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He Snatched Lightning from the Sky and the Scepter from Tyrants: Benjamin Franklin, the Kite Experiment, and 
Purpose 

 
• Compelling Question 

o How can Ben Franklin’s pursuit of his purpose inspire you to be faithful to your own purpose? 
• Virtue: Purpose 
• Definition – Purpose is my answer to the question "why do I exist?" It is the reason for which I exist; it is 

my goal, that thing to which my actions are directed. It is our answer to the question “what are you for?” 
• Lesson Overview 

o In this lesson, students will learn about the life and work of Benjamin Franklin and how it was 
shaped by his purpose. They will explore how his actions and his identity helped him achieve great 
discoveries in science and through his example, learn how they can pursue their own purpose for 
the greater good of mankind. 

• Objectives 
o Students will analyze Benjamin Franklin’s drive to experiment and discover things about the world 

around him.  
o Students will understand how they can pursue their purpose in their own lives.  
o Students will apply this knowledge to discover, understand and pursue their own purpose.  

• Background 
o Benjamin Franklin was a Philadelphia printer who promoted the civic good of the city and served in 

politics. In 1748, at the age of forty-two, he had built up enough wealth and annual income to retire 
from printing and devote himself to the study of science and public service. He served in numerous 
important capacities as a member of the Continental Congress, diplomat to France for the French 
Alliance and peace treaty ending the Revolutionary War, and a delegate to the Constitutional 
Convention.  The entire time he was serving in politics, however, he was thinking and tinkering. He 
rarely let an idle hour pass on a ship going across the Atlantic or sitting in his Philadelphia home. As 
a result, he made numerous lasting discoveries and inventions, the most significant and well-known 
of which were the idea that lightning was electricity and the lightning rod. Franklin’s scientific 
advances and public service helped sweep in revolutionary changes in an age of Enlightenment. He 
diligently pursued his noble purpose in life of serving others and attained remarkable achievements 
in his long life. Noting his lifelong contributions to science and politics, the French scientist Turgot 
wrote of Franklin: “He snatched lightning from the sky and the scepter from tyrants.”   

• Vocabulary 
o Capacities 
o Tinkering 
o Age of Enlightenment 
o Scepter 
o Discernable  
o Idle 
o Mischief  

• Introduce Text 
o Have students read the background and narrative, keeping the “Walk-In-The-Shoes” question in 

mind as they read. Then have them answer the remaining questions below. 
• Walk-In-The-Shoes Questions 

o As you read, imagine you are the protagonist.  
 What challenges are you facing?  
 What fears or concerns might you have?  
 What may prevent you from acting in the way you ought?   
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• Observation Questions 
o Other than a Founding Father, a printer and a businessman, what did Benjamin Franklin consider 

himself? 
o What was Benjamin Franklin doing flying a kite into a thunderstorm? 
o What responsibility does Benjamin Franklin feel toward his community? How does this shape his 

purpose in everything he does, scientifically, politically and otherwise? 
• Discussion Questions 

o Discuss the following questions with your students.  
 What is the historical context of the narrative? 
 What historical circumstances presented a challenge to the protagonist? 
 How and why did the individual exhibit a moral and/or civic virtue in facing and 

overcoming the challenge? 
 How did the exercise of the virtue benefit civil society? 
 How might exercise of the virtue benefit the protagonist? 
 What might the exercise of the virtue cost the protagonist? 
 Would you react the same under similar circumstances? Why or why not? 
 How can you act similarly in your own life? What obstacles must you overcome in order to 

do so? 
• Additional Resources 

o Brands, H.W. The First American: The Life and Times of Benjamin Franklin.  New York: Anchor, 
2000.   

o Chaplin, Joyce. The First Scientific American: Benjamin Franklin and the Pursuit of Genius. New 
York: Basic, 2007.   

o Cohen, Bernard I. Benjamin Franklin’s Science.  Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1996.  
o Dray, Philip. Stealing God’s Thunder: Benjamin Franklin’s Lightning Rod and the Invention of 

America. New York: Random House, 2005.  
o Isaacson, Walter. Benjamin Franklin: An American Life.  New York: Simon and Schuster, 2003.  
o Lemay, J.A. Leo and P.M. Zall, eds. Benjamin Franklin’s Autobiography. New York: Norton, 1986.  
o Lopez, Claude-Anne and Eugenia W. Herbert. The Private Franklin: The Man and His Family. New 

York: Norton, 1975.  
o Morgan, Edmund S. Benjamin Franklin.  New Haven: Yale University Press, 2002.   
o Van Doren, Carl. Benjamin Franklin.  New York: Penguin, 1991.   
o Wood, Gordon S. The Americanization of Benjamin Franklin. New York: Penguin, 2004.  
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Handout A: He Snatched Lightning from the Sky and the Scepter from Tyrants: Benjamin Franklin, the Kite 
Experiment, and Purpose  
 
Background:  
 
Benjamin Franklin was a Philadelphia printer who promoted the civic good of the city and served in 
politics. In 1748, at the age of forty-two, he had built up enough wealth and annual income to retire from 
printing and devote himself to the study of science and public service. He served in numerous important 
capacities as a member of the Continental Congress, diplomat to France for the French Alliance and peace 
treaty ending the Revolutionary War, and a delegate to the Constitutional Convention.  The entire time he 
was serving in politics, however, he was thinking and tinkering. He rarely let an idle hour pass on a ship 
going across the Atlantic or sitting in his Philadelphia home. As a result, he made numerous lasting 
discoveries and inventions, the most significant and well-known of which were the idea that lightning was 
electricity and the lightning rod. Franklin’s scientific advances and public service helped sweep in 
revolutionary changes in an age of Enlightenment. He diligently pursued his noble purpose in life of serving 
others and attained remarkable achievements in his long life. Noting his lifelong contributions to science 
and politics, the French scientist Turgot wrote of Franklin: “He snatched lightning from the sky and the 
scepter from tyrants.”   
 
Narrative 
 
In June 1752, as the temperatures began to rise in Philadelphia, Franklin and his twenty-one-year-old son, 
William, assembled a kite made from a silk handkerchief and two lengths of wood they cut for crossbars. 
They attached the kite to several hundred feet of twine, which had a silk ribbon with a metal key tied to it. 
They placed about a foot of wire sharpened to a point on top of the wood.  After their kite was completed, 
they waited for a stormy day unlike most fathers and sons who enjoyed flying kites during sunny, windy 
days.   
 
During one hot afternoon that produced promising summer thunderstorms, the duo excitedly went outside 
as most reasonable people sought shelter indoors. The sky darkened under a large cloud that let off 
rumbles of thunder that echoed through the heavens. They finally came to a field with a shed on it that they 
could stand under during their experiment. William helped his father get everything ready and after a few 
minutes, they let out the string and the kite went aloft with a shudder in the strong gusts of wind. They 
waited for a considerable time but were frustrated when nothing discernable happened with the kite. The 
thundercloud passed, and they probably discussed whether they should go home.   
 
The sky darkened again, and more thunderclouds passed overhead. Suddenly, they noticed that the stray 
threads on the hemp string began to stand erect. The elder Franklin knew that this signaled an electric 
charge. He then brought his knuckle up to the key and felt a sharp electric jolt as it sparked. The electric 
charge that passed through the twine, causing the metal key to give off sparks. Franklin explained to his son 
the great significance of what they had just discovered – proof that lightning was electricity.   
 
For Benjamin Franklin, this was not some idle theoretical scientific discovery that he could publish and win 
international fame as a scientist. He always worked diligently to turn this knowledge into a practical 
lifesaving technology and benefit humanity. Franklin announced the innovation in his Pennsylvania Gazette 
and Poor Richard’s Almanac, he wrote: “It has pleased God in his goodness to mankind at length to discover 
to them the means of securing their habitations and other buildings from mischief by thunder and 
lightning.”   
 
Franklin devised a way to protect homes and public buildings from lightning strikes. His innovation was to 
place a six to eight-foot rod on a roof with an attached wire connected to a three-foot iron rod hammered 
into the ground. “A house thus furnished,” he explained, “will not be damaged by lightning, it being 
attracted by the points and passing through the metal into the ground without hurting anything.”   
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During the summer of 1752, the world’s first lightning rods were placed atop the Pennsylvania State House 
and the Philadelphia Academy in the inventor’s home city. In September, Deborah Franklin was horrified to 
see Franklin erecting such a contraption to their home. Franklin placed a nine-foot-high lightning rod on 
the chimney of their home. He placed a system of wires that dropped into the main staircase where it split 
into two. Attached were two bells with a silk thread connecting them. On stormy nights, the bells would 
ring, causing his wife considerable fear, especially when sparks from the bells illuminated the staircase in 
blue light.   
 
Franklin was rewarded for his efforts when his own lightning rod was struck and nearly melted instead of 
his house destroyed in a fire. Other homes and public buildings in Europe and America were similarly 
protected. Moreover, Franklin won international fame as a scientist and received the prestigious Copley 
Medal of the British Royal Society. But, Franklin was not rewarded with selling his invention. He had 
already gained great wealth from his printing and other business investments and did not need to work 
ever again. Instead, he dedicated his life to science and public service and did not take out patents for his 
inventions. He wanted to benefit mankind rather than fill his pockets with more money. As Franklin 
explained, “As we enjoy great advantages from the invention 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.”   
 
Guided by his sense of purpose to improve humanity through his scientific endeavors, Franklin made other 
notable discoveries and inventions throughout his life. With genius, hard work, and an insatiable curiosity, 
he charted the Gulf Stream for ship captains and discovered the typical path along which hurricanes travel. 
In addition, he invented the Franklin Stove which more efficiently conducted heat from chimneys and drew 
smoke away from indoor rooms.  He also invented bifocal eyeglasses which helped him see “distant objects 
as well as near ones, [and] make my eyes as useful to me as ever they were.”   
 
Franklin dedicated his life and science to the noble purpose of helping humanity. While many people have 
said the same thing and aspired to the goal, Franklin actually achieved his aim. His contributions to 
theoretical and practical science made him one of the greatest scientists of the eighteenth century.  And, his 
unselfish sharing of those ideas and practical inventions for the common benefit of all was a model for 
others to follow.   
 


