
Nesci 1 

Lidia Nesci 

Professor Ronan 

American Lit 

4 October 2013 

Ben Franklin’s Virtues 

 Ben Franklin gave a list of thirteen virtues in his collection of letters and stories called 

The Autobiography. He believed these virtues would help him live a happier life if he followed 

them all. At times he strayed from the virtues and did not follow them. Three of which were 

frugality, industry, and justice.  

 Frugality was one of the many virtues Franklin chose to follow. He explained it as, 

“make no expense but to do good to others or yourself; i.e., waste nothing (913).” By this he 

meant do not spend too much money on unnecessary things. You should control your money and 

save it instead of spending it. At one point in his autobiography, Franklin shows how he does not 

follow this virtue. He says, “I was pretty diligent; but spent with Ralph a good deal of my 

earnings in going to plays and other places of amusement. We had together consumed all my 

pistoles, and now just rubbed on from hand to mouth (887).” Franklin spent all his money with 

Ralph on unnecessary activities rather than saving it. 

 Another virtue Franklin spoke about was industry. In his autobiography he defined it as, 

“Lose no time. Be always employed in something useful. Cut off all unnecessary actions (913).” 

This states how people should not waste time, but instead always keep busy doing something 

useful. “However I now contrived a mould, made use of the letter we had, as puncheons, struck 

the matrices in lead, and thus supplied in a pretty tolerable way all deficiencies. I also engraved 

several things on occasion. I made the ink, I was warehouse-man and everything, in short a 
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factotum (895).” According to the text, a factotum is a jack-of-all-trades. Franklin referred to 

himself as a jack-of-all-trades because he did so much for his printing house. He always worked 

his hardest and had no time for play. Franklin saw his job as a useful part in society, so in that 

way he followed this virtue. 

 The last virtue, which specifically stood out, involved justice. Franklin described the 

justice virtue as, “wrong none, by doing injuries or omitting the benefits that are your duty 

(913).” This translated to the concept no one should hurt anyone purposely or break an 

agreement/duty. “I told them I could not propose a separation while any prospect remained of the 

Merediths fulfilling their part of our agreement. Because I thought myself under great obligations 

to them for what they had done and would do if they could (901).” Here, Franklin followed the 

justice virtue. He did not break the agreement with the Merediths because he felt like he owed it 

to them. That would injure the Merediths emotionally, but he decided not to wrong them. 

 Each of Franklin’s thirteen virtues had a specific purpose in The Autobiography. 

Combined, these virtues were meant to help people live happier lives. These three virtues: 

frugality, industry, and justice contributed to this overall goal. It was hard to follow all of his 

virtues, even for him, but he did his best. At times he failed, but he put in the work and effort 

nonetheless. 


