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chapter III 
c.EPTION OF GOVERNMENT 

uTJN'S coN FRA.N.D-.aJ 
hi1 hers are not content until they 

,MosT politi~ale: ;s:raborate philosophical concep. 
have establish . f 11 human government. Frank-
. f the basis o a h r . I t1on o . .c. d ther to accept t e po 1t1ca state 

Jin as sat1sne , ra ' h · · f h· w . . . concerning t e or1g1n o w 1ch eXIsten t en t1 ty, bl . as an . 1 . d had little need to trou e itself. 
tbe pract1ca m1n d . h f h . ll h wever he f oun 1n t e nature o t e Occas1ona Y, 0 ' 1. d . 
state such arguments as might be ie tdo sfome unhi-
pending problem of practical poli_t1cs, an rom s 
expressions at these times it is possible to reconstruct 
his ideas as to the fundamental nature of government. 

From relatively infrequent references, it i~ evident 
that Franklin.accepted th~ social compact theory of 
Locke and bis followers. l Like them, he had the con-
ception of an original, pre-political state of nature in 
which· men were absolutely free and equal-a condi-
tion which he thoug~t admirably illustrated among 
the American Indians.,...) This was not, as Hobbes be-
lieved, a state of ube1lum omnium contra omnes," but 
rat~er a sort .of armed neutrality, in which "the Sav-
ages Bow, 111s Hatchet, and his Coat of Skins were 
su.tJiciently secured, without Law, by the fear of 
personal Resentment and Retaliation." i As the 

l Franklin (Smyth), IX, 293. 
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"nts and possessions of the individual incre d 
'\YI~~ h . £ ase , man 

nceived t e necessity o some more ordered co 1 . sh. system 
f hun1an re at1on 1ps. Accordingly gov 

o ' was created by means of a contract in which each 
1 Oluntarily surrendered enough of his absolute £one 

Y • h bl" ree-
dot11 to perm1~ t e esta 1shment of an organized ,_\ 
autho~ity. This go~ern~ent was established ufor the 
Security of our L1bert1es, Property, Religion and 
everything that is dear to us," 1 and was to be unoth-
ing else· but the Attendance of the Trustees of the 
People upon the Interest and Affairs of the People." 2 

Since government had for its sole purpose the happi-
ness and security of the individual, it closely followed 
that it could derive its just powers only from the con-
sent of the governed. 

Ac~ording to Franklin, the soc'ial contract was a ~-- --------- - ---.... ------compact between:· equ~ls, uniting for a common pur-
pose. 3 1-Ie_~~solutely rejected Hobbes' propositio_!l 
tliat submission to t orce rep.!_~~nted . an implied con-
tractual relationship.4 This acceptance of the prin-
c!l>~~ ~£ _·inh~r~nt equali~Y-~ !1tS Iii~i~-~ en_~~!Y 
d~?~-~i~- ~~!~ ~ ~~..J' E~nklin' s __ .P,.olitical philos-__ 
o_phy.5 (A_E_the same time, within the limits prescribed 
by the impl~ t, he believed that the power of 
the public will must be unre~tr1c~ d:--For -instance, 
Franklin wrote concerning the duty of the citizen to 
pay taxes, "All the Property that is necessary to a 

1 Unpublished manuscript in library of Amer. Phil. Soc., Philadelphia. 
2 Franklin (Smyth), II, .26. • • 
3 Franklin's marginal note on Ramsay, Thoughts on the Origin ancl Nati,re 

of G0t1ernment, pp. 10, 1.2. 
4 Cf. Hobbes, Leviathan, chap. .20. 
5 Cf. Chapter XII, infra. 
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cl C nservation of the Individual and :r.. M for ie o . . h. N tlle an, . f the Species, 1s 1s atural It h p agat1on ° . h" f 1& t rop n J·ustly deprive 1m o : But all Pr , hich none ca . h op ... 
w fl s to such purposes 1s t e Property f 
erty subpl~rkuo':io by their Laws, have created it a 0d 
the Pu ic ' w , h L d" , n cl erefore by ot er aws 1spose of . who may 1 h p bl" h ll it, 
h the welfare of t e u 1c s a dernand , w enever d l"k c· .

1 V h n· "tion He that oes not 1 e 1v1 Societ" sue ispos1 • . . d 1· J 

on th Terms, Jet him retire an 1ve among Sa'\r .. 
a es."~ It should be noted, how~ver, tha~ a~~~gh 

~ ankiin thl!~ subord~ at~d_th~ w~ oJ_the ~~1_vid~ 
t-;; &wdf are of the soc1~ org~ m, he 
actual practic~_tjiat it w_a~xp~~ient to lea~ he .!!1-
dmcftiaI with a~J ~rge. a degr~_Qf J r«c~4?~~~ ~o!: 
erruiientalcont~9L~J-~~$_J?.ossibJe:-\ 
p;~;; ·b;~ad conception or the powers of gov-

ernment did not prevent him from affirming that 
there were things which it could not do. Like most 
of the colonists, he maintained the existence of a body 

J of natural rights, antedating the existence of govern-
ment and superior to it in authority.2 Issuing from 
these human rights and reinforcing them, were those 
fundamental rights of all Englishmen which found 
expression in the imperishable provisions of the 
Magna Charta, the Petition of Right, and the Bill of 
Rights. Taken collectively, these rights constitute 
the essence of the cherished institution _pf ciYil liberty, 
"that heavenly Blessing, without which Mankind lose 

II 
1 

Franklin (Smyth), IX, 138. Cf. Locke, Two Treati,;, of Government, , sect. 96. 
2 

Cf. Locke Two Tr r f G 
' ea zses o overnment, II, sec. 13 5-142. 
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1 
,If their Dignity and Value/• 1 Th . l • l lf . c existence of 

dlc~-o rtS 1ts wts so sc -ev1dent to Frankl' h 
1
entions thcn.1. only incidentally. but in t at he n h , . fi 11 ' among those 

"'hidt . e spt{, t\.i enumerates are the familiar 
rriuinvmt~ o / _e, l ety, ~nd property; freedom of 1--· 
speech ;n re 1~1on~ t l~ r1~ht_~£ petition, and the 
risht o uures;th_cte mh 1grat1on!J Of these, the most 
'Vital to a e1~ teent -century Americans was the 
right to the enJoyment of property; for around th 

· 1 th · 1 · at princ1p e e entire revo ut1onary controversy came 
to be centered. On this point, Franklin consistently 
n1aintained the popular view. uno not every Man's 
Feelings:, he said, udeclare that his Property is not to 
be taken from him without his consent?" 2 

From these great underlying principles, Franklin 
followed Locke in the easy transition to the accept-
ance of the indefeasible right of revolution.3 Since 
the people were to be considered the basis of all 
legitimate political authority, no sovereignty could 
come into existence or continue to exist unless the 
people consented to and authorized it. Where a 

1
1 
government became destructive of the very ends £or 

I: which it was established, it; was th~ natural right and 
' duty of the people to change it/ Although Franklin 

labored to the last to p~ese.!:V~ th~ 1:1;nity_ of tht;_ British .. _ 
empire, he ne;erde~i~d that the colonies had a moral 
and legal right to separate, whenever the imperial 

1 Unpublished manuscript in library of Amer, Phil, Soc,, Philadelphia, 
2 Frankli11•s note on Ramsny, op. cit., P· ·:1.7 . 
8 Cf. Locke, T wo Trratises of G<w•tt•m,nt, Il, sec. 149• •

11
· •

11
• • h'I 

'Unpublished manuscript in library of University of Pennsylvoma, P '•· 

delphia, Pa. . 
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. failed to justify its continued existen 
connection d I . ce. These briefly, were the fun amenta p~mciples of 
Franklin's political creed. They were neither origi. 

I r unique, but were shared by most American 
na no d I d. b 1· f s of the time. Such wi e y ivergent e ie s as those 

f Thomas Jefferson and Alexander Hamilton '\Ver 
o f d . e 
reared upon exactly the same oun at1ons. The dis .... 
tinguishing features of his theory must be sought in 
the re:6.nemenfS of detail with which these principles 
were applied. l:Strictly utilitarian in nature, Frank-
lin's political theories cannot be divorced from their 
settings, but rather must be considered in close rela-
tion to the events which produced them. For this 
reason, the detailed discussion which- follows is 
episodic rather than topical, and has been, wherever · 
possible, centered about outstanding events in Frank-
lin's political career. · 
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