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Benjamin Franklin 

(1706–1790) 

"They that can give up essential liberty to obtain a little 

temporary safety deserve neither liberty nor safety." 

—Historical Review of Pennsylvania, 1759 

One of Benjamin Franklin's contemporaries, the French economist 

Anne-Robert-Jacques Turgot, once described Franklin's 

remarkable achievements in the following way: "He snatched the 

lightning from the skies and the sceptre from tyrants." 

Printer 

The son of a Boston soap- and candle-maker, Benjamin Franklin 
had little formal education, but he read widely and practiced 

writing diligently. He was apprenticed to his brother, a printer, at 

the age of 12. Later, he found work as a printer in Philadelphia. 

By the time he was 20, Franklin and a partner owned a company 

that printed the paper currency of Pennsylvania. Franklin also published a newspaper and, 
from 1732 to 1757, his famous Poor Richard's Almanac. 

Public Service 

Franklin was always interested in improving things, from the way people lived

lives to the way they were governed. In 1727, he founded the Junto, a society that 
debated questions of the day. This, in turn, led to the establishment of a library 
association and a volunteer fire company in Philadelphia. He was also instrumental in 

founding the University of Pennsylvania. In addition, Franklin spent time conducting 

scientific experiments involving electricity and inventing useful objects, such as the 

lightning rod, an improved stove, and bifocals. 

Franklin was also active in politics. He served as clerk of 

the Pennsylvania legislature and postmaster of 

Philadelphia, and he organized the Pennsylvania militia. 

In 1753, when he was in charge of the mail for all of the 

northern colonies, Franklin began to think in terms of 

union. His "Plan of Union" was adopted by the Albany 

Congress in 1754 but was not accepted by the colonies. 

Diplomacy 

In 1757 Franklin went to England, where he lobbied 

Parliament on behalf of the colonies. Disappointed, he 

returned home on the eve of the Revolution, and served 
as a delegate to the Second Continental Congress. In 

1776, the Congress sent him to Paris, where he was 

hugely popular. Through his efforts, Franklin gained 

French support for the American cause in the 
Revolutionary War. 

Elder Statesman 

Franklin returned to Philadelphia in poor health, but he 

did attend the Constitutional Convention of 1787. 
Although he would have preferred a unicameral 

legislature, and an executive committee instead of a 

president, it was at Franklin's urging that the delegates 
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Franklin opened the first

library in Philadelphia, PA.
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Franklin is seen here

function at the Palace of Versailles in 

France. 
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voted unanimous support for the new Constitution. Courtesy Library of Congress
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