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Abstract

Benjamin Franklin (1706-1790) provided the paradigm for special qualities in each
of his multiple careers which have since been regarded as characteristically American.
Franklin’s Autobiography is the epitome of Franklin’s spirit. The first edition of the
Autobiography appeared in French in 1971 and the first edition in English, published in
1793, was actually an anonymous retranslation of the French edition. Franklin’s grandson,
William Temple Franklin prepared Parts One, Two, and Three in 1818. In John Bigelow’s
1868 edition, all four parts appear for the first time in English. In the twentieth century,
there have been three major editions, each more complete, more accurate, and fully
annotated than the previous one. They were by Max Farrand (1949), Leonard Labaree in
1964; J.A. Leo Lemay and Paul M. Zall’s text published in 1981.

In Franklin’s Autobiography, we see h'm as a typical, though great, example of

eighteenth century Enlightenment, a Yankee Puritan who could agree with Jean Jacques
Rousseau (1712-1778), a French Swiss-born philosopher and writer and Francois Marie
Arouet Voltaire (1694-1778), a French writer, and who could use the language of Daniel
Defoe (1660-1731), an English journalist and novelist and Joseph Addison (1672-1719),
an English essayist and poet, with a genial homely resonance. His style, perfectly adapted
to the ends to which he devoted it, is lucid, precise, and piquant, revealing both his mental
and moral temper. His mind was pragmatic, and though his greatest enthusiasm was
reserved for science, he had a mellow temperance for all types of thought. With candor,
gumption, and savvy, he relished the various turns in his life and took them easily,
understanding and sharing the Gallic spirit while remaining pungently American.
Although Benjamin Franklin’s Autobiography has long been regarded one of the
chef d’oeuvre of American autobiography, the memoirs has always attracted negative
criticism, especially from other American and British writers. Well into the twentieth
century, Franklin’s account continues to attract the attention of writers who find various

faults and shortcomings in both Franklin and his writing.



Three of the most substantial responses written about Franklin and the

Autobiography, those of Franklin’s contemporary, John Adams, whose letters about

Franklin are numerous; Mark Twain’s essay “The Late Benjamin Franklin” (1870); and

D.H. Lawrence’s essay “Benjamin Franklin” in Classic Studies in American Literature
(1924) represent the three most thoughtful and negative treatments of Franklin and his
writing.

John Adams, who worked with Franklin many times between 1770 and 1790, felt

very strong distrust for Franklin. As Robert Middlekauff explains in Benjamin Franklin

and His Enemies, Adams “professed to feel only contempt for Franklin” (200). In Mark

Twain’s essay, Twain blames the philosophical lessons in Franklin’s Autobiography for his
own troubled childhood, since as a boy he felt that Franklin’s lessons for youth ruined
“boys who might otherwise be happy” (Middlekauff, xvi). D.H. Lawrence refers to
Franklin as “Old Daddy Franklin” and the “First Dummy American,” and describes
Franklin as “a threat to the imagination and the spirit” (xviii).

The criticisms of Adams, Twain, and Lawrerice, instead of undermining from the
Autobiography or diminishing its reputation, have helped contemporary scholars, among
them especially Franklin scholars such as Alfred Owen Aldridge, Joseph Alberic, Leo
Lemay, Paul M. Zall, Carl Van Doren, Francis Jennings, and Robert Middlekauff, to study

and understand Franklin’s Autobiography.
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Epigram

To be Great is to be Misunderstood.

-Ralph Waldo EMERSON (1803-1882)
“Self-reliance,” ESSAYS: FIRST SERIES (1941)

To vilify a great man is the readiest way in which a little man can himself attain

greatness.

-Edgar Allan POE (1809-1849)
Marginalia (1844-49), 14.

No man was ever great by imitation.

-Dr. Samuel JOHNSON (1709-1784)
Rasselas (1759), 10.

Men are like the stars: some generate their own light while others reflect the

brilliance they receive.

-Jose MARTI
Granos (1942)



I. Introduction

Although Benjamin Franklin’s Autobiography (1790) has long been considered one
of the masterpieces of American autobiography, the book has always attracted negative
criticism, especially from other American and British writers. Some of the most famous
reactions to Franklin have been pointed toward his image as an American diplomat;
Samuel Johnson referred to him as “a barbarian” in his diatribe against American

independence, Taxation No Tyranny (1775).

Other writers have reacted to Franklir: by criticizing his Autobiography directly.
Well into the twentieth century, Franklin’s work continues to attract the attention of
writers who find various faults and shortcomings in both Franklin and his writings.

Benjamin Franklin began his Autobiography, which he personally called his Memoirs, at

the age of >i.<ty-five while vacationing in Englaad at the home of Bishop Jonathan Shipley.

The first section, addressed to Franklin’s son William, was written in 1771. The
remaining three sections, written over a period of nineteen years, were not completed until
the final year of Franklin’s life. The account stops in 1758, before his greatest
achievement as a representative of the Pennsylvania Assembly to present the colony’s side
of its controversy to King George. The account also stops at a time when Franklin’s
public service accomplishments were many.

Franklin was the Postmaster General for the colonies from 1753 to 1774, elected
to the French Academy of Sciences in 1772, started a career of nearly forty years in the
Pennsylvania Assembly, led a military expedition to the Lehigh Valley during the French
and Indian War (1754-1763), appointment as agent for Georgia (1768), New Jersey
(1769), and Massachusetts (1770), and Minister to France (1776), and not to mention his
pivotal role in the drafting of the Declaration of Independence.

Mac E. Barrick says that “thus it is not a true indication of the depth of his mind or

breadth of his accomplishments™ (42). Nevertheless, Franklin’s Autobiography rémains a

masterpiece of autobiography and one of America’s literary monuments. This statement



however does not hold true. To many of his most famous critics, among them especially
John Adams, Mark Twain, and D.H. Lawrence, his Autobiography was a monumental
sham. I have chosen to explore seriously the comments of these three writers, for they
represent substantial responses to Franklin’s work which span three different centuries.

I will study their texts about Franklin and his Autobiography which will allow me
to ask the following questions: What were their criticisms of Franklin’s Autobiography?
What seemed to bother them about the text: the writing or the writer? Do these three
responses, all written in different centuries, share characteristics which might help us
understand sormething more about Franklin’s Autobiography itself? Finally, I will study
how the responses of Adams, Twain and Lawrence contributed to twentieth-century

responses to Benjamin Franklin.

(93]



II. Franklin’s Autobiography

When Franklin was forty-two, wealthy, and famous, he retired from business to
devote himself to science and public service. As a self-educated man, as a statesman, and
as the writer in the cause of independence from Great Britain, Franklin’s work and life
characterized the struggle of the American nation. He was the only American to sign the
four important documents that created the republic.

The four documents were the Declaration of Independence (1776), the treaty of
alliance with France (1778), the treaty of peace with England (1783), and the Constitution
(1785). At the time of his death on April 17, 1790 in Philadelphia, his countrymen
considered him, “more than George Washington, to be the father of his country”
(Ketcham 12).

Franklin was a primary figure in the risc of American pragmatismi. He helped
articulate the concept of American self-reliance that blossomed into the wonders of
transcendentalism and into the excessive materialism of modern American industrial
society. His life and popular writings became traditional instruments of instruction used
by parents to teach wayward children that public virtue and courage are keys to the
kingdom of worldly success.

He came to be invoked as the patron of businessmen and bankers, of rugged
individualists who wanted to believe that, as Franklin had written, “God helps those who
help themselves.” As popular as Franklin’s Autobiography has been, he has always had
his detractors. Franklin was derided as the shallow philosopher of the full and tight purse,
or as the capitalist saint. His detractors took the remarks of his literary characters to
Franklin’s full and total thought.

They blamed him for faults they found in his ethical heirs and in the excesses of
American capitalism. Critics misunderstood his subtleties and ironies for simple-minded

pieties. The first section of Franklin’s Autobiography was intended for Franklin’s own

posterity and it contains what he called: “several little family anecdotes of no importance



to others.” Franklin was already a great diplomat and statesman and an honored citizen of

the world when he began the Autobiography, but as Carl Van Doren says “he assumed no

posture in presenting his small beginnings as a printer and provincial politician” (136).

The first part of Benjamin Franklin’s Memoirs was written in the form of a letter
(dated Twyford, 1771) to his illegitimate son, William (royal governor of New Jersey
since 1763). Part I of the Autobiography explains the reason why Franklin write the book:
to acquaint his son with his English ancestors; to tell him parts of his father’s life with
which he was yet unacquainted, to familiarize future descendants of Franklin’s family with
the means of his success, for which he thanked “Divine Providence”; and finally with
characteristic objectivity and humor, to relive the past and to gratify his own vanity.

Franklin also detailed his family background from the year 1555 to the time of his
parents, giving short sketches of several persons. In general, Part I of the Autobiography
then proceeds to deal with Franklin’s growth from poor apprentice to master printer with
his own shop; his trips to Boston and London; his marriage to Deborah read; and the start
of his public projects such as the Junto and the Library Company.

Part Two of the Autobiography (dated Passy, 1784) considers mainly the causes
for his success in later life — his bourgeois virtues of industry and frugality, religious
principles, and the “bold and arduous project” in which he attempted, but failed, to
achieve moral perfection.

Part Three of the Autobiography (at home, August 1788) continues with the
application of this experiment — “The Art of Virtue” from an individual to a worldwide
basis by means of a projected Society for the Free and Easy. Mainly, however, Part Three
provides a record of his public projects, including his role in the disastrous Braddock
expedition. This part relates to the preceding one by the implied premise that the
attainment of individual virtue is inseparable from projects designed for one’s fellow man.

Part Four of the Autobiography was presumably written during the winter of
1789-1790 by evidence of his shaky handwriting. This part provides continuity by treating
one large project — the dispute with the British government and its settlement through the

mediations of Lord Mansfield.



Nothing can exceed the candor with which he tells of his struggles for a livelihood,
unless it be the lack of modesty with which he recounts his successes. In the
Autobiography Franklin is actually the hero or protagonist of one of the few universally
interesting plots, that in which a person wins his way unaided.

In 1732 I first published my Almanac, under the Name of Richard Saunders, it

was continu’d by me about 25 Years, commonly call’d Poor Richard’s Almanac.

I endeavour’d to make it both entertaining and useful, and it accordingly came to

be in such Demand that I reap’d considerable Profit from it, vending annually near

ten Thousand. (The Autobiography, 79).

There is something essentially dramatic in Franklin’s story of his steady progress to wealth
and influence; he had the golden touch that enabled him to turn every material thing to
some human advantage. According to Carl Van Doren, some of the material things that
received his golden touch were the Franklin stove, a printing press, a type of chair with
one arm extended for a writing surface, electrical machine, electrostatic generator, and
modern iniveitions new to America.

His golden touch also found its way in a circulating library (1731), a fire company
(1736), the American Philosophical Society (1743), a college chartered as an academy,
later to become the University of Pennsylvania (1749), and an insurance company and a
city hospital (1751). In short, we can say that Franklin had his hands full with humanity
his main concern.

The Autobiography has no romantic coloring. The family are neither intimate nor
sentimental, and the comments upon style, politics, morals, and religion take no higher
tone than that of good sense. His noble achievements as scientist and philanthropist are
narrated as modestly as the purchase of his first silver spoon. In part, of course, this
classic simplicity is due to the fact that Franklin wrote as a richly experienced man,
incomparably bland, smooth-tempered, prudent, and impartial.

What gave my Book the more sudden and general celebrity, was the Success of

one of its propos’d Experiments, made by Messrs. Dalibard and Delor, at Marly,

for drawing Lightning from the Clouds. .... I will not swell this Narrative with an

account of that capital Experiment, nor of the infinite pleasure I receiv’d in the



success of a similar one I made soon after with a kite at Philadelphia, as both are to

be found in the Histories of Electricity. (The Autobiography, 133).

Franklin was, above all, a citizen of a community and his whole adult life he
devoted to civic affairs. Therefore it only seemed fitting for him to leave behind a living
legacy to close the chapter on his illustrious career and life. His language is the plain
speech of a man who keeps his private eccentricities of thought or feeling to himself. He
chose to reveal about himself only those aspects of his life which he thought would be
important to future generations of readers. As Malini Schueller says Franklin’s
Autobiography has established “The straightforward, realistic style” that anticipated the
style of many later autobiographers (98).

This leads us to question why Franklin has been criticized so often and so
fervently. Why, out of thousands of men and women equally important in their time, has
he been targeted for such severe criticism by other writers? Franklin himself might never
have guessed that his writings would receive such attention or scrutiny. He might not

even recognize his own writings when described by others. Ormond Seavey says that

“even the title Autobiography, is a word that Franklin never used” and probably had not
intended for this word to be used instead of a simple memoir” (68).

Scholar Robert Erwin has suggested that Franklin’s successes and fame during his
own lifetime may be responsible for much of the negative criticism his memoir has
attracted. Erwin suggests four ways in which Franklin distinguished himself.

First, Franklin had an appealing personality, resolute, and witty. Next, he had a
kind of “vision” and the uncanny ability to anticipate mainstream values and specific habits
of the American society. In the third place, besides understanding and sharing American
attitudes, Franklin was an astute businessman who could identify the needs for services
and institutions which he thought ought to be provided as the nation developed. His last
attribute was that his level of achievement was extraordinary (Erwin, 4-15). Looking at

the four parts of the Autobiography specifically might help us to have a better

understanding of what these memoirs really include, so that we might discover what critics

found so objectionable.



Part I of Franklin’s Autobiography is a unified composition distinct from the three
later parts. Part I was written in 1771, before the Revolutionary War, when Colonial
America’s future was uncertnin. What is certain was that Franklin was considering giving
his support to an illegal rebellion against the British empire, which many people on both
sides of the Atlantic doubted would be successful. Part I was also written when Franklin
and his son William were still enjoying a very healthy relationship.

As he wrote Part I, Franklin made a list of topics he would subsequently treat.

The first part was written in an easy and personal tone, more familiar manner, appropriate
to a communication with one’s son. It is in these early pages of Part I of the
Autobiography that Franklin talks more freely and openly about his many faults and
shortcomings, his “frequent intrigues with low women,” and display that rather cool and
calculating attitude toward his wife (Autobiography, 47).

Part I was written by a man of sixty-five, at a crossroad in his life and in the life of
his colonial homeland. Understanding as he did the critical time in which he was living, he
fashioned Part 1 to function as a kind of “testainent™ for his son, a “will” of sorts that
would live beyond him, if he were to perish in the coming troubles.

Part I reads like a moral tale, designed to help or warn the younger Franklin.
Franklin includes specific cautionary tales about himself as an innocent young man who
loses money because he trusted someone he shouldn’t have trusted:

Thus I spent about 18 Months in London. Most Part of the time, I work’d hard at

my Business, and spent but little upon myself except in seeing Plays, and in Books.

My Friend Ralph had kept me poor. He owed me about 27 Pounds; which I was

now never likely to receive; a great Sum out of my small Earnings. Ilov’d him

notwithstanding, for he had many amiable qualities. (The Autobiography, 40).

Economy and self-reliance are Franklin’s constant refrain in Part I. Franklin boasts
about “gaining Money by my Industry and Frugality” (46). If we take the Autobiography
as a straightforward book of advice and wisdom, then it is quite ironic that a sixty-five
year old man would still want to advise a forty-one year old son who was at that time

Governor of New Jersey. A grown son would hardly seem to need parental supervision



on financial matters. In fact, William was already a successful and powerful man himself
by 1771. Why would Franklin need to advise his son?

Quite possibly in 1771 Franklin considered William a more successful figure than
himself. At this time, Franklin was merely one of many colonial agents, and William was
the Royal Governor of New Jersey, a man living a princely life in the colonies, who took
pride in the fact that he had been appointed to that post by the King himself.

We know that Franklin knew that his son enjoyed privileges at Court. According
to Ormond Seavey, William had attended the coronation of King George III in 1768, as
had Franklin himself. William was invited to join the royal procession and take a seat
inside Westminster Abbey, while Franklin had to be contented with standing outside the
coronation place with other colonials (153).

Is it possible that Franklin is not writing to his son only to instruct him or persuade
him, but to justify his own importance to his son? Could it be that he needs to explain
some things to his son and to strengthen some aspects of their relationship for his own
sake? At this time Franklin was considering joining tne rebellious faction in the colonies,
and he certainly anticipated that his son would not approve. Was Franklin writing to
William to save and justify himself in his son’s eyes?

Part I is a personal testimony covertly soliciting the aid and protection of his Royal
Governor son as sort of a cautionary step towards any eventualities from the war.
Franklin knew that his son would be in a precarious position if Franklin participated in
rebellion, and Part I demonstrates Franklin’s attempt to “shore up” his relationship with
William before the storm hit. By offering William advice he does not need, Franklin is
really justifying his own life by recounting his struggles as a boy.

Part I reads as a reminder to William: “you enjoy privilege because of my hard
work,” Franklin seems to imply; “I deserve your respect.” Part I also represents
Franklin’s appeal to William for the respect he fears to lose if he should join the American

rebellion. Franklin wrote Part 2 of the Autobiography thirteen years later after the

Revolutionary War, while he was the American Ambassador to France. The peace treaty
with England had been signed (1783), and the writer was once again a successful

statesman whose financial position was secure.
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Part 2 is mainly an explanation of Franklin’s bookkeeping method for attaining
perfection through practice of the virtues. Carl Van Doren says that Part 2 was resumed
after encouraging letters from Abel James and Benjamin Vaughn (616). Franklin included
James’s and Vaughn’s letters in his manuscript to explain why he resumed his narrative.
What had gone before had been written for his family; “what follows,” he said in his
“Memo,” “was written... in compliance with the advice contained in these letters, and
accordingly intended for the public (The autobiography, 156).

According to John William Ward, when Franklin resumed his story, he did so “in
full consciousness that he was offering himself to the world as a representative type, the

American” (326). As Benjamin Vaughn said in Part 2 of the Autobiography, Franklin’s

life would “give a noble rule and example of self-education” because of Franklin’s
“discovery that the thing is in many a man’s private power” (321).

Before the Revolutionary War, Franklin might have had hopes for a closer
relationship with his successful son, as Part I of the Autobiography suggests. However
Parts 2, 3, 4i.d 4 were written long after the War when Franklin and William were
estranged, Franklin having disinherited and disowned William in a most humiliating
manner in 1776. By Franklin’s own admission Parts 2, 3, and 4 were written at the
earnest persuasion of friends, and therefore were addressed to a completely different
audience.

If in Part I, William was Franklin’s sole listener, then the other parts made clear
that they were intended for an unknown readership of both fathers and sons. Why did
Franklin write Parts 2, 3, and 47 He was urged incessantly by friends and admirers alike to
spill out his lifelong story.

For example, a Quaker by the name of Abel James said that Franklin’s life story
would be a work which would be useful and entertaining not only to a few but millions
(58). Another friend, Benjamin Vaughn, when asked for advice by Franklin had this to
say. “All that has happened to you,” he reminded Franklin, “is also connected with the
detail of the manners and situation of a rising people” (59).

Intended for the public, Franklin’s story was to be an example for your Americans

and an advertisement to the world. At this time, America had just concluded a successful
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revolution and the eyes of the world were upon her. Just as America had succeeded in
creating itself a nation, Franklin had set out to show how the American went about
creating his own character. Franklin ther. becomes “The American.”

How well Franklin filled the part that his public urged him to play, we can see by
observing what he immediately proceeds to provide. In Part 2, 3, and 4 of the
Autobiography,. Franklin appropriately treats four matters: the establishment of a lending
library to satisfy the need for self-education; the importance of frugality and diligence in
one’s calling; the social utility of religion; and of course the thirteen rules for ordering
one’s life.

Here, in Parts 2, 3, and 4 were all the materials that went into the making of the
self-made man. This is the formula on how one goes about making a success of one’s self.
Family, class, religious orthodoxy, higher education: all these were secondary to character
and common sense. What Franklin had tried to do was to inform people that all these
features are within anyone’s reach.

The Autobiography is not simply a formless record of personal experience, or just
a charming success story. Whether consciously or unconsciously, it is a great work of
imagination which achieves the level of folk myth. According to Franklin, he combined
narrative and dialogue in his Autobiography in order to convey the felt immediacy of his
experience (143).

Paul M. Zall says that by relating his themes to John Bunyan’s details of his new
environment in Pilgrim’s Progress, Franklin had managed to create an Allegory of
American middle-class superiority. Franklin states his central organizing theme at the
beginning of his Autobiography: his emergence “from the poverty and obscurity” in which
he was born and bred “to a state of affluence and some degree of reputation in the world”
(21). He gives to this secular “rise” a moral and spiritual meaning discoverable in the
special blessings of God.

The boy entering Philadelphia with three loaves under his arm is obviously the
paradigm of Bunyan’s Christian beginning his arduous ascent to the final destination of

life. Franklin increases the drama of his struggle upward against odds in his more worldly
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pilgrimage by reiterating the contrast between his humble beginnings and his improved
position in life.

It is more fulfilling ard rewarding to fail while trying than not to have tried at all.
In his Autobiography, Franklin halts his narrative three times at conspicuous points in
order to invoke in the readers the pathetic picture of his first humble arrival in
Philadelphia. He frames the Philadelphia anecdote as carefully as if he were deliberately
setting out to create an immortal legend which I am pretty sure he had no desire to do.

“I have been the more particular,” he writes, “in this description of my journey,
and shall be so of my first entry into the city, that you may in your mind compare such
unlikely beginnings with the figure I have since made there” (Autobiography, 23). Though
his success story is a triumph of moral individualism and personal salvation, Franklin
identifies it with the rise of a whole people.

His rise in life thus parallels the growth of Philadelphia. When finally, he achieves
world wide fame through his electrical experiments, he confesses to being flattered by the
hono.s heaped upon him: “for, considering my 0w beginning, they were great things to
me” (Autobiography, 123). Carl Van Doren says that Franklin owed his success to
“natural gifts of which Poor Richard could not tell the secret” (118). But Franklin was
not altogether without a sense of sin, and he believed that good works were the necessary
means to personal salvation, or success.

In direct antithesis, as his attitude towards charity in the Autobiography indicates,
Franklin felt that failure to rise in life was the result of moral depravity. Accordingly, in
one of the most famous passages of the Autobiography, Franklin “conceived the bold and
arduous project of arriving at moral perfection: (Autobiography, 83). The important
result is not that he failed, bu<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>