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connecting beauty to technology to commerce, you care about it with a passion, even for the 
parts unseen. 

This helped him develop a “reality distortion field” — those of us who are Star Trek fans know 
where that comes from — 
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What if we caught up with the light wave?” And he realized that if you’re traveling really fast 
toward one of those clocks, what looks simultaneous to you, what looks synchronized between 
the two clocks to you, is different than from somebody traveling really fast toward the other 
clock. So he came up with the idea — this leap of the imagination— that the speed of light is 
always constant, but time is relative depending on your state of motion. That’s all the basic 
creativity involved in the theory of special relativity, but it upended 20th century science. All 
because he “thought different.” He had that leap of the imagination. 

And as for Ben Franklin, he too was a runaway when he was young. This is why I’m not often 
asked to speak at college graduations: all three of my people run away at age 17 for awhile. 
But Benjamin Franklin had that passionate curiosity, but he also had a sense of tolerance. To 
me, that was a lesson learned in childhood. He grew up in Boston, a Puritan-dominated place. 
His brother wouldn’t let him write for the newspaper, so he slipped pieces under the door using 
a pseudonym: Silence Dogood. He ran away from Boston when he wasn’t allowed to go to 
Harvard, and he did something much better: he became a newspaper journalist. What he did 
when he got to Philadelphia was create a club. A club called the Leather Apron Club, which 
was for the shopkeepers and artisans of Philadelphia. There were clubs for the wealthy gentry 
of Philadelphia and even working men’s clubs, but he said, “We’re going to try to create a new 
type of nation based on we, the middling people. We, the middle-class people who own shops 
on Market Street and wear leather aprons.” And in that club, they listed the virtues and values 
that you ought to have to be a great citizen of your community. And if you’ve read the 
autobiography of Benjamin Franklin, you’ll know the twelve of them, and they’re industry, 
honesty, frugality… Being a geek, he marked them on a chart and marked every week how 
well he did on each of those virtues, until he could master them. And then he showed it around 
to the people in his Leather Apron Club, that he had mastered all twelve of those virtues. One 
of the members of his club said to him: “Franklin, you’ve forgotten a virtue you might want to 
practice.” Franklin said, “What’s that?” And the friend said, “Humility. You might try that one for 
a change.” 

Franklin’s great insight? He said: “I was never very good at the virtue of humility. I never 
mastered it. But I was very good at the pretense of humility. I could fake it very well.” Now 
here’s his insight. He said, “Now, I learned that the pretense of humility was just as useful as 
the reality of humility.” It made you listen to that person next to you, it made you try to find that 
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This notion of coming together and using things to bring us together, that was Franklin’s great 
strength. Even at the Constitutional Convention, when he came back from France, pretty old at 
82, they were tearing themselves apart between the big-state-little-state issue and he’s the one 
who said, “I’m the oldest person in this room, but the older I get, something amazing happens 
to me: I learn that I’m wrong at times. I’m fallible. And it’s going to happen to you. So look at 
the person next to you” — just like he’d said in the Leather Apron Club back when he was 17 
— “and think that maybe they have something to offer. That maybe the diversity of our 
opinions will lead to a common ground that’s stronger than any one of our opinions.” His point 
was that compromises may not make great heroes, but they do make great democracies. He 
said, “When we were young tradesmen and we had a joint of wood here in Philadelphia that 
didn’t hold together, we’d shave from one side and take a little from another until we had a joint 
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public-private group tasked with forging ties between the United States and the Muslim World; 
and from 2009-2012, served as chairman of the Broadcasting Board of Governors, which 
oversees Voice of America, Radio Free Europe and other international broadcasts of the U.S. 
From 2005-2007, he was vice chair of the Louisiana Recovery Authority. He is a graduate of 
Harvard University and of Pembroke College of Oxford University, where he was a Rhodes 
Scholar. 
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