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Benjamin Franklin by Edmund S. Morgan is a comprehensive biography that
delves into the life and contributions of one of American history's most
significant figures. Written by historian Edmund S. Morgan, this work
provides an insightful exploration of Franklin's multifaceted character, his
role in shaping the nation, and the enduring impact he had on American
society. Morgan's narrative style and scholarly approach make this biography
not only informative but also engaging, allowing readers to appreciate the
complexities of Franklin's life and the era in which he lived.

Early Life and Education

Birth and Family Background

Benjamin Franklin was born on January 17, 1706, in Boston, Massachusetts. He
was the fifteenth of seventeen children born to Josiah Franklin, a candle and
soap maker, and Abiah Folger. Morgan emphasizes the modest beginnings of
Franklin's life, highlighting how his early experiences shaped his values and
ambitions. The Franklin family was not wealthy, yet they were industrious,
instilling in young Benjamin a strong work ethic and a passion for learning.

Self-Education and the Printing Trade

Despite his limited formal education—he attended school for only two
years—Franklin was voraciously curious. He educated himself through extensive
reading, developing a love for literature and philosophy. His foray into the
printing trade began when he was an apprentice to his brother James, a
printer. This opportunity not only honed his skills but also introduced him
to the world of journalism and public discourse. Morgan details how these
formative years in the printing business helped Franklin cultivate his voice
and ideas, setting the stage for his future endeavors.

Rise to Prominence

Publishing and the Pennsylvania Gazette

Franklin's career took a significant turn when he established his own
printing business in Philadelphia. He launched the Pennsylvania Gazette,



which quickly became one of the most successful newspapers in the colonies.
Morgan points out that Franklin used this platform to advocate for various
social and political causes, engaging readers with wit and satire. His
publications often critiqued the British government and addressed local
issues, earning him both respect and notoriety.

Scientific Endeavors and Innovations

In addition to his work in publishing, Franklin was a prolific inventor and
scientist. His experiments with electricity, particularly the famous kite
experiment, demonstrated his innovative spirit. Morgan describes how
Franklin's scientific inquiries led to practical inventions, such as the
lightning rod and bifocal glasses, which showcased his ability to blend
curiosity with utility. Franklin's contributions to science not only advanced
knowledge but also established him as a leading figure in the Enlightenment
movement.

Political Involvement and Revolutionary Ideas

Role in the American Revolution

As tensions between the American colonies and Britain escalated, Franklin
emerged as a prominent political figure. He was a member of the Continental
Congress and played a crucial role in shaping revolutionary ideas. Morgan
highlights Franklin's diplomatic skills, particularly his efforts in securing
French support for the American cause. His successful negotiation of the
Treaty of Paris in 1783 marked a significant achievement, solidifying his
status as a key architect of American independence.

Advocacy for Abolition and Social Reforms

Morgan also examines Franklin's evolving views on slavery and his eventual
advocacy for abolition. Although he initially owned slaves, his exposure to
Enlightenment ideals and the moral implications of slavery led him to become
a vocal opponent. Franklin's efforts in founding the Pennsylvania Society for
Promoting the Abolition of Slavery and his later writings reflect his
commitment to social justice and equality. This transformation underscores
the complexity of his character and the progressive values he espoused later
in life.



Philosophical Contributions and Legacy

Franklin's Views on Governance and Society

Franklin's writings and thoughts on governance were instrumental in shaping
American political philosophy. He believed in the importance of civic
responsibility, education, and rational discourse. Morgan highlights
Franklin's contributions to the Federalist Papers and his influence on the
drafting of the U.S. Constitution. His advocacy for a strong but limited
government reflected the ideals of the Enlightenment, emphasizing the need
for a balance between liberty and order.

Enduring Influence on American Culture

The legacy of Benjamin Franklin extends beyond politics and science; he is
also a cultural icon. Morgan illustrates how Franklin's aphorisms and maxims,
compiled in his famous "Poor Richard's Almanack," continue to resonate with
contemporary audiences. His emphasis on frugality, hard work, and self-
improvement has become ingrained in American culture. Franklin's ability to
connect with people through his wit and wisdom has made him a beloved figure
in American folklore.

Conclusion

In Benjamin Franklin by Edmund S. Morgan, readers are invited to explore the
life of a man who was not only a Founding Father of the United States but
also a pioneer in various fields, including science, literature, and
politics. Morgan's meticulous research and engaging narrative provide a
comprehensive portrait of Franklin, capturing the essence of his character
and the times in which he lived. The biography serves as a testament to
Franklin's enduring legacy and the influence he continues to exert on
American society.

Ultimately, this work is more than just a recounting of historical events; it
is an exploration of the ideas that shaped a nation and the individual who
played a pivotal role in bringing those ideas to fruition. Morgan's biography
is a valuable contribution to the understanding of Benjamin Franklin,
providing insights that are relevant to both history enthusiasts and those
interested in the ongoing evolution of democratic ideals. Through Franklin's
story, readers gain a deeper appreciation for the complexities of American
history and the individuals who have shaped it.



Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main focus of 'Benjamin Franklin' by
Edmund S. Morgan?

The book primarily focuses on the life and contributions of Benjamin
Franklin, exploring his role as a Founding Father, inventor, diplomat, and
philosopher, while emphasizing his complex personality and the social and
historical context of his time.

How does Edmund S. Morgan portray Franklin's views
on democracy?

Morgan presents Franklin as a proponent of democratic principles,
illustrating how Franklin believed in the importance of civic engagement and
the value of informed citizenry in a republic.

What unique perspective does Morgan provide about
Franklin's relationships with other Founding
Fathers?

Morgan highlights Franklin's diplomatic skills and his ability to navigate
complex relationships with other Founding Fathers, showing how he often acted
as a mediator and bridge-builder among differing factions.

In what ways does the book address Franklin's
scientific contributions?

The book discusses Franklin's significant contributions to science,
particularly in electricity and inventions, showcasing how his scientific
curiosity was intertwined with his philosophical beliefs and practical
applications for society.

What themes of social responsibility are explored in
Morgan's biography of Franklin?

Morgan explores themes of social responsibility, illustrating how Franklin's
endeavors in education, public service, and civic improvement reflect his
belief in the importance of contributing to the common good.

How does Morgan's writing style contribute to the
understanding of Franklin's character?

Morgan's engaging and accessible writing style combines thorough research
with narrative storytelling, making Franklin's character relatable and



emphasizing the contradictions within his personality and beliefs.

What is the significance of Franklin's legacy as
discussed in the book?

Morgan emphasizes Franklin's lasting legacy in American culture and politics,
illustrating how his ideas and innovations continue to influence modern
society, particularly in areas of democracy, scientific inquiry, and civic
responsibility.
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