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Preface

The monograph is a study of The Autobiography of Benjamin
Franklin. It aims to interpret the Autobiography with the point
view of cultural studies. By a careful examination of self-perfection
in morality dominated by religious ideas, of self-fulfillment rooted
in the age of enlightenment, and of the formation of American
Dream based on pragmatism in Autobiography, the dissertation
discusses a brand-new spirit in that era: the American Mind.

The monograph consists of five major parts: an introduction, a
main body of work composed of three chapters, and a conclusion.

Chapter one reviews and summarizes the interpretations of and
comments on the Autobiography in the past two hundred
years. The critics in the 18" and 19" century affirmed the religious
ideas and moral instruction of Autobiography, while the critics in
the 20™ century were more appealed to the revelation of the values
as well as the personality of autobiographical self. With the employ-

ment of contemporary critical theories, the study on Autobiogra-
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phy broadened and various views have sprung up nowadays. Neither
the comments on religious ideas and moral feelings, nor the discus-
sion about self-identity formation in Autobiography, can be cut a-
way from the autobiographer’s own experience and the particular
historical and cultural background. The author will interpret the
Autobiography with the approach of cultural studies and analyze
the relationship between Autoiography and American culture and
American spirit as well.

Chapter two probes into the self-perfection in morality under the
religious ideas. In Autobiography, Benjamin Franklin appreciates great
benevolence, advocates tolerant religion, calls for Philanthropy, and
goes for rational morality, which makes contradictory and complicated
his ideas of religion, morality, and ethic. With the proper understand-
ing of Puritanism, dialectic utilization of deism, and rational thinking of
all religions, Franklin developed with himself such merits as industry
and prudence, benevolent and tolerant religious belief, on top of ra-
tional and practical ethic. Meanwhile, he made every effort to realize his
moral self-perfection.

Chapter three explores the self-description, the identity con-
struction and the self-fulfillment in Autobiography. With the dis-
course narrative in Autobiography, the truth of self gains a delicate
balance between autobiographical fact and self-exaggeration. The
autobiographical self was present completely in mutual influences
between self and others, in conflicts between inner truth and exte-
rior exaggeration, in interaction between individual and society,

and in invisible communication between autobiographer and read-
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er. With the identity construction, the persona of self changed
from Printer to Patriarch, from individual identity to national iden-
tity. By the self-striving derived from individualism and shaping of
mature personality, Franklin managed to complete the process
from self-pursuing to self-fulfillment.

Chapter four discusses the pragmatism, the formation of American
Dream and mythic implication in Autobiography. What Franklin eulogi-
zes is a practical spirit and utilitarianism as he evaluates everything by
the standard of usefulness. The Autobiography described the shaping of
American Dream: the rise from rags to riches, from impotence to im-
portance, from dependence to independence, and from helplessness to
power; the individual hit the time through his own industry and perse-
verance; the progress of material and morality led to self-perfection and
a happy life. The Autobiography presents a symbolic American myth,
in which the individual success means more than the accumulation of for-
tune and promotion of social status. It, to greater extent, represents the
American awakening and struggling in the 18" century. The Autobiog-
raphy is, in essence, the myth of American Dream and its realization.

The “Conclusion” is a summary of the dissertation. The self-perfec-
tion in morality, the self-striving under individualism, together with
the formation of American Dream in Autobiography completes the con-
struction of identity and self-realization. Moreover, a unique American
myth is created and a new kind of spirit called American Mind, dis-
played. The Autobiography provides a paradigm of self-striving and per-

sonal success for the coming generations.

e



