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A group of friends sat in a circle on the beach in Huntington, N.Y., one recent night to talk 
about their progress cultivating tranquility. Initially, it hadn’t gone that well, said Gerard 
Healy. He’d tried to kayak but the boat he borrowed from his sister was too small. “I got all 
wet and haven’t used it since,” he said.

The group of five was the Huntington Ben Franklin Circle, one of more than 70 groups that 
have formed around the country in the last 18 months. The groups focus on cultivating the 
founding father’s 13 virtues including silence, frugality and humility.

Modeled on Franklin’s Junto, his Philadelphia “club for mutual improvement” that met every 
Friday evening to discuss the virtues, the modern circles range from invitation-only dinner 
gatherings to public meetings in municipal libraries.

Huntington Ben Franklin Circle participants Patty Morrissey, Judith Van Hekken, Amy Endler and Gerard Healy discuss the 
13 virtues over beer, wine, popcorn and chocolate. PHOTO:HEATHER WALSH FOR THE WALL STREET JOURNAL



Some adhere to the suggested format: Members commit to practicing a given virtue and report back 
at the next session. Others simply offer a freewheeling discussion on a meaty topic, free of the rancor 
that characterizes a lot of contemporary debate.

The idea was spurred by New York City’s 92nd Street Y, when a long email conversation between its 
executives prompted one to comment that the thread was serving as a sort of Junto for them. The 
cultural and community center began hosting pilot discussions, and eventually produced a 
downloadable tool kit to help people start their own Ben Franklin Circles.

Some, though, find applying Franklin’s 18th century virtues to 2017 a little thorny.

When Lee Kuczewski joined a Ben Franklin Circle in New York City this summer, “I was expecting to 
discuss virtues and values,” says the 35-year-old entrepreneur. But the dozen attendees meeting in a 
small Manhattan church weren’t totally on board with Franklin’s virtues, starting with ‘temperance’.

While Franklin admonished, “Eat not to dullness; drink not to elevation,” members were far more 
interested in tempering their internet addictions. “Drinking and eating disappeared out of the 
conversation almost completely,” Mr. Kuczewksi says.

The group’s second gathering included wine and dessert. “Strangely, we all lacked self-restraint,” he 
says. But Mr. Kuczewksi says that the conversation did help him curb his screen time.

The 20-odd member circle hosted by the Commonwealth Club in San Francisco serves as less of a 
self-improvement program and more of a forum for discussing the merits of the virtues themselves, 
says organizer George Hammond, a retired mergers and acquisitions lawyer who has written books 
on Plato and early Christianity.

“We ask, is this virtue actually good for us?” he says.

In many cases, the virtues are found lacking.

Sincerity? A white lie might spare someone’s feelings. Silence? Society needs diverse opinions. 
Chastity? “Mr. Franklin certainly didn’t practice it,” says Mr. Hammond.

Other groups interpret the virtues to suit their situations. While Franklin issued clear direction on 
chastity (“Rarely use venery but for health or offspring”), in the Huntington, N.Y., circle, “we 
committed to more sex rather than less” with their committed partners and spouses, says organizer 
Patty Morrissey. Franklin forbade using sex for “injury,” and some were concerned that withholding 
sex could be hurtful.



Some Ben Franklin Circle participants, including Huntington circle organizer Patty Morrissey, keep a journal to track their 
progress practicing the virtues. PHOTO: HEATHER WALSH FOR THE WALL STREET JOURNAL

As for industry? While Franklin directed, “Lose no time; be always employ’d in something useful,” 
some participants instead committed to paring their schedules. “We had a great conversation 
about the myth of multitasking,” says Jena Cane, whose Seattle circle includes some hyper-busy 
entrepreneurs.

Asha Curran, director of the Belfer Center for Innovation & Social Impact, at the 92nd Street Y, 
says she considered updating Franklin’s virtues with contemporary buzzwords such as 
‘mindfulness’ and ‘gratitude’. But she ultimately preserved his list verbatim.
“The value of knowing an old-fashioned word can apply to modern life is very profound,” she 
says.

The Center, which helped launch the Circles in partnership with the Hoover Institution and the 
Citizen University, a nonprofit devoted to fostering citizenship, tweaked Franklin’s Junto meeting 
format to broaden its reach via the internet. It also reduced time demands by suggesting a 
monthly rather than weekly meetup.

“It’s an experiment—an open-source model of taking an idea that’s 250 years old and updating 
it for the 21st Century. Who knows what to expect?” says Ms. Curran.



A Denver group combined a Ben Franklin Circle with its walking club. A Miami circle joins 
children and seniors. In Kittrell, N.C., Art Beveridge and his friends combined their Ben Franklin 
Circle with a book club, discussing how characters exemplify the virtues. “It works pretty well,” 
says Mr. Beveridge. “Although ‘cleanliness’ is hard, because it’s a book, and we don’t know 
whether they did the dishes.”

In Kittrell, N.C., circle participants including, clockwise from upper right, Coco Ihle, Linda Lamb, Patricia Washburn, Gail 
Bolcar, Joe Bolcar, Jan Fesperman, Peggy McGhee and Kerry Carter meet on a farm and combine their discussions with a 
book club. PHOTO: ART BEVERIDGE/

Mr. Beveridge, a construction consultant and blacksmith, says he does his best to take Franklin’s 
suggestions. Following the discussion of temperance, for example, he began launching his 
evening cocktail hour with a soda instead of the usual vodka collins. A born storyteller, he is 
struggling with silence. “But I think I’ve gotten better,” he says. “I listen to my wife more and she 
appreciates it.”

Like Franklin, Tom McGuire, a web developer in Austin, Texas, selects a different virtue to 
practice every day. He chooses from a list on his smartphone. The biggest benefit of the circle he 
started, he says, comes from the monthly commitment.

“I know I need to fix some behavior, and having other people to check in with is really where 
the power is,” he says.



In the Seattle circle, discussions on ‘cleanliness’ and ‘order’ stirred a lively debate between the 
neat-freaks and the artist types who insisted that creativity arises from chaos.

“It seems like a silly thing to talk about whether you are clean and tidy, who cares,” says Ms. 
Cane. “But because of the format, people approached it with a seriousness: ‘Why have I not 
considered this as a virtue?’ ”

“I still make my bed now,” she says. “Even though I hate it.


