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Ebook Description: Benjamin Franklin's Remarks
Concerning the Savages of North America

This ebook delves into Benjamin Franklin's controversial essay, "Remarks Concerning the
Savages of North America," offering a critical examination of its historical context, its
biases, and its lasting impact on the perception of Indigenous peoples. Franklin, a
prominent figure in American history, penned this work in the mid-18th century, a time of
intense colonial expansion and conflict with Native American tribes. The essay, while
presenting itself as an objective observation, reveals much about the prevalent colonial
attitudes of the time, including notions of racial superiority, cultural misunderstanding,
and the justification of land acquisition through force. This ebook analyzes the essay's
arguments, its underlying assumptions, and its contribution to the historical narrative of
the relationship between European colonists and Native Americans. It explores the essay's
enduring legacy, its role in shaping policy, and the continuing relevance of its criticisms in
contemporary discussions of colonialism, cultural representation, and historical
reconciliation. By providing historical context and critical analysis, the ebook invites
readers to engage with a complex and challenging piece of historical writing and to
consider its continuing impact on how we understand the past and present.

Ebook Title and Outline: Decoding Franklin: A
Critical Analysis of "Remarks Concerning the
Savages of North America"

Outline:

Introduction: Contextualizing Benjamin Franklin and his "Remarks."

Chapter 1: Franklin's portrayal of Native American societies: Analyzing his descriptions of
governance, customs, and social structures.

Chapter 2: The Colonial Lens: Examining the biases and assumptions underlying
Franklin's observations.

Chapter 3: Land, Power, and Politics: Exploring Franklin's justifications for colonial
expansion and the displacement of Indigenous populations.

Chapter 4: The Legacy of "Remarks": The essay's impact on public opinion, policy, and the
historical narrative.

Conclusion: Re-evaluating Franklin's legacy and the ongoing relevance of his "Remarks" in
the 21st century.
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Introduction: Contextualizing Benjamin Franklin and his "Remarks"

Benjamin Franklin, a revered Founding Father of the United States, remains a complex
figure. While celebrated for his scientific achievements, diplomatic skills, and
contributions to the American Revolution, his views on Native Americans, as expressed in
his "Remarks Concerning the Savages of North America," reveal a problematic side to his
legacy. Written sometime between 1784 and 1786, the essay reflects the prevailing
colonial attitudes of its time, a period marked by westward expansion, escalating conflicts
with Indigenous nations, and a pervasive belief in European superiority. Understanding
this historical context is crucial to interpreting Franklin's words and appreciating their
enduring implications. The essay wasn't intended for a wide public; rather, it was likely
circulated among Franklin's intellectual circle, impacting European perceptions of Native
Americans. This introduction lays the foundation for a critical analysis of Franklin's work,
acknowledging both his historical significance and the problematic nature of his views on
Indigenous populations.

Chapter 1: Franklin's Portrayal of Native American Societies: Analyzing his descriptions of
governance, customs, and social structures.

Franklin's "Remarks" presents a mixed bag of observations on Native American societies.
He acknowledges certain aspects of their social organization, noting their complex
systems of governance, kinship ties, and customary laws. For example, he describes the
Iroquois Confederacy's sophisticated political structure, seemingly recognizing its
strength and organization. However, even these observations are filtered through a
colonial lens, often highlighting aspects that reinforce preconceived notions of "savagery"
versus "civilization." He contrasts Native American customs with European norms, often to
the detriment of the former. He critiques their seemingly less structured approach to
agriculture and land ownership, interpreting their practices through the lens of European
property rights, failing to understand the Indigenous understanding of communal land
stewardship. Furthermore, his descriptions of social customs and rituals frequently lack
nuance, often reducing complex practices to simplistic and often derogatory
characterizations.

Chapter 2: The Colonial Lens: Examining the biases and assumptions underlying
Franklin's observations.

Franklin's observations are deeply rooted in the prevalent Eurocentric biases of the 18th
century. He consistently uses terms like "savage" and "uncivilized," implicitly establishing
a hierarchy that places European culture at the apex. His observations are shaped by the
prevailing ideology of racial superiority, where European culture is seen as inherently
more advanced and deserving of dominance. This bias is evident in his judgments on
various aspects of Native American life, from their religious beliefs to their political
systems. His analysis fails to recognize the validity of different cultural perspectives,



instead imposing European standards of judgment. He views Indigenous practices through
the lens of European rationality, failing to understand the underlying logic and values of
different cultural frameworks. This inherent bias significantly compromises the objectivity
of his "Remarks," rendering it a product of its time and its colonial context.

Chapter 3: Land, Power, and Politics: Exploring Franklin's justifications for colonial
expansion and the displacement of Indigenous populations.

Franklin's "Remarks" implicitly justifies colonial expansion and the displacement of Native
Americans. While he doesn't explicitly advocate for violent conquest, his portrayal of
Indigenous peoples as backward and incapable of managing land efficiently subtly
reinforces the colonial narrative of Manifest Destiny. His observations on land ownership
are particularly revealing. He criticizes Native American communal land use, portraying it
as inefficient and wasteful compared to the European model of private property. This
perspective serves to justify the colonial appropriation of Indigenous lands, portraying it
as a necessary step to improve land utilization and "civilize" the continent. This
justification, rooted in economic and political self-interest, ignores the historical and
spiritual significance of land to Native American communities. The essay, therefore,
indirectly contributes to the narrative of colonial dispossession.

Chapter 4: The Legacy of "Remarks": The essay's impact on public opinion, policy, and the
historical narrative.

Franklin's "Remarks" had a significant, albeit often indirect, impact on public opinion,
policy, and the historical narrative surrounding the relationship between European
colonists and Native Americans. While not directly responsible for specific policies, the
essay contributed to a broader climate of opinion that justified colonial expansion and the
marginalization of Indigenous populations. The essay's widespread circulation, especially
in Europe, shaped perceptions of Native Americans, often reinforcing negative stereotypes
that had already begun to circulate. These perceptions, in turn, influenced colonial
policies and actions, contributing to the ongoing displacement and dispossession of
Indigenous peoples. Even today, "Remarks" serves as a cautionary tale about the dangers
of Eurocentric biases in historical narratives. Its continued relevance lies in its ability to
highlight how deeply ingrained biases can shape our understanding of the past and
present.

Conclusion: Re-evaluating Franklin's legacy and the ongoing relevance of his "Remarks" in
the 21st century.

Evaluating Benjamin Franklin's legacy requires a nuanced approach, acknowledging both
his significant contributions to American society and the problematic aspects of his views
on Indigenous peoples. His "Remarks Concerning the Savages of North America" serves as
a stark reminder of the limitations of historical interpretations, highlighting the
importance of critically examining historical texts for underlying biases and assumptions.
The essay's enduring relevance lies in its capacity to stimulate critical dialogue about
colonialism, cultural representation, and historical reconciliation. By analyzing Franklin's
work, we can gain a deeper understanding of the complex relationship between the United
States and its Indigenous populations, acknowledging past injustices and working towards



a more equitable future. The legacy of "Remarks" necessitates ongoing critical
engagement, ensuring that future generations understand the historical context and
appreciate the ethical considerations surrounding colonial narratives.

FAQs

1. What is the main argument of Franklin's "Remarks"? While ostensibly an objective
observation, it subtly justifies colonial expansion by portraying Native American
societies as inferior and less efficient in land management.

1. What are the key biases present in Franklin's writing? Eurocentrism, racial
superiority, and a lack of understanding of diverse cultural practices are prominent
biases.

1. How did "Remarks" influence colonial policies? It contributed to a climate of opinion
that supported colonial expansion and the marginalization of Indigenous peoples.

1. Is Franklin's work entirely without merit? It contains some accurate observations on
aspects of Native American societies, but these are overshadowed by its pervasive
biases.

1. How does the essay reflect 18th-century attitudes towards Native Americans? It
exemplifies the prevalent belief in European superiority and the justification of
colonial expansion.

1. Why is it important to study "Remarks" today? It serves as a powerful illustration of
how historical narratives can be shaped by bias and how such biases can lead to
injustice.

1. What are some alternative perspectives on the relationship between colonists and
Native Americans? Indigenous perspectives, often silenced in colonial narratives,
offer critical counterpoints to Franklin's account.



1. How can we use "Remarks" as a teaching tool? It provides a valuable case study for
analyzing historical bias and promoting critical thinking about colonial history.

1. What are the lasting consequences of the attitudes expressed in "Remarks"? The
essay's legacy continues to impact the relationship between the U.S. and its
Indigenous populations, fueling ongoing discussions of historical trauma and
reconciliation.

Related Articles:

1. The Iroquois Confederacy and its Political Structure: An examination of the Iroquois
Confederacy's political system, offering a more nuanced perspective than Franklin's
account.

2. Indigenous Land Rights and Stewardship: A discussion of traditional Indigenous land
management practices and their environmental significance.

3. Manifest Destiny and its Impact on Native Americans: An analysis of the concept of
Manifest Destiny and its role in the dispossession of Indigenous populations.

4. Colonialism and Cultural Representation: An exploration of how colonial narratives
shaped and distorted the representation of Indigenous cultures.

5. Benjamin Franklin: A Complex Legacy: A balanced biography of Benjamin Franklin,
acknowledging both his achievements and his flaws.

6. Decolonizing History: Reclaiming Indigenous Voices: An examination of efforts to
decolonize historical narratives and give voice to Indigenous perspectives.

7. The Seven Years' War and its Impact on Native American Tribes: An analysis of how
the Seven Years' War impacted relationships between European powers and
Indigenous nations.

8. The Treaty of Paris and its Aftermath for Indigenous Peoples: An examination of the
impact of the Treaty of Paris on the territorial claims and rights of Indigenous
peoples.

9. Contemporary Indigenous Resistance and Activism: A look at contemporary
Indigenous movements advocating for self-determination and the preservation of
their cultures.
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