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Benjamin · . .Fr~ijn speaks 
Benjamin Franklin (1706-1790) was one of 

the great Americans of all times and probably 
the most .. ver13atile of all pUr leaders. He was 
a writer, .publisher, propagandist, negotiator, 
political leader, statesman, organizer and fund 
raiser, inventor and scientist, humorist, educa
tor, and philosopher. 

More than any other person of his times, he 
helped to create and promote a truly American 
culture. He has been aptly called Mr. America 
and The First American. 

Among his many achievements were the for
mation of a forward-looking Academy (which 
later became the University of Pennsylvania), 
the organization of the Junto (a literary society 
which later became the American Philosophical 
Society), the introduction of circulating 
libraries, the establishment of fire and police 
services in Philadelphia, and a plan for the 
simplification of the English language. 

He invented bifocal glasses, the Franklin 
stove, and lightning rods, and developed the 
harmonica as· a musical instrument. 

As Postmaster for the colonies and as the 
author of Poor Richard's Almanac, he fostered 
better communication among the colonists. In 
more direct political action he proposed the 
Albany Plan of Union in 1754, served as a 
delegate to the Second Continental Congress 
and the Constitutional Convention, and repre
sented the colonies or the new republic in Eng
land and France for a total of 30 years. 

He was born in Boston but left as a young 
man for Philadelphia where he spent the rest 
of his life except for his many years abroad. 

Some of his humor and wit, his interest in 
people, his homely, practical philosophy, and 
his range of interests are revealed in the quo
tations which follow, as he speaks: 
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ON RELIGION AND THE GOOD LIFE .•. 

"The noblest question in the world is, 'What 
good may I do in it?'." 

"Wish not so much to live long as to live 
well." 

"What is serving God? 'Tis doing good to 
man." 

" Serving God is doing good to man, but pray
ing is thought an easier service and therefore 
more generally chosen." 

"As to Jesus of Nazareth, my opinion of 
who you particularly desire, I think that his 
system of morals and his religion, as he left 
them to us, the best the world ever saw or is 
likely to see; but I apprehend it has received 
various corrupting changes, and I have, with 
most of the present dissenters in England, 
some doubts as to his divinity; though it is a 
question I do not dogmatize upon, having never 
studied it .. .. " 

" ... the longer I live the more convincing 
proofs I see of this truth-that God governs in 
the affairs of men. And if a sparrow cannot fall 
to the ground without His notice, is it probable 
that an empire can rise without His aid? ... 
I ... believe that without His concurring aid 
we shall succeed in this political building no 
better than the builders of Babel." 

"I have ever let others enjoy their religious 
sentiments without reflecting on them, for those 
which appeared to me unsupportable and even 
absurd. All sects here, and we have a great 
variety, have experienced my good will in 
assisting them with subscriptions for building 
their new places of worship, and, as I have never 
opposed any of their doctrines, I hope to go out 
of the world in peace with them all." 
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ON CHILDREN ... 

"Teach your child to hold his tongue; he'll 
learn fast enough to speak." 

ON EDUCATION ... 

"Genius without education is like silver in a 
mine." 

"The doors of wisdom are never shut." 

"Being ignorant is not so much a shame as 
being unwilling to learn." 

"As to their studies, it would be well if they 
could be taught everything that is useful and 
everything that is ornamental. But art is long 
and time is short. It is therefore proposed that 
they learn those things that are likely to be 
most useful and most ornamental-regard being 
had to the several professions for which they 
are intended. . . ." 

"With the whole should be constantly incul
cated and cultivated that benignity of mind 
which shows itself in searching for and seizing 
every opportunity to serve and oblige, and is 
the foundation of what is called good breeding." 

"The idea of what is true merit should also 
be presented to youth, explained and impressed 
on their minds as consisting in an inclination 
joined with an ability to serve mankind, one's 
country, friends and family-which ability is 
(with the blessing of God) to be acquired or 
greatly increased by true learning and should 
indeed be the great aim and end of all learning." 

"As yet, the quantity of human knowledge 
bears no proportion to the quality of human 
ignorance." 
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ON DEALING WITH ONESELF 

"Observe all men; thyself most." 

"Search others for their virtues; thyself for 
thy vices." 

"None but the well-bred man knows how to 
confess a fault or acknowledge himself in error." 

"He that falls in love with himself will have 
no rivals." 

ON DEALING WITH OTHERS ... 

"Love your neighbor, yet don't pull down 
your hedge." 

"When you are good to others, you are best 
to yourself." 

"Do good to thy friend to keep him, to thy 
enemy to gain him." 

"He that scatters thorns, let him not go 
barefoot." 

"Human felicity is produced not so much by 
great pieces of good fortune that seldom hap
pen as by little advantages that occur every 
day." 

"I made it a rule to forbear all direct contra
diction of the sentiments of others and all posi
tive assertions of my own .... I soon found the 
advantage of this change in my manner; the 
conversations I engaged in went on more pleas
antly. The modest way in which I proposed my 
opinions procured a readier reception and less 
contradiction; I had less mortification when I 
was found to be in the wrong; and I more easily 
prevailed with others to give up their mistakes 
and join with me when I happened to be right." 
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ON THE CONDITIONS FOR 
REVOLUTION ... 

"People who have property in a country which 
they may lose, and privileges which they may 
endanger, are generally disposed to be quiet, 
and even to bear much rather than hazard all. 
While the government is mild and just, while 
the important civil and religious rights are 
secure, such subjects will be dutiful and obedi
ent. The waves do not rise but when the winds 
blow." 

ON SEPARATING FROM ENGLAND ... 
"Long did I endeavor with unfeigned and un

wearied zeal to preserve from breaking that 
fine and noble china vase the British Empire; 
for I knew that, once being broken, the sepa
rate parts could not retain their shares of the 
strength and value that existed in the whole, 
and that a perfect reunion of those parts could 
scarce be hoped for." 

ON AMERICAN INDEPENDENCE 
"We must all hang together or assuredly we 

shall all hang separately." 

"They that give up essential liberty to obtain 
a little temporary safety deserve neither liberty 
or safety." 

ON THE EAGLE AS THE SYMBOL 
OF THE U.S.A .... 

"I wish the bald eagle had not been chosen as 
the representative of our country; he is a bird 
of bad moral character; like those among men 
who live by sharping and robbing, he is generally 
poor and often very lousy. The turkey is a much 
more respectable bird and withal a true original 
of America." 
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ON TIME ... 

"Lost time is never found again." 

"Remember that time is money." 

"Dost thou love life? Then do not squander 
time, for that is the stuff life is made of." 

"He that riseth late must trot all day." 

ON DILIGENCE ... 

"Early to bed and early to rise 
Makes a man healthy, wealthy, and wise." 

"Little strokes fell great oaks." 

"Never leave that till tomorrow which you 
can do today." 

"Laziness travels so slowly that poverty soon 
overtakes him." 

"Keep thy shop and thy shop will keep thee." 

ON MONEY ... 

"A penny saved is a penny got." 

"If you know how to spend less than you get, 
you have the philosopher's stone." 

ON PATIENCE ... 

"He that can have patience can have what he 
will." 
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ON WRITING ... 

"To be good it ought to have a tendency to 
benefit the reader, by improving his virtue or 
his knowledge. But, not regarding the intention 
of the author, the method should be just; that 
is, it should proceed regularly from things 
known to things unknown, distinctly, and with
out confusion. The words used should be the 
most expressive that the language affords, pro
vided that they are the most generally under
stood. Nothing should be expressed in two 
words that can be as well expressed in one; that 
is, no synonyms should be used, or rarely, but 
the whole should be as short as possible, con
sistent with clearness; the words should be so 
placed as to be agreeable to the ear in reading; 
summarily it should be smooth, clear and short, 
for the contrary qualities are displeasing." 

ON SCIENCE AND MORAL SCIENCE . . . 

"The rapid progress true science now makes 
occasions my regretting sometimes that I was 
born so soon. It is impossible to imagine the 
heights to which may be carried in a thousand 
years, the power of man over matter. We may 
perhaps learn to deprive large masses of their 
gravity and give them absolute levity. . . . 
Agriculture may diminish its labor and double 
its produce; all diseases may by sure means be 
prevented or cured .... 0 that moral science 
were in as fair a way of improvement, that men 
would cease to be wolves to one another and 
that human beings would at length learn what 
they now improperly call humanity." 

" ... as we enjoy great advantages from the 
inventions of others, we should be glad of an 
opportunity to serve others by any invention 
of ours; and this we should do freely and 
generously." 
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ON THE FUTURE OF THE U.S.A .... 
"I must soon quit the scene, but you may 

live to see our country flourish; as it will 
amazingly and rapidly after the war is over; 
like a field of Indian corn, which long, fair 
weather and sunshine had enfeebled and dis
colored, and which in that weak state, by a 
sudden gust of violent wind, hail, and rain, 
seemed to be threatened with absolute destruc
tion; yet the storm being past, it recovers fresh 
verdure, shoots up with double vigor, and de
lights the eye not of its owner alone, but of 
every observing traveler." 

ON THE FUTURE ..• 
"I begin to be almost sorry that I was born 

so soon, since I cannot have the happiness of 
knowing what will be known 100 years from 
hence." 

"God grant that not only the love of liberty 
but a thorough knowledge of the Rights of 
Man may pervade all the nations of the earth 
so that a philosopher may set foot anywhere 
and say 'This is my country'." 

ON WAR AND PEACE ... 
"There never was a good war or a bad peace." 
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