
The Autobiography By Benjamin Franklin 1

The Autobiography By Benjamin Franklin

The Autobiography By Benjamin Franklin Downloaded from www.remodelicious.com by Marley & Smith

INTRODUCTION: THE ENDURING LEGACY OF A FOUNDING FATHER’S MEMOIR

Few  works  in  American  literature  have  shaped  the  national  character  as  profoundly  as  The
Autobiography  By  Benjamin  Franklin.  More  than  a  mere  recounting  of  events,  this  unfinished
masterpiece  offers  a  blueprint  for  self-improvement,  a  reflection  on  colonial  life,  and  an  intimate
portrait of one of the most versatile minds of the Enlightenment. Written in stages over nearly two
decades, the autobiography remains a timeless guide to personal and professional development. It
is not just a historical document; it is a manual for living a purposeful, industrious, and virtuous life.
In this article, we will explore the structure, themes, historical context, and lasting influence of this
seminal  work,  revealing  why  it  continues  to  captivate  readers  more  than  two centuries  after
Franklin’s death.

THE UNFINISHED NARRATIVE: HOW THE BOOK CAME TO BE

The story behind The Autobiography By Benjamin Franklin is as fascinating as the content
itself. Franklin began writing it in 1771 while on a diplomatic visit to England, intending it as a letter
to his son, William. He set aside the project, resumed it in 1784 in France, and added more sections
in 1788 back in Philadelphia. He died in 1790 before completing it. The manuscript went through
various editions, with the first complete version in English not appearing until 1818. This fragmented
composition gives the book a conversational,  sometimes disjointed feel,  but also a remarkable
authenticity. Readers witness Franklin’s evolving perspective on his own life as he ages, which adds
a layer of introspection rarely found in memoirs of the era.

STRUCTURE AND CONTENT: A JOURNEY FROM BOYHOOD TO STATESMANSHIP

Part One: The Young Printer
The autobiography opens with Franklin’s birth in Boston in 1706 and his early years as an apprentice
to  his  brother  James,  a  printer.  He  recounts  his  voracious  reading,  his  first  attempts  at  writing
(including his famous Silence Dogood letters), and his eventual escape to Philadelphia. This section
is rich with anecdotes about his arrival in the city with only a few loaves of bread, setting the stage
for his rise from obscurity. Franklin’s narrative voice is humble yet confident, and he does not shy
away  from describing  his  mistakes  and  youthful  indiscretions.  This  honesty  makes  the  story
relatable and instructive.

Part Two: The Art of Virtue
Perhaps the most famous portion of The Autobiography By Benjamin Franklin is his “Plan for
Attaining  Moral  Perfection.”  Franklin  outlines  thirteen  virtues—temperance,  silence,  order,
resolution, frugality, industry, sincerity, justice, moderation, cleanliness, tranquility, chastity, and
humility—and describes his methodical  attempt to master them one by one using a chart.  He
acknowledges  his  failure  to  achieve  perfection  but  argues  that  the  effort  made  him  a  better  and
happier man. This section is a cornerstone of self-help literature and remains widely quoted in
leadership and productivity circles today.

Part Three: Public Service and Scientific
Inquiry
In the later parts, Franklin describes his civic projects, such as establishing the first public library in
Philadelphia,  organizing a  fire  company,  and founding the American Philosophical  Society.  He also
delves  into  his  scientific  experiments,  notably  his  work  with  electricity,  including  the  famous  kite
experiment.  The  narrative  shifts  from  personal  improvement  to  public  contribution,  reflecting
Franklin’s  belief  that  a  virtuous  life  must  extend  beyond  the  self  to  society.

Reasons for Incompleteness
Franklin stopped writing in 1788, covering only up to the years just before the American Revolution.
He  never  detailed  his  role  in  the  Declaration  of  Independence,  the  Treaty  of  Paris,  or  the
Constitutional Convention. Yet, this very incompleteness has sparked curiosity and scholarly debate
about what he might have added. It leaves readers wanting more, which is part of the charm.

THEMES THAT RESONATE ACROSS CENTURIES

Industry and Frugality
Franklin’s life is a testament to the Protestant work ethic. He constantly emphasizes the value of
hard work, thrift, and careful time management. His famous aphorisms—“Early to bed and early to
rise makes a man healthy, wealthy, and wise”—originate from his own practices. These themes are
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particularly relevant in modern discussions about productivity and minimalism.

Self-Education and Lifelong Learning
Franklin was largely self-taught. His autobiography details how he taught himself foreign languages,
science,  and  rhetoric  by  reading  and  discussion.  He  founded  the  Junto,  a  club  for  mutual
improvement,  and  the  Library  Company.  This  emphasis  on  lifelong  learning  has  influenced
educational  reformers  and  continues  to  inspire  autodidacts  today.

Social Mobility and the American Dream
More than any other founding document, The Autobiography By Benjamin Franklin articulates
the promise of upward mobility. Franklin, the youngest son of a candle maker, rose to become a
wealthy entrepreneur, inventor, diplomat, and signer of the Constitution. His story embodies the
idea that talent and hard work can overcome humble beginnings—a narrative that has shaped
American identity.

Humility and Self-Awareness
Despite  his  achievements,  Franklin  uses  the  autobiography  to  reflect  on  his  flaws.  He  admits  to
vanity, pride, and occasional rudeness. This self-awareness is not just endearing but instructive. He
reminds readers that even the greatest among us are fallible, and that self-improvement is a lifelong
journey, not a destination.

HISTORICAL AND LITERARY SIGNIFICANCE

A Mirror of the Enlightenment
The  autobiography  is  a  quintessential  Enlightenment  text.  It  celebrates  reason,  scientific
observation, and the perfectibility of humanity. Franklin’s approach to morality is pragmatic—he
judges virtues by their  usefulness,  not by divine command. This secular,  humanistic  tone was
revolutionary for its time and influenced thinkers like Thomas Jefferson and later pragmatists.

The Birth of the American Memoir
Before  Franklin,  memoirs  were  typically  written  by  aristocrats  or  religious  figures.  Franklin
democratized the genre, writing as a middle-class tradesman. His conversational style and focus on
practical  advice  set  a  precedent  for  American  autobiography,  influencing  writers  from  Frederick
Douglass  to  Andrew  Carnegie  to  modern  business  leaders.

Impact on Self-Help and Productivity
The Autobiography By Benjamin Franklin is widely considered the first self-help book. Franklin’s
13 virtues program has been adapted by countless authors, including Stephen Covey (“The 7 Habits
of  Highly  Effective  People”).  His  daily  schedule—dividing each day into  blocks  for  work,  reflection,
and improvement—is a forerunner of modern time management techniques.

LESSONS FOR MODERN READERS

Start Young, But It’s Never Too Late: Franklin began his virtue project at age 27. He1.
shows that self-improvement can begin at any stage of life.
Be Systematic: His use of a chart to track his virtues is an early example of habit tracking.2.
Modern apps and journals owe a debt to this approach.
Seek Feedback: Franklin often asked others to point out his faults. This willingness to accept3.
critique is crucial for growth.
Contribute to Community: His civic projects demonstrate that success is hollow without4.
giving back. Volunteering and philanthropy remain valued today.
Write and Reflect: The act of writing the autobiography itself was a reflective exercise.5.
Journaling is still recommended for clarity and self-awareness.

CRITICISMS AND COUNTERPOINTS

While revered, the autobiography is not without criticism. Some argue Franklin’s self-presentation is
too polished—he conveniently omits his early support for British rule and his complex relationship
with his son William, a Loyalist. Others note that his “virtues” can seem calculating, prioritizing
social  success over genuine morality.  Feminists and critics of capitalism have pointed out that
Franklin’s model excludes women and assumes a rags-to-riches path that is not always accessible.
Yet even these critiques enrich the reading, forcing us to see Franklin as a product of his time rather
than a timeless saint.

THE AUTOBIOGRAPHY’S ENDURING POPULARITY

Why do people still read The Autobiography By Benjamin Franklin today? Partly because of
Franklin’s charm—his wit, his humility, his practical wisdom. Partly because the book addresses
universal questions: How can I become a better person? How can I make a difference? In a world of
constant  distraction  and  rapid  change,  Franklin’s  methodical,  thoughtful  approach  offers  a  calm
antidote. It remains a staple in high school curricula, college courses, and business reading lists.
Translations exist in dozens of languages, and it has never gone out of print since its first complete
English edition.

CONCLUSION: A BLUEPRINT FOR A MEANINGFUL LIFE

The Autobiography By Benjamin Franklin is far more than a historical artifact. It is a living
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document that continues to teach, inspire, and provoke. Its pages hold a message that transcends
its 18th-century origins: that through self-discipline, curiosity, and service to others, ordinary people
can lead extraordinary lives. Whether you are an entrepreneur seeking productivity hacks, a student

looking for role models, or a reader interested in the birth of the American spirit, this autobiography
remains an essential companion. In reading it, we not only learn about Franklin—we learn about
ourselves. And that is the mark of truly timeless literature.


