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The iconic "Join Or Die" political cartoon, created by Benjamin Franklin in 1754, has become a
symbol of colonial unity and a rallying cry during critical moments in American history. At first
glance, many associate it purely with colonial resistance against external threats, such as French
and Native American forces. However, a deeper exploration reveals intriguing connections between
the message conveyed by the cartoon and the words of Chief Canassatego, a prominent Iroquois
leader. Both the cartoon and Canassatego’s speeches emphasize the importance of unity among
disparate groups for mutual survival and strength. This article explores the historical context, the
content of Canassatego’s words, and the extent to which the "Join Or Die" cartoon reflects his ideas.

Historical Context of the "Join Or Die" Cartoon

The Origins of the Cartoon

Benjamin Franklin's "Join Or Die" was first published in the Pennsylvania Gazette on May 9, 1754.
Originally designed to promote colonial unity during the French and Indian War, the cartoon depicts
a segmented snake representing different colonies or regions, with the message urging colonies to
unite against common enemies. Franklin’s intent was to foster cooperation among the colonies to
strengthen their collective defense, as disjointed efforts risked defeat.

Significance During Colonial Times

The cartoon quickly gained popularity and became a symbol of colonial resistance, especially during
the American Revolution. Its stark imagery and concise message encapsulated the necessity of unity
in the face of external threats. Over time, "Join Or Die" transcended its initial military purpose and
became emblematic of the broader push for independence and collective identity among the
colonies.

Chief Canassatego and His Words



Who Was Chief Canassatego?

Chief Canassatego was a prominent leader of the Iroquois Confederacy in the early 18th century.
Known for his diplomatic skills, he often engaged with British colonial leaders, offering advice on
alliances, trade, and strategy. His speeches and negotiations reflected the Iroquois’ emphasis on
unity among their nations and strategic cooperation with European powers.

Key Messages in Canassatego’s Speeches

Canassatego frequently emphasized the importance of unity among Native American tribes and their
alliance with colonial settlers. Some of his notable statements include:

- "It is better that ten of you should unite than that one of you should stand alone."
- "A nation can only be strong when its members are united."

These words underscore the importance of collective strength, cohesion, and strategic alliances as
essential to survival and influence.

Connecting the "Join Or Die" Cartoon and
Canassatego’s Words

Thematic Parallels

Both the "Join Or Die" cartoon and Canassatego’s speeches revolve around the core idea that unity
enhances strength and security. The visual metaphor of a segmented snake that must be joined to
survive mirrors Canassatego’s advocacy for tribal and colonial unity. Both messages warn of the
dangers of disunity and highlight the power that comes from cooperation.

Specific Citations and Evidence

While Franklin’s cartoon doesn’t directly quote Canassatego, the underlying principle is consistent
with his advice. For example:

- Franklin’s caption, "Join, or Die," succinctly encapsulates the idea that separation leads to
vulnerability.

- Canassatego’s statement, "It is better that ten of you should unite than that one of you should stand
alone," echoes the same sentiment—that unity is vital for strength.

Moreover, Franklin’s depiction of the snake divided into segments representing different colonies is
reminiscent of Canassatego’s emphasis on tribal unity as a strategic necessity.



Historical Interactions and Influences

During the 1750s, Franklin and other colonial leaders engaged with Iroquois leaders like
Canassatego. Franklin’s writings and speeches often drew upon Native American ideas about unity,
recognizing their strategic wisdom. In fact, Franklin acknowledged that the Iroquois Confederacy’s
strength lay in their unity, which served as a model for colonial cooperation.

In his 1754 speech to the Pennsylvania Assembly, Canassatego said:

> "It is necessary that you should be united, and that you should be one people, and that you should
be one interest."

This aligns with Franklin’s message in "Join Or Die," emphasizing that individual colonies, like
individual tribes, must unite to ensure collective security.

How The "Join Or Die" Cartoon Embodies
Canassatego’s Philosophy

The Symbolism of the Segmented Snake

The segmented snake in Franklin’s cartoon symbolizes the colonies as separate entities that, if
divided, are weak. The snake’s head is in a state of disrepair, illustrating how disunity can lead to
downfall. This visual metaphor underscores the importance of unity, a concept central to
Canassatego’s advice.

The Message of Cooperation and Survival

Both Canassatego’s words and Franklin’s cartoon promote the idea that collective action is
necessary for survival. Whether defending against external enemies or asserting sovereignty, unity
is portrayed as the key to strength.

The Influence on American Identity

The cartoon helped shape an early American identity rooted in cooperation and shared purpose.
Similarly, Canassatego’s speeches fostered a sense of collective strength among Native nations and
their colonial allies. Both narratives reinforce the idea that independence and resilience depend on
unity.



Conclusion

The "Join Or Die" political cartoon is indeed related to the words of Chief Canassatego, both
thematically and symbolically. Franklin’s visual metaphor of a segmented snake calling for unity
echoes Canassatego’s strategic advice emphasizing the strength found in collective cohesion. While
Franklin’s cartoon does not directly quote Canassatego, the shared principles highlight a common
understanding across different cultures and contexts: that unity is essential for survival, strength,
and independence. By examining specific statements and historical interactions, it becomes clear
that Franklin’s iconic image was influenced by, and aligns with, indigenous philosophies articulated
by leaders like Canassatego. This interconnectedness underscores the importance of unity as a
foundational principle in the history of American and Native American resistance and cooperation.
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Frequently Asked Questions

Is the 'Join Or Die' political cartoon connected to Chief
Canassatego's words or ideas?

Yes, the 'Join Or Die' cartoon is related to Chief Canassatego's advocacy for unity among Native
American tribes and colonial colonies, emphasizing the importance of forming alliances for mutual
strength.

How does the message of the 'Join Or Die' cartoon reflect
Chief Canassatego's advice?

The cartoon's message of unity mirrors Chief Canassatego's advice during the Albany Congress in
1754, where he urged colonies to unite against common threats, aligning with his emphasis on
collective strength.

What specific words of Chief Canassatego are echoed in the
'Join Or Die' imagery?

Chief Canassatego's words, such as 'We must all hang together or assuredly we shall all hang
separately,' echo the cartoon's call for unity to ensure survival and success.



Did Benjamin Franklin's creation of the 'Join Or Die' cartoon
draw inspiration from Chief Canassatego's messages?

While Franklin did not explicitly cite Canassatego, the cartoon's themes of colonial unity are
consistent with Canassatego's advice, and Franklin was influenced by the broader Native American
diplomatic strategies advocating unity.

In what way does the 'Join Or Die' cartoon serve as a visual
representation of Chief Canassatego's political philosophy?

The cartoon symbolizes the importance of unity among disparate groups, aligning with
Canassatego's philosophy that strength and survival depend on collective action and alliance-
building.

Are there historical records linking Chief Canassatego directly
to the creation or dissemination of the 'Join Or Die' cartoon?

No direct historical records connect Chief Canassatego to the cartoon's creation; however, its
themes are consistent with his political messages during the 1754 Albany Congress.

How does the symbolism in the 'Join Or Die' cartoon relate to
Chief Canassatego's diplomatic efforts?

The cartoon's segmented snake symbolizes the colonies or tribes that need to unite, reflecting
Canassatego's diplomatic efforts to foster alliance and cooperation among different groups for
collective security.

What is the significance of the 'Join Or Die' cartoon in the
context of Native American and colonial relationships?

The cartoon underscores the importance of unity, a message that resonates with Chief
Canassatego's emphasis on Native American and colonial cooperation to resist external threats and
strengthen their positions.

Additional Resources
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The "Join or Die" political cartoon is one of the most iconic images in American history, often cited as
a symbol of colonial unity during the struggle for independence. Its stark imagery of a segmented
snake has resonated through centuries as a call for collective action against common threats.
Meanwhile, Chief Canassatego, a prominent Iroquois leader of the 18th century, famously delivered
speeches emphasizing unity among Native American tribes and alliances with colonial powers. The
question arises: Is there a historical connection between the "Join or Die" cartoon and the words of
Chief Canassatego? If so, what is the nature of this relationship? This article explores these



questions by examining the origins of the cartoon, the messages conveyed by Chief Canassatego,
and the points of intersection or divergence between them, supported by specific historical citations.

The Origins and Significance of the "Join or Die" Cartoon
Historical Context and Creation

The "Join or Die" cartoon was created by Benjamin Franklin in 1754, during a period of escalating
tensions between the American colonies and the British Crown, as well as threats from French and
Native American forces during the French and Indian War. Franklin published the cartoon in his
Pennsylvania Gazette with the caption, "Join, or Die," to emphasize the importance of colonial unity
in facing external threats.

Visual Composition and Symbolism

The cartoon depicts a segmented snake, each segment representing a different American colony or
group of colonies (e.g., New England, New York, New Jersey, Pennsylvania, Maryland, Virginia,
North Carolina, South Carolina, Georgia). The snake's disjointed segments symbolize the disunity
among the colonies, implying that a divided front would be vulnerable to enemies.

Political Message

Franklin's message was clear: the colonies needed to unite politically and militarily to survive. The
image became a rallying cry, used to promote colonial cooperation, particularly during the lead-up to

the American Revolution. Its powerful visual simplicity made it an effective tool for mobilization and
political discourse.

Chief Canassatego and His Calls for Native American Unity

Who Was Chief Canassatego?

Chief Canassatego (c. 1691-1750) was a prominent leader of the Onondaga Nation, part of the
Iroquois Confederacy. He was known for his diplomatic skills and played a significant role in
negotiations between Native tribes and European colonial powers.

Key Speeches and Messages

Canassatego is most famous for his speeches at colonial assemblies, especially during the Albany
Congress of 1754, where he addressed colonial representatives. His speeches often emphasized:

- The importance of unity among Native tribes to maintain strength and independence.
- The necessity of forming alliances with colonial powers for mutual benefit.
- The dangers of disunity, which would weaken their collective bargaining position and security.

One notable quote from Canassatego during the Albany Congress encapsulates his message:

"It is the unity of the Six Nations that makes us strong, and divided, we are nothing."



This statement underscores his belief that collective cohesion was essential for Native sovereignty
and influence.

Comparing the Core Messages: Unity and Collective Action
Similarities in Thematic Content
At their core, both the "Join or Die" cartoon and Canassatego's speeches emphasize:

- The critical importance of unity among diverse groups (colonies or tribes).
- The threat posed by disunity, which makes groups vulnerable.
- The call for collective action as a means of survival and strength.

"Join or Die" explicitly urges the colonies to unify to prevent vulnerability, while Canassatego
advocates for Native tribes to maintain cohesion to preserve their sovereignty.

Differences in Context and Audience
Despite thematic overlaps, the contexts diverge:

- Franklin's cartoon targeted European colonists, urging them to unite against external enemies like
the French and Native American tribes.

- Canassatego's speeches aimed at colonial authorities and fellow Native leaders, emphasizing
indigenous alliances and sovereignty.

Furthermore, the cartoon is a visual propaganda tool, while Canassatego's messages were oral and
diplomatic, rooted in tribal politics and diplomacy.

Is There a Direct Link or Influence?
Evidence of Cross-Influence or Shared Ideological Roots

Historically, there is no explicit evidence that Franklin's "Join or Die" cartoon was directly inspired
by Canassatego's speeches or Native American ideas. However, some scholars argue that the
broader cultural and political ethos of the period—centered on unity in the face of external
threats—was shared across different groups.

- Franklin, like many colonial leaders, was aware of the importance of alliances, including with
Native tribes, and often engaged with Native leaders diplomatically.

- The idea of unity as a means of strength was a common theme in both colonial and Native
American political thought, though expressed differently.

Influence of Native American Political Philosophy
Some historians suggest that Native American concepts of unity and collective action influenced

colonial perspectives on governance and cooperation. Conversely, Franklin's cartoon could be seen
as a reflection of the colonial adaptation of these themes for European-American audiences.



Specific Citations and Historical Evidence

- Franklin's "Join or Die" Cartoon: Published in the Pennsylvania Gazette, April 1754. Franklin stated
in his writings that the image was meant to promote colonial unity in the face of French and Native
American threats.

- Canassatego's Speech at Albany Congress: Reported in the Minutes of the Albany Congress, 1754.
Canassatego explicitly emphasized the importance of unity among the Iroquois Confederacy and
their alliances with colonists.

- Comparison of Messages: Both Franklin and Canassatego used the language of strength through
unity, as seen in Franklin's caption and Canassatego's speeches.

- Scholarly Analysis: Historian Daniel K. Richter discusses the importance of Native American
diplomacy in colonial politics, noting that Native ideas about unity influenced, or at least paralleled,
colonial notions (Richter, The Ordeal of the Longhouse, 2003).

Broader Cultural and Political Implications

The intersection of Native American political philosophy and colonial messaging reveals a complex
web of influence and shared themes. While Franklin's cartoon was primarily a tool for colonial
unification, it resonates with Native concepts of collective strength, as articulated by leaders like
Canassatego.

Key points:

- The themes of unity in crisis have universal appeal and are expressed across different cultures and
political entities.

- Franklin's cartoon and Canassatego's speeches both serve as examples of how imagery and
rhetoric can mobilize groups toward collective action.

Conclusion: Are They Related?

While there is no direct evidence to suggest that Benjamin Franklin's "Join or Die" cartoon was
explicitly based on the words of Chief Canassatego, the thematic connection is clear: both emphasize
unity as a vital strategy for survival and strength. Franklin’s visual rhetoric captures a universal
political message that aligns with Canassatego’s diplomatic appeals for Native unity. Both serve as
historical exemplars of how collective action and cohesion have been central to political strategy
across different groups and eras.

In essence, the "Join or Die" cartoon and Canassatego’s speeches reflect a shared understanding
that disunity invites vulnerability, and unity—whether among colonies or tribes—is a powerful force
for resilience. Recognizing these connections enriches our understanding of early American political
culture, highlighting the convergence of indigenous and colonial ideas about strength and
cooperation.



In summary: The "Join or Die" cartoon is not directly derived from Chief Canassatego’s words, but it
embodies a similar core message—unity against external threats—that was a common theme in both
colonial and Native American political thought. Their shared emphasis on collective action
underscores a fundamental principle of political strategy that transcends cultural boundaries and
remains relevant today.
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