Revolutionary Writings (Age of Reason)
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 Benjamin Franklin

Of the major historical figures from around the time of the American Revolution, Benjamin Franklin, though burly and bald, is the enduring rock star.  None of his peers accomplished so much in so many different endeavors: science and technology, printing and publishing; diplomacy, education, and public service; and an endless stream of writing – to educate his fellow citizens, promote personal growth and worldly success, and promulgate the political and social values he held most dear.  He was also one of the great self-promoters in the American cultural tradition, one of the first true masters of the modern art of PR.

1. How can we compare the virtues of Ben Franklin to Bradford, Edwards, and Bradstreet? 

2.  Generations of young people have been exhorted to model their own lives on Ben Franklin.  Do you think that’s still possible, that the contemporary world still has room for that kind of achievement, or for an orderly and successful adventure in self-perfection?  If you were putting together a list of latter-day Ben Franklins, whom would you include, and why?

3.  Like nearly every human being, Franklin had a “downside,” as the modern biographies make clear.  There were moral lapses, family troubles, and dubious and self-serving shortcuts in the professional and political life: Franklin was modern in more ways than one.  In the construction and support of an important American icon, how much should that matter?  In other words, how much attention should we pay, more than two centuries later, to the weaknesses of a person who accomplished so much?       
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Thomas Jefferson

Jefferson compares to Franklin and Edwards in being an intellectual adventurer, interested in many fields of study and willing to trust reason, direct observation, and logic, rather than prevailing opinions and conventions. He was a slaveholder who drafted one of the fundamental affirmations of human rights, the Declaration of Independence; he was an aristocrat who took enormous risks with his social standing and personal fortune; and he was a key figure in the theory and practice of American higher education, helping to begin a revolution there which continues to this day. The Norton Anthology selections give us a sense of Jefferson's range and contradictions.

1.Jefferson's Autobiography offers us two versions of the Declaration of Independence--the draft that Jefferson presented to the Continental Congress, and the final version that was published and sent to King George III. We have, therefore, a wonderful opportunity to see a founding document undergo substantial revision and to speculate on the political and moral motives and rhetorical tastes which caused these changes to be made. In the draft, look at the long deleted paragraph beginning "He has waged cruel war against human nature itself" and at the deleted excerpt toward the end of the document, beginning "At this very time too, they are permitting their chief magistrate . . ." Why exclude these passages? Who is the implicit audience? Are there differences between the rhetoric of these deleted passages and the general tone and style of the final document? Do you see any relationship between the values implicit in these revisions and the values that a modern writer might have in mind as he or she revises prose?                  

                                       

2. Examine The Declaration as a literary work (New Criticism approach), a work with special rhetorical qualities and power. Do you see a resemblance, in sheer use of the English language, between The Declaration and the sermon form, especially in “Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God?” Compare the language with Franklin’s in “The Way to Wealth.” 
