benjamin franklin speech to the
constitutional convention

benjamin franklin speech to the constitutional convention stands as one of
the most memorable moments in the formation of the United States government.
Delivered on June 28, 1787, during the Constitutional Convention in
Philadelphia, Franklin’s speech was a call for unity and compromise among the
delegates. His words reflected wisdom, pragmatism, and a deep commitment to
the fledgling republic. This speech is often cited for its eloquence and the
spirit of cooperation it fostered amid intense debates over the new
Constitution. Understanding the context, content, and impact of Benjamin
Franklin’s speech to the Constitutional Convention provides valuable insight
into the challenges faced by the framers of the Constitution. This article
explores the historical background, the key themes of Franklin’s address, and
its lasting significance in American political history.
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Historical Context of the Constitutional
Convention

The Constitutional Convention convened in Philadelphia in May 1787 with the
primary goal of revising the Articles of Confederation, which had proven
inadequate for governing the young nation. The delegates faced numerous
challenges, including disputes over state representation, the balance of
power between federal and state governments, and the protection of individual
liberties. The political atmosphere was tense, with many delegates holding
divergent views on how the new government should be structured. It was in
this charged environment that Benjamin Franklin delivered his speech, urging
compromise and unity to ensure the success of the Constitution.

The State of the Union in 1787

At the time of the Constitutional Convention, the United States was
struggling under the weaknesses of the Articles of Confederation. The federal
government lacked authority to levy taxes, regulate commerce, or enforce laws
effectively. Economic instability and interstate conflicts threatened the
nation’s cohesion. Delegates recognized the urgent need for a stronger
central government that could unify the states while preserving their
individual rights.



The Purpose of the Convention

Originally intended to amend the Articles of Confederation, the Convention
quickly evolved into a process to draft an entirely new constitution. This
shift intensified debates among delegates, as they negotiated compromises on
representation, executive power, and slavery. It was within this complex
negotiation process that Franklin’s speech emerged as a pivotal moment
encouraging cooperation.

Benjamin Franklin’s Role at the Convention

Benjamin Franklin, at 81 years old, was the oldest delegate at the
Constitutional Convention. His extensive experience as a statesman, diplomat,
and inventor lent him considerable respect among his peers. Franklin played a
crucial role as a mediator and voice of reason during the often contentious
debates. His presence helped temper conflicts and guide the Convention toward
consensus.

Franklin’s Reputation and Influence

Known for his wit, wisdom, and pragmatic approach to governance, Franklin was
highly regarded by both his fellow delegates and the broader public. His
diplomatic career, including his time as ambassador to France, had prepared
him for negotiation and compromise. At the Convention, he skillfully balanced
differing interests to promote unity.

Franklin’s Contributions to the Constitution

Beyond his famous speech, Franklin contributed to the framing of the
Constitution through active participation in debates and committee work. He
supported the establishment of a strong federal government with checks and
balances, and he advocated for a spirit of cooperation among the states. His
approach helped shape key aspects of the document.

Analysis of Franklin’s Speech

Delivered near the conclusion of the Convention, Benjamin Franklin’s speech
was both a reflection on the progress made and an appeal for continued unity.
Franklin acknowledged the imperfections of the proposed Constitution but
emphasized the importance of compromise and collective effort. His remarks
are renowned for their tone of humility and optimism.

Key Excerpts from the Speech

One of the most famous passages from Franklin’s speech reads:

e “T confess that there are several parts of this Constitution which I do
not at present approve, but I am not sure I shall never approve them.”

e “T doubt too whether any other Convention we can obtain, may be able to
make a better Constitution.”



e “Hence, I agree to this Constitution because I expect no better, and
because I am not sure that it is not the best.”

These statements highlight Franklin’s pragmatic acceptance of imperfection in
favor of practical progress.

Rhetorical Strategies Used

Franklin employed modesty and reason to persuade his audience. By openly
admitting his reservations, he built credibility and encouraged others to
embrace the document despite its flaws. His use of metaphor and appeals to
shared values fostered a sense of common purpose among the delegates.

Key Themes and Messages

Benjamin Franklin’s speech to the Constitutional Convention conveyed several
enduring themes that resonate in American political discourse. These themes

emphasized the necessity of compromise, the acceptance of imperfection, and

the prioritization of national unity.

The Necessity of Compromise

Franklin stressed that no perfect solution existed and that the success of
the Constitution depended on the willingness of delegates to make
concessions. He recognized that the diversity of interests and opinions
required a flexible approach to governance.

Acceptance of Imperfection

Rather than demanding an ideal document, Franklin advocated for embracing a
workable Constitution that could be improved over time. This pragmatic stance
underscored the importance of progress over perfection in the political
process.

Unity and Collective Responsibility

The speech underscored the critical need for unity among the states to ensure
the survival and prosperity of the nation. Franklin called on delegates to
set aside personal and regional differences for the greater good of the
republic.

Impact and Legacy of the Speech

The impact of Benjamin Franklin’s speech to the Constitutional Convention was
profound, influencing not only the immediate ratification process but also
shaping the spirit of American constitutionalism. His call for compromise and
unity helped break deadlocks and fostered a cooperative environment.



Influence on Ratification Debates

Franklin’s speech resonated with both Federalists and Anti-Federalists during
the subsequent debates over ratification. It served as a reminder that the
Constitution was a foundational framework subject to amendment and
improvement, helping to assuage fears and build support.

Enduring Symbol of Statesmanship

The speech remains a powerful example of statesmanship, diplomacy, and
leadership. Franklin’s emphasis on humility and pragmatism continues to
inspire political leaders and scholars analyzing constitutional development.

Lessons for Modern Governance

The principles articulated in Franklin’s speech—compromise, tolerance of
imperfection, and prioritization of collective good—are relevant to
contemporary political challenges. His approach offers guidance for
navigating divided political landscapes and achieving durable solutions.

1. Recognize the value of compromise in governance.
2. Accept that no political system is perfect but can be improved.

3. Prioritize unity to ensure national stability and progress.

Frequently Asked Questions

What was the main message of Benjamin Franklin's
speech to the Constitutional Convention?

Benjamin Franklin's main message was a call for unity and compromise among
the delegates to successfully draft the Constitution, emphasizing the
importance of collective wisdom and the need to support the Constitution
despite its imperfections.

When and where did Benjamin Franklin deliver his
speech to the Constitutional Convention?

Benjamin Franklin delivered his speech on September 17, 1787, at the
Constitutional Convention held in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania.

Why is Benjamin Franklin's speech to the
Constitutional Convention considered significant?
Franklin's speech is significant because it encouraged delegates to set aside

personal differences and support the new Constitution, highlighting the
necessity of unity for the fledgling nation’s survival and success.



How did Benjamin Franklin address concerns about the
Constitution's imperfections in his speech?

Franklin acknowledged that the Constitution was not perfect but urged
delegates to accept it as the best possible framework, emphasizing that
perfection is unattainable and that unity was more important than
flawlessness.

What role did Benjamin Franklin play at the
Constitutional Convention besides delivering his
speech?

Besides delivering his influential speech, Benjamin Franklin was a respected
elder statesman who helped mediate disputes, offered wisdom and experience,
and contributed to shaping the discussions that led to the drafting of the
U.S. Constitution.

Additional Resources

1. Benjamin Franklin and the Art of Persuasion at the Constitutional
Convention

This book delves into Franklin’s remarkable oratory skills and diplomatic
strategies during the Constitutional Convention. It explores how his speeches
helped shape the debates and build consensus among the delegates. Readers
gain insight into Franklin’s unique ability to blend wisdom, humor, and
pragmatism in his advocacy for the new Constitution.

2. The Speech That Shaped a Nation: Franklin’s Address to the Constitutional
Convention

Focusing exclusively on Franklin’s famous speech, this volume provides a
detailed analysis of its content, context, and impact. The author examines
how Franklin’s words appealed to unity and compromise, helping to overcome
sectional tensions. The book also places the speech within the broader
narrative of the founding of the United States.

3. Voices of the Founding Fathers: Benjamin Franklin at the Constitutional
Convention

This collection highlights key speeches and writings of the Founding Fathers,
with a special spotlight on Franklin’s contributions. It offers readers a
comprehensive understanding of the debates and ideas that influenced the
Constitution. Franklin’s speech is presented as a pivotal moment fostering
collaboration and mutual respect.

4. Benjamin Franklin: The Peacemaker of the Constitutional Convention

This biography emphasizes Franklin’s role as a mediator during the
Constitutional Convention. It details how his speech encouraged delegates to
set aside differences and work toward a common goal. The book portrays
Franklin as a vital figure in the creation of the American political system
through his wisdom and diplomacy.

5. Founding Words: The Impact of Franklin’s Speech on American Constitutional
Thought

This scholarly work explores the philosophical and political implications of
Franklin’s speech to the Convention. It connects his ideas to Enlightenment
principles and the evolving concept of American democracy. The book argues
that Franklin’s rhetoric helped lay the intellectual foundation for the



United States Constitution.

6. The Constitutional Convention: Franklin’s Role and Rhetoric

This book offers a detailed account of the Constitutional Convention
proceedings with a focus on Franklin’s speeches and actions. It analyzes how
Franklin’s rhetoric facilitated negotiation and compromise among diverse
delegates. The narrative underscores the importance of communication in the
successful drafting of the Constitution.

7. Benjamin Franklin’s Voice: Speeches That Built a Nation

Highlighting several key speeches, including the Constitutional Convention
address, this book showcases Franklin’s influence on early American politics.
It discusses how his eloquence and wisdom helped shape public opinion and
political structures. The book provides context for understanding Franklin’s
enduring legacy as a statesman and orator.

8. Unity and Compromise: Franklin’s Vision at the Constitutional Convention
This work examines the themes of unity and compromise in Franklin’s speech
and their significance in the Convention’s outcomes. It explores how
Franklin’s appeal to collective responsibility helped resolve conflicts. The
book illustrates the delicate balance of interests that Franklin helped
maintain during the founding moment.

9. Benjamin Franklin and the Making of the American Constitution

This comprehensive study traces Franklin’s contributions beyond his famous
speech, including his political philosophy and negotiation tactics. It
situates his speech within the larger process of constitution-making and
nation-building. The book offers a nuanced portrait of Franklin as a key
architect of American democracy.
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