
for conducting that examination.  

I made a little book, in which I allotted a page for each of the virtues. I rul'd each page with red ink, so as 
to have seven columns, one for each day of the week, marking each column with a letter for the day. I 
cross'd these columns with thirteen red lines, marking the beginning of each line with the first letter of one 
of the virtues, on which line, and in its proper column, I might mark, by a little black spot, every fault I 
found upon examination to have been committed respecting that virtue upon that day.  

Journal Questions 

1.  Why does Ben break the contract with his brother?  What are the consequences? 

2. What causes Ben to create his own code of morality? 

3. Look over Ben’s list of virtues.  Name the three you think are most important to you and explain 
why. 
 
 


