


Anthropology and Modern Life

“…for a college student to read the Bhagavad Gita in a Great Books class, for racism  
to be rejected as both morally bankrupt and self-evidently stupid, and for any-
one, regardless of their gender expression, to claim workplaces and boardrooms 
as fully theirs—if all of these things are not innovations or aspirations but the 
regular, taken-for-granted way of organizing society, then we have the ideas 
championed by the Boas circle to thank for it.” 

Charles King, author of Gods of the Upper Air: How a Circle of 
 Renegade Anthropologists Reinvented Race, Sex, and Gender 

in the Twentieth Century

“…the father of American cultural anthropology and the scholar who taught 
generations how to think about human diversity without hierarchy.” 

Kwame Anthony Appiah, The New York Review of Books

“In writing the present book I desired to show that some of the most firmly 
rooted opinions of our times appear from a wider point of view as prejudices, 
and that a knowledge of anthropology enables us to look with greater freedom 
at the problems confronting our civilization.” 

Franz Boas, Anthropology and Modern Life

Franz Boas (1858–1942) is widely regarded as the founder of American anthro-
pology. He influenced an astonishing variety of scholars and researchers, from the 
 anthropologists Margaret Mead and Ruth Benedict, to the philosopher W. E. B. DuBois, 
and novelist Zora Neale Hurston. Towards the end of his life he also lectured widely in 
an attempt to educate the public on the dangers of Nazi ideology.

Anthropology and Modern Life demonstrates the incredibly rich and fertile range of Boas’s 
thought, engaging with controversies that resonate loudly today: the problem of 
race and racial types; heredity versus environment; the significance of intelligence 
tests; open versus closed societies; the ‘nature versus nurture debate’; and nationality 
and nationalism. 

Believing passionately that science should be used to break down racial and cultural 
barriers, from the book’s very opening Boas shatters the myth that anthropology is 
simply a collection of ‘curious facts about exotic peoples’. Thanks to Boas’s influ-
ence, anthropologists and other social scientists began to see that differences among 
the races resulted not from physiological factors, but from historical events and 
circumstances, and that race itself was a cultural construct.



This Routledge Classics edition includes a new Foreword by Regna Darnell and an 
Introduction and Afterword by Herbert S. Lewis, who details Franz Boas’s life, in-
fluence, and ideals. 

Franz Boas was born in Germany in 1858 and educated at the University of Kiel. 
His first anthropological fieldwork was among the Inuit in Northern Canada in 
1883, a turning point in Boas’s life as he became fascinated with the role of culture. 
He began lecturing at the University of Columbia in 1896, establishing the first de-
partment of Anthropology in the United States and becoming Columbia’s first pro-
fessor of Anthropology, a position he held for thirty-seven years. He influenced an 
astonishing variety of scholars and researchers, from the anthropologists Margaret 
Mead and Ruth Benedict to the philosopher W. E. B. DuBois and writer Zora Neale 
Hurston. Boas is the early-twentieth-century scholar most responsible for discredit-
ing the then-dominant scientific theories of racial superiority. Through his elabora-
tion of cultural relativism as an alternative theoretical framework, he came to have 
an enormous influence on the development of American anthropology. The Mind of 
Primitive Man (1911), demonstrated that there was no such thing as a ‘pure’ race or a 
superior one. His books were banned in Hitler’s Germany. He was a fierce advocate 
of intellectual freedom, supported many democratic causes, and was the founder of 
the American Committee for Democracy and Intellectual Freedom.
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Franz Boas



Foreword to the Routledge Classics Edition

Visionary social scientist, master bricoleur, trickster, public educator, and 
moralist, Franz Boas confounds all categories imposed on his politics and 
his ideas, both in his own time and in subsequent attempts to grapple with 
a legacy that continues to the present day and shows no signs of abating. His 
message resonates across the six decades of his career and seventy-five years 
since his death, as meaningful in our own troubled times as in his own. 
Assessments of his legacy have crossed academic disciplines and domains of 
public life, ranging from hagiography to blistering critique depending on 
the general tenor of the period from which they emanated. 

Such was the elusive stature of his towering presence that no single point 
of observation has come close to capturing the whole of his achievement. 
Widely recognized as the founder of American anthropology, Boas was 
the organizational leader who established the university departments that 
trained the first generation of academic anthropologists, supported their 
fieldwork with Native Americans, founded journals and professional associ-
ations, and maintained an international network of scholarship and activism. 
Anthropology and Modern Life reminds us of the broad-ranging vision that arose 
from that substantive legacy, i.e., the conviction that a consciously cultivated 
critical perspective inspired by the methods of anthropology could change 
the outcome of seemingly inevitable looming catastrophe.
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The sheer volume and diversity of partial and conflicting assessments of 
Boas’s significance evokes the legendary image of six blind men of Hindu-
stan, each believing himself to have captured the reality of an elephant based 
on the evidence of their senses. But it does not occur to them to combine 
their knowledge into a picture of the whole, to create a public discourse. 
Like the elephant, the enormity of Boas’s character and influence escapes 
perspectival singularity. What distinguishes men and women whose ideas 
change society is that they not only speak to their own time but simultane-
ously tack into patterns of behaviour and action that cross time and space. 
The principles of anthropology in which Boas grounds his critique are not 
restricted to a single context. Instead, he offers an analysis of how the vari-
ables influencing “modern times” in 1928 have been recurrent over human 
history. Their lessons, in every era, are available for renewed application. The 
“modern” in “modern times” shifts relative to the present dilemmas facing 
the reader. Boas’s encyclopaedic ethnographic and historical documentation 
from around the world leads his readers to inexorable conclusions, however 
uncomfortable. He does not propose formal or substantive universals but 
moral principles that guide human action in relation to fellow men [sic], 
societal institutions, and the natural world. These principles recur, burbling 
to the surface at intervals of crisis in every society, albeit phrased in the 
particular idiom and mores of each time and place. Therefore, each era is 
obligated, in Boas’s personal moral calculus, to attach its own issues in need 
of public discourse.

Boas embraced the professional identity of anthropologist while con-
tinuously incorporating perspectives from his training in physics, geog-
raphy, museology, philology, and music while adopting new ideas arising 
from his life experience, fieldwork, public engagement, and academic net-
works. His fertile intellect wielded the standpoint of his chosen discipline 
to mount a cogent critique of the discontents of his own civilization and 
in the process forever changed the discipline of anthropology and its ap-
plication to public affairs. It is a testimony to Boas’s stature that individual 
anthropologists from his time to our own are forced to come to terms 
with this legacy. 

Anthropology provided a method for Boas’s activism. Its scope was well 
adapted to his protean agendas. Anthropology and Modern Life addressed a pas-
sionate plea directly to the general public to adopt an anthropological per-
spective. He exhorted his readers to break from their accustomed prejudices, 
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to transcend “the shackles of tradition” and address urgent societal problems 
that threatened the very future of humankind.

Anthropology and Modern Life crystallized decades of more technical scholar-
ship around the twin issues of race and culture that absorbed Boas’s intellect 
and emotions throughout his career and honed his moral compass. Charac-
teristically, he admitted that he did not expect his book to be popular but 
hoped it would cause at least some readers to rethink dearly held comfortable 
positions based more on habit than scientific evidence and critical thinking. 
Throughout his life, Boas espoused the potential of humankind for Bildung, 
self-realization, at both individual and collective levels. The best-intentioned  
efforts of governments and politicians were subject to short-term oscilla-
tions in priorities and policies under the pressure of ever-emerging events 
requiring urgent attention. Crisis responses targeted single symptoms but 
failed to address the complexity of underlying causes. An informed citizenry, 
however, could call governments and institutions to account on the basis 
of societal desiderata. Boas had faith in his fellow citizens to produce and 
sustain a public discourse grounded on ordinarily subconscious values that 
guided the experiences of everyday life and rendered them meaningful. He 
believed that such public discourse was the only legitimate source of long-
term change in a democratic society. The book was structured to jolt his 
readers into action. 

Above all, Boas enjoined his readers to evaluate the rationality of unfamil-
iar behaviour in its own terms before judging it by the norms of their own 
culture. This stance would later be called “cultural relativism” although Boas 
himself did not use the term. He recognized an overall evolution in human 
history in which progress predominated despite temporary setbacks. The 
movement of history and geography was non-linear and non-teleological. 
The scope of control over the environment and size of the in-group rec-
ognized as deserving individual loyalty increased and held the potential in 
the future to encompass all humankind. Evolution in this open-ended sense 
was the most important difference between “primitive” (a word lacking its 
present pejorative connotation at the time Boas wrote) societies and “mod-
ern life” around the globe with its increasingly urban lifestyles, mixture and 
movement of peoples, and lack of clear correlation between nationality and 
racial type. No human group was totally isolated from others and societies 
developed in relation to their neighbours. Boas reassured his readers that 
miscegenation was not something to be feared. 
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The most urgent problem of anthropological science, in Boas’s view, was 
to distinguish between genetic causes and those acquired as a member of 
society. Despite the diversity of surface forms, Boas insisted that certain uni-
versal values could be identified, although their substance would necessarily 
manifest itself in locally intelligible idioms. For example, a concept of incest 
was found everywhere but attached to different categories of relatives de-
pending on the social organization of the group. Boas’s universals are not 
substantive. Rather they are moral principles that guide human action across 
time, space, and history and recur at intervals of crisis in every society.

Introducing the significance of Anthropology and Modern Life for the new edi-
tion in 1962, his colleague and former student Ruth Bunzel emphasized her 
mentor’s lifelong willingness to pay the price of his unpopular commit-
ments to what he considered matters of principle. She paints him as a deeply 
moral human being with a message of renewed relevance. A new generation 
of critical readers must learn to break away from dysfunctional patterns of 
thinking and acting. The crucial task for her generation was to reconsider the 
human costs of a rigidly mechanistic and technologically motivated post-
World War II positivism that would come under increasing challenge of 
precisely the sort that Boas envisioned. Her challenge was prophetic. Wide 
public response to the civil rights movement, the Vietnam War, and social 
inequality and racism at home were soon to culminate in the worldwide 
student uprisings of 1968 with the characteristic mantra of speaking truth 
to power. 

Anthropology came under strong critique during this period, from both 
internal and external sources. In retrospect, the critique can be read at least 
in part as a response of frustration at what mainstream American anthropol-
ogy had become. Critics called for re-envisioning what we might mean by 
the discipline, with or without the label anthropology, thereby reclaiming 
Boas’s vision for anthropology as method and tool for emancipation of hu-
mankind to claim power over its own destiny.

Boas exploded on the American scene. In retrospect, the triumph of his 
new way of understanding anthropology seems foreordained, inevitable. 
He was committed to building upon the ideals and social activism of the 
abortive 1848 revolutions that crossed Europe; he absorbed his mother’s 
idealism and activism in childhood. Boas rejected the complacent parochi-
alism, xenophobia, and amateurism of American anthropology as he found 
it and persisted in the face of recurrent prejudice and marginalization by the 
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WASP establishment. The odds of success were daunting for the hyperbolic 
ambitions of a brash young Jewish immigrant with an almost unintelligible 
German accent that he never entirely lost, bearing scars from duels of hon-
our in his university years, pugnacious in a sense of his own importance that 
alternated with hesitation and self-doubt. The permanent position he so de-
sired came only after a decade of precarious employment as part-time editor 
for Science, reviewer, museum curator, and fieldworker among the Eskimo of 
Baffin Island and the Kwakiutl (now called Kwakwaka’wakw) of Vancouver 
Island. He was unable to establish a stable institutional base and perennially 
short of funds to support his research. Although self-absorbed, uncertain, 
and often depressed, he worked at a prodigious pace, teaching briefly at 
Clark University, finding mentors and a toehold at the Bureau of American 
Ethnology in Washington and Harvard’s Peabody Museum in Boston, sup-
ported in the background by his uncle Abraham Jacobi before accepting a 
joint position at Columbia University and the American Museum of Natural 
History in 1897. New York would remain his base for the rest of his career. 

Boas quickly established himself on a range of research fronts. Environ-
mental determinism proved far too rigid to encompass Eskimo environ-
mental adaptation or their rich symbolic culture. Initially based on the 
perception of “alternating sounds” in language, he argued that value, like 
linguistic form, arose in the eye of the beholder and could not be imposed 
according to an external rubric. Another important paper from this period 
argued that museum arrangements in evolutionary sequence failed to cap-
ture local patterns of cultural life. In a seminal essay on “The Study of Geog-
raphy” (in which he included cosmology and ethnology) he called for an 
inductive method distinct from that of the sciences. Cultural patterns would 
not yield rigid laws but tendencies that made sense of complex variables 
underlying human behaviour and left room for human agency. His identity 
as an anthropologist integrated the perspectives of his German training in 
geography, psychophysics, and folklore.

Boas chafed against the restrictions of his work to North America. He 
made repeated abortive attempts to expand beyond the study of the Amer-
ican Indian that was dismissed as mere exotica outside the narrow scope 
of the North American anthropological establishment. His anthropomet-
ric studies at the Chicago World’s Fair did not attract support. His hopes to 
“organize anthropological research in America” through collaboration with 
Mexican anthropologists were abortive. The Jesup North Pacific Expedition 
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at the American Museum of Natural History to explain the Asian origins of 
the American Indian produced critical ethnographic knowledge but not the 
promised grand synthesis. Morris K. Jesup, unappreciative of Boas’s scientific 
commitment to avoid premature generalization, withdrew his funding to 
the museum for the project bearing his name.

After 1907 when he resigned his museum appointment to concentrate 
on university training to establish his anthropological paradigm, Boas real-
ized that a wider audience for his work was necessary. He spoke and wrote 
in collaboration with the Black intellectuals emerging as spokespersons for 
their own communities, particularly W. E. B. DuBois. He supported minority 
scholars including Ella Deloria (Lakota), Zora Neale Hurston, Archie Phinney 
(Nez Perce, encouraging both his enthusiasm for Russian socialism and his 
analysis of John Collier’s American Indian New Deal), George Hunt (Kwak-
iutl), and Will Jones (Fox, for whom he arranged to study U.S. engagement 
in the Philippines where he was murdered), offering co-authorships where 
conventions of the day permitted. Boas welcomed women as students and 
colleagues in an era when they were marginalized in major departments 
and leadership roles. He maintained an ongoing engagement with New York 
Jewish intellectuals and argued theoretically for the absence of a homogene-
ous Jewish nationality or racial type.

Boas consolidated his first paradigm statements with The Mind of Prim-
itive Man and his Introduction to the Handbook of American Indian Languages 
in 1911 and Changes of Bodily Form in Descendants of Immigrants a year later. 
The U.S. Census Commission hoped for scientific evidence to justify ex-
cluding immigrants from Southern Europe. Boas countered the domi-
nant eugenic arguments of the day, demonstrating changes in head form 
measurement within a single immigrant generation. His insistence that 
environment, history, and culture intersected through family lines dis-
proved the existence of stable racial types. His concept of what we now 
call plasticity established a method to counter prejudices that proved 
to be social rather than biological. Boas’s reasoning foreshadowed con-
temporary biocultural research. Thereafter, Boas concentrated on racism 
as a social phenomenon, taking for granted that the limited ability of 
biology to explain human affairs had been demonstrated. Maintaining 
his commitment to rigorous science, he transported much of his method 
directly from the biological domain to the cultural where more accurate 
explanations were attainable. 
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The 1911 edition of The Mind of Primitive Man codified Boas’s technical work 
to that point. But Boas framed the volume as a moralist with an initial chap-
ter on the urgent need to address “Race in America” with the tools of an-
thropological science. The revised edition of 1938 would retain the same 
data and rationale but apply the argument to the Nazi encroachment in his 
German homeland. The underlying biological and cultural issues were the 
same in relation to his method. Boas’s Introduction to the Handbook of American 
Indian Languages provided the methodology for studying race, language, and 
culture as autonomous variables whose correlation was an empirical ques-
tion in particular cases. 

In 1928, Boas was seemingly at the height of his powers. His students 
were established in positions of power across North America. Although Boas 
considered himself an American from the moment of his immigration, he 
was also European and maintained ties to his homeland and elsewhere in 
Europe. He believed passionately that science must trump nationalism in 
order for humankind to progress. Rasse und Kultur, the German translation of 
The Mind of Primitive Man sparked widespread anti-Semitism in Germany when 
it appeared in 1914. An even more virulent response to the 1922 edition 
with consolidation of Nazi power to repress freedom of speech is widely 
reported to have resulted in the burning of his books. He retained his belief 
in the ability of the German people to respond to his message. Anthropology 
and Modern Life only six years later demonstrates that Boas remained prepared 
to wager his reputation abroad against the backlash in his homeland despite 
this intensified opposition. His outspoken pacificism both before and after 
American involvement in World War I was coupled with activism in relocat-
ing and securing employment for Jewish immigrants fleeing anti-Semitism, 
although his activities during the build-up to World War II are better known 
because they are described by colleagues’ reported memories. Boas was tire-
less in these pursuits to the end of his life.

Despite the variety of subjects, disciplines, and public positions that Boas 
addressed over his career, the tenor of his work is remarkably consistent. 
After retiring in 1936, Boas consolidated his scientific legacy in a spate of 
paradigm statements: an updated edition of The Mind of Primitive Man and an 
edited textbook on general anthropology in 1938, and a collection of his 
essays on race, language, and culture two years later. Three years after his 
death in 1942, his son Ernst edited his last book, Race and Democratic Society. Old 
and in ill health, helpless to intervene actively against the Nazi rise to power, 
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Boas was more cynical than in 1928 and initially uncertain of the value of 
reproducing his public statements directed to a general audience. He pre-
ferred to stress his conclusions as a scientist. But he approved the selection, 
edited the first 12 pieces, and recapitulated the arguments of Anthropology and 
Modern Life, maintaining the structure of his more technical writings around 
the familiar questions of race and culture and the urgent need for anthro-
pological method to distinguish them. His brief introduction, addressed to 
“friends and fellow scientists,” proposes that both sets of potential readers 
have “agonized” over “our duty” to put away scientific studies “for the time 
being.” Boas recognized that others would have to carry the critical task of 
freeing the minds of youth to seek truth. “A people so educated will be free 
in the fullest sense of the term. It will more nearly approach the ideal of 
democracy than has been attained by any of us.” 

In this final message, Boas calls on others to carry his vision forward. 
And so they have. Anthropology and Modern Life remains a timeless classic be-
cause it has changed and continues to change men’s minds with a method 
that speaks to each generation’s response to the moral challenges of being 
human.

Regna Darnell
2020
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Introduction

It is rare for a book by an academic social scientist to maintain its relevance 
for seventy-five years, but this is an exceptional book. Unfortunately, many 
of the lessons and warnings it contains still need to be heard after all these 
years. Franz Boas took it upon himself to bring to the general public the 
findings of his science as they shed light upon some of the most troubling 
social phenomena of his time; the same problems are still with us.

In Anthropology and Modern Life Franz Boas takes on such topics as: biological 
race and sociological racism, chauvinism and nationalism, the arguments 
and enthusiasms of the eugenics movement, and the debate about the rela-
tive power of heredity and environment. He questions contemporary beliefs 
about the causes of crime, and considers the problem of universal values 
versus cultural relativism. He discusses education for democracy, the loosen-
ing of restrictions on sexual relations in the United States and the future of 
marriage, the status of women in modern society, and the hold of tradition 
and unquestioned obedience to received ideas. His language is sometimes 
old-fashioned, and his examples may be unfamiliar to modern readers, 
but all these issues are still pressing ones and his answers are worth careful 
consideration.

This book is not a neutral work by a technician but the politically engaged 
and charged work of a fervent social democrat, a believer in equality, justice, 
freedom of thought and inquiry, and the autonomy of the individual. For 
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Franz Boas, science was always to be used in the service of humanity. The 
arguments he brought to bear on the vital issues of the day derived from a 
very new “science”—a science he himself had created with the aid of his 
students in the thirty years before the publication of this book. None of it 
could have been written at the time he began his career in 1883; by the 
time he died in 1942, most of these ideas were fundamental to mainstream 
American cultural anthropology.

Franz Boas was born in Germany in 1858, three years before the Amer-
ican Civil War, and died in New York in 1942, during World War II. When 
he began his career there were no departments of anthropology anywhere 
in the world. By the time of his death, his science was represented by de-
partments of anthropology at the leading institutions in the United States. 
He and the students he inspired and trained had been the driving force 
behind the development and spread of a distinctive academic discipline 
in America. They were the source and inspiration of every department of 
anthropology in the U.S. other than Harvard’s—and he had close ties there 
as well.

Boas came to America in 1886, in search of the freedom to pursue both his 
science and his dream of working for the betterment of mankind. The four 
fields that would comprise Boas’s comprehensive anthropology—ethnology , 
philology (linguistics), physical anthropology, and archeology—were repre-
sented primarily by amateur enthusiasts, both men and women. They made 
significant contributions to the collection of data, but the prevailing ideas 
that oriented their research were ones that troubled Boas.

One of these, cultural (or social) evolutionism, was a very old notion, 
based on an ancient metaphor of immanent growth and teleological de-
velopment, whose characteristic “method” was to create static rankings 
of culture traits according to the very theory they were trying to prove. It 
also had the tendency, to which Boas objected, to rank peoples culturally 
and morally according to this a priori scale, inevitably placing their own 
(our) “civilization” at the top. It was at best conjectural, highly subjective, 
and ethnocentric; at worst it was deeply demeaning to others as well as a 
poor way to understand history and culture. Boas found it theoretically and 
methodologically flawed and did not hesitate to say so, arguing against ac-
cepted opinion in a series of articles beginning in the 1880s. (In 1911 these 
and others were gathered into his first “book that changed men’s minds”:  
The Mind of Primitive Man.)
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The second major orienting idea of American proto-anthropology, and 
the basis of much public discourse, was racial determinism. This consisted 
of the notion that the peoples of the world can be grouped into definite and 
distinct biological categories called “races” on the basis of certain physical 
traits, and that “racial biology” can explain the behavior, character, and ac-
complishments of all peoples. This was a powerful idea, held for many dec-
ades in both the United States and Europe. It was backed by the researches 
of well-known physicians or amateur “ethnologists” who measured bodies 
and skulls. It conformed to the common wisdom and presumed everyday 
experience and it made a perfect fit for political policies of colonialism, 
segregation of and discrimination against the “Negroes” everywhere, and 
the exclusion of and rampant discrimination against immigrant groups, in-
cluding those from Eastern and Southern Europe and East Asia. (The term 
“race” was used for every grouping of people from “the human race” to 
sub-groups within single European states: Sicilian, Piedmontese, Bavarian 
and Prussian, Croat and Slovene, and Jews.)

Franz Boas dissented, and led the attack on racial determinism and its 
political correlates from the 1880s until the day of his death. He fought it 
in his teaching, research, scholarly works, in the popular press and other 
public forums, and through political organizations and private lobbying. 
At the beginning his was a lone voice; he was not joining an established 
movement. His research and writings about cultural evolution and race and 
racism were unique. Although he was certainly influenced by the doubts 
about race of pioneer German physician and anatomist Rudolf Virchow, and 
proto- anthropologist Theodor Waitz, the case he built through his research, 
and the synthesis he produced, drawing on many lines of evidence, was un-
paralleled. His was also a leading voice dissenting from the enthusiasm for 
eugenics, perhaps the earliest one from a scientist.

We must keep this background in mind in order to understand Boas’s 
critique of the “intellectual classes,” and the way that they are in the thrall 
of traditional, inherited ideas. His own scholarly and political life was a con-
stant battle against just such entrenched ideas and the academic and political 
elite who held them. He was aware of the “fetters” on his own thought, and 
always stressed the need to break free of them. Critical and rational think-
ing was one of the very highest values for Franz Boas, and he was always 
aware of the tendency for human beings to be led by emotion and tradition. 
Early in his career he seemed optimistic about the prospects for reason and 
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“scientific truth” to “change men’s minds,” but decades of hard experience 
taught him that the power of entrenched traditional ideas are at least as pow-
erful among the “intellectual classes” as in any “primitive tribe.”

When Franz Boas arrived in America as a young man, he was immediately 
recognized as a formidable scientist. His career began with a position as an 
editor of Science, the nation’s leading scientific journal, and he had contacts 
with the great contemporary figures of science, such as E. B. Tylor, Francis 
Galton, Karl Pearson, Rudolf Virchow, Alexander Graham Bell, J. W. Powell, J. 
M. Cattell, and G. Stanley Hall. He carried out research into linguistics, eth-
nology, folklore, and did innovative studies of the physical development of 
children. He was also a pioneer in the use of statistics.

Despite the resistance to his radical views he had become a major figure. 
In addition to gaining the acknowledgement of fellow scientists, he became 
a prominent “public intellectual,” speaking out on the issues of the day. This 
book derives from both dimensions of his life.

As the twenty-first century begins, the issues of the reality of biological 
race, racial determinism, and racism are still major subjects of both scholarly 
and political debate, with major consequences for society. Scientific papers 
arguing about the validity of Boas’s findings from his famous study, “Changes 
in bodily form of descendants of immigrants” (1910–1913), are still being 
published in 2003! The debate, with its obvious political implications, is 
being carried on in the New York Times as well as the American Anthropologist.

Eugenics and the perennial arguments over nature versus nurture have 
 become vital topics once again as a result of the explosion of work on the hu-
man genome and the genetics of health and disease. At the same time there is 
a new enthusiasm for the school of thought variously called “sociobiology”  
or “evolutionary psychology,” with its passion for universalistic  biological 
explanations of behavior. The tests of nature and nurture that Franz Boas 
called for have not been met to date, and the same cautions he sounded 
in this book still apply. Boas never said that environment was everything, 
and that biology counted for nothing. On the contrary, he understood that 
there had to be a universal biological human nature underlying culture and 
society. But he insisted on the recognition of the power of environment 
and learning, and reasonable evidence of biologically inherited behavior in 
humans.

Contrary to traditional well-worn myths, Franz Boas was not an ethical 
relativist, nor did he deny that humankind had made some progress. One 
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phenomenon that particularly concerned him was the growth of the sense 
of common humanity and fellow-feeling among peoples. He believed that 
there was a universal ethical code—other things being equal. He contended 
that peoples everywhere who live in “closed” and relatively homogeneous 
societies share a common set of ethical rules for the treatment of those they 
recognize as fellow members: “Thou shalt not kill, steal, deal harshly with 
thy neighbor; Thou shall love thy neighbor as thyself, etc.” But, he believed 
that those beyond the pale, outside of the small “moral community,” were 
feared, hated, and fair game for rejection, cheating, robbing, and killing.

He observed that one form of progress in social life had been the in-
cremental growth in the size and scope of these units through the ages, 
from the small village or tribe to the modern state, so that more and more 
 people came to be included in these moral communities. He believed that 
the eventual result, necessary and inevitable, would be a world federation: 
all humanity would become one moral community. But he also hoped it 
could be accomplished without losing the cultural variety, the diversity, that 
he saw as necessary for enjoyment of life and for cultural cross-fertilization 
and further development. Perhaps he was mistaken about the future; current 
trends are not very encouraging for those who share his vision. Perhaps 
his world federation would not actually result in the benign and humane 
world be hoped for. Who knows? But he certainly left us with a remarkable 
and original set of suggestions for the understanding of these major human 
problems.

HERBERT S. LEWIS
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Preface

In writing the present book I desired to show that some of the most firmly 
rooted opinions of our times appear from a wider point of view as preju-
dices, and that a knowledge of anthropology enables us to look with greater 
freedom at the problems confronting our civilization.

The social, political, and economic upheaval of the last few years has 
re- enforced my convictions. At the same time serious writers in America, 
 England, and Germany have been led by their devotion to conventional 
 ideals to support, by alleged scientific data, their views which are diametri-
cally opposed to those expressed here. The identity of race and nation, the 
superiority of the White race, the identification of absolute ethics with our 
modern code of behavior, the resistance to fundamental criticism of our 
civilization have had their eloquent advocates.

For this reason it seemed desirable to strengthen my arguments where 
they seemed open to attack. Fortunately, since the appearance of the first 
edition of this book, much serious work has been done, particularly in re-
gard to the relation between race and mental behavior. On this basis I have 
been able to give greater force to the discussion of the relation between race 
and culture. The chapter on Nationalism has been rewritten with reference 
to the books by Carlton Hayes and Waldemar Mitscherlich on Nationalism.  
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New observations have been utilized in the discussion of interracial rela-
tions, and in that of the stability of culture. New material has also been 
added to the final chapter in which a brief comparison between primitive 
culture and civilization is given.

Books that run counter to popular prejudices are liable to be disliked. 
Never theless I hope that this book may be read by many who disagree with 
its contents and that they may feel that an honest and conscientious attempt 
has been made to deal with the available data. If they should feel their con-
fidence in their own opinions shaken, and be ready to re-examine their 
viewpoints dispassionately and critically, my object will have been attained.

New York, February, 1932  
FRANZ BOAS



1
WHAT IS ANTHROPOLOGY?

Anthropology is often considered a collection of curious facts, telling about 
the peculiar appearance of exotic people and describing their strange cus-
toms and beliefs. It is looked upon as an entertaining diversion, apparently 
without any bearing upon the conduct of life of civilized communities.

This opinion is mistaken. More than that, I hope to demonstrate that a 
clear understanding of the principles of anthropology illuminates the social 
processes of our own times and may show us, if we are ready to listen to its 
teachings, what to do and what to avoid.

To prove my thesis I must explain briefly what anthropologists are trying 
to do.

It might appear that the domain of anthropology, of “the science of man,” 
is preoccupied by a whole array of sciences. The anthropologist who stud-
ies bodily form is confronted by the anatomist who has spent centuries in 
researches on the gross form and minute structure of the human body. The 
physiologist and the psychologist devote themselves to inquiries into the 
functioning of body and mind. Is there, then, any justification for the an-
thropologist to claim that he can add to our fund of knowledge?

There is a difference between the work of the anthropologist and that of 
the anatomist, physiologist, and psychologist. They deal primarily with the 
typical form and function of the human body and mind. Minor differences 
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such as appear in any series of individuals are either disregarded or consid-
ered as peculiarities without particular significance for the type, although 
sometimes suggestive of its rise from lower forms. The interest centers al-
ways in the individual as a type, and in the significance of his appearance 
and functions from a morphological, physiological or psychological point 
of view.

To the anthropologist, on the contrary, the individual appears important 
only as a member of a racial or a social group. The distribution and range of 
differences between individuals, and the characteristics as determined by the 
group to which each individual belongs are the phenomena to be investi-
gated. The distribution of anatomical features, of physiological functions and 
of mental reactions are the subject matter of anthropological studies.

It might be said that anthropology is not a single science, for the an-
thropologist presupposes a knowledge of individual anatomy, physiology 
and psychology, and applies this knowledge to groups. Every one of these 
sciences may be and is being studied from an anthropological point of view.

The group, not the individual, is always the primary concern of the an-
thropologist. We may investigate a racial or social group in regard to the dis-
tribution of size of body as measured by weight and stature. The individual 
is important only as a member of the group, for we are interested in the fac-
tors that determine the distribution of forms or functions in the group. The 
physiologist may study the effect of strenuous exercise upon the function of 
the heart. The anthropologist accepts these data and investigates a group in 
which the general conditions of life make for strenuous exercise. He is in-
terested in their effect upon the distribution of form, function and behavior 
among the individuals composing the group or upon the group as a whole.

The individual develops and acts as a member of a racial or a social group. 
His bodily form is determined by his ancestry and by the conditions under 
which he lives. The functions of the body, while controlled by bodily build, 
depend upon external conditions. If the people live by choice or necessity 
on an exclusive meat diet, their bodily functions will differ from those of 
other groups of the same build that live on a purely vegetable diet; or, con-
versely, different racial groups that are nourished in the same way may show 
a certain parallelism in physiological behavior.

Many examples can be given showing that people of essentially the same 
descent behave differently in different types of social setting. The mental 
reactions of the Indians of the western plateaus, a people of simple culture, 
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differ from those of the ancient Mexicans, a people of the same race, but of 
more complex organization. The European peasants differ from the inhab-
itants of large cities; the American-born descendants of immigrants differ 
from their European ancestors; the Norse Viking from the Norwegian farmer 
in the northwestern States; the Roman republican from his degenerate de-
scendants of the imperial period; the Russian peasant before the present 
revolution from the same peasant after the revolution.

The phenomena of anatomy, physiology and psychology are amenable to 
an individual, nonanthropological treatment, because it seems theoretically 
possible to isolate the individual and to formulate the problems of the varia-
tion of form and function in such a way that the social or racial factor is ap-
parently excluded. This is quite impossible in all basically social phenomena, 
such as economic life, social organization of a group, religious ideas and art.

The psychologist may try to investigate the mental processes of artistic 
creation. Although the processes may be fundamentally the same every-
where, the very act of creation implies that we are not dealing with the artist 
alone as a creator but also with his reaction to the culture in which he lives 
and that of his fellows to the work he has created.

The economist who tries to unravel economic processes must operate with 
the social group, not with individuals. The same may be said of the student 
of social organization. It is possible to treat social organization from a purely 
formal point of view, to demonstrate by careful analysis the fundamental 
concepts underlying it. For the anthropologist this is the starting point for a 
consideration of the dynamic effects of such organization as manifested in 
the life of the individual and of the group.

The student of linguistics may investigate the “norm” of linguistic expres-
sion at a given time and the mechanical processes that give rise to phonetic 
changes; the psychological attitude expressed in language; and the con-
ditions that bring about changes of meaning. The anthropologist is more 
deeply interested in the social aspect of the linguistic phenomenon, in lan-
guage as a means of communication and in the interrelation between lan-
guage and culture.

In short, when discussing the reactions of the individual to his fellows 
we are compelled to concentrate our attention upon the society in which he 
lives. We cannot treat the individual as an isolated unit. He must be studied 
in his social setting, and the question is relevant whether generalizations are 
possible by which a functional relation between generalized social data and 
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the form and expression of individual life can be discovered; in other words, 
whether any generally valid laws exist that govern the life of society.

A scientific inquiry of this type is concerned only with the interrelations 
between the observed phenomena, in the same way as physics and chemis-
try are interested in the forms of equilibrium and movement of matter, as 
they appear to our senses. The question of the usefulness of the knowledge 
gained is entirely irrelevant. The interest of the physicist and chemist centers 
in the development of a complete understanding of the intricacies of the 
outer world. A discovery has value only from the point of view of shedding 
new light upon the general problems of these sciences. The applicability of 
experience to technical problems does not concern the physicist. What may 
be of greatest value in our practical life does not need to be of any interest 
to him, and what is of no value in our daily occupations may to him be of 
fundamental value. The only valuation of discoveries that can be admitted by 
pure science is their significance in the solution of general abstract problems.

While this standpoint of pure science is applicable also to social phenom-
ena, it is easily recognized that these concern our own selves much more 
immediately, for almost every anthropological problem touches our most 
intimate life.

The course of development of a group of children depends upon their 
racial descent, the economic condition of their parents and their general 
well-being. A knowledge of the interaction of these factors may give us the 
power to control growth and to secure the best possible conditions of life for 
the group. All vital and social statistics are so intimately related to policies to 
be adopted or to be discarded that it is not quite easy to see that the interest 
in our problems, when considered from a purely scientific point of view, is 
not related to the practical values that we ascribe to the results.

It is the object of the following pages to discuss problems of modern life 
in the light of the results of anthropological studies carried on from a purely 
analytical point of view.

For this purpose it will be necessary to gain clarity in regard to two fun-
damental concepts: race and stability of culture. These will be discussed in 
their proper places.



2
THE PROBLEM OF RACE

In the present cultural conditions of mankind we observe, or observed at 
least until very recent time, a cleavage of cultural forms according to racial 
types. The contrast between European and East Asiatic civilizations was strik-
ing, until the Japanese began to introduce European patterns. Still greater ap-
peared the contrasts between Europeans, native Australians, African Negroes 
and American Indians. It is, therefore, but natural that much thought has 
been given to the problem of the interrelation between race and culture. Even 
in Europe are found striking cultural differences between North Europeans 
and people of the Mediterranean, between West and East Europeans, and 
these are correlated with differences in physical appearance. This explains 
why numberless books and essays have been and are being written based on 
the assumption that each race has its own mental character determining its 
cultural or social behavior. In America particularly, fears are being expressed 
of the effects of intermixture of races, of a modification or deterioration of 
national character on account of the influx of new types into the population 
of our country, and policies of controlling the growth of the population are 
being proposed and laws based on these assumptions have been enacted.

In Melanesia the conflict of races finds expression in another way. In cases 
of intermarriages between a White man and a native woman the widow is 
liable to lose both the property left by her husband and the control of her 
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children, and she is compelled, even if well educated, either to starve or to 
marry a native and to resume native life. This has happened even when the 
husband willed his property to his wife.

In South Africa the economic needs of natives and Whites have created 
sharp conflicts. A law was passed reserving certain districts exclusively for 
Whites, others exclusively for natives. The immediate result of this action has 
been that the natives were driven out by force from the White reservations, 
while the Whites who had settled in native reservations refused to go. The 
general policy of the Boers has been an attempt to suppress and exploit the 
native population.

The differences of cultural outlook and of bodily appearance have given 
rise to antagonisms that are rationalized as due to instinctive racial antipathies.

There is little clarity in regard to the term “race.” We know only pop-
ulations and we have to determine in how far population (or local race) 
and race are identical or distinct. When we speak of racial characteristics 
we mean those traits that are determined by heredity in each race and in 
which all members of the race participate. Comparing the color of skin, eyes 
and hair of Swedes and Negroes, slight pigmentation is a hereditary racial 
characteristic of the Swede, deep pigmentation of the Negro. The straight 
or wavy hair of the Swede, the frizzly hair of the Negro, the narrowness 
and elevation of the nose among the Swedes, its width and flatness among 
the Negroes, all these are hereditary racial traits because practically all the 
Swedes have the one group of characteristics, all the Negroes the other.

In other respects it is not so easy to define racial traits. Anatomists cannot 
with certainty differentiate between the brains of a Swede and of a Negro. 
The brains of individuals of each group vary so much in form that it is often 
difficult to say, if we have no other criteria, whether a certain brain belongs 
to a Swede or to a Negro.

The nearer two populations are related the more traits they will have in 
common. A knowledge of all the bodily traits of a particular individual from 
Denmark does not enable us to identify him as a Dane. If he is tall, blond, 
blue-eyed, long-headed and so on he might as well be a Swede. We also find 
individuals of the same bodily form in Germany, in France and we may even 
find them in Italy. Identification of an individual as a member of a definite 
population (or local race) is not possible.

Whenever these conditions prevail, we cannot speak of racial heredity. In 
a strict sense the identification of a population as a race would require that 
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all the members of the population partake of certain traits,—such as the hair, 
pigmentation and nose form of the Negro, as compared to the correspond-
ing features among the North European. When only some members of each 
population have such distinguishing traits, while others are, in regard to their 
outer appearance or functioning, alike, then these traits are no longer true 
racial characteristics. Their significance is the less, the greater the number of 
individuals of each population that in regard to the feature in question may 
be matched. North Italians are round-headed, Scandinavians long-headed. 
Still, so many different forms are represented in either series, and other bod-
ily forms are so much alike that it would be impossible to claim that an indi-
vidual selected at random must be a North Italian or a Scandinavian. Extreme 
forms in which the local characteristics are most pronounced might be iden-
tified with a fair degree of probability, but inter mediate forms might belong 
to either group. The bodily traits of the two groups are not racial character-
istics in the strict sense of the term. Although it is possible to describe the 
most common types of these groups by certain metric and descriptive traits, 
not all the members of the groups conform to them.

The bodily forms of Italians may serve as an example. The two most 
strongly contrasting types in Italy are the Piemontese and the Sardinians. We 
have records of the head forms, stature and hair color of these two groups. 
If I should assign, according to these three traits, individuals belonging to 
two identical populations entirely by chance to the one or the other I should 
err 125 times in 1,000 attempts. If I should have to decide whether they 
are Piemontese or Sardinians I should err 43 times in 1,000 attempts. Not-
withstanding the great differences between the two groups the certainty of 
assignment is only one third of that of a chance assignment.

We are easily misled by general impressions. Most of the Swedes are blond, 
blue-eyed, tall and long-headed. This causes us to formulate in our minds 
the ideal of a Swede and we forget the variations that occur in Scandinavia. If 
we talk of a Sicilian we think of a swarthy, short person, with dark eyes and 
dark hair. Individuals differing from this type are not in our mind when we 
think of a “typical” Sicilian. The more uniform a people the more strongly 
are we impressed by the “type.” Every country impresses us as inhabited by 
a certain type, the traits of which are determined by the most frequently 
occurring forms. This, however, does not tell us anything in regard to its 
hereditary composition and the range of its variations. The “type” is formed 
quite subjectively on the basis of our everyday experience.
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We must also remember that the “type” is more or less an abstraction. 
The characteristic traits are found rarely combined in one and the same 
individual, although their frequency in the mass of the population induces 
us to imagine a typical individual in which all these traits appear combined.

The subjective value of the “type” appears also from the following con-
sideration. Suppose a Swede, from a region in which blondness, blue eyes, 
tall stature prevail in almost the whole population, should visit Scotland and 
express his experiences naïvely. He would say that there are many individuals 
of Swedish type, but that besides this another type inhabits the country, of 
dark complexion, dark hair and eyes, but tall and long-headed. The popu-
lation would seem to represent two types, not that biologically the proof 
would have been given of race mixture; it would merely be an expression 
due to earlier experiences. The unfamiliar type stands out as something new 
and the inclination prevails to consider the new type as racially distinct. Con-
versely, a Scotchman who visits Sweden would be struck by the similarity 
between most Swedes and the blond Scotch, and he would say that there is 
a very large number of the blond Scotch with whom he is familiar, without 
reaching the conclusion that his own type is mixed.

We speak of racial types in a similar way. When we see American Indi-
ans we recognize some as looking like Asiatics, others like East Europeans, 
still others are said to be of a Jewish cast. We classify the variety of forms 
according to our previous experiences and we are inclined to consider the 
divergent forms that are well established in our consciousness as pure types, 
particularly if they appear as extreme forms.

Thus the North European blond and the Armenian with his high nose 
and his remarkably high head which, when seen in profile, rises abruptly 
without a backward bulge, from the nape of the neck, appear as pure types.

Biologically speaking, this is an unjustifiable assumption. Extreme forms 
are not necessarily pure racial types. We do not know how much their de-
scendants may vary among themselves and what their ancestry may have 
been. Even if it were shown that the extreme types were of homogene-
ous descent, this would not prove that the intermediate types might not be 
equally homogeneous.

It is well to remember that heredity means the transmission of anatom-
ical and functional characteristics from ancestor to offspring. A population 
consists of many family lines whose descent from common ancestors cannot 
be proved.
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The children of each couple represent the hereditarily transmitted qualities 
of their ancestors. Such a group of brothers and sisters is called a fraternity.

Not all the members of a fraternity are alike. They scatter around a certain 
middle value. If the typical distribution of forms in all the groups of brothers 
and sisters that constitute the population were alike, then we could talk of 
racial heredity, for each fraternity would represent the racial characteristics. 
We cannot speak of racial heredity if the fraternities are different, so that the 
distribution of forms in one family is different from that found in another 
one.

In this case the fraternities represent distinctive hereditary family lines. 
Actually in all the known populations the single family lines as represented 
by fraternities show a considerable amount of variation which indicates that 
the hereditary characteristics of the families are not the same, a result that 
may be expected whenever the ancestors have distinct or separable heritable 
characteristics. In addition to this we may observe that a fraternity found in 
one race may be duplicated by another one in another race; in other words, 
that the hereditary characteristics found in one race may not belong to it 
exclusively, but may belong also to other races.

This may be illustrated by an extreme case. If I wish to know “the type” of 
the New Yorker, I may not pick out any one particular family and claim that 
it is a good representative of the type. I might happen to select a family of 
pure English descent; and I might happen to strike an Irish, Italian, Jewish, 
German, Armenian or Negro family. All these types are so different and, if 
inbred, continue their types so consistently that none of them can possibly 
be taken as a representative New Yorker. Conditions in France are similar.  
I cannot select at random a French family and consider its members as typi-
cal of France. They may be blond Northwest Europeans, darker Central Euro-
peans or of Mediterranean type. In New York as well as in France the family 
lines are so diverse that there is no racial unity and no racial heredity.

Matters are different in old, inbred communities. If a number of fami-
lies have intermarried for centuries without appreciable addition of foreign 
blood they will all be closely related and the same ancestral traits will appear 
in all the families. Brothers and sisters in any one family may be quite unlike 
among themselves, but all the family lines will have considerable likeness. It 
is much more feasible to obtain an impression of the general character of the 
population by examining a single family than in the preceding cases, and a 
few families would give us a good picture of the whole group. Conditions of 
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this type prevail among the landowners in small European villages. They are 
found in the high nobility of Europe and also among some isolated tribes. 
The Eskimos of North Greenland, for instance, have been isolated for cen-
turies. Their number can never have exceeded a few hundred. There are no 
rigid rules prescribing marriages between relatives, so that we may expect 
that unions were largely dictated by chance. The ancestors of the tribe were 
presumably a small number of families who happened to settle there and 
whose blood flows in the veins of all the members of the present generation. 
The people all bear a considerable likeness, but unfortunately we do not 
know in how far the family lines are alike.

We have information of this kind from one of the isolated Tennessee val-
leys in which people have intermarried among themselves for a century. The 
family lines in this community are very much alike.

In cases of this kind it does not matter whether the ancestry is homoge-
neous or belongs to quite distinct races. As long as there is continued in-
breeding the family lines will become alike. The differences of racial descent 
will rather appear in the differences between brothers and sisters, some of 
whom will lean towards one of the ancestral strains, others to the other. The 
distribution of different racial forms in all the various families will be the 
more the same, the longer the inbreeding without selection continues. We 
have a few examples of this kind. The Bastaards of South Africa, largely an old 
mixture of Dutch and Hottentot, and the Chippewa of eastern Canada, de-
scendants of French and Indians, the mixed blood of Kisar, one of the islands 
of the Malay archipelago, descendants of Dutch and Malay, are inbred com-
munities. Accordingly, the family lines among them are quite similar, while 
the brothers and sisters in each family differ strongly among themselves.

In modern society, particularly in cities, conditions are not favorable to in-
breeding. The larger the area inhabited by a people, the denser and the more 
mobile the population, the less are the families inbred and the more may we 
expect very diverse types of family lines.

The truth of this statement may readily be demonstrated. Notwithstand-
ing the apparent homogeneity of the Swedish nation, there are many differ-
ent family lines represented. Many are “typical” blond Swedes, but in other 
families dark hair and brown eyes are hereditary. The range of hereditary 
forms is considerable.

It has been stated before that many individuals of Swedish type may 
be duplicated in neighboring countries. The same is true of family lines.  
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It would not be difficult to find in Denmark, Germany, Holland or northern 
France families that might apparently just as well be Swedes; or in Sweden 
families that might as well be French or German.

This may be interpreted in one of two ways. It may be that the Swedish, 
German, Dutch, and northern French types are each of homogeneous ances-
try but so variable that similar lines occur in all the groups; or the variations 
may be due to an intermingling of fundamentally different racial types, each 
of which is quite stable.

If we assume the former alternative we must say that the hereditary char-
acteristics are not “racially” determined, but belong to family lines that oc-
cur in all these local groups. In this case the term “racial heredity” loses its 
meaning. We can speak solely of “heredity in family lines.”

We may also assume that the population has originated through a mixture 
of distinct types. We have seen that our concept of types is based on subjec-
tive experience. On account of the preponderance of “typical” Swedes we 
are inclined to consider all those of different type as not belonging to the 
racial type, as foreign admixtures. There is a somewhat distinct type in Swe-
den in the old mining districts which were first worked by Walloons and it 
is more than probable that the greater darkness of complexion in this region 
is due to the influx of Walloon blood. We are very ready to explain every 
deviation from a type in this way. In many cases this is undoubtedly correct, 
for intermingling of distinct types of people has been going on for thou-
sands of years; but we do not know to what extent a type may vary when no 
admixture of foreign blood has occurred. The experience of animal breeders 
proves that even with intensive inbreeding of pure stock there always re-
mains a considerable amount of variation between individuals. We have no 
evidence to show to what extent variations of this kind might develop in a 
pure human race and it is not probable that satisfactory evidence will ever be 
forthcoming, because we have no pure races.

Even with the most intense amount of inbreeding and the most uniform 
characteristics of ancestors we must always expect a certain amount of vari-
ation of family lines, because the heritable characteristics are separable. Cer-
tain heritable forms may occur in one group of offspring, others in another. 
Uniformity could result only if all the traits of the ancestors were absolute 
units, unable to split up, a condition that does not occur in man.

To give an example: skin color may depend upon peculiar heritable char-
acteristics in such a way that if the structure of the fertilized ovum varies in 
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one direction pigmentation may be darker than if it varies in another direc-
tion. Then the members of the fraternity developing from these ova would 
vary in heritable skin color and the family lines established by them would 
differ, because the heritable character has been separated into distinct lines.

The history of the human races, as far as we can follow it, shows us man-
kind constantly on the move; people from eastern Asia migrating to Europe; 
those of western and central Asia invading southern Asia; North Europeans 
sweeping over Mediterranean countries; Central Africans extending their 
territories over almost the whole of South Africa; people from Alaska spread-
ing to northern Mexico or vice versa; South Americans settling almost over 
the whole eastern part of the continent here and there; the Malay extending 
their migrations westward to Madagascar and eastward far over the Pacific 
Ocean—in short, from earliest times on we have a picture of continued 
movements, and with it of mixtures of diverse peoples.

It may well be that the lack of clean-cut geographical and biological lines 
between populations of different areas, even between the principal races 
of man is entirely due to these circumstances. The conditions are quite like 
those found in the animal world. Local races of remote districts may readily 
be recognized, but in many cases they are united by intermediate forms.

The assumption that each population consists of a mixture of racial types 
has led to the attempt to analyse it and to discover its component racial 
elements. In populations as similar as those of Europe, and without an inti-
mate knowledge of the degree of morphologic stability of traits and of the 
detailed laws of heredity, types can be segregated only according to a purely 
subjective evaluation of traits. The effects of everyday experience in the es-
tablishment of types has been pointed out before. In the numerous attempts 
at such analysis pigmentation, form of hair, head, nose, and face, bodily 
build have been utilized, but no proof has ever been given that these may be 
genetically valid types and that the population is actually derived from such 
artificially constructed pure types. Even blue eyes, an apparently genetically 
fixed character, may have developed independently among various types due 
to the effect of domestication of man, as it has developed in many species 
of domesticated animals. In modern, mixed populations derived from fun-
damentally distinct races, like the Eurasians, Mulattoes, Zambos or Ameri-
can Mestizos we know the component elements and their influences can be 
studied in the family lines of the mixed population. If, conversely, we were 
required to reconstruct from the mixed population the unknown distinct 
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types from which it is derived, we might be entirely misled in regard to their 
characteristic features. The establishment of “pure ancestral races” by means 
of analysis of populations is a venturous undertaking.

We have seen that on account of the lack of sharp distinctions between 
neighboring populations it happens that apparently identical family lines oc-
cur in both, and that an individual in one may resemble in bodily form an 
individual in another. Notwithstanding their resemblance it can be demon-
strated that they are not by any means genetically equivalent, for when we 
compare their children they will be found to revert more or less to the type 
of the population to which the parents belong. To give an example: the Bohe-
mians have, on the average, round heads, the Swedes long heads. Nevertheless 
it is possible to find among both populations parents that have the same head 
forms. The selected group among the Swedes will naturally be more round-
headed than the average Swede, and the selected Bohemians will be more 
long-headed than the average Bohemian. The children of the selected group 
of Swedes are found to be more long-headed than their parents, those of the 
selected group of Bohemians more short-headed than their parents.

The cause of this is not difficult to understand. If we pick out short-headed 
individuals among the Swedes, short-headedness may be an individual 
non-hereditary trait. Furthermore the general run of their relatives will be 
similar to the long-headed Swedish type and since the form of the offspring 
depends not only upon the parent, but also upon the characteristics of his 
whole family line, at least of his four grandparents, a reversion to the general 
population may be expected. The same is true among the Bohemians.

We must conclude that individuals of the same bodily appearance, if 
sprung from populations of distinct type, are genetically not necessarily the 
same. For this reason it is quite unjustifiable to select from a population a 
certain type and claim that it is identical with the corresponding type of an-
other population. Each individual must be studied as a member of the group 
from which he has sprung. We may not assume that the round-headed or 
brunette individuals in Denmark are identical with the corresponding forms 
from Switzerland. Even if no anatomical differences between two series of 
such individuals are discernible they represent genetically distinctive strains. 
Identity can occur in exceptional individuals only.

If we were to select a group of tall, blond Sicilians, men and women, who 
marry among themselves, we must expect that their offspring in later gen-
erations will revert more or less to the Sicilian type, and, conversely, if we 
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select a group of brunette, brown-eyed Swedes, their offspring will revert 
more or less to the blond, blue-eyed Swedish type.

We have spoken so far only of the hereditary conditions of stable races. We 
imply by the term racial heredity that the composition of succeeding gen-
erations is identical. When one generation dies, the next one is assumed 
to represent the same type of population. This can be true only if random 
matings, due to chance only, occur in each generation. If in the first genera-
tion there was a random selection of mates the same condition must prevail 
in the following generations. Any preferential mating, any selective change 
brought about by differential mortality or fertility, or by migration, must 
modify the genetic composition of the group.

For these reasons none of our modern populations is stable from a hered-
itary point of view. The heterogeneous family lines in a population that has 
originated through migration will gradually become more homogeneous, if 
the descendants continue to reside in the same spot. In our cities and mixed 
farming communities, on account of changes in selective mating, constant 
changes in the hereditary composition are going on, even after immigration 
has ceased. Local inbreeding produces local types; avoidance of marriages 
between near relatives favors increasing likeness of all the family lines con-
stituting the population; favored or prescribed cousin marriages which are 
customary among many tribes establish separate family types and increase in 
this sense the heterogeneity of the population.

Another question presents itself. We have considered only the hereditary sta-
bility of genetic lines. We must ask ourselves also whether environmental 
conditions exert an influence over races.

It is quite obvious that the forms of lower organisms are subject to 
environ mental influences. Plants taken from low altitudes to high mountains 
develop short stems; leaves of semi-aquatic plants growing under water have 
a form differing from that of their subaërial leaves. Cultivated plants trans-
form their stamens into petals. Plants may be dwarfed or stimulated in their 
growth by appropriate treatment. Each plant is so organized that it develops 
a certain form under given environmental conditions. Microörganisms differ 
so much in different environmental settings that it is often difficult to estab-
lish their specific identity.

The question arises whether the same kind of variability occurs in higher 
organisms. The general impression is that their forms are determined by 
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 heredity, not by environment. The young of a greyhound is a greyhound, 
that of a shorthorn a shorthorn, that of a Norway rat a Norway rat. The child 
of a European is European in type, that of a Chinaman of Mongolic type, that 
of an African Negro a Negro.

Nevertheless detailed study shows that the form and size of the body are 
not entirely shaped by heredity. Records of stature that date back to the mid-
dle of the past century show that in almost all countries of Europe the av-
erage statures have increased by more than an inch. It is true, this is not a 
satisfactory proof of an actual change, because improvement in public health 
has changed the composition of the populations, and although it is not likely 
that this should be the cause of an increase in stature, it is conceivable. A bet-
ter proof is found in the change of stature among descendants of Europeans 
who settle in America. In this case it has been shown that in many nationali-
ties the children are taller than their own parents, presumably on account of 
more favorable conditions of life.

It has also been observed that the forms of the body are influenced by 
occupation. The hand of a person who has to do heavy manual labor differs 
from that of a musician who develops the independence of all the muscles of 
his hand. The proportions and forms of the limbs are influenced by habitual 
posture and use. The legs of the oriental who squats flat on the ground are 
somewhat modified by this habit.

Other modifications cannot be explained by better nutrition or by the use 
of the muscles. Forms of the head and face are not quite stable, but are in some 
way influenced by the environment in which the people live, so that after a 
migration into a new environment the child will not be quite like the parent.

All the observed changes are slight and do not modify the essential char-
acter of the hereditary forms. Still they are not negligible. We do not know 
how great the modifications may be that ultimately result from such changes, 
nor have we any evidence that the changes would persist if the people were 
taken back to their old environment. Although a Negro will never become a 
European, it is not impossible that some of the minor differences between 
European populations may be due to environment rather than to heredity.

So far we have discussed solely the anatomical forms of races with a view 
of gaining a clearer understanding of what we mean by the term race. It may 
be well to repeat the principal result of our discussion.

We have found that the term “racial heredity” is strictly applicable only 
when all the individuals of a race participate in certain anatomical features. 
In each race taken as a whole the family lines differ appreciably in their 
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hereditary traits. The distribution of family lines is such that a considerable 
number of lines similar or even identical in one or many respects occur in 
contiguous territories. The vague impression of “types,” abstracted from our 
everyday experience, does not prove that these are biologically distinct races, 
and the inference that various populations are composed of individuals be-
longing to various races is subjectively intelligible, objectively unproved. It 
is particularly not admissible to identify types apparently identical that occur 
in populations of different composition. Each individual can be understood 
only as a member of his group.

These considerations seem necessary, because they clear up the vagueness 
of the term “race” as usually applied. When we speak of heredity we are 
ordinarily concerned with family lines, not with races. The hereditary traits 
of families constituting the most homogeneous population differ very much 
among themselves and they are not sharply set off from neighboring popu-
lations that may give a quite distinctive impression.

The relation of racial types may be looked at in another way. It may be 
granted that in closely related types the identification of an individual as a 
member of each type cannot be made with any degree of certainty. Never-
theless the distribution of individuals and of family lines in the various races 
differs. When we select among the Europeans a group with large brains, their 
frequency will be relatively high, while among the Negroes the frequency 
of occurrence of the corresponding group will be low. If, for instance, there 
are 50 per cent of a European population who have a brain weight of more 
than, let us say, 1,500 grams, there may be only 20 per cent of Negroes of 
the same class. Therefore 30 per cent of the large-brained Europeans cannot 
be matched by any corresponding group of Negroes.

It is justifiable to compare races from this point of view, as long as we 
avoid an application of our results to individuals.

On general biological grounds it is important to know whether any one 
of the human races is, in regard to form or function, further removed from 
the ancestral animal form than another, whether the races can be arranged 
in an ascending series. Although we do not know the ancestral form with 
any degree of certainty, some of its characteristics can be inferred by a com-
parison of the anatomical forms of man and of the apes. Single traits can 
be brought into ascending series in which the racial forms differ more and 
more from animal forms, but the arrangement is a different one for each 
independent trait.
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The ancestral form had a flat nose. Bushmen, Negroes and Australians have 
flat, broad noses. Mongoloids, Europeans and particularly Armenians have 
narrow, prominent noses. They are in this sense farthest removed from the 
animal forms.

Apes have narrow lips. The lips of the Whites are thin, those of many 
Mongoloid types are fuller. The Negroes have the thickest, most excessively 
“human” lips.

The hair coat of apes is moderately strong. Among human races the Aus-
tralians, Europeans and a few scattered tribes among other races have the 
amplest body hair; Mongols have the least.

Similar remarks may be made in regard to the forms of the foot, of the spi-
nal column, of the proportions of the limbs. The order of the degree to which 
human races differ from animals is not the same in regard to these traits.

Particular stress has been laid on the size of the brain, which also differs in 
various races. Setting aside the pygmy Bushmen and other very small races, 
the Negroid races have smaller brains than the Mongoloids, and these in 
general smaller ones than the Europeans, although some Mongoloid types, 
like the Eskimo, exceed in size of the brain many European groups.

The brain in each race is very variable in size and the “overlapping” of 
individuals in the races is marked. It is not possible to identify an individual 
as a Negro or White according to the size and form of the brain, but serially 
the Negro brain is less extremely human than that of the White.

We are apt to identify the size of the brain with its functioning. This is 
true to a limited extent only. Among the higher mammals the proportion-
ate size of the brain is larger in animals that have greater intelligence; but 
size alone is not an adequate criterion. Complexity of structure is much 
more important than mere size. Some birds have brains much larger pro-
portionately than those of the higher mammals without evidencing supe-
rior intelligence.

The size of the brain is measured by its weight which does not depend 
upon the nerve cells and fibers alone, but includes a large amount of material 
that is not directly relevant for the functioning of the central nervous system.

Superior intelligence in man is in a way related to size of the brain. Micro-
cephalic individuals whose brains remain considerably under normal size 
are mentally defective, but an individual with an exceptionally large brain 
is not necessarily a genius. There are many causes that affect the size of the 
brain. The larger the body, the larger the brain. Therefore well-nourished 



THE PROBLEM OF RACE18

people who have a larger bulk of body than those poorly nourished have 
larger brains, not because their brains are structurally more highly devel-
oped, but because the larger bulk is a characteristic feature of the entire 
bodily form. Eminent people belong generally to the better nourished class 
and the cause of the greater brain is, therefore, uncertain. The variation in 
the size of the brain of eminent men is also very considerable, some falling 
way beneath the norm.

The real problem to be solved is the relation between the structure of the 
brain and its function. The correlation between gross structure in the races 
of man and function is so slight that no safe inferences may be drawn on 
the basis of the slight differences between races which are of such character 
that up to this time the racial identification of a brain is impossible, except 
in so far as elongated and rounded heads, high and low heads and similar 
gross forms may be distinguished which do not seem to have any relation to 
minute structure or function. At least it has never been proved to exist and it 
does not seem likely that there is any kind of intimate relation.

The differences between races are so small that they lie within the narrow 
range in the limits of which all forms may function equally well. We cannot 
say that the ratio of inadequate brains and nervous systems, that function 
noticeably worse than the norm, is the same in every race, nor that those of 
rare excellence are equally frequent. It is not improbable that such differ-
ences may exist in the same way as we find different ranges of adjustability 
in other organs.

If the anatomical structure of the brain is a doubtful indication of mental 
excellence, this is still more the case with differences in other parts of the 
body. So far as we can judge, the form of the foot and the slight development 
of the calves of the Negro; the prominence of his teeth and the size of his 
lips; the heaviness of the face of the Mongol; or the difference in degree of 
pigmentation of the races have no relation to mentality. At least every attempt 
to prove such relation has failed.

In any attempt to place the human races in an evolutionary series we 
must also remember that modern races are not wild but domesticated forms. 
In regard to nutrition and artificial protection the mode of life of man is 
like that of domesticated animals. The artificial modification of food by the 
use of fire and the invention of tools were the steps that brought about  
the self-domestication of man. Both belong to a very early period, to a time 
before the last extensive glaciation of Europe. Man must be considered the 
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oldest domesticated form. The most characteristic features of human races 
bear evidence of this. The loss of pigmentation in the blond, blue-eyed races; 
the blackness of the hair of the Negro are traits that do not occur in any wild 
mammal form. Exceptions are the blackness of the hair coat of the black pan-
ther, of the black bear and of the subterranean mole. The frizzliness of the 
Negro hair and the curliness of the hair of other races, the long hair of the 
head, do not occur in wild mammals. The permanence rather than period-
icity of the sexual functions and of the female breast; the anomalies of sexual 
behavior are in most cases characteristics of domesticated animals. The kind 
of domestication of man is like that of the animals raised by primitive tribes 
that do not breed certain strains by selection. Nevertheless, forms differing 
from the wild forms develop in their herds.

Some of the traits of man that might be considered as indicating a lower 
evolutionary stage may as well be due to domestication. Reduction or un-
usual lengthening of the face occur. The excessive reduction of the face in 
some White types and the elongation of the mouth parts of the Negro may 
be due to this cause. It may be a secondary development from an interme-
diate form. The brain of domesticated forms is generally smaller than that 
of wild forms. In exceptional cases it may be larger. Pygmy forms and giants 
develop in domestication. The so-called “primitive traits” of races are not 
necessarily indications of an early arrest. They may be later acquisitions sta-
bilized in domestication.

All this, however, has little to do with the biologically determined mental-
ity of races, which is often assumed to be the basis of social behavior. Mental 
behavior is closely related to the physiological functioning of the body and 
the problem may be formulated as an investigation of the functioning of the 
body, in the widest sense of the term “functioning.”

We have seen that the description of the anatomical traits of a race in 
general terms involves a faulty generalization based on the impression made 
by the majority of individuals. This is no less true in regard to the functions, 
and particularly the mental functions, of a population. Our characterization 
of the mentality of a people is merely a conceptualization of those traits 
that are found in a large number of individuals and that are, for this reason, 
impressive. In another population other traits impress themselves upon the 
mind and are conceptualized. This does not prove that, if in a third popula-
tion both types are found, its functional behavior is due to a mixed origin. 
The objective value of generalizations of this type is not self-evident, because 
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they are merely the result of the subjective construction of types, the wide 
variability of which is disregarded.

Actually the functions exhibited by a whole race can be defined as hered-
itary even less than its anatomical traits, because individually and in family 
lines the variations are so great that not all the members of the race react alike.

When the body has completed its growth its features remain the same for 
a considerable length of time,—until the changes due to old age set in. It 
does not matter at what time we examine the body, the results will always be 
nearly the same. Fluctuations of weight, of the amount of fat, of muscle do 
occur, but these are comparatively slight, and under normal conditions of 
health, nutrition and exercise, insignificant until senility sets in.

It is different with the functions of the body. The heart beat depends upon 
transient conditions. In sleep it is slow; in waking, during meals, during 
exercise more rapid. The range of the number of heart beats for the indi-
vidual is very wide. The condition of our digestive tract depends upon the 
amount and kind of food present; our eyes act differently in intense light and 
in darkness. The variation in the functions of an individual is considerable. 
Furthermore, the individuals constituting a population do not all function 
in the same way. Variability, which in regard to anatomical traits has only 
one source, namely, the differences between individuals, has in physiologi-
cal functions an added source, the different behavior of the individual at dif-
ferent times. It is, therefore, not surprising that functionally the individuals 
composing a population exhibit a considerable variability.

The average values expressing the functioning of various races living un-
der the same conditions are not the same, but the differences are not great 
as compared to the variations that occur in each racial group. Investigations 
of the functioning of the same sense organs of various races, such as Whites, 
Indians, Filipinos and people of New Guinea, indicate that their sensitive-
ness is very much the same. The popular belief in an unusual keenness of 
eyesight or hearing of primitive people is not corroborated by careful obser-
vations. The impression is due to the training of their power of observation 
which is directed to phenomena with which we are not familiar. Differences 
that may be significant have been found in the basal metabolism of Mongols 
and Whites, but these are contradicted by observations made on natives of 
Yucatan. While East Asiatics, residents of the United States, showed on the 
average a low value of basal metabolism that of the Yucatec in Yucatan was 
high. There are probably differences between Whites and Negroes in the 
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functioning of the digestive tract and of the skin. Much remains to be done 
in the study of physiological functions of different races before we can de-
termine the quantitative differences between them.

The variability of many functions is well known. We referred before to the 
heart beat. Let us imagine an individual who lives in New York and leads a 
sedentary life without bodily exercise. Transport this person to the high pla-
teaus of the Bolivian Andes where he has to do physical work. He will find 
difficulties for a while, but, if he is healthy, he will finally become adjusted to 
the new conditions. His normal heart beat, however, will have changed. His 
lungs also will act differently in the rarefied air. It is the same individual who 
in the new environment will exhibit a quantitatively different functioning 
of the body.

The condition is analogous to the one found in the variability of bod-
ily form of lower organisms which is subject to important modifications 
brought about by the environment. The functions of the organs are adjusta-
ble to different requirements. Every organ has—to use Dr. Meltzer’s term—a 
margin of safety. Within limits it can function normally according to en-
vironmental requirements. Even a partly disabled organ can be sufficient 
for the needs of the body. Inadequacy develops only when these limits are 
exceeded. There are certain conditions that are most favorable, but the loss 
of adequacy is very slight when the conditions change within the margins 
of safety.

In most cases of the kind here referred to the environmental influence acts 
upon different individuals in the same direction. If we bring two organic-
ally different individuals into the same environment they may, therefore, 
become alike in their functional responses and we may gain the impression 
of a functional likeness of distinct anatomical forms that is due to environ-
ment, not to their internal structure. Only in those cases in which the envir-
onment acts with different intensity or perhaps even in different directions 
upon the organism may we expect increased unlikeness under the same 
environmental conditions. When, for instance, for one individual the mar-
gin of safety is so narrow that the environmental conditions are excessive, 
for another one so wide that adequate adjustment is possible, the former 
will become sick, while the other will remain healthy. Davenport has called 
attention to a typical case of this kind, when two individuals of similar com-
plexion are exposed to sunlight, the one may develop red color, the other 
may tan brown.
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What is true of the physiological functioning of the body is still more true 
of mental reactions. A simple example may illustrate this. When we are asked 
to react to a stimulus, for instance by tapping in response to a signal given 
by a bell, we can establish a certain basal or minimum time interval between 
signal and tapping which is found when we are rested and concentrate our 
attention upon the signal. As soon as we are tired and when our attention 
is distracted the time increases. We may even become so much absorbed in 
other matters that the signal will go unnoticed. Environmental conditions 
determine the reaction time. The basal time for two individuals may differ 
quite considerably, still under varying environmental conditions they will 
react in the same way. If the conditions of life compel the one to concentrate 
his attention while the other has never been required to do so, they may 
react in the same way, although structurally they represent different types.

In more complex mental and social phenomena this adjustment of differ-
ent types to a common standard is of frequent occurrence. The pronuncia-
tion of individuals in a small community is so uniform that an expert ear 
can identify the home of a person by his articulation. Anatomically the forms 
of the mouth, inner nose and larynx of all the individuals participating in 
this pronunciation vary considerably. The mouth may be large or small,  
the tongue thin or thick, the palate arched or flat. There are differences in the  
pitch of the voice and in timbre. Still the dialect will be the same for all. The 
articulation does not depend to any considerable extent upon the form of 
the mouth, but upon its use.

In all our everyday habits imitation of habits of the society to which we 
belong exerts its influence over the functioning of our minds and bodies 
and a degree of uniformity of thought and action is brought about among 
individuals who differ considerably in structure.

It would not be justifiable to claim that bodily form has no relation what-
ever to physiological or mental functioning. I do not believe that Watson is 
right when he claims that the mental activities of man are entirely due to 
his individual experiences and that what is called character or ability is due 
to outer conditions, not to organic structure. It seems to me that this goes 
counter to the observation of mental activities in the animal world as well as 
among men. The mental activities of a family of idiots will not, even under 
the most favorable conditions, equal those of a highly intelligent family, and 
what is true in this extreme case must be true also when the differences are 
less pronounced. Although it is never possible to eliminate environmental 
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influences that bring about similarity or dissimilarity, it seems unreasonable 
to assume that in the mental domain organically determined sameness of 
all individuals should exist while in all other traits we do find differences; 
but we must admit that the organic differences are liable to be overlaid and 
overshadowed by environmental influences.

Under these conditions it is well-nigh impossible to determine with cer-
tainty the hereditary traits in mental behavior. In a well-integrated society 
we find people of most diverse descent who all react so much in the same 
way that it is impossible to tell from their reactions alone to what race they 
belong. Individual differences and those belonging to family lines occur in 
such a society, but among healthy individuals these are so slightly correlated 
with bodily form that an identification of an individual on the basis of his 
functions as belonging to a family or race of definite hereditary functional 
qualities is also impossible.

In this case, even more than in that of anatomical form, the range of vari-
ation of hereditary lines constituting a “race” is so wide that the same types 
of lines may be found in different races. While so far as anatomical form is 
concerned Negroes and Whites have hereditary racial traits, this is not true 
of function. The mental life of each of the individuals constituting these 
races is so varied that from its form alone an individual cannot be assigned 
to the one or the other. It is true that in regard to a few races, like the Bush-
men of South Africa, we have no evidence in regard to this point, and we 
may suspend judgment, although I do not anticipate that any fundamental 
differences will be found.

So far as our experience goes we may safely say that the differences be-
tween family lines are much greater than the differences between races. It 
may happen that members of one family line, extreme in form and function, 
are quite different from those of a family line of the opposite extreme, al-
though both belong to the same race; while it may be very difficult to find 
individuals or family lines in one racial type that may not be duplicated in a 
neighboring type. 

The assumption of fundamental, hereditary mental characteristics of races 
is often based on an analogy with the mental traits of races of domesticated 
animals. Certainly the mentality of the poodle dog is quite different from 
that of the bulldog, or that of a race horse from that of a dray horse.

This analogy is not well founded, because the races of domesticated ani-
mals are comparable to family lines, not to human races. They are developed 
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by carefully controlled inbreeding. Their family lines are uniform; in man 
they are diverse. The types constituting breeds are parallel to the family lines 
that occur in all human races, which, however, do not become stabilized on 
account of the lack of rigid inbreeding. In this respect human races must be 
compared to wild animals, not to selected, domesticated breeds.

All these considerations are apparently contradicted by the results of the 
so-called intelligence tests which were originally intended to determine 
innate intellectuality. Actually these tests show considerable differences not 
only between individuals but also between racial and social groups. The test 
is an expression of mental function. Like other functions the responses to 
mental tests show overlapping of individuals belonging to different groups 
and ordinarily it is not possible to assign an individual to his proper group 
according to his response.

The test itself shows only that a task set to a person can be performed 
by him more or less satisfactorily. That the result is solely or primarily a 
result of organically determined intelligence is an assumption that has to 
be proved. Defective individuals cannot perform certain acts required in the 
tests. Within narrower limits of performance we must ask in how far the 
structure of the organism, in how far outer, environmental conditions may 
determine the result of the test. Since all functions are strongly influenced by 
environment it is likely that here also environmental influences may prevail 
and obscure the structurally determined part of the reaction.

Let us illustrate this by an example. One of the simplest tests consists 
in the task of fitting blocks of various forms into holes of correspond-
ing forms. There are primitive people who devote much time to decorative 
work in which fitting of forms plays an important part. It may be appliqué 
work, mosaic, or stencil work. Others have no experience whatever in the 
use of forms.

Dr. Klineberg has tested the ability of Indian girls who were still some-
what familiar with the old style of bead work, in regard to their ability 
to reproduce geometrical forms of varying complexity. He found that the 
girls among the Sac and Fox, a tribe in which bead work is still alive, had 
the greatest ability to reproduce forms. Next to them were the Dakota girls 
who were markedly superior to White girls. All girls were much superior 
to boys, Whites and Indians, who are not familiar with bead work. Experi-
ence enabled the girls to grasp new, previously unknown forms rapidly and 
easily.
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He has also investigated the reactions to simple tests of various races living 
under very different conditions. He found that all races investigated by him 
respond under city conditions quickly and inaccurately, that the same races 
in remote country districts react slowly and more accurately. The hurry and 
pressure for efficiency of city life result in a different attitude that has noth-
ing to do with innate intelligence, but is an effect of a cultural condition.

An experiment made in Germany, but based on entirely different sets 
of tests, has had a similar result. Children belonging to different types of 
schools were tested. The social groups attending elementary schools and 
higher schools of various types differ in their cultural attitudes. It is unlikely 
that they belong by descent to different racial groups. On the contrary, the 
population as a whole is fairly uniform. The responses in various schools 
were quite different. There is no particular reason why we should assume a 
difference in organic structure between the groups and it seems more likely 
that we are dealing with the effects of cultural differentiation.

In all tests based on language the effect of the linguistic experience of the 
subject plays an important part. The familiarity with a language, the ease of 
understanding what is demanded in the test has a decided influence upon 
the result. This may be accentuated when the test is given in a foreign or any 
imperfectly acquired language. Besides this, our whole sense experience is 
classified according to linguistic principles and our thought is deeply influ-
enced by the classification of our experience. Often the scope of a concept 
expressed by a word determines the current of our thought and the catego-
ries which the grammatical form of the language compels us to express keep 
certain types of modality or connection before our minds. When language 
compels me to differentiate sharply between elder and younger brother, be-
tween father’s brother and mother’s brother, directions of thought that our 
vaguer terms permit will be excluded. When the terms for son and brother’s 
son are not distinguished the flow of thought may run in currents unex-
pected to us who differentiate clearly between these terms. When a language 
states clearly in every case the forms of objects, as round, long or flat; or the 
instrumentality with which an action is done, as with the hand, with a knife, 
with a point; or the source of knowledge of a statement, as observed, known 
by evidence or by hearsay, these forms may establish lines of association. 
Comparison of reactions of individuals that speak fundamentally distinct 
languages may, therefore, express the influence of language upon the current 
of thought, not any innate difference in the form of thought.
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All these considerations cause us to doubt whether it is possible to differ-
entiate between environmental and organic determination of responses, as 
soon as the environment of two individuals is different.

It is exceedingly difficult to secure an identical environment even in our 
own culture. Every home, every street, every family group and school has its 
own character which is difficult to evaluate. In large masses of individuals 
we may assume a somewhat equal environmental setting for a group in sim-
ilar economic and social position, and it is justifiable to assume in this case 
that the variability of environmental influence is much restricted and that 
organically determined differences between individuals appear more clearly.

Just as soon as we compare different social groups the relative uniformity 
of social background disappears and, if we are dealing with populations of 
the same descent, there is a strong probability that differences in the type 
of responses are primarily due to the effect of environment rather than to 
organic differences between the groups.

The responses to tests may be based on recognition of sensory impres-
sions, on motor experience, such as the results of complex movements; or 
on the use of acquired knowledge. All of these contain experience. A city boy 
who has been brought up by reading, familiar with the conveniences of city 
life, accustomed to the rush of traffic and the watchfulness demanded on the 
streets has a general setting entirely different from that of a boy brought up 
on a lonely farm, who has had no contact with the machinery of modern 
city life. His sense experience, motor habits and the currents of his thoughts 
differ from those of the city boy.

Certainly in none of the tests that have ever been applied is individual 
experience eliminated and I doubt that it can be done.

We must remember how we acquire our manner of acting and thinking. 
From our earliest days we imitate the behavior of our environment and our 
behavior in later years is determined by what we learn as infants and chil-
dren. The response to any stimulus depends upon these early habits. Indi-
vidually it may be influenced by organic, hereditary conditions. In the large 
mass of a population these vary. In a homogeneous social group the experi-
ence gained in childhood is fairly uniform, so that its influence will be more 
marked than that of organic structure.

The dilemma of the investigator appears clearly in the results of mental 
tests taken on Negroes of Louisiana and Chicago. During the World War the 
enlisted men belonging to the two groups were tested and showed quite 
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distinct responses. There is no very great difference in the pigmentation of 
the two groups. Both are largely mulattoes. The Northern Negroes passed the 
tests much more successfully than those from the South. Chicago Negroes 
are adjusted to city surroundings. They work with Whites and are accus-
tomed to a certain degree of equality, owing to similarity of occupation and 
constant contact. All these are lacking among the Louisiana rural Negroes. 
Dr. Klineberg has shown what is actually happening. He studied the results 
of intelligence tests applied to Negroes who had moved from the country 
to the city and also to those who had moved from southern, more leisurely 
communities, to New York. He found that within a number of years they 
became adjusted to their new environment. While the results of the tests 
taken on those who had just moved to the city or to New York showed low 
averages, those who had lived in the cities or in New York showed the better 
results the longer they had lived in their new environment. The reason must 
be looked for in the character of the tests which are based on the experiences 
of city life and not on that of a rural community.

It has been claimed that the observed differences between rural and ur-
ban populations are due to selective migration, that a more energetic and 
intelligent group of Negroes has migrated to the cities and to New York and 
that the weak and unintelligent have stayed behind. Dr. Klineberg has tested 
this assumption in a number of cases and has compared the results of intel-
ligence tests of those who stayed behind and of the migrants, taken before 
their migration. The results do not show any appreciable difference between 
the two groups, rather a very slight, presumably insignificant advantage for 
those who did not migrate.

It seems gratuitous to disregard the effect of social environment. We know 
that the environment is distinct and that human behavior is strikingly modi-
fied by it. According to the few tests made selection plays no important part 
in the migration of the Southern Negro to Northern cities. It is quite arbi-
trary to ascribe the difference in mental behavior solely to the latter, doubt-
ful cause and to disregard the former entirely. Those who claim that there is 
an organic difference must prove it by showing the differences between the 
two groups before their migration.

Even if it were true that selection accounts for the differences in the re-
sponses to tests among these two groups, it would not have any bearing 
upon the problem of racial characteristics, for we should have here merely a 
selection of better endowed individuals or family lines, all belonging to the 
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same race, a condition similar to the often quoted, but never proved, result 
of the emigration from New England to the West. The question would still 
remain, whether there is any difference in racial composition in the two 
groups. So far as we know the amount of Negro and White blood in the two 
groups is about the same.

Other tests intended to investigate differences between the mental reac-
tions of Negroes, Mulattoes and Whites due to the racial composition of the 
groups are not convincing, because due caution has not been taken to insure 
an equal social background. The study of mental achievement of a socially 
uniform group undertaken by Dr. Herskovits does not show any relation be-
tween the intensity of negroid features and mental attainment. Up to this time 
none of the mental tests gives us any insight into significant racial differences 
that might not be adequately explained by the effect of social experience. 
Even Dr. Woodworth’s observations on the Filipino pygmies are not convin-
cing, because the cultural background of the groups tested is unknown.

A critical examination of all studies of this type in which differences be-
tween racial groups in regard to mental reactions are demonstrated, leaves us 
in doubt whether the determining factor is cultural experience or racial des-
cent. We must emphasize again that differences between selected groups of 
the same descent, such as between poor orphan children, often of defective 
parentage, and of normal children; and those between unselected groups of 
individuals representing various races are phenomena quite distinct in char-
acter. In the former case the results of tests may express differences in family 
lines. Similar peculiarities might be found, although with much greater dif-
ficulty, when comparing small inbred communities, for inbred communities 
are liable to differ in social behavior. For large racial groups acceptable proof 
of marked mental differences due to organic, not social, causes has never 
been given.

Students of ethnology have always been so much impressed by the general 
similarity of fundamental traits of human culture that they have never found 
it necessary to take into account the racial descent of a people when dis-
cussing its culture. This is true of all schools of modern ethnology. Edward 
B. Tylor and Herbert Spencer in their studies of the evolution of culture, 
Adolf Bastian in his insistence on the sameness of the fundamental forms of 
thought among all races, Lewis Morgan in his study of social forms, Wester-
marck in his inquiries into the history of moral ideas and of marriage—they 
all have carried on their work without any regard to race.
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Friedrich Ratzel, who followed the historical dissemination of cultural 
forms does not pay attention to race, except in so far as he sometimes falls 
back upon vague mental characteristics of racial groups, a belief which 
he inherited from the older school of deductive ethnologists like Klemm 
and Carus. It may also be recognized that those investigators who try to re-
construct exceedingly ancient primitive cultural strata, like Graebner, Pater 
Schmidt and Dr. Koppers, are easily led to associate these with fundamental 
racial groups, without, however, giving any proof of the way in which social 
traits are dependent upon racial character.

The general experience of ethnologists who deal with recent ethnological 
phenomena indicate that whatever organic differences between the great 
races there may be, they are insignificant when considered in their effect 
upon cultural life.

It does not matter from which point of view we consider culture, its 
forms are not dependent upon race. In economic life and in regard to the 
extent of their inventions the Eskimos, the Bushmen and the Australians may 
well be compared. The position of the Magdalenian race, which lived at the 
end of the ice age, is quite similar to that of the Eskimo. On the other hand, 
the complexities of inventions and of economic life of the Negroes of the 
Sudan, of the ancient Pueblos, of our early European ancestors who used 
stone tools, and of the early Chinese are comparable.

In the study of material culture we are constantly compelled to compare 
similar inventions used by people of the most diverse descent. Devices for 
throwing spears from Australia and America; armor from the Pacific Islands 
and America; games of Africa and Asia; blowguns of Malaysia and South 
America; decorative designs from almost every continent; musical instru-
ments from Asia, the Pacific Islands and America; head rests from Africa and 
Melanesia; the beginning of the art of writing in America and in the Old 
World; the use of the zero in America, Asia and Europe; the use of bronze, of 
methods of firemaking in many parts of the world cannot be studied on the 
basis of their distribution by races, but only by their geographical and his-
torical distribution, or as independent achievements, without any reference 
to the bodily forms of the races using these inventions.

Other aspects of cultural life are perhaps still more impressive, because 
they characterize the general cultural life more deeply than inventions: the 
use of standards of value in Africa, America, Asia, Europe and on the islands 
of the Pacific Ocean; analogous types of family organization, such as small 
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families, or extended sibs with maternal or paternal succession; totemic 
ideas; avoidance of close relatives; the exclusion of women from sacred cere-
monials; the formation of age societies; all these are found in fundamentally 
similar forms among all races. In their study we are compelled to disregard 
the racial position of the people we study, for similarities and dissimilarities 
have no relation whatever to racial types.

It does not matter how the similar traits in diverse races may have ori-
ginated, by diffusion or independent origin. They convince us of the inde-
pendence of race and culture because their distribution does not follow 
racial lines.



3
THE INTERRELATION OF RACES

We have seen that from a purely biological point of view the concept of 
race unity breaks down. The multitude of genealogical lines, the diversity of 
individual and family types contained in each race is so great that no race 
can be considered as a unit. Furthermore, similarities between neighboring 
races and, in regard to function, even between distant races are so great that 
individuals cannot be assigned with certainty to one group or another.

Nevertheless, race consciousness exists and we have to investigate its 
source. It is customary to speak of an instinctive race consciousness. Even 
Romain Rolland says of it, “Ce vieux levain d’antipathie instinctive, qui 
couve au fond des cœurs de tous les hommes du Nord pour les hommes 
du Midi.”

The feeling between Whites and Negroes in our country is decidedly of 
this character. There is an immediate feeling of contrast that is expressed in 
the popular conviction of the superiority of the White race. The feeling ex-
tends even to cases in which the Negro admixture is very slight and in which 
there is no certainty of the racial position of the individual. Proof of this are 
the numerous divorce suits based on alleged Negro descent. In this case the 
popular belief in the possible reversion of the offspring to a pure Negro type 
may be a determinant. This consideration does not enter law suits instituted 
to set aside adoption of children on account of their racial descent; or in the 
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difficulties experienced by child-placing agencies which endeavor to find 
homes for children of suspected Negro descent,—no matter how little this 
may be expressed in their outer appearance.

It is necessary to make clear to ourselves what we mean when we speak of 
instinctive race consciousness.

We have to inquire whether race consciousness and race antipathies are 
truly instinctive or whether they are established by habits developed in 
childhood.

The basis of race consciousness and race antipathies is the dogmatic belief 
in the existence of well-defined races all the members of which possess the 
same fundamental bodily and mental characters. The results which we have 
reached in regard to the lack of clarity of the concept of race induces us 
to inquire whether these feelings are universal and whether other types of 
groups develop analogous feelings of contrast.

Race consciousness differs considerably in intensity. In the United States, 
taken as a whole, the feeling of aloofness between White and Negro is strong-
est. On the Pacific coast it is locally equalled by the feeling of the Whites 
against Asiatics and Indians. The feeling against the Japanese is most strik-
ingly manifested by the enactment of a law forbidding marriages between 
Whites and Japanese. It has led to the anomalous position of American-born 
children of Japanese parents who have become completely Americanized 
and who nevertheless have no place in the White Community.

I have been told by those familiar with conditions in Humboldt County, 
California, that the White settlers will readily eat with Negroes, but not with 
Indians. In general, feeling of aversion to the Indian is rather slight. There is 
even a marked tendency of individuals with admixture of Indian blood to be 
proud of their ancestry, at least until recently, when early intermingling of 
Negroes and eastern Indians became better known.

Race feeling between Whites, Negroes, and Indians in Brazil seems to be 
quite different from what it is among ourselves. On the coast there is a 
large Negro population. The admixture of Indian is also quite marked. The 
discrimination between these three races is very much less than it is among 
ourselves, and the social obstacles for race mixture or for social advancement 
are not marked. Similar conditions prevail on the island of Santo Domingo 
where Spaniards and Negroes have intermarried. Perhaps it would be too 
much to claim that in these cases race consciousness is nonexistent; it is 
certainly much less pronounced than among ourselves.
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If it is true that race antipathy among different groups of mankind takes 
distinctive forms and expresses itself with varying intensity, we may doubt 
whether we are dealing with an instinctive phenomenon.

It will be found advantageous to investigate similar phenomena in the an-
imal world. We know the peculiar antipathies between certain animals, such 
as dog and cat, horse and camel. These are organically determined, although 
they may be individually overcome. They might be considered analogous 
to the feeling between races if we had the same instinctive hostility or fear 
between individuals of different human races; but this has never been ob-
served. On the contrary, under favorable conditions the reaction seems to be 
one of friendly curiosity.

The first view of an entirely foreign type is likely to impress us with con-
sciousness of contrast, that may well take the form of antipathy. An example 
of this is the terror which the blue-eyed blond hordes of Ariovistus spread 
among the Roman legions. The first reaction to strange appearance should 
not be mistaken for race antipathy for it is strictly analogous to the revulsion 
against ugliness of appearance, strong body odor, deformities or even bad 
manners occurring in our midst. They are not determined by race but by 
certain esthetic standards that determine our preferences and antipathies. 
Constant familiarity with strange types modifies our standards to such an 
extent that the consciousness of contrast becomes very slight. The examples 
given before illustrate this process.

Conditions analogous to those found in racial groups occur in animal 
societies. Gregarious animals live either in open or in closed societies. Open 
societies are those in which any outside individual may join a herd. They are 
found among mammals and birds, but particularly among fishes, insects, 
and other lower animals. A swarm of mosquitoes, a shoal of fish keep to-
gether but do not exclude newcomers of the same species, sometimes even 
of other species. Herds of ruminants are often organized under leaders but 
may not exclude newcomers. The behavior of animals that occupy a definite 
area as their feeding ground is quite different. They treat every newcomer 
as an enemy and while he may succeed in gaining admission after a num-
ber of combats, the first endeavor of the herd is to drive away or to kill the 
intruder. Many herds of monkeys are said to behave in this way. Penguins 
on their breeding places will drive away stray visitors, while admitting their 
neighbors. The best known example is that of the Pariah dogs of Oriental 
towns. The dogs of one street did not admit one from another street and the 
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stranger was killed by them if he did not beat a hasty retreat. The most per-
fect forms of closed societies are found in the insect states. Ants of the same 
hill recognize one another by the scent of the hill and attack every strange 
ant. Even insects of another species, if only they participate in the scent of 
the particular hill, are welcomed. Sameness of species does not decide the 
attitude towards the individual. Participation in the scent of the hill is the 
feature by which membership in the group is determined.

The groups do not need to be related by descent. They may be thrown to-
gether by accident. Nevertheless, according to the habits of the species, they 
will form a closed society.

In primitive human society every tribe forms a closed society. It behaves 
like the Oriental Pariah dogs.

In the early days of mankind our earth was thinly settled. Small groups 
of human beings were scattered here and there; the members of each horde 
were one in speech, one in customs, one in superstitious beliefs. In their 
habitat they roamed from place to place, following the game that furnished 
their subsistence, or digging roots and picking the fruits of trees and bushes 
to allay the pangs of hunger. They were held together by the strong bands 
of habit. The gain of one member of the horde was the gain of the whole 
group, the loss and harm done to one was loss and harm to the whole com-
munity. No one had fundamental interests at stake that were not more or less 
also the interests of his fellows.

Beyond the limits of the hunting grounds lived other groups, different in 
speech, different in customs, perhaps even different in appearance, whose 
very existence was a source of danger. They preyed upon the game, they 
threatened inroads upon the harvest of roots and fruits. They acted in a dif-
ferent manner; their reasoning and feeling were unintelligible; they had 
no part in the interests of the horde. Thus they stood opposed to it as be-
ings of another kind, with whom there could be no community of inter-
est. To harm them, if possible to annihilate them, was a self-evident act of 
self-preservation.

Thus the most primitive form of society presents to us the picture of 
continuous strife. The hand of each member of one horde was raised against 
each member of all other hordes. Always on the alert to protect himself and 
his kindred, man considered it an act of high merit to kill the stranger.

The tendency to form closed societies is not by any means confined to 
primitive tribes. It exists to a marked extent in our own civilization. Until 
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quite recent times, and in many cases even now, the old nobility formed a 
closed society. The patricians and plebeians, Greeks and barbarians, the gangs 
of our streets, Mohammedans and infidels,—and our own modern nations 
are in this sense closed societies that cannot exist without antagonisms.

The principles that hold societies together vary enormously, but common 
to all of them is the feeling of antagonism against other parallel groups.

Racial groups differ in one respect from the societies here enumerated. 
While the position of an individual as a member of one of the socially de-
termined groups is not evident, it is apparent when the grouping is made 
according to bodily appearance. If the belief should prevail, as it once did, 
that all red-haired individuals have an undesirable character, they would at 
once be socially segregated and no red-haired person could escape from his 
class. The Negro who may at once be recognized by his bodily build is auto-
matically placed in his class and not one of them can escape from the effect 
of being excluded from the closed group of Whites.

When individuals are to be herded together in a closed group the domi-
nant group may prescribe for them a distinguishing symbol,—like the garb 
of the medieval Jews or the stripes of the convict,—so that each individual 
who may otherwise have no distinguishing characteristic, may at once be 
assigned to his group and treated accordingly.

The assignment to a closed group may also be effected by a classifying 
name, like the term Dago for Italians which is intended to evoke the thought 
of all the supposed characteristics that are without reflection ascribed to all 
the members of the nation. Perhaps one of the most striking illustrations 
of this tendency in the present life of the United States is the assignment of 
anyone with a Jewish name to an undesirable group whose members are, ac-
cording to the fancy of the owner, not allowed to dwell in certain buildings, 
not admitted in hotels or clubs and are in other ways discriminated against 
by the unthinking, who can see in the individual solely the representative 
of a class.

We have seen that from a biological point of view there is no reason for 
drawing a clean-cut line between races, because the lines of descent in each 
are physiologically and psychologically diverse, and because functionally 
similar lines occur in all races.

The formation of the racial groups in our midst must be understood on a 
social basis. In a community comprising two distinct types which are socially 
clearly separated, the social grouping is reënforced by the outer appearance 
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of the individuals and each is at once and automatically assigned to his own 
group. In other communities,—as among Mohammedans or in Brazil,—
where the social and racial groupings do not coincide, the result is different. 
The socially coherent groups are racially not uniform. Hence the assignment 
of an individual to a racial group does not develop as easily, the less so the 
more equal the groups in their social composition. A characteristic case oc-
curs in South Africa where Whites, Negroes and Malay from southern Asia 
form three distinct groups. Suaheli Negroes who are Mohammedans like the 
Malay do not belong to the Negro group but to the Malay.

Dr. Manuel Andrade, in a personal communication, describes the inter-
racial conditions in the Dominican Republic as follows: “There is no restau-
rant, hotel, or club in which color distinctions are observed. Government 
positions, of course, are open to all, and we do find Negroes and Mulattoes 
in all classes of government posts, including the presidency.

“I had occasion to see a review of a portion of the army. The main officer 
was almost White, but most of the captains and lieutenants were Negroes. 
On the other hand, there were several Whites among the common soldiers.

“In the evenings people promenade in the Plazas as in all Spanish-speaking 
countries. Married and engaged couples may be seen showing all varieties of 
color combination, including Negroes with light complexioned women. My 
impression is, however, that it is more frequent to find Black men married 
to White or nearly White women, than White men married to Black women. 
Economical considerations may be a factor here. A White woman may accept 
a dark man because of his lucrative occupation or political position.

“I was invited to a ball given by a social and literary club in the town of La 
Vega. The members and guests present showed the same range and variety of 
colors prevalent anywhere in the Republic. They were supposed to represent the 
best social elements in the town. Among the dancing couples, there were sever al 
extreme combinations of apparently pure Negro men and White women.

“The two ladies who own the Hotel de las Dos Hermanas in the city of 
Santiago de los Caballeros and their brother would be considered White any-
where. Especially the brother, who has light gray eyes and reddish hair. In 
the course of conversation he asked me in what part of Spain I was born. 
He proceeded to tell me from what part of Spain his father and his mother’s 
father had come, and added humorously that were it not for the little African 
blood he had in his veins, he could very well say that he was my fellow- 
countryman. I think this candid reference to his African ancestors, in the 
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unconcerned manner in which he said it, is a significant index to the prev-
alent feeling. We must consider he was trying to promote cordial relations 
toward a guest in his sisters’ hotel. I find in this instance a corroboration of 
my general impression, that it makes no difference whether one has Negro 
blood in him, though it may make some difference for such admixture to be 
in evidence in his features or color.

“It seems to me that racial differences are felt to a certain extent in matters 
pertaining to marriage or sexual relations, but that the division is not one of 
pure White against other admixtures. The difference may be felt in proportion 
to the divergence in color, but the prevalence of marriages between Negroes 
and White women would seem to indicate that the objection is not very strong.

“In the current social intercourse between man and man I was not able to 
detect the slightest indication of prejudice. In one instance, a nearly White 
man trying to describe a certain individual had forgotten whether he was 
White or ‘pardito’.”

It is a characteristic feature of closed groups that the feeling of solidarity is ex-
pressed by an idealization of the group and by the desire for its perpetuation. 
When the groups are denominational, there is strong antagonism against 
marriages outside of the groups. The group must be kept pure, although de-
nomination and descent are in no way related. If the social groups are racial 
groups we encounter in the same way the desire for racial exogamy in order 
to maintain racial purity. This, however, has no relation to sexual antipathy, 
for it is solely a result of social pressure. The weakening of race conscious-
ness in communities in which children grow up as an almost homogeneous 
group; the occurrence of equally strong antipathies between denominational 
groups, or between social strata—as witnessed even now by the exclusiveness 
of European nobility and the Indian castes, in earlier times by the Roman pa-
tricians and plebeians, the Spartan Lacedemonians, Periœci and Helots, and  
the Egyptian castes—all these show that antipathies are social phenomena. 
The variety of incest groups which occur in human society also shows that 
sexual aversion is not organically determined but due to social customs. 
Other wise it would be unintelligible why in some societies cousin marriages 
are shunned, in others prescribed, why among some tribes the young men 
and women of the same social group are forbidden, among others com-
pelled to intermarry; why sometimes everybody is required to marry in his 
own generation, while in other cases no attention is paid to generation.
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In all these cases there is no instinctive sexual aversion. Neither does it 
exist in the relation between Whites and Negroes. The free intermingling 
of slave owners with their female slaves and the resulting striking decrease 
in the number of full-blood Negroes is ample proof of the absence of any 
sexual antipathy. The rarity of the reverse intermixture, that of male Negroes 
and female Whites, can be fully understood on the basis of social conditions. 
In view of the behavior of the male White and of the forms of mixture in 
other societies it does not seem likely that it is reducible to innate sexual 
antipathy. The White master sought his colored mates who had little power 
to resist him. The colored slave was in an entirely different position towards 
his mistress and to other White women.

The intermingling of Indian and White throws an interesting light upon 
this subject. Owing to other reasons the early intermingling between the two 
races was also between White males and Indian females. It was caused not by 
the relation of master and slave woman but by the absence of White women. 
The general development has been such that Mestizo women—that is, those 
of Indian-White descent—are liable to marry Whites. Their descendants 
gradually pass out of the Indian population unless economic privileges, such 
as the right to hold valuable lands belonging to the Indians, serve as an 
attraction to the Indian community. The men, on the other hand, are more 
liable to marry Indian or Mestizo women and remain in the tribe. The male 
descendants of Mestizo women who no longer belong to a segregated group 
marry freely among the Whites, while the male descendants of Mestizo men 
are ordinarily not in the position to marry outside of their own race.

There is no doubt that the strangeness of a foreign racial type plays an 
important rôle in these relations. The ideal of beauty of a person who is 
growing up in an exclusively White society is different from that of a Negro 
who lives in a Negro society and the later in life a White person comes into 
contact with a Negro the more keenly will he be conscious of the strange-
ness of the type and, while there is curiosity, there is also reluctance to close 
association. The same attitude develops when racial and social groupings co-
incide, so that reluctance to entering into social contact may be reinterpreted 
as racial dislike.

Here again the question arises whether these influences would act in 
the same way if the groups were socially not separated. We can find an an-
swer to this question solely by a consideration of conditions in countries 
in which there is no pronounced race feeling. It would seem that there the 
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attractiveness of forms has a much wider range, and is not determined by 
pigmentation and other racial traits alone. Aversion is not expressed on racial 
lines but on the ground of the repulsiveness of other features. Preferences 
and aversions differ individually.

Unfortunately these conditions cannot be proven by actual numerical ob-
servations that would be convincing. All we can give are the results of general 
observations. These are, however, so striking that their validity seems well 
established.

Since the abolition of slavery the intermingling of Negroes and Whites 
has taken a curious course. Legitimate and illegitimate mating between 
Whites and Negroes has undoubtedly decreased and we find essentially 
marriages among Negroes and Mulattoes. Dr. Melville J. Herskovits has col-
lected statistics on this subject. He found that, on the average, dark indi-
viduals will marry those of dark, though slightly lighter complexion, light 
ones those of light, though slightly darker complexion. This indicates that 
there is a decided preference in the mating of those of similar color,—an 
expression of the transfer of our own race feeling to the colored people 
who live among us and participate in our culture. But, furthermore, the 
darker man marries on the average a lighter woman. Since there is no dif-
ference in the pigmentation of the two sexes this indicates a preference on 
the part of the men,—another manifestation of the adoption of our valua-
tions by the Negroes.

The effect of this selective process, if it continues for many generations, 
will be the passing of many of the lightest men out of the Negro commu-
nity. Either they die as bachelors or they are merged in the general popula-
tion. For the remainder it must inevitably lead to a darkening of the whole 
colored population, for the daughters of each generation, whose fathers are 
dark and whose mothers are light, will be darker than their mothers. When 
they again become mothers, their children will be still darker, provided the 
same conditions continue. Thus there will come to be a constantly increasing 
intensity of Negro characteristics and a sharper contrast between the two 
principal races of the country.

During the time of slavery the condition was the reverse. On account of 
the numerous unions between White men and Negro women the new gen-
eration was lighter than their mothers. A constant lightening of the Negro 
population resulted and hence a lessening of the racial contrast without any 
modification of the descendants of White females.
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An evenly mixed population can result only if the number of matings be-
tween males of one race and females of the other is equal to that of matings 
in the opposite direction. Otherwise the racial type of the group descended 
in the female line will be unstable.

When social divisions follow racial lines, as they do among ourselves, the 
degree of difference between racial forms is an important element in estab-
lishing racial groupings and in accentuating racial conflicts. From this point 
of view the present tendency is most undesirable.

Under prevailing circumstances complete freedom of matrimonial union 
between the two races cannot be expected. The causes that operate against 
the unions of colored men and White women are almost as potent as in the 
days of slavery. Looking forward towards a lessening of the intensity of race 
feeling an increase of unions of White men and colored women would be 
desirable. The present policy of many of the Southern States tends to accen-
tuate the lack of homogeneity of our nation.

The biological arguments that have been brought forward against race 
crossing are not convincing. Equally good reasons can be given in favor of 
crossings of the best elements of various races, and for closely related groups 
these arguments seem incontrovertible.

If we were to select the most intelligent, imaginative, energetic and emo-
tionally stable third of mankind, all races would be represented. The mere 
fact that a person is a healthy European, or a blond European would not be 
proof that he would belong to this élite. Nobody has ever given proof that 
the mixed descendants of such a select group would be inferior.

If a selection of immigrants is to be made it should never be made by a 
rough racial classification, but by a careful examination of the individual and 
of his family history.

No matter how weak the case of racial purity may be, we cannot hope 
easily to overcome its appeal. As long as the social groups are racial groups 
we shall also encounter the desire for racial purity. When considerable racial 
differences are encountered in the same social group, they are disregarded 
unless there are introduced artificial ideals of bodily form that tend to estab-
lish new social divisions. This is occurring in some social groups in Europe 
and America who idealize the blond, blue-eyed type.

It follows that the “instinctive” race antipathy can be broken down, if we 
succeed in creating among young children social groups that are not divided 
according to the principles of race and which have principles of cohesion 
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that weld the group into a whole. Under the pressure of present popular 
feeling it will not be easy to establish such groups. Nevertheless, cultural 
coöperation cannot be reached without it.

Those who fear miscegenation, which I, personally, do not consider as 
in any way dangerous—not for the White race or for the Negro, or for 
 mankind—may console themselves with their belief in a race consciousness, 
which would manifest itself in selective mating. Then matters would remain 
as they are.



4
NATIONALISM

The term “nationality” has two meanings. It is applied to designate collec-
tively the citizens of one State, as when we describe a person’s nationality 
as American, French, or Italian, meaning by this that he is a citizen of the 
United States, France, or Italy. It is also used to designate persons who belong 
to one linguistic and cultural group, as when we say that the many irreg-
ularly distributed communities of the Balkan Peninsula are of Bulgarian, 
Servian, Greek, or Turkish nationality.

The term “nation” is somewhat less ambiguous, for it is generally used to 
designate a political unit, a State, although it is also occasionally used col-
lectively for the members of a nationality regardless of their political affilia-
tions. Italians and Germans before the political unification of their countries 
were sometimes designated as the Italian or German nation.

The term “nationalism” is as ambiguous as the term “nationality.” It is 
used to express the feeling of solidarity and of devotion to the interests of 
the State on the part of its citizens. It is also used to designate the desire of 
a nationality that feels its cultural unity for unity in political and economic 
organization.

In the following I use the term “nationality” to designate groups the same 
in culture and speech without reference to political affiliation. In this sense 
there are States that embrace several nationalities, like Czecho-Slovakia and 
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Poland. A nationality may also be divided and constitute several States, like 
the Spaniards in a few States of South America, or the Italians and Germans 
before the unification of Italy and Germany; or the members of one nation-
ality may be included in several States, like the Germans in Germany, Austria, 
France, Poland, Czecho-Slovakia, Italy and the Baltic States.

While the significance of the term “nationalism” is quite clear in so far as 
it relates to devotion to the interests of the State, it is not so clear in so far as 
it refers to the desires of a nationality, because there is little clarity in regard 
to the concept of nationality as a group characterized by unity of language 
and culture.

Since the general conditions of life prevailing in a State, particularly its 
institutions, mould to a certain extent the behavior of its citizens, the char-
acteristics of a nationality are in part coincident with those of nations.

Furthermore the theory has been advanced that the cultural life of a peo-
ple is dependent upon bodily build, and on this basis confusion between 
the concepts of race and of nationality as a linguistic and cultural group has 
arisen. In the terminology of the United States Immigration Commission 
English, French, German, and Russian are designated as races. In common 
parlance also no clear distinction is made between cultural groups and racial 
strains. The blond is supposed to represent the Teuton; the short and dark, 
Spaniard or Italian; the heavy built brunette, the Slav, and the observed char-
acteristics of these groups are ascribed to their bodily build.

We have seen before (pp. 19 et seq.) that the existence of hereditary mental 
characteristics in large groups of man, particularly in closely allied groups, 
has never been satisfactorily established. Nevertheless the belief persists that 
a particular type and a correlated mentality are the characteristic elements 
among the great variety of forms that constitute a population which has in 
common cultural and linguistic traits. Thus it happens that the blond, blue-
eyed type is considered as endowed with energy, intelligence and other traits 
that make him the real bearer of the culture of northwestern Europe and the 
true representative of northwest European nationalities.

It has been claimed that all the achievements of Greece are due to the 
blond immigrants who reached that country before the beginning of the 
historic era, although the presence of a blond element does not prove that 
its cultural advance was due to it. It might be said with equal justice that the 
rise of North European civilization did not begin until South and Central 
European blood became intermingled with that of the North European.
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The same thought was in Haupt’s mind when he tried to prove that Christ 
could not have been a Jew, but must have been by descent an Aryan, that 
means a North European; or Henry Fairfield Osborn who maintained that 
Columbus must have been a blond, or Sir Henry Keith who contrasted the 
types of Lord Kitchener and Hindenburg and assigned the difference in type 
as the cause of their supposed mental qualities.

This erroneous identification of a race as the true representative of a cul-
ture within a nationality, the assumption of a close correlation between race 
and culture has taken hold of the mind wherever the Teutonic, German, or 
Anglo-Saxon type—however it may be called—prevails; or where the Italian 
“race” glories in its past greatness and virtues.

Although Europeans begin to understand that each nationality embraces 
individuals of many different types, the belief prevails that in this mixture 
certain pure types continue to persist which possess qualities that make them 
the true bearers of national culture. Local “races” among which these “pure” 
types have disappeared or are disappearing are believed to be in danger of 
losing their national culture and the ideal type is admonished to see to it that 
it may not be swamped by so-called inferior types and that it preserve its 
purity and with it its national culture. Examples of this are the associations 
in Germany that admit only blond members, and the more numerous ones 
that exclude Jews.

The notion prevails among ourselves with equal force, for we are haunted 
by fear of the ominous influx of “inferior” races from eastern and southern 
Europe, of the mongrelization of the American people by intermixture with 
these types, because it is believed that we may lose in this way the character-
istic mental traits that belong to the Northwest Europeans.

We should remember that people of pure descent or of a pure racial type 
are not found in any part of Europe. This is proved by the distribution of 
bodily forms. Even if it is true that the blond type is found at present preëm-
inently among Teutonic people, it is not confined to them alone. Among 
the Finns, Poles, French, North Italians, not to speak of the North African 
Berbers and the Kurds of western Asia, there are individuals of this type. The 
heavy-set, darker East European type is common to many of the Slavic peo-
ples of eastern Europe, to the Germans of Austria and southern Germany, to 
the North Italians, and to the French of the Alps and of central France. The 
Mediterranean type is spread widely over Spain, Italy, Greece, and the coast 
of Asia Minor, without regard to national boundaries. Other local types may 
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be readily distinguished, if we take into consideration other differences in 
form. These are also confined to definite territories.

In western Europe, types are on the whole distributed in strata that follow 
one another from north to south,—in the north the blond, in the center a 
darker, short-headed type, in the south the slightly built Mediterranean.

National boundaries in central Europe, on the other hand, run north 
and south: and so we find many individuals in northern France, Belgium,  
Holland, Germany and northwestern Russia similar in type and descent; 
many of the central French, South Germans, Swiss, North Italians, Austrians, 
Servians and central Russians, belonging to similar varieties of man; and also 
persons in southern France, closely related to the types of the eastern and 
western Mediterranean area.

Ample historical evidence is available to show how this has come about. 
The relation of German and Slav is instructive. During the period of Teutonic 
migrations, in the first few centuries of our era, the Slavs settled in the re-
gion from which Teutonic tribes had moved away. They occupied the whole 
of what is now eastern Germany, but the population seems to have been 
sparse. In the Middle Ages, with the growth of the German Empire, a slow 
backward movement set in. Germans settled as colonists in Slavic territory, 
and by degrees German speech prevailed over the Slavic and a population of 
mixed descent developed. In Germany survivals of the gradual process may 
be found in a remote locality where Slavic speech still persists.

As by contact with the more advanced Germans the cultural and eco-
nomic conditions of the Slavs improved and their numbers and their wealth 
increased, their resistance to Germanization became greater and greater,—
earliest among the Czechs and Poles, later in the other Slavic groups. Later 
on, through a similar process, a mixed population of Poles, Lithuanians and 
Russians originated farther to the east.

This process has led to the present distribution of languages, which ex-
presses a fossilization of German colonization in the east, and illustrates in 
a most striking way the penetration of peoples. Poland and part of Russia, 
Slavonic and Magyar territories are interspersed with small German settle-
ments, which are the more sparse and scattered the farther east they are 
located, the more continuous the nearer they lie to Germany,—at least until 
the recent systematic persecution of Germans in Poland.

With the increased economic and cultural strength of the Slav, the German 
lost his ability to impose his mode of life upon him, and with it his power 
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to assimilate the numerically stronger people in its own home. But by blood 
all these people, no matter what their speech, are the same.

A process analogous to the medieval Germanization of Slavic tribes may 
at present be observed in Mexico, where Indian speech and culture give way 
to Spanish. Each town forms a center of Spanish speech which, owing to the 
economic and cultural strength of the town, spreads over the surrounding 
country.

The French Huguenots who escaped from religious persecution and set-
tled in Germany have been completely assimilated, although the French 
school in which their children were educated is still in existence as a French 
gymnasium. Alsatians who migrated to Paris have become French in lan-
guage and spirit; Germans have been absorbed by Russians; the Swedish 
nobility count among their numbers many descendants of the nobility of 
foreign countries. An analysis of the descent of the population of every part 
of Europe proves that intermingling has been going on for long periods.

The movements of tribes in prehistoric times and during antiquity also il-
lustrate the ways in which different strains became mixed: the Doric migra-
tion into Greece, the movements of the Kelts into Spain, Italy and eastward as 
far as Asia Minor; the Teutonic migrations which swept through Europe from 
the Black Sea into Italy, France, Spain and on into Africa; the invasion of the 
Balkan Peninsula by Slavs, and their extension over eastern Russia and into 
Siberia; Phoenician, Greek and Roman colonization; the roving Normans; 
the expansion of the Arabs; the Crusades, are a few of the important events 
that have contributed to the intermingling of the European population.

In every single nationality of Europe the various elements of the continen-
tal population are represented. Proof that a selected type within a nationality 
is the carrier of definite mental and cultural traits has never been given. On 
the contrary, we find individuals of the same type but members of different 
nationalities behaving according to the national pattern, and individuals of 
the most diverse types, but members of the same nationality behaving in 
similar ways.

The readiness with which we recognize individuals, according to their 
outer appearance, as members of certain nationalities confirms this view. 
Such identifications, which are far from certain, are based only in part on 
the essential elements of the form of the body, such as hair and eye color, 
face form and stature. We are led much more by the mannerisms of wearing 
hair and beard, and by the characteristic expressions and motions of the 
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body, which are determined not so much by hereditary causes as by habit. 
The latter are more impressive than the former; and among the nations of 
Europe no fundamental traits of the body occur that belong to one to the ex-
clusion of the others. It is a common experience that Americans of European 
descent, French, Italian or German, are recognized as Americans, notwith-
standing their pure descent and solely on account of their appearance and 
habits. These are expressions of their nationality, of their cultural life.

Racial descent has significance in determining nationality in those coun-
tries in which fundamentally distinct races live side by side. Everybody will 
agree that American Whites, Negroes and native-born Asiatics are members 
of the same nation, but they would hardly be called members of the same 
nationality, because of the social barriers between these groups and the con-
sciousness that they are derived from races that continue to be distinct. They 
are separated by divergence in bodily form which causes, at least for the 
time being, permanent segregation. In Mexico, where the intermingling of 
Indian and White has produced a numerous mixed population which is not 
permanently separated by social barriers, the distinction between Indian, 
Mestizo and Spanish creole is weak and all are not only members of the 
Mexican nation, but also of Mexican nationality, provided they participate in 
the general social and political life of the country.

The social, not racial, significance of the term “nationality” appears also 
clearly in the position of the Jew in modern society. When the Jew is sepa-
rated from the rest of the people among whom he lives by endogamy within 
the Jewish community, by habits, occupation and appearance, he is not en-
tirely a member of the nationality, although a member of the nation, for he 
participates in part only in the interests of the community and endogamy 
keeps him permanently separated. When he is completely assimilated he is 
a member of the nationality. This appears most clearly in those North Euro-
pean countries in which the number of Jews is small and intermarriage and 
assimilation correspondingly rapid.

If community of racial descent is not the basis of nationality, is it commu-
nity of language?

When we glance at the national aspirations that have characterized a large 
part of the nineteenth century, community of language might seem to be 
the background of national life. It touches the most sympathetic chords in 
our hearts. Italians worked for the overthrow of the small local and great for-
eign interests that were opposed to the national unity of all Italian-speaking 
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people. German patriots strove and will strive for the federation of the 
 German-speaking people in one empire. The struggles in the Balkans are 
largely due to a desire for national independence according to the limits of 
speech. The Poles have for more than a century longed for a reëstablishment 
of their state which is to embrace all those of Polish tongue.

It is, however, not very long that the bonds of language have been felt so 
intensely. Language establishes a basis of mutual understanding on which a 
community of interests may arise. The pleasure of hearing one’s own tongue 
spoken in a foreign country creates at once between its speakers a feeling of 
comradeship that is quite real, and strong in proportion to the smallness of 
the number of speakers of the idiom. The necessity of easy communication 
between the members of one nation has also led generally to the endeavor 
to make one language the ruling language throughout the whole state. When 
there is a great difference of languages, as in the former Austria-Hungary, the 
national unity is liable to be feeble.

Notwithstanding unity of language severe internal conflicts may arise that 
do not allow the feeling for the unity of a nationality to arise. It may be all 
but lost owing to local or social conflicts, as in the case of the ancient Greek 
and the medieval cities; in differences between religious and cultural tradi-
tion, as among the Croatians and Servians; in social revolution; or in wars 
of religion.

Unity of language is more an ideal than a real bond; not only that diver-
gence of dialects makes communication difficult, but community of thought 
among the members of different social classes is also so slight that no com-
munication of deeper thought and feeling is possible. The Provençal and the 
North French, the Bavarian and the Westphalian peasant, the Sicilian and 
the Florentine are hopelessly divided, owing to differences of language. The 
transition of Italian into French is so gradual that only the political bounda-
ries and the language imposed by Government, school and cultural relations 
determines whether we count a district as Italian or French. Unity is found 
in the educated groups that share the same language and the same emotional 
reactions.

In many ways the educated Americans, Englishmen, Frenchmen, Germans,  
Italians, Spanish, and Russians have more in common than each has with the 
uneducated classes of his own nation.

Neither the bonds of blood nor those of language alone make a national-
ity. It is rather the community of emotional life that rises from our everyday 
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habits, from the forms of thoughts, feelings, and actions, which constitute 
the medium in which every individual can unfold freely his activities.

Language and nationality are so often identified, because we feel that 
among a people that use the same language every one can find the widest 
field for unrestricted activity. Thus is created the feeling for the existence of a 
national unit. Nevertheless it is perfectly clear that there is no individual, and 
no group of individuals that actually represent the nationality. The concept is 
an abstraction based on community of language which is felt by all as their 
mother tongue, and on the current forms of thought, feeling, and action—
an abstraction of high emotional value, enhanced by the consciousness of 
political power, or by the desire for the power of independent control of the 
lives of the group.

Unity of language does not comprise the whole of nationalism, for no less 
ardent is the patriotism of trilingual Switzerland. Even here in America we 
see that the bond of tongue is not the only one. Else we should feel that there 
is no reason for a division between Canada and the United States or between 
the States of Spanish America, and that the political ties between western 
Canada and French Quebec must be artificial.

For the full development of his faculties, the individual needs the widest 
possible field in which to live and act according to his modes of thought and 
inner feeling. Since, in most cases, the opportunity is given among a group 
that possesses unity of speech, we feel full sympathy with the intense desire 
to throw down the artificial barriers of small political units. This process has 
characterized the development of modern nations.

When, however, these limits are overstepped, and a fictitious racial or 
alleged national unit is set up that has no existence in actual conditions, the 
free unfolding of the mind, for which we are striving, is liable to become 
an excuse for ambitious lust for power. The dream of a Pan-Latin Union, the 
Pan-Germanic wish for a union of all groups speaking Germanic languages, 
the Pan-Slavistic agitation, the Pan-American idea, are all prompted by the 
wish for power. A fictitious common culture and common racial origin is as-
sumed on the basis of a relationship of language, discovered by philological 
research, but unrelated to modern culture. In all these cases the usefulness 
of the nationalistic idea was lost sight of and it was made the cover for the 
desire of imperialistic expansion.

The nationalism of modern times presupposes that the group held to-
gether as a nationality has developed the desire to strengthen its common 
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social life, to determine its own actions, in other words, to become a nation 
which has the power to control its own destinies. Thus it has come to be the 
ferment that has broken up dynastic States comprising people that felt as 
distinct nationalities, and has led to the struggles for unity of those separated 
by the dynastic history of States.

The growth of modern, powerful States is the condition for the develop-
ment of a strong nationalism. Without a State conceived as an organization 
that can enforce and develop national aspirations nationality can never be-
come the basis of a driving force.

This may readily be recognized when modern nationalism is compared 
with the intense group feelings of earlier periods. In small, tribal commu-
nities sameness of race, language and culture does not form a uniting tie. 
Each small social unit looks with suspicion, if not with enmity, upon its 
neighbors. It is conscious only of tribal solidarity. When a number of tribes 
form an organized confederation, like the Iroquois Indians, the community 
of interests and the centralization of social power in which all participate 
create a condition that may well be compared with modern nationalism. 
The question of linguistic unity is not determinant, but community of or-
ganization in peace and war. Among the Zulu in South Africa a rigid military 
organization created a national spirit, while the African States among which 
outlying districts were held to a central authority by looser bands had no 
stability and no national feeling.

Still more instructive is the absence of nationalistic feeling during the 
Middle Ages. In its place we find devotion to feudal lords and ruling dyn-
asties. French battled against French, Italians against Italians according to 
their allegiance. While feudalism broke up the unity of what we should call 
nowadays a nationality, the unity of Christianity against Mohammedanism 
overstepped by far the limits of people of one speech. Both of these aspects 
of medieval life made impossible the feeling for a nationality as a uniting 
bond. The national State in our sense was nonexistent.

It is well to bear in mind that nationalities may be created by a variety of 
circumstances. Economic interests and cultural contrasts may break a nation 
and create new nationalities. The break between the United States and England 
illustrates this. The feeling of national unity of the Southern States during the 
War of the Rebellion, created by community of economic interests and by the 
centralization of power made necessary by the war is another example.
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An interesting phase of national life is developing in Russia. While the 
policy of the Czarist government consisted in the forcible suppression of all 
non-Russian speech, even of local dialects, the Soviet Republic has adopted 
the policy of protecting the right of every group to their own language, 
trusting the bond of a great, radical economic experiment to unite all the 
people as one nationality opposed to the capitalistic world.

There is no doubt that the idea of nationality has been a creative force, 
making possible the fuller development of powers by widening the field of 
individual activity, and by setting definite ideals to large coöperating masses; 
but we feel with Fichte and Mazzini that the political power of a nation is 
important only when the national unit is the carrier of ideals that are of 
value to mankind.

Together with the positive, creative side of nationalism there has devel-
oped everywhere an aggressive intolerance of foreign forms of thought 
that can be satisfied only by the strongest emphasis laid upon the value and 
 interest of one national unit against all others.

On a larger scale the conditions are repeated now that less than a century 
ago prevented the ready formation of modern nations. The narrow-minded 
local interests of cities and other small political units resisted unification or 
federation on account of the supposed conflicts between their interests and 
ideals and those of other units of comparable size. Governmental organi-
zation strengthened the tendency to isolation, and the unavoidable, ever- 
present desire of self-preservation of the existing order stood in the way of 
amalgamation. It was only after long years of agitation and of bloody strug-
gle that the larger idea prevailed.

Those of us who recognize in the realization of national ideals a definite 
advance that has benefited mankind cannot fail to see that the task before 
us at the present time is a repetition of the process of nationalization on a 
larger scale; not with a view to leveling down all local differences, but with 
the avowed purpose of making them all subserve the same end.

The federation of nations is the next necessary step in the evolution of 
mankind.

It is the expansion of the fundamental idea underlying the organization 
of the United States, of Switzerland, and of Germany. The weakness of the 
League of Nations and of the modern peace movement lies in this, that they 
are not sufficiently clear and radical in their demands, for their logical aim 
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cannot be arbitration of disagreement, or formal outlawing of war. It must 
be the recognition of common aims of all the nations.

Such federation of nations is not an Utopian idea, any more than nation-
alism was a century ago. In fact, the whole development of mankind shows 
that this condition is destined to come.

Fundamentally, the nation must be considered a closed society like those 
previously discussed. The differentiation between citizen and alien is not so 
intense as in the closed primitive horde, but it exists.

It would be instructive to follow in detail the development of modern 
nations from tribal units that considered every alien an enemy who must be 
slain, but we can only imagine the course of the gradual changes that have 
taken place.

Human inventions improved. The herd of hunters and food-gatherers 
learned the art of better providing for their needs. They stored up food and 
thus provided for the future. With the greater regularity of the food supply 
and a decreased frequency of periods of starvation the number of members 
of the community increased. Weaker hordes, which still followed the older 
methods of hunting and food gathering, were exterminated or, profiting by 
the experience of their neighbors, acquired new arts and also increased in 
numbers. Thus the groups that felt a solidarity among themselves became 
larger and by the extermination of small, isolated hordes, that remained in 
more primitive conditions, the total number of groups that stood opposed 
to one another became gradually less.

It is impossible to trace with any degree of certainty the steps by which 
the homogeneous groups became diversified and lost their unity, or by 
which the opposing groups came into closer contact. We may imagine that 
the widows and daughters of the slain, who became a welcome prey of 
the victors, established in time kindlier relations between their new masters 
and their kin; we may imagine that the economic advantages of peacefully 
acquiring the coveted property of neighbors rather than taking it by main 
force added their share to establishing kindlier relations; we may attribute an 
important influence to the weakening of old bonds of unity due to the grad-
ual dispersion of the increasing number of members of the community. No 
matter how the next steps in political development happened, we see that, 
with increasing economic complexity, the hostility between the groups be-
comes less. If it was right before to slay every one outside of the small horde, 
we find now tribes that have a limited community of interests, that under 
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normal conditions live at peace, although enmities may spring up at slight 
provocation. The group that lives normally at peace has much increased in 
size, and, while the feeling of solidarity may have decreased, its scope has 
become immensely wider.

This process of enlargement of political units and the reduction of the 
number of those that were naturally at war with one another began in the 
earliest times, and has continued without interruption, almost always in  
the same direction. Even though hostilities have broken out frequently be-
tween parts of what had come to be a large political unit, the tendency for 
unification has in the long run been more powerful than that of disinte-
gration. We see the powers at work in antiquity, when the urban states of 
Greece and of Italy were gradually welded into larger wholes; we see it again 
at work after the breaking up of ancient society in the development of new 
states from the fragments of the old ones; and later on in the disappearance 
of the small feudal states.

In the nations of our days we find the greatest numbers of people united 
in political units that the world has seen. In these war is excluded, because 
all members are subject to the same law, and excessive strains in the commu-
nity, that lead to internal bloodshed, have decreased in frequency, although 
perhaps not in violence, as long as the whole masses of the people in a na-
tion enjoy somewhat equal advantages.

The World War has resulted in a setback to this movement that seems from 
our viewpoint as an anachronism. The breaking up of the old empire of 
Austria-Hungary is a step backward in a development that is steadily gaining 
in force. Notwithstanding the resistance of the governing class to the devel-
opment of a confederation rather than of a centralized empire, the force of 
circumstances was operating in this direction. Hungary had attained a status 
of independence and the recognition of the rights of the South-Slavs was 
coming. How much better would the peacemakers have served humanity 
if they had created a confederacy of language groups of equal rights rather 
than a number of rival nations each of which is bent only upon the attain-
ment of its own selfish ends!

Thus the history of mankind shows us the spectacle of the grouping of 
man in more or less firmly knit units of ever-increasing size that live to-
gether in peace, and that are ready to go to war only with other groups 
outside of their own limits. Notwithstanding all temporary revolutions and 
the shattering of larger units for the time being, the progress in the direction 
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of recognition of common interests in larger groups, and consequent pol-
itical federation has been so regular and so marked that we must needs con-
clude that the tendencies which have swayed this development in the past 
will govern our history in the future. The concept of thoroughly integrated 
nations of the size to which we are now accustomed would have been just 
as inconceivable in earlier times of the history of mankind as appears now 
the concept of unity of interests of all the peoples of the world, or at least 
of all those who share the same type of civilization and are subject to the 
same economic conditions. The historical development shows, however, 
that such a feeling of opposition of one group towards another is solely an 
 expression of existing conditions, and does not by any means indicate their 
permanence.

It is not any rational cause that forms opposing groups, but solely the 
emotional appeal of an idea that holds together the members of each group 
and exalts their feeling of solidarity and greatness to such an extent that 
compromises with other groups become impossible. In this mental attitude 
we may readily recognize the survival of the feeling of specific differences 
between the hordes, transferred in part from the feeling of physical differ-
ences to that of mental differences. The modern enthusiasm for race su-
periority must be understood in this light. It is the old feeling of specific 
differences between social groups in a new guise.

Progress has been slow and halting in the direction of expanding the pol-
itical units from hordes to tribes, from tribes to small states, confederations, 
and nations. The concept of the foreigner as a specifically distinct being has 
been so modified that we are beginning to see in him a member of mankind.

Enlargement of circles of association, and equalization of rights of distinct 
local communities have been so consistently the general tendency of human 
development that we may look forward confidently to their consummation.

It is obvious that the standards of ethical conduct must be quite distinct 
between those who have grasped this ideal and those who still believe in the 
preservation of the isolated nationality in opposition to all others.

Once we recognize this truth we are brought clearly face to face with those 
forces that will ultimately abolish warfare between nations as well as legisla-
tive conflicts; that will put an end not only to the wholesale slaughter of those 
representing distinct ideals, but also prevent the passage of laws that favor the 
members of one nation at the expense of all other members of mankind.
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It should not be understood that such universalism is opposed to the 
development of individuality in nations. A large political unit may still be 
diverse in local culture and we should hesitate to foster any process that 
would bring us down to such a uniformity that the stimulus given by con-
tact between different cultures should be lost, for contact between different 
attitudes and points of view has always been a force in keeping alive the 
intellectual and emotional activities of mankind.

In primitive society existed an immense variety of cultural forms in con-
tiguous areas. Isolation prevented leveling down of differences, although a 
trickling through of cultural streams may be observed. We have lost much of 
this diversity, but local characteristics of culture persist, expressed in emo-
tional attitudes, forms of social intercourse, intellectual interests and occupa-
tions, in the valuation of the character and activities of man.

Much fuller developed than in primitive society are the differences in cul-
tural outlook of the various strata of civilized society. Notwithstanding the 
sameness of the products of the civilization in which we all live, fundamen-
tal differences are found, and when the isolation between the strata comes 
to be great or the contrasts are accompanied by economic distress in some 
of the strata, forcible oppression or revolt results.

The suppression of cultural differences or isolation of the different groups 
cannot be the aim of intelligent endeavor in directing human development.

However, in our educational systems cultural nationalism is hardly men-
tioned, political nationalism is stressed. Devotion to the political interests of 
the nation, to political power, is taught as the paramount duty and is instilled 
into the minds of the young in such a form that with it grows up and is 
perpetuated the feeling of rivalry and of hostility against all other nations.

Conditions in modern states are intelligible only when we remember that 
through education patriotism is surrounded with a halo of sanctity and that 
national self-preservation is considered the first duty. Often the demands of 
national and international duty are hopelessly at variance.

The interests of mankind are ill served if we try to instill into the minds 
of the young a passionate desire for national power; if we teach the pre-
ponderance of national interest over human interest, aggressive nationalism 
rather than national idealism, expansion rather than inner development, ad-
miration of warlike, heroic deeds rather than of the object for which they 
are performed.



5
EUGENICS

The possibility of raising the standards of human physique and mentality by 
judicious means has been preached for years by the apostles of eugenics, and 
has taken hold of the public mind to such an extent that eugenic measures 
have found a place on the statute books of a number of States, and that the 
public conscience disapproves of marriages that are thought bound to pro-
duce unhealthy offspring.

The thought that it may be possible by these means to eliminate suffering 
and to strive for higher ideals is a beautiful one, and makes a strong appeal 
to those who have at heart the advance of humanity.

Our experiences in stock and plant breeding have shown that it is feasible, 
by appropriate selection, to change a breed in almost any direction that we 
may choose: in size, form, color. Even physiological functions may be modi-
fied. Fertility may be increased, speed of movement improved, the sensitive-
ness of sense organs modified, and mental traits may be turned in special 
directions. It is, therefore, more than probable that similar results might be 
obtained in man by careful mating of appropriately selected individuals,—
provided that man allowed himself to be selected in the same manner as we 
select animals. We have also the right to assume that, by preventing the prop-
agation of mentally or physically inferior strains, the gross average standing 
of a population may be raised.
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Although these methods sound attractive, there are serious limitations to 
their applicability. Eugenic selection can affect only hereditary features. If an 
individual possesses a desirable quality the development of which is wholly 
due to environmental causes, and that will not be repeated in the descend-
ants, its selection will have no influence upon the following generations. It 
is, therefore, of fundamental importance to know what is hereditary and 
what not. Features, and color of eyes, hair and skin, are more or less rigidly 
hereditary; in other words, in these respects children resemble organically 
their parents, no matter in what environment they may have been brought 
up. In other cases, however, the determining influence of heredity is not so 
clear. We know that stature depends upon hereditary causes, but that it is 
also greatly influenced by environmental conditions prevailing during the 
period of growth. Rapidity of development is no less influenced by these 
two causes, and in general the more subject an anatomical or physiological 
trait to the influence of environment the less definitely can we speak of a 
controlling influence of heredity, and the less are we justified in claiming 
that nature, not nurture, is the deciding element.

It would seem, therefore, that the first duty of the eugenist should be to 
determine empirically and without bias what features are hereditary and 
what not.

Unfortunately this has not been the method pursued; but the battle cry of 
the eugenists, “Nature not nurture,” has been raised to the rank of a dogma, 
and the environmental conditions that make and unmake man, physically 
and mentally, have been relegated to the background.

It is easy to see that in many cases environmental causes may convey 
the erroneous impression of hereditary phenomena. Poor people develop 
slowly and remain short of stature as compared to wealthy people. We find, 
therefore, in a poor area, apparently a low hereditary stature, that, however, 
would change if the economic life of the people were changed. We find 
proportions of the body determined by occupations, and apparently trans-
mitted from father to son, provided both father and son follow the same 
occupation. The more far-reaching the environmental influences are that 
act upon successive generations the more readily will a false impression of 
heredity be given.

Here we reach a parting of the ways of the biological eugenist and the stu-
dent of human society. Most modern biologists are so entirely dominated by 
the notion that function depends upon form that they seek for an anatomical 
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basis for all differences of function. The stress laid upon the relation between 
anatomical form or constitution and pathological conditions of the most 
varied character is an expression of this tendency. Whenever the anatomical 
and pathological conditions are actually physiologically interdependent such 
relations are found. In other cases, as for instance in the relation of anatom-
ical form and mental disturbances, the relation may be quite remote. This is 
still more the case when a relation between social phenomena and bodily 
form is sought. Many biologists are inclined to assume that higher civiliza-
tion is due to a higher type; that better social health depends solely upon a 
better hereditary stock; that national characteristics are determined by the 
bodily forms represented in the nation.

The anthropologist is convinced that many different anatomical forms can 
be adapted to the same social functions; and he ascribes greater weight to 
these and believes that in many cases differences of form may be due to ad-
aptations to different functions. He believes that different types of man may 
reach the same civilization, that for any type of man better health may be 
secured by better nurture.

The anatomical differences and those in chemical constitution to which 
the biologist reduces social phenomena are hereditary; the environmental 
causes which the anthropologist sees reflected in human form are individu-
ally acquired, and not transmitted by heredity.

In view of what has been said before it will suffice to point out a very few 
examples.

Sameness of language is acquired under the same linguistic environment 
by members of the most diverse human types; the same kinds of foods 
are selected from among the products of nature by people belonging to 
the same cultural area; similarity of movements is required in industrial 
pursuits; the habits of sedentary or nomadic life do not depend upon race 
but upon occupation. All of these are distributed without any reference to 
physical type, and give ample evidence of the lack of relation between social 
habits and racial position.

The serious demand must be made that eugenists cease to look at the 
forms, functions, and activities of man from the dogmatic point of view 
according to which each feature is assumed to be hereditary, but that they 
begin to examine them from a more critical point of view, requiring that in 
each and every case the hereditary character of a trait must be established 
before it can be assumed to exist.
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The question at issue is well illustrated by the extended statistics of caco-
genics, of the histories of defective families. Setting aside for a moment 
cases of hereditary pathological conditions, we find that alcoholism and 
criminality are particularly ascribed to hereditary causes. When we study 
the family histories in question, we can see often, that, if the individuals 
had been protected by favorable home surroundings and by possession of 
adequate means of support against the abuse of alcohol or other drugs as 
well as against criminality, many of them would have been no more likely 
to fall victims to their alleged hereditary tendencies, than many a weak-
ling who is brought up under favorable circumstances. If they had resisted 
the temptations of their environment they would have been entitled to be 
classed as moral heroes. The scales applied to the criminal family and to the 
well-to-do are clearly quite distinct; and, so far as heredity is concerned, not 
much more follows from the collected data of social deficiencies than would 
follow from the fact that in an agricultural community the occupation of 
farmers descends from father to son.

Whether or not constitutional debility based on hereditary causes may 
also be proved in these cases is a question by itself that deserves attention. It 
remains to be proved in how far it exists, and furthermore it cannot be as-
sumed without proof that the elimination of the descendants of delinquents 
would free us of all those who possess equal constitutional debility. Of these 
matters more anon.

It is an observed fact that the most diverse types of man may adapt them-
selves to the same forms of life and, unless the contrary can be proved, we 
must assume that all complex activities are socially determined, not hered-
itary; that a change in social conditions will change the whole character of 
social activities without influencing in the least the hereditary characteristics 
of the group of individuals concerned.

Therefore, when the attempt is made to prove that defects or points of 
excellence are hereditary, it is essential that all possibility of a purely envi-
ronmentally or socially determined repetition of ancestral traits be excluded.

If this rigidity of proof is insisted on it will appear that many of the data 
on which the theory of eugenics is based are unsatisfactory, and that much 
greater care must be exerted than finds favor with the enthusiastic adherents 
of eugenic theories.

All this does not contradict the hereditary transmission of individual phys-
ical and mental characteristics, or the possibility of segregating, by proper 
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selection from among the large series of varying individual forms that occur 
among all types of people, strains that have admirable qualities, and of sup-
pressing others that are not so favored.

It is claimed that the practical application has become a necessity because 
among all civilized nations there is a decided tendency to general degenera-
tion. I do not believe that this assertion has been adequately proved. In mod-
ern society the conditions of life have become markedly varied as compared 
with those of former periods. While some groups live under most favorable 
conditions, that require active use of body and mind, others live in abject 
poverty, and their activities have more than ever before been degraded to 
those of machines. At the same time, human activities are much more varied 
than formerly. It is, therefore, quite intelligible that the functional activities 
of each nation must show an increased degree of differentiation, a higher 
degree of variability. The general average of the mental and physical types of 
the people may remain the same, still there will be a larger number now than 
formerly who fall below a certain given low standard, while there will also 
be more who exceed a given high standard. The number of defectives can be 
counted by statistics of poor relief, delinquency and insanity, but there is no 
way of determining the increase of those individuals who are raised above 
the norm of a higher standard. Therefore they escape our notice. It may very 
well be that the number of defectives increases, without, however, influen-
cing the value of a population as a whole, because it is merely an expression 
of an increased degree of variability.

Furthermore, arbitrarily selected, absolute standards do not retain their 
significance. Even if no change in the absolute standards should be made, the 
degree of physical and mental energy required under modern conditions to 
keep one’s self above a certain minimum of achievement is higher than for-
merly. This is due to the greater complexity of our life and to the increasing 
number of competing individuals. When the general level of achievement is 
raised, greater capacity is required of those who are to attain a high degree 
of prominence than was needed in earlier periods of our history. A mentally 
defective person may be able to hold his own in a simple farming com-
munity and unable to do so in city life. The claim that we have to contend 
against national degeneracy must, therefore, be better substantiated than it 
is now.

The problem is further complicated by the advances of public hygiene, 
which have lowered infant mortality, and have changed the composition of 
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the population, in so far as many who would have succumbed to deleterious 
conditions in early years enter into the adult population and have an influ-
ence upon the general distribution of vitality.

There is still another important aspect of eugenics that should make us 
pause before we accept this new ambitious theory as a panacea for human 
ills. The radical eugenist treats the problem of procreation from a purely ra-
tionalistic point of view, and assumes that the ideal of human development 
lies in the complete rationalization of human life. As a matter of fact, the 
conclusions to be drawn from the study of the customs and habits of man-
kind show that such an ideal is unattainable, and more particularly that the 
emotions clustering about procreation belong to those that are most deeply 
seated, and that are ineradicable.

Here again the anthropologist and the biologist are at odds. The natural 
sciences do not recognize in their scheme a valuation of the phenomena 
of nature, nor do they count emotions as moving forces; they endeavor to 
reduce all happenings to the actions of physical causes. Reason alone reigns 
in their domain. Therefore the scientist likes to look at mental life from the 
same rational standpoint, and sees as the goal of human development an era 
of reason, as opposed to the former periods of unhealthy fantastic emotion.

The anthropologist, on the other hand, cannot acknowledge such a com-
plete domination of emotion by reason. He rather sees the steady advance 
of the rational knowledge of mankind, which is a source of satisfaction to 
him no less than to the biologist; but he sees also that mankind does not 
put this knowledge to purely reasonable use, but that its actions are swayed 
by emotions no less now than in former times, although in many respects, 
unless the passions are excited, the increase of knowledge limits the extreme 
forms of unreasonable emotional activities. Religion and political life, and 
our everyday habits, present endless proofs of the fact that our actions are 
the results of emotional preferences, that conform in a general way to our 
rational knowledge, but which are not determined by reason; that we rather 
try to justify our choice of action by reason than have our actions dictated 
by reason.

It is, therefore, exceedingly unlikely that a rational control of one of the 
strongest passions of man could ever succeed. If even in matters of minor 
importance evasion of the law is of common occurrence, this would be in-
finitely more common in questions that touch our inner life so deeply. The 
repugnance against eugenic legislation is based on this feeling.
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It cannot be doubted that the enforcement of eugenic legislation would 
have a far-reaching effect upon social life, and that it would tend to raise the 
standard of certain selected hereditary strains. It is, however, an open ques-
tion what would happen to the selected strains owing to the changed social 
ideals; and it is inexcusable to refuse to consider those fundamental changes 
that would certainly be connected with eugenic practice, and to confine our-
selves to the biological effect that may be wrought, for in the great mass of 
a healthy population the biological mechanism alone does not control social 
activities. These are rather subject to social stimuli.

Although we are ignorant of the results of a rigid application of eugenics, 
a few of its results may be foretold with great certainty.

The eugenist who tries to do more than to eliminate the unfit will first 
of all be called upon to answer the question what strains are the best to 
cultivate. If it is a question of breeding chickens or Indian corn, we know 
what we want. We desire many eggs of heavy weight, or a large yield of 
good corn. But what do we want in man? Is it physical excellence, mental 
ability, creative power, or artistic genius? We must select certain ideals that 
we want to raise. Considering then the fundamental differences in ideals of 
distinct types of civilization, have we a right to give to our modern ideals the 
stamp of finality, and suppress what does not fit into our life? There is little 
doubt that we, at the present time, give much less weight to beauty than to 
logic. Shall we then try to raise a generation of logical thinkers, suppress 
those whose emotional life is vigorous, and try to bring it about that rea-
son shall reign supreme, and that human activities shall be performed with 
clocklike precision? The precise cultural forms that would develop cannot be 
foretold, because they are culturally, not biologically, determined; but there 
is little doubt that within certain limits the intensity of emotional life,— 
regardless of its form,—and the vigor of logical thought,—regardless of 
its content,—could be increased or decreased by organic selection. Such a 
deliberate choice of qualities which would modify the character of nations 
implies an overestimation of the standards that we have reached, which to 
my mind appears intolerable. Personally the logical thinker may be most 
congenial to me, nevertheless I respect the sacred ideal of the dreamer who 
lives in a world of musical tones, and whose creative power is to me a marvel 
that surpasses understanding.

Without a selection of standards, eugenic practice is impossible; but if 
we read the history of mankind aright, we ought to hesitate before we try 
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to set our standards for all time to come, for they are only one phase in the 
development of mankind.

This consideration applies only to our right to apply creative eugenic 
principles, not to the question whether practical results by eugenic selection 
can be attained. I have pointed out before how much in this respect is still 
hypothetical, or at least of doubtful value, because the social factors out-
weigh the biological ones.

At the present time the idea of creating the best human types by selective 
mating is hardly a practical one. It dwells only as a desirable ideal in the 
minds of some enthusiasts.

The immediate application of eugenics is rather concerned with eliminat-
ing strains that are a burden to the nation or to themselves, and with raising 
the standard of humanity by the suppression of the progeny of the defective 
classes. I am doubtful whether eugenics alone will have material results in 
this direction, for, in view of the fundamental influence of environmental 
causes, that I set forth before, it is perfectly safe to say that no amount of 
eugenic selection will overcome those social conditions that have raised a 
poverty- and disease-stricken proletariat—which will be reborn from even 
the best stock, so long as the social conditions persist that remorselessly push 
human beings into helpless and hopeless misery. The effect would probably 
be to push new groups of individuals into the deadly environment where 
they would take the place of the eliminated defectives. Whether they would 
breed new generations of defectives may be an open question. The contin-
ued presence of defectives would be a certainty. Eugenics alone cannot solve 
the problem. It requires much more an amelioration of the social conditions 
of the poor which would also raise many of the apparently defective to 
higher levels.

The present state of our knowledge of heredity permits us to say that 
certain pathological conditions are hereditary and that apparently healthy 
parents who belong to defective strains are very likely to have among their 
descendants defective individuals. We may even predict for a number of such 
cases how many among the descendants will be normal and how many 
defective. The eugenist must decide whether he wants to suppress all the 
normal individuals in these families in order to avoid the development of the 
defectives, or whether he is willing to carry the defectives along, perhaps as 
a burden to society, to their relatives and in many cases even to themselves, 
for the sake of the healthy children of such families. This question cannot 
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be decided from a scientific point of view. The answer depends upon ethi-
cal and social standards. Many defective families have produced individuals 
who have given us the greatest treasures our civilization possesses. Eugenists 
might have prevented Beethoven’s father from having children. Would they 
willingly take the responsibility of having mankind deprived of the genius 
of Beethoven?

Another aspect of the problem is of much more vital importance to man-
kind. The object of eugenics is to raise a better race and to do away with 
increasing suffering by eliminating those who are by heredity destined to 
suffer and to cause suffering. The humanitarian idea of the conquest of suf-
fering, and the ideal of raising human efficiency to heights never before 
reached, make eugenics particularly attractive.

I believe that the human mind and body are so constituted that the attain-
ment of these ends would lead to the destruction of society. The wish for the 
elimination of unnecessary suffering is divided by a narrow margin from the 
wish for the elimination of all suffering.

While, humanely speaking, this may be a beautiful ideal, it is unattainable. 
The performance of the labors of mankind and the conflict of duties will 
always be accompanied by suffering that must be borne, and that men must 
be willing to bear. Many of the works of sublime beauty are the precious 
fruit of mental agony; and we should be poor, indeed, if the willingness of 
man to suffer should disappear. However, if we cultivate this ideal, then that 
which was discomfort yesterday will be suffering today, and the elimination 
of discomforts will lead to an effeminacy that must be disastrous to the race.

This effect is further emphasized by the increasing demands for self- 
perfection. The more complex our civilization and the more extended our 
technical skill and our knowledge, the more energy is demanded for reach-
ing the highest efficiency, and the less is it admissible that the working cap-
acity of the individual should be diminished by suffering. We are clearly 
drifting towards that danger-line where the individual will no longer bear 
discomfort or pain for the sake of the continuance of the race, and where 
our emotional life is so strongly repressed by the desire for self-perfection—
or by self-indulgence—that the coming generation is sacrificed to the self-
ishness of the living, and the more so the more competent each one to 
make use of his natural gifts. The phenomenon that characterized the end 
of antiquity, when no children were born to take the place of the passing 
generations, is being repeated in our times and in ever widening circles; 
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and the more vigorously the eugenic ideals of the elimination of suffering 
and of self-development are held up the sooner shall we drift towards the 
destruction of the race.

Eugenics should, therefore, not be allowed to deceive us into the belief 
that we should try to raise a race of supermen, nor that it should be our aim 
to eliminate all suffering and pain. The attempt to suppress those defective 
classes whose deficiencies can be proved by rigid methods to be due to 
 hereditary causes, and to prevent unions that will unavoidably lead to the 
birth of disease-stricken progeny, is the proper field of eugenics. How much 
can be and should be attempted in this field depends upon the results of 
careful studies of the laws of heredity. Eugenics is not a panacea that will 
cure human ills; it is rather a dangerous sword that may turn its edge against 
those who rely on its strength.



6
CRIMINOLOGY

A whole science has developed based on the assumption of the existence of a 
biologically determined criminal type and upon the hereditary transmission  
of criminality. The Italian school of criminologists led by C. Lombr oso has 
endeavored to define the type of the criminal and the physical characteris-
tics of criminals addicted to various types of crimes. A number of stigmata 
have been established which, it was believed, characterized a person as a 
criminal. If this theory could be proved the treatment of criminals would 
have been much simplified, for it would have been possible to select all 
criminals before the commission of a crime and to protect society against 
them.

Unfortunately these extreme hopes have not been fulfilled. Our previous 
considerations make it plausible that they could not be fulfilled, because the 
interrelation between gross bodily form and mentality is not by any means 
close.

All that has been proved is that many criminals are defective, not only 
mentally but also physically. It is, therefore, not surprising that anomalies 
that accompany various types of defectiveness should be found among them 
with greater frequency than among the socially normal; but it does not fol-
low that the presence of any one of the stigmata described by the Italian 
school would prove that a person is a born criminal.
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In many of the cases a careful statistical study has shown that the alleged 
stigmata, such as absence of the lobe of the ear and irregularities in the posi-
tion of the teeth, are more frequent in local noncriminal groups than among 
the criminals, so that for this reason they cannot be considered as significant. 
Neither is there any clear physiological relation between the alleged stigmata 
and social or even physical defects.

A most careful examination of the criminal population has been made by 
C. Goring. His general results are worth quoting. He says: “For statistical evi-
dence, one assertion can be dogmatically made: It is, that the criminal is dif-
ferentiated by inferior stature, by defective intelligence and, to some extent, 
by his antisocial proclivities; but that, apart from these broad differences, 
there are no physical, mental or moral characteristics peculiar to the inmates 
of English prisons. The truths that have been overlooked are that these devi-
ations, described as significant of criminality, are inevitable concomitants of 
inferior stature and defective intelligence: both of which are the differentia 
of the types of persons who are selected for imprisonment.”

The conditions are the same as those previously described. As it is impos-
sible to assign an individual according to his bodily form to a racial group, 
if the groups overlap, so it is impossible to recognize an individual by his 
bodily build as a criminal. We may say that it is more likely that a person 
physically and mentally defective will become a criminal than one who is 
normal, but we cannot say that he must be a criminal.

The very definition of the term “crime” proves that no such intimate 
relation can exist. What was a crime in times past is no longer a crime now. 
Heresy was a crime punishable by death. Among heretics were included 
many who were mentally unbalanced and probably physically defective; but 
men like Huss or Giordano Bruno were criminals on account of their mental 
independence. George Washington would have been a criminal, if the Eng-
lish had caught him.

In foreign societies the concept of what constitutes a crime may be even 
more different than it has been at different periods among ourselves. Where 
food is shared by all and property consists solely of the necessities of life, 
such as clothing, weapons, household utensils, small pilfering is all but im-
possible, for the taking of food is not stealing, food being freely shared 
by all. Where strict laws of endogamy exist, what we call incest may be 
prescribed. Where exogamy is found the laws of incest extend over wider, 
or curiously selected groups. Where vendetta is the law of the land certain 
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types of murder are a virtue, not a crime. Where monogamy is the custom 
polygamy is a criminal offense, while in other societies the refusal to accept 
a number of mates may be so considered. Where sexual life is practically free 
sexual crimes do not occur.

Under these conditions the criminal must be defined as the person who 
habitually disregards the laws of conduct prescribed by the society to which 
he belongs. If we accept this definition we must except those cases in which 
conduct contrary to law is ceremonially permitted or prescribed. This hap-
pens, for instance, among the Pueblo Indians and in British Columbia in the 
case of certain semi-priestly groups who have the privilege of acting counter 
to the sacred rites of the people and who are accordingly feared by the pro-
fane crowd. The same is true in all cases of prerogatives of social classes—as 
in the relation between master and slave, when the slave is considered a 
chattel; or in prerogatives of feudal lords.

With the differentiation of what constitutes a crime the mental charac-
teristics of the criminal must also vary. The criminal who breaks through 
the inhibitions developed by the habitual behavior of the society to which 
he belongs is actuated by a variety of motives. The breaking point depends 
upon the drive that leads to action and the strength of inhibition. Among 
two persons with equal power of inhibition the starving pauper will be led 
to theft by hunger; the well-to-do who is deprived of his conveniences will 
succumb much more readily, because the strain which for the pauper would 
be insignificant is felt by him as suffering. Such conditions may account for 
the similar distribution of criminality in well-to-do and poor social groups.

The problem of the hereditary determination of criminality as well as 
of other forms of social deficiency presents the same difficulties that are 
encountered in all attempts to discriminate between organic and environ-
mental determination.

The definition of crime is so complex and so variable, so entirely depend-
ent upon social conditions that criminality itself can hardly be considered as 
hereditary. It is, however, possible that certain dispositions may be hereditary 
that lead to acts that are in some cases considered as criminal. It has been 
proved that the criminal is, in many respects, defective. If the deficiency is 
hereditary, then a greater probability exists that a defective individual be-
longing to a hereditary line of defectives may become a criminal.

The investigation of families like the Kallikaks has shown that there are 
strains in which criminality is very frequent. From a purely practical point of 
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view these data allow us to say that when a person is a criminal or otherwise 
defective there is a greater likelihood of finding criminals or defectives in his 
family than among the relatives of a person who is not a criminal.

The reason for this is easily understood if we remember that the same 
is true for any trait that occurs comparatively rarely and with unequal fre-
quency in different families. If in a preponderantly blond population a blond 
is selected we exclude all those families in which no blonds occur and the 
average frequency of blondness in the population thus selected will be con-
siderable. On the other hand, if we select a brunette individual the whole 
mass of families that contain brunette individuals will appear, and the aver-
age frequency of blondness in the series thus selected will be much lower. 
The same is true when we select exceptionally short individuals. Then all tall 
families will be eliminated the more the higher their average stature, and the 
series so selected will contain an inordinately large number of short individ-
uals. Conversely in the series of families selected as relatives of a tall person 
the relative frequency of short ones will be much less. The statistical value 
obtained from such data will depend entirely upon the frequencies with 
which blondness and tallness appear in all the families investigated. If one 
group of families had only blond or tall individuals, the others none, all the 
members of the families in which one tall person occurs will be tall. If some 
families have many individuals of a specific trait, others few, we cannot be 
certain how many of the relatives of a person characterized by a given trait 
will share it and the law of hereditary transmission cannot be established. 
Therefore the separation of hereditary determination or acquisition through 
external conditions cannot be made.

Tallness and shortness are not entirely due to heredity, so that from the 
greater frequency of short relatives of a short man we may not immediately 
conclude that shortness is hereditary.

This is still clearer in social groups. In rural communities the relatives of a 
farmer are preponderantly farmers, but farming is not a hereditary trait. The 
relatives of a prosperous business man are rarely unskilled laborers.

In short, the frequency of any trait in a family line does not, without further 
proof, show that it is hereditary. The greater frequency of criminality among 
relatives of criminals does not allow us to deduce laws of the heredity of 
criminality, unless the hereditary determination is proved by other methods.

We have seen that the family lines constituting a population differ among 
themselves. They differ also in regard to criminality and frequency of defects. 
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The questions to be answered are whether these are environmentally deter-
mined or hereditary and what the laws of heredity are.

The observations of Habit-Clinics for pre-school children throw an in-
teresting light upon this problem. Although the statistical results of these 
observations must be used with considerable caution, the psychological 
analysis elucidates the far-reaching influence of an unfavorable environment 
upon the behavior of physically weak subjects and the development of anti-
social tendencies that may arise under stresses of a family situation that 
make for revolt against tyrannical authority or create in other ways serious 
antagonisms.

No less instructive are the observations of psychoanalysis. While I am not 
inclined to follow the intricate and, as it seems to me, arbitrary reasonings 
of psychoanalysts, sufficient material has been accumulated showing that 
under severe stresses, particularly after a sudden “trauma,” weak individuals 
may develop abnormal mental habits of the most varied kind.

The general evidence points to the conclusion that the weak individual 
takes to antisocial acts when the environmental stress that brings about dis-
regard of the laws of society is sufficiently acute. The stronger the individual 
the greater the stress that will be required.

C. Goring, in the investigation previously referred to, minimizes the en-
vironmental factor as a determinant of criminality. He tries to prove that all 
other social irregularities found among criminals, such as lack of schooling 
or irregular employment, or poverty are dependent upon lack of intelli-
gence. His argument is based on the statistical interrelation between intelli-
gence and the various social defects. He determines the average intelligence 
of a group by the relative frequency of mental defectives. He assumes that 
the greater their number the lower the average intelligence. This is a doubtful 
procedure, because the range of variation in the groups does not need to be 
the same. If, for instance, the mentality of criminals were more variable than 
that of noncriminals, they would have a larger number of defectives even if 
they had the same average intelligence. Social irregularities combined with 
criminality are the more frequent the greater the relative number of mental 
defectives. The argument might also be reversed and we might say that men-
tal defects combined with criminality are the more frequent the greater the 
relative number of social irregularities, such as lack of schooling or irregular 
employment. In order to prove that organically determined intelligence is 
the cause of both social irregularities and criminality it would be necessary 
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to show that groups of individuals of the same intelligence, taken at random 
from the total population, would have the same relative frequency of crimi-
nality regardless of other social defects, such as poverty, lack of schooling or 
irregularity of employment. Since we do not know the distribution of intel-
ligence in the total population the ratio of criminality cannot be determined 
and it cannot be claimed that hereditary intelligence is the decisive factor.

I believe, therefore, that the irrelevancy of environment as a factor produ-
cing criminality has not been proved.

Many authors have tried to deduce from the distribution of cases of crim-
inality in family lines that the tendency is inherited in a simple Mendelian 
ratio. The infinite complexity of conditions that bring an individual into the 
class of convicted criminals does not make such a conclusion likely and the 
number of cases that have been brought forward is entirely insufficient for a 
conclusive proof. The actual statistical data indicate only that in the popula-
tion family lines differ in their degree of criminality.

The assumption of a simple form of Mendelian heredity, and that of the 
occurrence of much more complex forms which include environmental fac-
tors lead to quite distinct practical results. In the former case the occurrence 
of a single case of criminality in a family and a knowledge of the simple 
rules of hereditary transmission would enable us to foretell how many indi-
viduals in various family lines would be affected. In the latter case prediction 
would be well-nigh impossible, because the rules of heredity, although fol-
lowing fundamentally the same laws, would be so varied that the hereditary 
characteristics of a single family would not be known.

More important than this is the difficulty of differentiation between en-
vironmental and hereditary causes, for if a whole family is exposed to the 
same deleterious conditions and a sufficient organic weakness exists, the 
whole family may become criminal, while under more fortunate conditions 
it could withstand the social pressure to which it is exposed.



7
STABILITY OF CULTURE

An isolated community that remains subject to the same environmental con-
ditions, and without selective mating, becomes, after a number of genera-
tions, stable in bodily form. As long as there are no stimuli that modify the 
social structure and mental life the culture will also be fairly permanent. 
Primitive, isolated tribes appear to us and to themselves as stable, because 
under undisturbed conditions the processes of change of culture are slow.

In the very earliest times of mankind culture must have changed almost 
imperceptibly. The history of man, of a being that made tools, goes back 
maybe 150,000 years, more or less. The tools belonging to this period are 
found buried in the soil. They are stone implements of simple form. For a 
period of no less than 30,000 years the forms did not change. When we 
observe such permanence among animals we explain it as an expression 
of instinct. Objectively the toolmaking of man of this period seems like an 
instinctive trait similar to the instincts of ants and bees. The repetition of the 
same act without change, generation after generation, gives the impression 
of a biologically determined instinct. Still, we do not know that such a view 
would be correct, because we cannot tell in how far each generation learned 
from its predecessors. Animals like birds and mammals, act not only instinc-
tively; they also learn by example and imitation. Horses and dogs learn to re-
act to calls or to the spoken word. English sparrows reared by canaries learn 
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their song and call-notes. Parrots learn to imitate sounds. Apes even learn to 
use sticks or stones as tools.

It seems likely that conditions were the same in early man. Even in the 
 earliest remains differences may be found. While in some areas the typical 
form of an implement was the flint blade, in others it was the cleaver or 
coup-de-point. According to Menghin a culture based on the use of bone 
originated in arctic Asia, another one based on the manufacture of flint 
blades in Eastern Asia, and one based on the flint cleaver in India.

The importance of the process of learning becomes more and more evi-
dent the nearer we approach the present period. The tools become more dif-
ferentiated. Not all localities show the same forms, and it seems likely that if 
we could examine the behavior of man in periods one thousand years apart 
that changes would be discovered.

At the end of the ice age the differentiation in the forms of manufactured 
objects had come to be as great as that found nowadays among primitive 
tribes. There is no reason why we should assume the life of the people who 
lived towards the end of the ice age, the Magdalenians, to have been in any 
respect simpler than that of the modern Eskimo.

With the beginning of the present geological period the differentiation 
of local groups and of activities in each group was considerable. Changes 
which in the beginning required tens of thousands of years, later thousands 
of years, occurred now in centuries and brought about constantly increasing 
multiplicity of forms.

With the approach of the historic period the degree of stability of culture 
decreased still further and in modern times changes are proceeding with 
great rapidity, not only in material products of our civilization but also in 
forms of thought.

Since earliest times the rapidity of change has grown at an ever-increasing 
rate.

The rate of change in culture is by no means uniform. We may observe in 
many instances periods of comparative stability followed by others of rapid 
modifications. The great Teutonic migrations at the close of antiquity brought 
about fundamental changes in culture and speech. They were followed by 
periods of consolidation. The Arab conquest of North Africa des troyed an 
old civilization and new forms took its place. Assimilation of culture may 
also be observed among many primitive tribes, and, although we do not 
know the rate of change, there is often strong internal evidence of a rapid 
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adjustment to a new level. In language the alternation between periods of 
rapid change and comparative stability may often be observed. The transition 
from Anglo-Saxon and Norman to English was rapid. The development of 
English since that time has been rather slow. Similar periods of disturbance 
have occurred in the development of modern Persian.

Changes of unusual rapidity are due to the influence of European civiliza-
tion upon primitive cultures. When they do not completely disappear a new 
adjustment is reached with great rapidity. This is exemplified by the mod-
ern culture of the Indians of Mexico and Peru. Part of their ancient material 
culture survives. Under the veneer of Catholicism and of other Spanish cul-
tural forms old ideas persist, readjusted to the superimposed civilization. 
A blend has developed which does not yield until modern schools and a 
livelier participation in world affairs disturb the equilibrium. A remarkable 
example of adjustment between old and new is found among the Pueblo 
tribes of New Mexico who have consciously and as far as possible isolated 
themselves from the American life around them. Their daily life has been 
modified by the use of products of American manufacture. Woven goods, 
glass windows and doors, agricultural implements, household furniture 
are in use; Catholic churches are attended on Sundays; the Saints’ days are 
celebrated; and all this is assimilated to the older forms of life. The ancient 
house forms persist; in some Pueblos the former style of dress survives; as 
heretofore, corn is ground on the grinding stone; old types of Spanish ov-
ens for baking bread continue to be used, and the ancient religious beliefs 
and ceremonials have been so adjusted that they continue, without serious 
inner conflicts, side by side with Catholicism. The new equilibrium is dis-
turbed only when the general conditions of life make continued isolation 
impossible and the younger generation finds a new adjustment to altered 
conditions.

Even more striking is the rapidity of change of culture among the Negroes 
of the United States. Since their introduction as slaves their language, their 
ancient customs and beliefs, have disappeared apace with their absorption 
in the economic life of America. Dr. Parsons, Dr. Herskovits, and Miss Zora 
Hurston have shown that, as we proceed from south to north, from Dutch 
Guyana to the northern States, the survivals of Negro culture become less 
and less. The isolated Bush Negroes of Surinam are essentially African in 
culture. The Negro districts of the South retain some African elements, while 
the northern Negro city dweller is to all intents and purposes like his White 
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neighbor, except in so far as social barriers tend to perpetuate one or the 
other peculiarity of behavior.

Notwithstanding the rapid changes in many aspects of our modern life 
we may observe in other respects a marked stability. Characteristics of our 
civilization are conflicts between the inertia of conservative tradition and the 
radicalism which has no respect for the past but attempts to reconstruct the 
future on the basis of rational considerations intended to further its ideals. 
These conflicts may be observed in education, law, economic theory, religion, 
and art. Discipline against freedom of control, subordination under the public 
weal against individual freedom, capitalism against socialism, dogma against 
freedom of belief, established art forms against esthetic expression subject 
only to individual whim, are some of these conflicts. They are possible only 
when in a rapidly changing culture the old and the new live side by side.

We are wont to measure the ability of a race by its cultural achievements 
which imply rapid changes. Those races among whom the later changes have 
been most rapid appear, therefore, as most highly developed.

For these reasons it is important to study the conditions that make for 
stability and for change; and to know whether changes are organically or 
culturally determined.

Behavior that is organically determined is called instinctive. When the in-
fant cries and smiles, when later on it walks, its actions are instinctive in this 
sense. Breathing, chewing, retiring from a sudden assault against the senses, 
approach towards desired objects are presumably organically determined. 
They do not need to be learned. Most of these actions are indispensable for 
the maintenance of life. We can never account for the reasons that prompt us 
to perform acts organically determined. The stimulus presents itself and we 
react at once, without conscious effort. Still, some of these reactions may be 
modified or even suppressed with impunity. Thus we may learn to overcome 
the reaction to fear. It is difficult to do so, but not impossible.

On the ground of this experience we are inclined to consider every type of 
behavior that is marked by an immediate, involuntary reaction as instinctive. 
This is an error, for habits imposed upon us during infancy and childhood 
have the same characteristics. They determine the particular forms of our 
activities, even of those based on the structure of our organism. We must 
recognize that the specific forms of our actions are culturally determined.

We must eat in order to live. Arctic man is compelled by necessity to live 
on a meat diet; the Hindu lives on vegetal food by choice.
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That we walk on our legs is organically conditioned. How we walk, our 
particular gait, depends upon the forms of our shoes, the cut of our cloth-
ing, the way we carry loads, the conformation of the ground we tread. Pecu-
liar forms of motion may be, in part, physiologically determined, but many 
are due to imitation. They are repeated so often that they become automatic. 
They come to be the way in which we move “naturally.” The response is as 
easy and as ready as an instinctive action, and a change from the acquired 
habit to a new one is equally difficult. When thoroughly established the level 
of consciousness of an automatic action is the same as that of an instinctive 
reaction.

In all these cases the faculty of developing a certain motor habit is organi-
cally determined. The particular form of movement is automatic, acquired by 
constant, habitual use.

This distinction is particularly clear in the use of language. The faculty of 
speech is organically determined and should be called, therefore, instinc-
tive. However, what we speak is determined solely by our environment. We 
acquire one language or another, according to what we hear spoken around 
us. We become accustomed to very definite movements of lips, tongue and 
the whole group of articulating organs. When we speak, we are wholly un-
conscious of any of these movements and equally of the structure of the 
language we speak. We resent deviations in pronunciation and in structure. 
As adults we find it exceedingly difficult, if not impossible, to acquire com-
plete mastery of new articulations and new structures such as are required 
in learning a foreign language. Our linguistic habits are not instinctive. They 
are automatic.

Our thoughts and our speech are accompanied by muscular movements—
some people would even say they are our thoughts. The kinds of movements 
are not by any means the same everywhere. The mobility of the Italian con-
trasts strikingly with the restraint of the Englishman.

The human faculty of using tools is organically determined. It is instinc-
tive. This, however, does not mean that the kind of tool developed is pre-
scribed by instinct. Even the slightest knowledge of the development of tools 
proves that the special forms characteristic of each area and period depend 
upon tradition and are in no way organically determined. The choice of ma-
terial depends partly upon environment, partly upon the state of inventions. 
We use steel and other artificially made materials; the African iron, others 
stone, bone, or shell. The forms of the working parts of the implements 
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depend upon the tasks they are to perform, those of the handles upon our 
motor habits.

The same is ordinarily true of our likes and dislikes. We are organically 
capable of producing and enjoying music. What kind of music we enjoy 
depends for most of us solely upon habit. Our harmonies, rhythms, and 
melodies are not of the same kind as those enjoyed by the Siamese and a 
mutual understanding, if it can be attained at all, can be reached solely by 
long training.

Whatever is acquired in infancy and childhood by unvarying habits be-
comes automatic.

There is a negative effect of automatism, no less important than the posi-
tive one which results in the ease of performance.

Any action that differs from those performed by us habitually strikes us 
immediately as ridiculous or objectionable, according to the emotional tone 
that accompanies it. Often deviations from automatic actions are strongly re-
sented. A dog taught to give his hind paw instead of the front paw excites us 
to laughter. Formal dress worn at times when the conventions do not allow 
it seems ridiculous. So does the dress that was once fashionable but that has 
gone out of use. We need only think of the hoop skirt of the middle of the 
last century or of the bright colors of man’s dress and the impression they 
would create to-day. We must also realize the resistance that we ourselves 
have to appearing in an inappropriate costume.

More serious are the resistances in matters that evoke stronger emotional 
reactions. Table manners are a good example. Most of us are exceedingly sen-
sitive to a breach of good table manners. There are many tribes and people 
that do not know the use of the fork and who dip into the dish with their 
fingers. We feel this is disgusting because we are accustomed to the use of 
fork and knife. We are accustomed to eat quietly. Among some Indian tribes 
it is discourteous not to smack one’s lips, the sign of enjoying one’s food. 
What is nauseating to us is proper to them.

Still more striking is our reaction to breaches of modesty. We have our-
selves witnessed a marked change in regard to what is considered modest, 
what immodest. A comparative study shows that modesty is found the world 
over, but that the ideas of what is modest and what immodest vary incred-
ibly. Thirty years ago woman’s dress of to-day would have been immodest. 
South African Negroes greet a person of high rank by turning the back and 
bowing away from him. Some South American Indians consider it immodest 
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to eat in view of other people. Whatever the form of modest behavior may 
be, a breach of etiquette is always strongly resented.

This is characteristic of all forms of automatic behavior. The performance 
of an automatic action is accompanied by the lowest degree of conscious-
ness. To witness an action contrary to our automatic behavior excites at once 
intense attention and the strongest resistances must be overcome if we are 
required to perform such an action. Where motor habits are concerned the 
resistance is based on the difficulty of acquiring new habits, which is the 
greater the older we are, perhaps less on account of growing inadaptibility 
than for the reason that we are constantly required to act and have no time to 
adjust ourselves to new ways. In trifling matters the resistance may take the 
form of fear of ridicule, in more serious ones there may be dread of social 
ostracism. But it is not only the fear of the critical attitude of society that 
creates resistance, it rests equally in our own unwillingness to change, in our 
thorough disapprobation of the unconventional.

Intolerance of sharply divided social sets is often based on the strength of 
automatic reactions and upon the feeling of intense displeasure felt in acts 
opposed to our own automatism. The apparent fanaticism exhibited in the 
persecution of heretics must be explained in this manner. At a time when the 
dogma taught by the Church was imposed upon each individual so intensely 
that it became an automatic part of his thought and action, it was accom-
panied by a strong feeling of opposition, of hostility to anyone who did 
not participate in this feeling. The term fanaticism does not quite correctly 
express the attitude of the Inquisition. Its psychological basis was rather the 
impossibility of changing a habit of thought that had become automatic and 
the consequent impossibility of following new lines of thought, which, for 
this very reason, seemed antisocial; that is, criminal.

We have a similar spectacle in the present conflict between nationalism 
and internationalism with their mutual intolerance.

Even in science a similar intolerance may be observed in the struggle 
of opposing theories and in the difficulty of breaking down traditional 
viewpoints.

Both the positive and negative effect of automatically established actions 
implies that a culture replete with these must be stable. Every individual 
behaves according to the setting of the culture in which he lives. When 
the uniformity of automatic reaction is broken, the stability of culture will 
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be weakened or lost. Conformity and stability are inseparably connected. 
Non-conformity breaks the force of tradition.

We are thus led to an investigation of the conditions that make for con-
formity or non-conformity.

Conformity to instinctive activities is enforced by our organic structure, 
conformity to automatic actions by habit. The infant learns to speak by im-
itation. During the first few years of life the movements of larynx, tongue, 
roof of the mouth, and lips are gradually controlled and finally executed 
with great accuracy and rapidity. If the child is removed to a new envi-
ronment in which another language is spoken, before the time when the 
movements of articulation have become stable, and as long as a certain effort 
in speech is still required, the movements required by the new language 
are acquired with perfect ease. For the adult a change from one language to 
another is much more difficult. The demands of everyday life compel him 
to use speech, and the articulating organs follow the automatic, fixed habits 
of his childhood. By imitation certain modifications occur, but a complete 
break with the early habits is extremely difficult, for many well-nigh impos-
sible, and probably in no case quite perfect. Unwonted movements reappear 
when, due to disease, the control of the central nervous system breaks down.

Early habits control also the movements of the body. In childhood we ac-
quire certain ways of handling our bodies. If these movements have become 
automatic it is almost impossible to change to another style, because all the 
muscles are attuned to act in a fixed way. To change one’s gait, to acquire a 
new style of handwriting, to change the play of the muscles of the face in 
response to emotion is a task that can never be accomplished satisfactorily.

What is true of the handling of the body is equally true of mental pro-
cesses. When we have learned to think in definite ways it is exceedingly 
difficult to break away and to follow new paths. For a person who has never 
been accustomed as a young child to restrain responses to emotions, such as 
weeping, or laughing, a transition to the restraints cultivated among us will 
be difficult. The teachings of earliest childhood remain for most people the 
dogma of adult life, the truth of which is never doubted. Recently the im-
portance of the impressions of earliest childhood has been emphasized again 
by psychoanalysts. Whatever happens during the first five years of life sets 
the pace for the reactions of the individual. Habits established in this period 
become automatic and will resist strongly any pressure requiring change.
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It would be saying too much to claim that these habits are alone responsi-
ble for the reactions of the individual. His bodily organization certainly plays 
a part. This appears most clearly in the case of pathological individuals or of 
those unusually gifted in one way or another; but the whole population con-
sists of individuals varying greatly in bodily form and function, and since 
the same forms and faculties occur in many groups, the group behavior can-
not be deeply influenced by structure. Differences must be due to culturally 
acquired automatic habits and these are among the most important sources 
of conservatism.

A few examples may illustrate the conditions that fix our habits. Fire- 
making by friction is known almost everywhere. Most people use the 
fire-drill which is turned backward and forward between the hands or by 
mechanical means. Others use the fire-plough, still others the fire-saw. The 
principle is always the same. Wood is rubbed against wood under pressure 
and with such rapidity that the dust produced by friction finally ignites. The 
motion applied is different; in one case drilling, in another ploughing or 
cutting, in a third sawing. Another example is the production of flour. Some 
people obtain it by grinding kernels between stones, others by pounding in 
a mortar. The forms of pestles for pounding depends upon material, the use 
of one or two hands, and upon the mode of holding the pestle. Hammers 
may be hafted or unhafted, used with one or two hands. Their purpose is 
always the same, but their forms differ according to the ways in which the 
hammer is customarily used. Some tribes use hand adzes with long handles, 
others those held close to the cutting blade. A draw knife is used for cutting 
towards the body, other forms of knives for whittling away from the body. 
For a person accustomed to cut with a draw knife, a knife handle not fitted 
for this movement is unhandy. The motor habits of people are reflected in 
the form of the handles of their tools.

The movements determined by the forms of handles are sometimes very 
special and a change to another form of handle is correspondingly difficult. 
A good example of this is the throwing board of the Eskimo. The board 
serves to give a greater impetus to a lance or a dart than the one that can be 
given by the hand. It is, as it were, an extension of the hand. The one end is 
held in the hand. On the surface is a groove in which the lance rests so that 
its butt end is supported at the other end. When the arm swings forward 
in the motion of throwing, the lance rests against the far end of the board, 
which, on account of its greater distance from the shoulder, moves more 
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swiftly and thus gives greater impetus to the weapon. The accuracy with 
which the lance is thrown depends upon the intimate familiarity of the 
hand with the board, for the slightest variation in its position modifies the 
flight of the weapon. The forms of the throwing board differ considerably 
from tribe to tribe. In Labrador and in the region farther north it is broad 
and heavy, with grip holds for thumb and fingers. In Alaska it is slender with 
a grip arranged in quite a different manner. A hand accustomed to the wide 
board would require considerable time to learn the use of the narrower one. 
An implement of the same kind occurs in Australia, but its form is funda-
mentally different. I presume an Australian who would try to use an Eskimo 
throwing board would fail to hit his game.

The same is true of our modern tools. The movements of the body are ad-
justed to the handle of the tool. The handle was not changed until machinery 
was introduced. The handle of the plane looks as though it were adapted to 
the hand. Its form has developed so as to facilitate the movements which we 
use. If we should use a different kind of movement for planing the form of 
the handle would have to be different, too; but the use of the handle that has 
been developed fixes the habitual movements that we acquire.

Our posture may serve as another example. We sit on chairs. We like to 
have our backs supported and our feet on the floor. The Indians do not find 
this comfortable at all. They sit on the ground. Some stretch their legs for-
ward, others sideways. Many squat down, bending the lower legs backward 
and sitting on the ground between the feet. For most adults, among our-
selves, this position is impossible.

The form of furniture depends upon our habitual posture. Some people 
sleep on the back, others on the side. When sleeping on the side it is conven-
ient to support the head with a pillow. People who sleep on the back find it 
convenient to support the neck by a narrow rest while the shoulders rest on 
the ground and the head is suspended. The neck rest cannot be used when it 
is customary to sleep on the side. The forms of chairs, beds, tables, and many 
kinds of household utensils are thus determined by our motor habits. They 
have developed as an expression of these habits, but their use compels every 
succeeding generation to follow the same habits. Thus they tend to stabilize 
them and to make them automatic.

The difficulty of changing forms dependent upon well-established motor 
habits is well illustrated by the permanence of the keyboard of the piano, 
which withstands all efforts at improvements; or by the complexity of forms 
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and inadequacy of the number of symbols of our alphabet, which is hardly 
realized by most of those who write and read. In all these matters universal-
ity of habit in the social group brings about conformity of all the constituent 
individuals.

The most automatic activity of man is his speech and it is well worth 
while to inquire in how far habitual speech causes conformity of our ac-
tions and thought. The problem might also be so formulated that we ask in 
how far does language control action and thought, and in how far does our 
behavior control language. Some aspects of this question have been touched 
upon before (p. 76).

Language is so constituted that when new cultural needs arise it will sup-
ply the forms that express them. There is a large number of words in our 
vocabulary that have arisen with new inventions and new ideas that would 
be unintelligible to our ancestors who lived two hundred years ago. On the 
other hand, words no longer needed have disappeared.

What is true of words is equally true of forms. Many primitive languages 
are very definite in expressing ideas. Locality, time, and modality of any 
statement are denoted accurately. An Indian of Vancouver Island does not 
say “the man is dead,” he would say “this man who has passed away lies 
dead on the floor of this house.” He does not, according to the form of his 
language, express the idea “the man is dead” in generalized form. It might 
seem that this is a defect in his language, that he cannot form a generalized 
statement. As a matter of fact he has no need of generalized statements. 
He speaks to his fellow-men about the specific events of everyday life. He 
does not speak about abstract goodness, he speaks about the goodness of a 
certain person and he has no call to use the abstract term. The question is 
what happens when his culture changes and generalized terms are needed. 
The history of our own language shows clearly what does happen. We do 
not mind forcing the language into new molds and creating the forms that 
we require. If the philosopher develops a new idea he forces the language 
to yield devices that will adequately express his ideas and if these take 
root the language follows the lead thus given. A careful examination of 
primitive languages shows that these possibilities are always inherent in 
their structure. When missionaries train natives to translate the Bible and 
the Book of Prayer they compel them to do violence to the current forms; 
and it can always be done. In this sense we may say that culture determines 
language.



STABILITY OF CULTURE 83

Most instructive in this respect are those parts of the vocabulary that ex-
press systems of classification; most notably in the numerical system and in 
the terminology of relationship.

All counting is based on a grouping of units. We group by tens and do so 
automatically. Some languages group by fives and combine four fives—that 
is the fingers and toes—in one higher unit. In English their terminology 
would be one, two, three, four, five; one, two, three, four, five on the other 
hand; one, two, three, four, five on the one foot; one, two, three, four, on 
the other foot; and finally, for our twenty, a man. If I want to say in such a 
language 973,1 have to group the units not in 9 times 10 times 10 (900) 
plus 7 times 10 (70) plus 3, but in 2 times 20 times 20 (800) plus three on 
the other hand (=8) times 20 (160) plus three on the one foot (=13). In 
other words we count 973 units as 900+70+3. In the other language 973 are 
counted as 2×400 plus (5+3) times 20 plus (10+3). Every number is div-
ided in groups of units, multiples of twenty, of 400, 8,000 and so on. To ac-
quire this new classification automatically is an exceedingly difficult process.

Our terms of relationship are based on a few simple principles: gener-
ation, sex, direct descent or side line. My uncle is a person of the first as-
cendant generation, male, side line. Among other people the principles may 
be quite different. For instance, the difference between direct and side line 
may be disregarded, while the terms may differ according to the sex of the 
speaker. Thus a male calls his mother and all females of the first ascendant 
generation by one term, and also his sons and nephews by a single term. The 
concept and emotional significance of our term mother cannot persist in 
such a terminology. The adjustment to the new concepts that make impossi-
ble the customary automatic emotional reaction to terms of relationship will 
also be exceedingly difficult.

In another way language sways the forms of our thought. Every language 
has its own way of classifying sense experience and inner life, and thought 
is, to a certain extent, swayed by the associations between words. To us ac-
tivities like breaking, tearing, folding may call forth the ideas of the kind of 
things that we break, tear or fold. In other languages the terms express with 
such vigor the way in which these actions are done, by pressure, by pulling, 
with the hand; or the stiffness, hardness, form, pliability of the object that 
the flow of ideas is determined in this fashion.

More important than this is the emotional tone of words. Particularly 
those words that are symbols of groups of ideas to which we automatically 
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respond in definite ways have a fundamental value in shaping our behavior. 
They function as a release for habitual actions. In our modern civilizations 
the words patriotism, democracy or autocracy, liberty are of this class. The 
real content of many of these is not important; important is their emotional 
value. Liberty may be non-existent, the word-symbol will survive in all its 
power, although the actual condition may be one of subjection. The name 
democracy will induce people to accept autocracy as long as the symbol is 
kept intact. The vague concepts expressed by these words are sufficient to 
excite the strongest reactions that stabilize the cultural behavior of people, 
even when the inner form of culture undergoes considerable changes that 
go unnoticed on account of the preservation of the symbol.

Words are not the only symbols that influence behavior in this manner. 
There are also many objective symbols, such as the national flags or the 
cross, or fixed literary and musical forms that have attained the value of sym-
bols, like the formal prayers of various creeds, national songs and anthems.

The conservative force of all of these rests on their emotional effect.
The uniformity of automatic reaction of the whole society is one of the 

strongest forces making for stability. When all react in the same way it be-
comes difficult for an individual to break away from the common habits. In 
a complex culture in which diverse attitudes are found the probability of 
change must be much greater.

This is strikingly illustrated by the contrast between the culture of primi-
tive tribes and our modern civilization. Our society is not uniform. Among 
us even the best educated cannot participate in our whole civilization. Among 
primitive tribes the differences in occupations, interests, and knowledge are 
comparatively slight. Every individual is to a great extent familiar with all 
the thoughts, emotions, and activities of the community. The uniformity of 
behavior is similar to that expected among ourselves of a member of a social 
“set.” A person who does not conform to the habits of thought and actions of 
his “set” loses standing and must leave. In our modern civilization he is likely 
to find another congenial “set” to the habits of which he can conform. In 
primitive society such sets are absent. With us the presence of many groups 
of different standards of interest and behavior is a stimulus for critical self- 
examination, for conflicts of group interests and other forms of intimate con-
tact are ever present. Among primitive people this stimulus does not occur 
within the tribal unit. For these reasons individual independence is attained 
with much greater difficulty and tribal standards have much greater force.
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Individual independence is the weaker the more markedly a culture is 
dominated by a single idea that controls the actions of every individual. We 
may illustrate this by the example of the Indians of the northwest coast of 
America and of those of the Plains. The former are dominated by the desire 
to obtain social prominence by the display of wealth and by occupying a 
position of high rank which depends upon ancestry and conformity to the 
social requirements of rank. The life of almost every individual is regulated 
by this thought. The desire for social prestige finds expression in amassing 
riches, in squandering accumulated wealth, in lavish display, in outdoing 
rivals of equal rank, in marrying so as to insure rank for one’s children, 
more even than in a set of rich young people in our cities who have inher-
ited wealth and who lose caste unless they come up to the social pace of 
their set. The uniformity of this background and the intensity with which 
it is cultivated in the young do not allow other forms to arise and keep the 
cultural outlook stable. Quite similar observations may be made among the 
natives of New Guinea, among whom display of wealth is also a dominat-
ing passion.

Quite different is the background of life of the Indians of the Plains. The 
desire to obtain honors by warlike deeds prompts thoughts and actions of 
everyone. Social position is intimately bound up with success in war, and the 
desire for prominence is inculcated in the mind of every child. The combina-
tion of these two tendencies determines the mental status of the community 
and prevents the development of different ideals.

Again different are conditions among the sedentary tribes of New Mexico. 
According to Dr. Ruth L. Bunzel the chief desire of the Zuñi Indian is to con-
form to the general level of behavior and not to be prominent. Prominence 
brings with it so many duties and enmities that it is avoided. The dominating 
interest in life is occupation with ceremonialism and this combined with 
fear of outstanding responsibility gives a steady tone to life.

The fundamental contrast between Pueblo formalism and the abandon to 
exaltation of other Indian tribes has been set forth clearly by Dr. Benedict. 
Among the Pueblos there is no desire to cultivate customs that lead to indi-
vidual or mass excitement, no use of drugs to produce ecstasy, no orgiastic 
dance, no self-torture, no self-induced vision, traits that are common to 
almost all other Indian tribes.

No less instructive is the fundamental rôle played by the idea of the sa-
credness of persons of high rank, expressed particularly by the taboo of their 
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persons and of objects belonging to them, that prevails practically all over 
Polynesia and that must be an ancient trait of Polynesian culture.

In all these cases the uniformity of social habits and the lack of examples 
of different types of behavior make deviations difficult and place in an anti-
social class the individual who does not conform, even if his revolt is due to 
a superior mind and to strength of character.

In primitive society the general cultural outlook is in most cases uniform 
and examples that are opposed to the usual behavior are of rare occurrence. 
The participation of many in a uniform attitude has a stabilizing effect.

European history also shows conclusively that fundamental view-
points once established are held tenaciously. Changes develop slowly and 
against strong resistance. The relation of the individual to the Church 
may serve as an example. The willing submission to Church authority 
which characterized European and American life in earlier times and the 
unhesitating acceptance of traditional dogma are giving way to individ-
ual independence, but the transition has been slow and is still vigorously 
resisted by those who adhere to the earlier attitude. The ease with which 
changes of denominational affiliation or complete break with the Church 
are accepted was unthinkable for many centuries and is even now re-
sented by many.

The slow breaking up of feudalism and the gradual disappearance of the 
privileges of royalty and nobility are other pertinent examples.

The history of rationalism is equally instructive. The endeavor to under-
stand all processes as the effects of known causes has led to the development 
of modern science and has gradually expanded over ever-widening fields. 
The rigid application of the method demands the reduction of every phe-
nomenon to its cause. A purpose, a teleological viewpoint, and accident are 
excluded. It was probably one of the greatest attractions of the Darwinian 
theory of natural selection that it substituted for a purposive explanation of 
the origin of life forms a purely causal one.

The strength of the rationalistic viewpoint is also manifested in the atti-
tude of psychoanalysis which refuses to accept any of our ordinary, everyday 
actions as accidental, but demands an inner, causal connection between all 
mental processes.

It would be an error to assume that the universal application of rationalism 
is the final form of thought, the ultimate result which our organism is des-
tined to reach. Opposition to its negation of purpose, or its transformation 
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of purpose into cause and to its disregard of accident as influencing the 
individual phenomenon, is struggling for recognition.

When at times of great popular excitement the masses in civilized society 
are swayed by a single idea, the independence of the individual is lost in the 
same manner as it is in primitive society. We have passed through a period 
of such dominant ideas during the World War and it is probable that every 
European nation was affected in the same manner. What seemed before the 
outbreak of hostilities as momentous differences vanished, and one thought 
animated every nation.

The compelling force of popular ideas is weaker in a diversified culture, 
in which the child is exposed to the influences of conflicting tendencies, so 
that none has the opportunity to become automatically settled, to become 
sufficiently firmly ingrained in nature to evoke intense resistance against 
different habits. When only one dominant attitude exists, the rise of a critical 
attitude requires a strong, creative mind. Where many exist and none has a 
marked, emotional appeal, opportunity for critical choice is given.

The greater the differentiation of groups within the social unit, and the 
closer the contact between them the less is it likely that any of the traditional 
lines of behavior will be so firmly established that they become entirely 
automatic. In a diversified culture the child, as long as it does not become 
a member of a sharply segregated set, is exposed to so many conflicting 
tendencies that few only have the opportunity to become so strongly in-
grained in nature as to evoke energetic resistance against different habits. 
A stratified society consisting of loosely defined classes with privileges and 
different viewpoints is, therefore, more subject to change than a homoge-
neous society. When in a stratified society the sets are sharply segregated, so 
that they develop their own codes of behavior, their conservatism in regard 
to their specialized attitudes may easily equal that of unstratified societies, 
the more so the more exclusive they are. An example of this is the code of 
honor that prevailed until recently among the officers in European armies, 
which required the settlement by duel of disputes involving points of honor 
as understood by the class while judicial settlement was considered as dis-
honorable. Similar phenomena are not absent in primitive society. Thus the 
code of honor of the Crazy Dog Society among the Plains Indians required a 
type of bravery not expected from the ordinary warrior.

Lack of stratification may account for the intense conservatism of the Es-
kimo, whose culture has changed very little over a long period. They are 
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remote from contact with foreign cultures, and their society is remarkably 
homogeneous, all households being practically on the same level and all par-
ticipating fully in the tribal culture. In contrast to the permanence of their 
culture there is evidence of comparatively rapid changes among the Indians 
of British Columbia. They are exposed to contact with cultures of distinct 
types; and on account of the diversity of privileges of individuals, families 
and societies their customs have been in a state of flux.

Changes are facilitated in all those cases in which customs are entrusted 
to the care of a few individuals. Among many tribes sacred ceremonials are 
in the keeping of a few priests or of a single chief or priest. Although they 
are supposed to preserve the ceremonial faithfully in all its details, we have 
ample evidence showing that owing to forgetfulness, to ambition, to the 
workings of a philosophic or imaginative mind, or to the premature death 
of the keeper of the secret, the forms may undergo rapid changes.

The influence of an individual upon culture depends not only upon his 
strength but also upon the readiness of society to accept changes. During the 
unstable conditions of cultural life produced by contact between European 
and primitive civilizations opportunity is given to the individual to exert a 
marked influence upon tribal life. It is not easy to find instances in which 
a new invention may be attributed to a known individual, but evidence is 
available showing how suddenly a new element, suggested or invented by 
a native, or sometimes by an outsider, spreads. An invention of this kind is 
the lock designed by the Eskimos of Smith Sound, to replace broken gun 
locks which without the necessary tools and materials they were unable to 
repair. The change of form of their ivory harpoon head and harpoon shaft 
with ivory foreshaft, when iron came into use for both head and foreshaft, 
may have been made with the help of American and Scotch whalers, but was 
quickly adopted.

Another example came to my notice in the winter 1930–1931. In for-
mer times all the Indians of Fort Rupert, British Columbia, lived in large, 
square plank houses. Some of these still exist. They are provided with small 
bedrooms arranged on a platform that runs inside around the walls. A large 
fireplace is in the center of the house. When a feast is held the central room 
is cleared and the people sit around the walls at the foot of the platform. 
Nowadays many of them live in frame houses so planned that a large front 
room, unfurnished, with a stove in the center serves as general assembly 
room. Kitchen, bedrooms, and storerooms are small and placed behind the 
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front room. The plan was evidently designed to make possible the old type 
of assembly, for the guests sit around the walls on the floor in the same 
way as in the old plank houses. Among the same tribe a woman introduced 
about 1920 a new style of decorating the open spruce root burden baskets. 
The decoration is made by introducing broad splints of wood in the meshes. 
These are now being made by all the women who make basketry, and  
with the new decoration new forms of the baskets have developed. At the 
same time the weavers began to copy the imbricated basketry of the Lillooet, 
a tribe of the interior of British Columbia, and this also has been taken up 
widely.

Still more characteristic are the new forms of religious dogma and prac-
tice that have sprung up under modern conditions. Many native prophets 
have arisen who have, with greater or less success, modified the religious 
beliefs of the people. Their revelations, however, were reflexes of the mixed 
culture. Such was the ghost dance religion which originated among the Utes 
and spread over a large part of North America; such is the Shaker religion 
of the State of Washington, a church organized on Christian pattern, the 
dogma of which began as a curious blend of Christianity and ancient belief, 
but has more and more developed in the direction of the spirit of ancient 
shamanism. At present the spread of the peyote cult of the Indians exhibits 
the same characteristics. The visions induced by the drug, ancient beliefs, 
and Christian teachings have resulted in a variety of cults in which old and 
new are inextricably interwoven.

The influence of the individual upon art style may also be traced in a 
number of cases. Ordinarily the artist is hemmed in by the peculiar style of 
the art and technique of his environment. I had a number of Indian school 
children in a Government School at Alert Bay, British Columbia, draw figures 
of animals, without any suggestion regarding the animal to be chosen or the 
way it was to be drawn. Many of the boys twelve years old and older chose 
the killer whale and drew it according to the old style of Indian art which 
is so strongly impressed upon their minds that deviations are rare, although 
new combinations occur. The best known cases of new styles developed by 
individuals are those of Maria Martínez of the Pueblo of San Ildefonso who 
invented a new technique of dull design on a background of shining black 
combined with new patterns; and that of Nampeyo, a Hopi woman who 
created a new style of pottery based on the designs on shards of prehistoric 
pottery bowls.



STABILITY OF CULTURE90

A political leader may add new ideas to old political forms, although the 
older forms will exert an influence upon his mind and limit the extent to 
which the new may become acceptable. Thus the famous League of the Iro-
quois which in all probability was in its main outlines the creation of an in-
dividual, was based on the ancient social organization of the tribes. Perhaps 
the most outstanding example of this kind is the reorganization of the Zulu 
by Chaka who created a rigid military government.

Only when a new culture, a change of religion or of economic life is 
imposed by force, as was done by the Inca, or as happened in the early ex-
tension of Christianity and of Mohammedanism, and again in some regions 
during the forcible extermination of Protestantism, or as is happening now 
in Russia in its economic readjustment, may one group succeed in the at-
tempt to impose radical changes in culture.

Ordinarily the new ideas created in a society are not free but directed by 
the culture in which they arise. Only when the culture is shaken by the im-
pact of foreign ideas or by violent changes of culture owing to disturbing 
conditions is the opportunity given to the individual to establish new lines 
of thought that may give a new direction to cultural change.

It is hardly necessary to dwell again on the rapidity of recent changes in 
attitudes brought about by the advances in science and by the general spread 
of knowledge which favor rational critique of tradition and thus undermine 
many of the beliefs and customs that survive from earlier times. It is, how-
ever, worth remarking that, notwithstanding the decided breaking down of 
belief in tradition, strong resistances persist. These are well illustrated by 
the superstitious attitudes of college students, collected by Professor Tozzer, 
by the vogue of belief in plainly fraudulent spiritistic media, even among 
educated persons, and by the readiness of acceptance of Christian Science.

In general we may observe that actions are more stable than thoughts.
The ease with which words change their meanings while retaining their 

form which is produced by movements of the articulating organs is one of 
the many examples that may be adduced.

More striking examples are found in a variety of cultural facts. In North 
America similar rituals are performed over a wide area. The general plan and 
most of the details are the same among many tribes. They all do nearly the 
same things. On the other hand, the significance of the ritual differs con-
siderably among various tribes. The so-called Sun Dance, which is alike in 
plan and the main features of its execution, serves in one tribe as a prayer for 
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success in war; by another it is used as a pledge in prayers for recovery from 
serious illness. It is also a means of preventing disease.

The decorative art of the Plains Indians is another excellent example. The 
designs used in painting and embroidery are largely simple forms, such as 
straight lines, triangles, and rectangles. Their composition also is so much 
alike among many tribes that we must necessarily assume the same origin 
for the forms. We look at the designs as purely ornamental. To the Indian 
they have a meaning, somewhat in the same way as we associate a meaning 
with the flag and other national or religious emblems. The meanings, the 
thoughts connected with the designs are very variable. An isosceles triangle 
with short straight lines descending from its base suggests to one tribe a 
bear’s paw with its long claws; to another a tent with the pegs that hold 
down the cover; to a third a mountain with springs at its foot; to a fourth 
a rain cloud with descending rain. The meaning changes according to the 
cultural interests of the people; the form which is dependent upon their 
industrial activities does not change.

The same observation may be made in the tales of primitive people. Iden-
tical tales are told over wide territories by people of fundamentally different 
types of culture. The ideas that attach themselves to a tale depend upon cul-
tural interests. What is a sacred myth in one tribe is told for amusement in 
another. If the interest of the people centers in the stars we may have the tale 
as a star myth, if they are interested in animals it may explain conditions in 
the animal world; if they have at heart ceremonial life the tale will deal with 
ceremonies.

Secondary explanations are also common in our own civilization. We 
speak of some of the old customs that have lost or changed their meanings 
as “survivals.” Many of the paraphernalia used by European royalty or by the 
Church are survivals of early times that have changed their meaning.

A good example is the history of food taboos. The Jewish taboo of animals 
other than ruminants with cloven hoofs is analogous to the food taboos of 
people the world over. Its origin is pre-Mosaic and has no relation to the de-
velopment of Jewish monotheism. Still it is interpreted by Jewish orthodoxy 
as an important element of the Jahwe religion. In our rationalistic times the 
attempt is being made to explain the taboo of pork particularly on the basis 
of the alleged experience of its unwholesomeness in tropical countries.

Quite similar is the history of the taboo of incest. We do not know what 
its origin may be, but its breach is considered almost everywhere as one of 
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the most heinous religious offences. Nowadays it is often naïvely assumed 
that it is based on the experience of the detrimental effect of inbreeding. 
This is certainly not its cause, for incest is not a biological but a sociological 
concept. It is not a question of preventing marriages between relations by 
blood, but rather between those who belong to groups considered as rela-
tives. Thus marriages between the children of two brothers or those between 
the children of two sisters are often considered as incestuous, while among 
the same tribes the son of a woman is required to marry the daughter of her 
brother. Both groups are, biologically speaking, equally closely related.

An analogous change is developing in regard to Sunday. It is now con-
sidered a day of rest for people to recuperate from the work of the week. 
It originated as a holy day and is analogous to unlucky days or to days on 
which hostile tribes meet peacefully for the purpose of barter.

These customs must be considered as automatic, established by long- 
continued habits. When they are raised into consciousness our rationaliz-
ing impulses require a satisfying explanation and this follows the prevailing 
 pattern of thought.



8
EDUCATION

When investigating the physical characteristics of mankind, anthropologists 
do not confine themselves to the study of the adult. They investigate also the 
growth and development of the child. They record the increase in size of the 
body and of its organs, the changes in physiological reaction and of mental 
behavior. The results of these studies are laid down in certain norms charac-
teristic of each age and each social or racial group.

Physiologically and psychologically the child does not function in the 
same way as the adult, the male not in the same way as the female. Anthropo-
logical research offers, therefore, a means of determining what may be 
 expected of children of different ages and this knowledge is of considerable 
value for regulating educational methods. From this point of view Maria 
Montessori has developed a pedagogical anthropology and many educators 
occupy themselves with investigations of form and function of the body 
during childhood and adolescence, in the hope of developing standards by 
which we can regulate our demands upon the physiological and mental per-
formances of the child. More than that, many educators hope to be enabled 
to place each individual child in its proper position and to predict the course 
of its development.

Anthropological investigations of an age class, let us say of eight-year-old 
children, show, for a selected social and racial group, a certain distribution 
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of stature, weight, size of head, development of the skeleton, condition of 
teeth, size of internal organs and so on. The children represented in the 
group are not by any means equal, but each series of observations shows 
the majority of individuals ranging near a certain value and few exhibiting 
values of measurements remote from a middle value, the fewer the more re-
mote from it. If the statures of eight-year-old boys range around forty-nine 
inches, then the number of those who are one, two, three inches taller or 
shorter than this value will be the fewer in number the greater excess or de-
ficiency in stature. We have seen, before, in our consideration of races, that 
it is a mistake to consider the middle value as the norm. We must define the 
type by the distributions of the various measurements of the whole series of 
individuals included in our age class.

There are two causes that bring about variations in stature or other traits 
of growing children. The rate of growth is determined on the one hand by 
heredity; on the other hand it is strongly influenced by outer accelerating or 
retarding conditions, such as more or less adequate nutrition, the incidence 
of diseases and the amount of fresh air and sunshine enjoyed by the child.

When boys of different ages are compared—for instance, children of 
seven years and nine years of age with those of eight years of age of whom 
we spoke just now—it will be found that the range of forms in these three 
adjoining years is so wide that many sizes are found that belong to any one 
of the three age classes. This is true, not only of stature, but of all other meas-
ures, no matter whether we are dealing with anatomical or functional values. 
This merely expresses the common observation that the physical develop-
ment of a child and its behavior do not allow us to give a correct estimate 
of its age.

The reasons for the differences between children are quite varied. Form 
and size of the body and its functioning depend upon heredity. Children of 
a tall family tend to be tall; children of a family of stocky build are liable to 
develop bodily form of the same type. The physical basis for similarity of 
function is also determined by heredity.

Another cause for differences is found in different environmental condi-
tions. Food, sunshine, fresh air, accidental sickness or freedom from sickness 
are important contributory elements.

Differences in the rate of development may be due to hereditary constitu-
tion or to environmental conditions. These last are of particular importance 
in the application of anthropological standards to educational problems.  



EDUCATION 95

If we could determine whether a child is retarded or accelerated in its devel-
opment, and if we knew the standards for each age, the demands to be made 
upon the child could be regulated accordingly.

The rate of development of the individual is expressed primarily by the 
appearance of definite physiological changes. In a group of the same descent 
there is presumably a definite order in which physiological changes occur 
and deviations from this order may be interpreted as retardations or accel-
erations. We observe the ages at which certain changes in the body and in 
the functions of organs occur. The length of the period of gestation; the first 
appearance of teeth; the appearance of centers of ossification in the skeleton; 
the joining of separate bones, such as the shafts and ends of the long bones, 
fingers and toes; sexual maturity; the appearance of the wisdom teeth; are 
indications that, physiologically speaking, the respective parts of the body 
have reached a certain, definite state of development.

The time of occurrence of such phenomena has been studied to a certain 
extent, although not yet adequately. The observations show that at all ages 
the time at which these stages are reached, varies materially in different 
individuals, and the more so the later in life the particular stage develops. 
In fact, the degree of variation, even in childhood, is surprising. While the 
period of gestation varies only by days, the first appearance of the first teeth 
varies by many weeks. The time of the loss of the deciduous teeth differs by 
months and the period when maturity is reached differs by years. This var-
iability of age at which definite physiological conditions are reached goes 
on increasing in later life. The signs of senility such as graying of the hair, 
climacterium, the flattening of the lense of the eye, the hardening of arter-
ies, appear in different individuals many years apart. We speak, therefore, 
of a physiological age of an individual in contrast to his chronological age. 
If the normal age at which the permanent inner incisors of boys appear is 
seven and a half, then a six-year-old boy whose inner incisors are erupting 
is, physiologically speaking, seven and a half years old, or his physiological 
acceleration amounts to one and a half years, so far as tooth development is 
concerned.

If the whole body and its physiological and mental functions were devel-
oping as a unit we should have an excellent means of placing each individual 
according to his or her stage of development. Unfortunately this is not the 
case and an attempt to use a single trait for the determination of the physio-
logical age of an individual will generally fail. Skeleton, teeth, and internal 
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organs, while being influenced by the general state of development of the 
body, exhibit at the same time a considerable degree of independence which 
may be due to hereditary or to external causes.

The interrelation between the state of development of parts of the body 
is not known in detail. We do know that, in general, size and physiological 
age are related. Children who are adolescent are taller and heavier, in every 
respect larger, than children of the same age who do not yet show signs 
of approaching adolescence. The development of the skeleton is correlated 
with size, for among children of the same age the long bones of the taller 
ones approach mature stages more closely than those of the shorter ones. In 
a socially and racially homogeneous group the children whose permanent 
teeth erupt early are also taller on the average than those whose permanent 
teeth erupt late.

The same interrelation is expressed in the growth of children belonging 
to different social classes. The rapidity of the development of the body is 
closely related to the economic status of the family. The children of well-
to-do parents, who enjoy plenty of food, exercise, fresh air and sunshine, 
develop more quickly than the children of the poor. Observations in Russia, 
Italy, America and in other countries all indicate that the time when a certain 
physiological stage is reached is earlier in the rich than in the poor. Therefore 
all the bodily measurements of children of the rich are greater than those 
of the poor of the same age and the differences between the two groups are 
greatest when growth is most rapid and the changes of physiological sta-
tus are most pronounced. This happens during adolescence. Later on, when 
growth ceases, the rich are at a standstill, while the poor continue to grow, 
so that the difference between the groups is lessened, although it never dis-
appears completely.

All this indicates that there is a correlation between the growth of differ-
ent parts of the body. Still, these relations are subject to many disturbances. 
This has been observed particularly in regard to the teeth. The poor whose 
general development is retarded, shed their deciduous teeth earlier than the 
well-to-do—presumably on account of the greater care with which the de-
ciduous teeth of children of the better situated classes are treated. Their de-
ciduous teeth are carefully preserved, while those of the poor often decay 
and are lost. Therefore the stimulus for the early development of the perma-
nent teeth due to the loss of the corresponding deciduous teeth does not 
occur among the well-to-do.
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More important than the purely anatomical relations are those between 
the functions of the body and the state of bodily development. We have 
good evidence that these also are related. When we classify children of the 
same age according to their school standing, we find that those in the higher 
grades are much larger in every way than those in the lower grades. We also 
find that in regard to physiological status they are more advanced than chil-
dren who are retarded in their school standing. Although this proof is not 
quite satisfactory, since the advancement in school will also depend upon 
the apparent bodily development of children, it indicates a rather interesting 
relation between the general functioning of the body and maturity.

A comparison between the two sexes from these points of view shows 
that every physiological stage that has been investigated occurs earlier in 
girls than in boys. The difference in time is at first slight. The early stages 
of development of the skeleton observed during the first few years of life 
indicate a difference in favor of the girls of a few months. At the time of 
adolescence the physiological development of girls precedes that of boys by 
more than two years.

This difference is important. During the early years of childhood the ap-
parent development of girls and boys, expressed by their stature and weight, 
is very nearly the same. From this observation the inference has been drawn 
that in early childhood the sex differences in size and form of the skeleton, 
muscles and so on are negligible, notwithstanding their importance in later 
life. If we compare, however, boys and girls at the same stage of physio-
logical development, their relation appears quite differently. If a girl seven 
years old is at the same stage of physiological development as a boy eight 
years old, we should compare the bulk of the body at these stages, and not 
at the same chronological age. The boy of eight years is considerably taller 
and heavier than the girl of seven years. In other words, at the same stage of 
physiological development the relation of size characteristic of the sexes in 
adult life exists.

The correctness of this interpretation is proved by the measures of those 
parts of the body that grow slowly. Thus, on the average, the head of girls is 
always smaller than that of boys of the same age. In this case the actual ratio 
of the measures in the two sexes is not obscured because the increment of 
size corresponding to the amount of physiological acceleration of the girl 
is small as compared to the actual amount of sex difference; while in the 
case of weight and stature the corresponding increment is so great that it 
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obscures the typical sex difference. The sex difference in the length of the 
head, measured from forehead to occiput, is about eight millimeters in favor 
of the men. The total increment due to growth for girls who may be in their 
physiological development two years ahead of boys is not more than about 
three millimeters. A sexual difference of five millimeters remains even dur-
ing this period. The same relations appear in the slow-growing thickness of 
long bones which exhibit the same sex differences in childhood as in adult 
life.

These observations are important because they emphasize the existence in 
childhood of sexual differences in many parts of the body. These suggest the 
further question in how far the anatomical differences are accompanied by 
physiological and psychological differences.

What is true of physical measurements is equally true of mental obser-
vations: the powers of children increase rapidly with increasing age. The 
growing power of attention, of resistance to fatigue, the gradual increase of 
knowledge, the changes in form of thought, have been studied.

The practical value of all these investigations is that they give us the means 
of laying out a standard of demands that may be made on boys and girls of 
various ages and belonging to a certain society. Particularly in an educational 
system of a large city the knowledge so gained is helpful in planning the 
general curriculum.

In a large educational system the observations on physiological age will 
also be helpful in assigning children a little more adequately to the grades 
into which they fit. It is probable that children of the same stage of physio-
logical development will work together more advantageously than children 
of the same chronological age.

The existence of secondary sexual characteristics and the difference be-
tween the sexes in functional maturity should be considered in the problem 
of co-education. During the period of adolescence the physiological devel-
opment of boys and girls of the same ages is so different that joint education 
seems of doubtful value. It would probably be of advantage to retain contact 
between boys and girls of equal maturity. The detailed plan of instruction 
should consider the differences between boys and girls.

We do not know much about differences in the rate of development de-
termined by heredity, but it is not unlikely that these exist.

A comparison of some well-to-do Jewish children in New York and North-
west European children in Newark shows a slightly more rapid growth of 
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the Jewish boys while they are young. With approaching adolescence the 
growth of Jewish boys slackens, while the Northwest Europeans continue 
to grow vigorously. The effect is that the statures of the adults are quite dis-
tinct. Among children of similar social groups maturity sets in at the same 
time among Jewish and non-Jewish children. There is no indication that the 
mode of life is essentially different. The same relation is found in a com-
parison of poor Hebrews and the mass of American public school children. 
Here also boys agree in their stature up to the fifteenth year. Then follows a 
period of rapid growth for the public school boys, and of retarded growth 
for the Jews.

Other differences have been observed in the growth of full blood Indi-
ans and half bloods. As children the former seem to be taller than the half 
bloods, while as adults the half bloods are taller than the Indians. It has also 
been shown that the increase of the size of the head differs in different racial 
groups. The data available at the present time are still very imperfect.

It is not by any means certain that these differences may not be due to en-
vironmental as much as to hereditary conditions. All we know with certainty 
is that when the adult forms of two races vary materially then the course of 
growth is also different.

It is probable that the characteristic periods when physiological changes 
occur may also differ among different races. The influence of outer condi-
tions upon these phenomena is so great that nothing certain can be stated. 
The value of a knowledge of these phenomena for educational problems 
cannot be doubted.

Educators are not satisfied with the general result here outlined. They wish 
to ascertain the exact position of each individual in order to assign to him 
his proper place. This is more than the anthropological method can accom-
plish. Although a group of children may be segregated that are approxi-
mately at the same stage of physiological development, the individuals will 
not be uniform. This may be illustrated by a few examples.

Badly nourished children are on the whole smaller and lighter in weight 
than those well nourished. It is, therefore, likely that the small and light 
children of a certain age will include more undernourished individuals than 
the tall and heavy children. Undernourishment will also make children of a 
given age deficient in weight in comparison to their stature. It may then be 
expected that those who are small and light of weight in proportion to their 
size are more often undernourished than those showing the opposite traits.
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According to this method, to which may be added a few other character-
istics, undernourished children have been segregated and given better food 
to bring them up to the standard.

It is not difficult to prove that these criteria are not adequate and that er-
rors may be expected. Children differ in bodily build by heredity. Some are 
tall with heavy bones, others small with a light skeleton

These may be perfectly healthy and well nourished and still will appear in 
the “undernourished” class. Others may have been retarded in their early de-
velopment by sickness and may be both too small and too light of weight. If 
we examine each individual carefully in regard to the appearance of skin and 
muscles and whatever indication can be found of undernourishment, we 
actually find a lack of agreement between the really undernourished group 
and the one segregated according to statistical methods. The group contains 
so many individuals who are tall and heavy that a tolerably accurate selection 
of the undernourished cannot be made by such means. Even if we consider 
the food that is given to each individual and include this criterion in our 
selection we do not succeed much better, because there are those who are 
well fed, but whose digestive system is at fault and who cannot make proper 
use of their food.

The selection will bring it about that a greater number of undernourished 
individuals are in the segregated class, but it would not be right to claim that 
in this manner all those who are undernourished have been found, nor that 
all those segregated are really undernourished. The individual investigation 
cannot be dispensed with.

The same conditions prevail in regard to all other characteristics. If the 
child is short of stature the shortness may depend upon hereditary small-
ness, upon retardation, or upon early unfavorable conditions which, how-
ever, may have been completely overcome.

Even when retardation can be proved by direct physiological evidence 
it does not follow that the child must belong mentally to the age class so 
indicated, for the conditions controlling physiological and psychological 
functioning are not by any means exclusively determined by physiological 
age. Hereditary character and environmental causes entirely independent of 
the time element are no less important. A group of children at exactly the 
same stage of physiological development as determined by the few avail-
able tests differ considerably among themselves. Their reactions may be 
quick or slow, their senses may be acute or dull, their experience may be so 
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varied according to their home surroundings and general mode of life that 
a considerable variation in adaptability to educational requirements may be 
expected.

No matter what kind of measurements, experiments, and tests may be de-
sired, their relation to the actual personality is always indirect. Without de-
tailed study of the individual a proper pedagogical treatment is unattainable.

What is true of a group cannot be applied to an individual.
It will be seen that this agrees with our judgment regarding the signif-

icance of racial characteristics. We are apt to consider as characteristic of 
the group those features or measurements around which the great mass of 
individuals cluster. We believe that this is the type to which all conform. In 
doing so we forget that a wide range of variations is characteristic of every 
group and that a considerable number of individuals deviate widely from 
the “type,” and that nevertheless these belong to the same group. For this 
reason the group standard cannot be applied to every individual. If, for prac-
tical reasons, as in education, it is desired to form a homogeneous group, the 
component individuals must be selected among different groups according 
to the characteristics that seem of importance.

There are cases in which for the sake of efficiency anthropological group-
ing may be utilized. When it is necessary to select large numbers from a 
population, as, for instance, for enlistment during the late war, it is useful 
to know that individuals of an unfavorable body build are on the whole not 
able to withstand the strain of army life. Very tall, slim persons with a slight 
depth of chest are of this kind. The flatter the chest the more of them will be 
unable to fulfill the demands made on bodily strength and endurance. It will 
then be economical to discard the whole class rather than to take advantage 
of the few who may be useful.

Similar considerations are valid in the selection of laborers for those em-
ployers who rate the laborer not as a person but solely according to his 
money value, because the turnover of labor will be less rapid if the adaptable 
individuals are numerous in the class from which the selection is made.

Educators are interested in another problem. It is desirable to predict the 
development of an individual. If a child has difficulties in learning, will it 
continue to be a dullard or may a better prognosis be given; or if a child is 
underdeveloped will it continue to remain puny?

The answer can be given at least to the physical side of this question. We 
have followed a considerable number of children from early growth on.  
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A group of small young children are liable to grow less than tall children 
of the same age. During adolescence a group of tall children will grow less 
than a group of short children of the same age. The latter condition expresses 
clearly that the short children are on the whole physiologically younger than 
the tall ones and are, therefore, still growing while the taller ones are nearly 
mature. It can also be shown that children of a certain stature at a given age, 
who are accelerated in their growth, belong by heredity to a shorter type 
than those of the same group who are retarded. For a whole group it is 
possible to predict the average rate of growth, if the size at a given time and 
the amount of acceleration or retardation are known. However, these results 
are not significant for the individual. The causes by which the whole course 
of growth is controlled are too varied, the accidents that influence it cannot 
be predicted. It is true that the course of undisturbed development depends 
upon the hereditary character of the individual, but the varying environ-
mental conditions disturb this picture.

What is true of the growth of the body is much more true of its functions, 
particularly of the mental functioning. A prediction of the future develop-
ment of a normal individual cannot be made with any degree of assurance.

Anthropology throws light upon an entirely different problem of education. 
We have discussed before the causes that make for cultural stability and found 
that automatic actions based on the habits of early childhood are most stable. 
The firmer the habits that are instilled into the child the less they are subject 
to reasoning, the stronger is their emotional appeal. If we wish to educate 
children to unreasoned mass action, we must cultivate set habits of action and 
thought. If we wish to educate them to intellectual and emotional freedom 
care must be taken that no unreasoned action takes such habitual hold upon 
them that a serious struggle is involved in the attempt to cast it off.

The customary forms of thought of primitive tribes show us clearly how 
an individual who is hemmed in on all sides by automatic reactions may 
believe himself to be free. The Eskimo present an excellent example of these 
conditions. In their social life they are exceedingly individualistic. The social 
group has so little cohesion that we have hardly the right to speak of tribes. 
A number of families come together and live in the same village, but there is 
nothing to prevent any one of them from living and settling at another place 
with other families of his acquaintance. In fact, during a period of a lifetime 
the families constituting an Eskimo village are shifting about; and while after 
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many years they generally return to the places where their relatives live, the 
family may have belonged to a great many different communities. There is 
no authority vested in any individual, no chieftaincy, and no method by 
which orders, if they were given, could be enforced. In short, so far as hu-
man relations are concerned, we have a condition of almost absolute anar-
chy. We might, therefore, say that every single person within the limits of his 
own mental ability and physical competency is entirely free to determine his 
own mode of life and his own mode of thinking.

Nevertheless it is easily seen that there are innumerable restrictions deter-
mining his behavior. The Eskimo boy learns how to handle the knife, how to 
use bow and arrow, how to hunt, how to build a house; the girl learns how 
to sew and mend clothing and how to cook; and during all their lives they 
apply the methods learned in childhood. New inventions are rare and the 
whole industrial life of the people runs in traditional channels.

What is true of their industrial activities is no less true of their thoughts. 
Certain religious ideas have been transmitted to them, notions of right and 
wrong, amusements and enjoyment of certain types of art. Any deviation 
from these is not likely to occur. At the same time, and since all alien forms 
of behavior are unknown to them, it never enters into their minds that any 
different way of thinking and acting would be possible, and they consider 
themselves as perfectly free in regard to all their actions.

Based on our wider and different experience we know that the industrial 
problems of the Eskimo might be solved in a great many other ways and that 
their religious traditions and social customs might be quite different from 
what they are. From the outside, objective point of view, we see clearly the 
restrictions that bind the individual who considers himself free.

It is not difficult to see that the same conditions prevail among ourselves. 
Families and schools which assiduously cultivate the tenets of a religious 
faith and of a religious ceremonial and surround them with an emotional 
halo raise, on the whole, a generation that follows the same path. The Cathol-
icism of Italy, the Protestantism of Scandinavia and Germany, the Moham-
medanism of Turkey, the orthodox Judaism, are intelligible only on the basis 
of a lack of freedom of thought due to the strength of the automatic reaction 
to impressions received in early childhood that exclude all new viewpoints. 
In the majority of individuals who grow up under these conditions a new, 
distinct viewpoint is not brought out with sufficient vigor to make it clear 
that theirs is not freely chosen, but imposed upon them; and, if strange ideas 
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are presented, the emotional appeal of the thoughts that are part of their 
nature is sufficient to make any rationalization of the habitual attitude ac-
ceptable, except to those of strong intellect and character. To say the least, the 
cultivation of formal religious attitudes in family and school makes difficult 
religious freedom.

What is true of religion is equally true of subservience to any other type 
of social behavior. Only to a limited extent can the distribution of political 
parties be understood by economic considerations. Often party affiliation 
is bred in the young in the same way as denominational allegiance. This 
is certainly true in many parts of America. It is equally true among a large 
part of the former privileged classes of Europe and among part of the Euro-
pean peasantry. In other cases peculiar novel combinations of old ideas and 
new tendencies based on changed social or economic conditions arise, such 
as nationally or denominationally conservative and socially radical parties. 
Without the strength of the traditional nationalistic or religious background 
these can hardly be understood.

With the weakening of the energy with which definite ideas are im-
pressed upon the young and familiarity with many varying forms develops 
the freedom of choice. The weakening of the valuation of the dogma and the 
spread of scientific information has resulted in the loss of cohesion of the 
Protestant churches.

The methods of education chosen depend upon our ideals. The imperial-
istic State that strives for power and mass action wants citizens who are one 
in thought, one in being, swayed by the same symbols. Democracy demands 
individual freedom of the fetters of social symbols. Our public schools are 
hardly conscious of the conflict of these ideas. They instill automatic reac-
tions to symbols by means of patriotic ceremonial, in many cases by in-
direct religious appeal and too often through reaction to the example of the 
teacher that is imitated. At the same time they are supposed to develop mind 
and character of the individual child. No wonder that they fail in the one 
or the other direction, generally in the education to freedom of thought, or 
that they create conflicts in the minds of the young, conflicts between the 
automatic attitudes that are carefully nursed and the teachings that are to 
contribute to individual freedom.

It may well be questioned whether the crises that are so characteristic of 
adolescent life in our civilization and that educators assume to be organically 
determined, are not due in part to these conflicts, in part to the artificial 
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sexual restraints demanded by our society. We are altogether too readily in-
clined to ascribe to physiological causes those difficulties that are brought 
about by cultural interference with the physiological demands of the body. It 
is necessary that the crises and struggles that are characteristic of individual 
life in our society be investigated in societies in which our restraints do not 
exist while others may be present, before we assume all too readily that these 
are inherent in “human nature.”

The serious mental struggle induced by the conflict between instinc-
tive reaction and traditional social ethics is illustrated by a case of suicide 
among the Eskimo. A family had lost a child in the fall and according to 
custom the old fur clothing had to be thrown away. Skins were scarce that 
year and a second death in the family would have led to disaster to all 
its members. This induced the old, feeble grandmother, a woman whom 
I knew well, to wander away one night and to expose herself, in a rock 
niche, to death by freezing, away from her children and grandchildren, 
to avoid their contamination by contact with a corpse. However, she was 
missed, found and brought back. She escaped a second time and died be-
fore she was found.

Another case is presented by the Chukchee of Siberia. They believe that 
every person will live in future life in the same condition in which he finds 
himself at the time of death. As a consequence an old man who begins to be 
decrepit wishes to die, so as to avoid life as a cripple in the endless future; 
and it becomes the duty of his son to kill him. The son believes in the right-
eousness of his father’s request. At the same time, he feels the filial love for 
his father—perhaps better, to a respected member of the small community 
to which he himself belongs—and a conflict arises between dutiful love 
and the traditional customs of the tribe. Generally the customary behavior is 
obeyed, but not without severe struggles.

An instructive example of the absence of our difficulties in the life 
of adolescents and the occurrence of others is found in the studies of  
Dr. Margaret Mead on the adolescents of Samoa. With the freedom of sexual 
life, the absence of a large number of conflicting ideals, and an easy-going 
attitude towards life, the adolescent crisis disappears, while new difficul-
ties originate at a later period when complexities of married life develop.  
A similar example is presented in the life of one of our southwestern Indian 
tribes, the Zuñi, among whom, according to Dr. Ruth L. Bunzel, the sup-
pression of ambition, the desire to be like one’s neighbor and to avoid all 
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prominence are cultivated. They lead to a peculiar impersonal attitude and 
to such an extent of formalism that individual crises are all but suppressed.

In a stable society we do not often find that conflict between generations 
which has been lamented for centuries by the old who praise the ideals and 
customs of their youth. Apparently this conflict is more acute now than in 
former times. If this is true it is probably due to the greater rapidity of cul-
tural change of our times. It is particularly pronounced when the parents 
are brought up in a culture radically different from the one in which their 
children grow up. In America this happens with great frequency among im-
migrants raised in conservative, rural parts of Europe, while their children 
grow up in American cities and are educated in American schools. In stable, 
homogeneous culture youthful licentiousness may sometimes lead to con-
flicts of a different character between old and young.

We do not know enough about these questions, but our anthropological 
knowledge justifies the most serious doubts regarding the physiological de-
termination or the necessity of occurrence of many of the crises and strug-
gles that characterize individual life in our civilization. A thorough study 
of analogous situations in foreign cultures will do much to clear up this 
problem which is of fundamental importance for the theory of education.

It is a question whether the doubts that beset the individual in such a pe-
riod are beneficial or a hindrance. The seriousness of the struggle is certainly 
undesirable and an easier transition will be facilitated by lessening the inten-
sity of attachment to the situation against which he is led to rebel.

The lack of freedom in our behavior is not confined to the uneducated, it 
prevails in the thoughts and actions of all classes of society.

When we attempt to form our opinions in an intelligent manner, we 
are inclined to accept the judgment of those who by their education and 
occupation are compelled to deal with the questions at issue. We assume 
that their views must be rational and based on an intelligent understanding 
of the problems. The foundation of this belief is the tacit assumption that 
they have special knowledge and that they are free to form perfectly rational 
opinions. However, it is easy to see that there is no social group in existence 
in which such freedom prevails.

The behavior in somewhat complex primitive societies in which there is a 
distinction between different social classes, throws an interesting light upon 
these conditions. An instance is presented by the Indians of British Colum-
bia, among whom a sharp distinction is made between people of noble birth 
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and common people. In this case the traditional behavior of the two classes 
shows considerable differences. The social tradition that regulates the life 
of the nobility is somewhat analogous to the social tradition in our society.  
A great deal of stress is laid upon strict observance of convention and upon 
display, and nobody can maintain his position in high society without an 
adequate amount of ostentation and without strict regard for conventional 
conduct. These requirements are so fundamental that an overbearing conceit 
and a contempt for the common people become social requirements of an 
important chief. The contrast between the social proprieties for the nobility 
and those for the common people is very striking. Of the common people 
are expected humbleness, mercy and all those qualities that we consider 
amiable and humane.

Similar observations may be made in all those cases in which, by a com-
plex tradition, a social class is set off from the mass of the people. The chiefs 
of the Polynesian Islands, the kings of Africa, the medicine men of many 
countries, present examples in which the line of conduct and thought of 
a social group is strongly modified by their segregation from the mass of 
the people. They form closed societies. On the whole, in societies of this 
type, the mass of the people consider as their ideal those actions which 
we should characterize as humane; not by any means that all their actions 
conform to humane conduct, but their valuation of men shows that the 
fundamental altruistic principles which we recognize are recognized by 
them too. Not so with the privileged classes. In place of the general humane 
interest the class interest predominates; and while it cannot be claimed that 
their conduct, individually, is selfish, it is always so shaped that the interest 
of the class to which a person belongs prevails over the interest of society 
as a whole. If it is necessary to secure rank and to enhance the standing of 
the family by killing off a number of enemies, there is no hesitation felt 
in taking life. If the standards of the class require that its members should 
not perform menial occupations, but should devote themselves to art or 
learning, then all the members of the class will vie with one another in the 
attainment of these achievements. It is for this reason that every segregated 
class is much more strongly influenced by special traditional ideas than is 
the rest of the people; not that the multitude is free to think rationally and 
that its behavior is not determined by tradition; but the tradition is not so 
specific, not so strictly determined in its range, as in the case of the segre-
gated classes.
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I believe this observation is of great importance when we try to under-
stand conditions in our own society. Its bearing upon the problem of the 
psychological significance of nationalism will at once be apparent; for the 
nation is also a segregated class, a closed society, albeit segregated according 
to other principles; and the characteristic feature of nationalism is that its 
social standards are considered as more fundamental than those that are gen-
eral and human, or rather that the members of each nation like to assume 
that their ideals are or should be the true ideals of mankind. The late Presi-
dent Wilson once gave expression to this misconception when he said that, 
if we—Americans—hold ideals for ourselves, we should also hold them 
for others, referring in that case particularly to Mexico. At the same time it 
illustrates clearly that we should make a fundamental mistake if we should 
confound class selfishness and individual selfishness; for we find the most 
splendid examples of unselfish devotion to the interests of the nation, hero-
ism that has been rightly praised for thousands of years as the highest virtue, 
and it is difficult to realize that nevertheless the whole history of mankind 
points in the direction of a human ideal as opposed to a national ideal. And in-
deed may we not continue to admire the self-sacrifice of a great mind, even 
if we transcend to ideals that were not his, and that perhaps, owing to the 
time and place in which he lived, could not be his?

Our observation has also another important application. The industrial 
and economic development of modern times has brought about a differ-
entiation within our population that has never been equalled in any prim-
itive society. The occupations of the various parts of a modern European or 
American population differ enormously; so much so that in many cases it 
is almost impossible for people speaking the same language to understand 
one another when they talk about their daily work. The ideas with which 
the scientist, the artist, the tradesman, the business man, the laborer op-
erate are so distinctive that they have only a few fundamental elements in 
common. The mathematician, chemist, biologist, physician, and engineer 
are understood only by fellow students. Ordinarily they do not understand 
the terminology of the banker, accountant, tailor, farmer, hunter, fisherman, 
or cook, unless their occupations happen to make them acquainted with one 
or the other of these trades and occupations. Here it may again be observed 
that those occupations which are intellectually or emotionally most highly 
specialized require the longest training, and training always means an in-
fusion of historically transmitted ideas. Even in their own disciplines the 
majority are strongly influenced by traditional teaching. Evidences of this are 
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the rise and decline of schools of thought and fashions in lines of research. 
More important is the effect of specialization. Critical study of one branch 
of science does not seem to engender a critical attitude in regard to other 
aspects of culture. It would seem that in altogether too many minds the crit-
ical faculty remains confined to a very narrow range and that outside of it 
faith in tradition and emotional yielding to popular views reigns supreme. 
It is therefore not surprising that the thought of what we call the educated 
classes is controlled essentially by those ideals which have been transmitted 
to us by past generations. These ideals are always highly specialized, and 
include the ethical tendencies, the esthetic inclinations, the intellectuality, 
and the expression of volition of past times. After long continued education 
according to these standards their control may find expression in a dominant 
tone which determines the whole mode of thought and which, for the very 
reason that it has come to be ingrained in our whole mentality, never rises 
into our consciousness.

In those cases in which our reaction is more conscious, it is either positive 
or negative. Our thoughts may be based on a high valuation of the past, or 
they may be in revolt against it.

When we bear this in mind we may understand the characteristics of the 
behavior of the intellectuals. It is a mistake to assume that their mentality 
is, on the average, appreciably higher than that of the rest of the peo-
ple. Perhaps a greater number of independent minds find their way into 
this group than into some other group of individuals who are moderately 
well-to-do; but their average mentality is surely in no way superior to 
that of the workingmen who by the conditions of their youth have been 
compelled to subsist on the produce of their manual labor. In both groups 
mediocrity prevails; unusually strong and unusually weak individuals are 
the exceptions. For this reason the strength of character and intellect that is 
required for vigorous thought on matters in which intense sentiments are 
involved is not commonly found—among the intellectuals or in any other 
part of the population. This condition, combined with the thoroughness 
with which the intellectuals have imbibed the traditions of the past, makes 
the majority of them in all nations conventional. It has the effect that their 
thoughts are based on tradition, and that the range of their vision is liable 
to be limited.

There are of course strong minds among the intellectuals who rise above 
the conventionalism of their class, and attain that freedom that is the reward 
of a courageous search for truth, along whatever path it may lead.
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In contrast to the intellectuals, the masses in our modern city populations 
are less subject to the influence of traditional teaching. Many children are 
so irregular in their school attendance, so little interested in their school 
work, or torn away from school so soon that it cannot make an indelible 
impression upon their minds, and they may never have known the strength 
of the conservative influence of a home in which parents and children live 
a common life. The more heterogeneous the society in which they live, and 
the more the constituent groups are free from historic influences; or the 
more they represent different historic traditions, the less strongly will they 
be attached to the past.

This does not preclude the possibility of the formation of small, self- 
centered, closed societies, among the uneducated, such as local isolated 
communities, or gangs that equal primitive man in the intensity of their 
group feeling and in the disregard of the rights of the outsider. On account 
of their segregation they no longer belong to the masses.

It would be an exaggeration if we should extend the view just expressed 
over all aspects of human life. I am speaking here only of those fundamental 
concepts of right and wrong that develop in the segregated classes and in 
the masses. In a society in which beliefs are transmitted with great intensity 
the impossibility of treating calmly the views and actions of the heretic is 
shared by both groups. When, through the progress of scientific thought, 
the foundations of dogmatic belief are shaken among the intellectuals and 
not among the masses, we find the conditions reversed and greater freedom 
of traditional forms of thought among the intellectuals—at least in so far 
as the current dogma is involved. It would also be an exaggeration to claim 
that the masses can sense the right way of attaining the realization of their 
ideals, for these must be found by painful experience and by the application 
of knowledge. However, neither of these restrictions touches our main con-
tention; namely, that the desires of the masses are in a wider sense human 
than those of the classes.

It is therefore not surprising that the masses of a city population, whose 
attachment to the past is comparatively slight, respond more quickly and 
more energetically to the urgent demands of the hour than the educated 
classes, and that the ethical ideals of the best among them are human ideals, 
not those of a segregated class. For this reason I should always be more in-
clined to accept, in regard to fundamental human problems, the judgment 
of the masses rather than the judgment of the intellectuals, which is much 
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more certain to be warped by unconscious control of traditional ideas. I do 
not mean to say that the judgment of the masses would be acceptable in re-
gard to every problem of human life, because there are many which, by their 
technical nature, are beyond their understanding; nor do I believe that the 
details of the right solution of a problem can always be found by the masses; 
but I feel strongly that the problem itself, as felt by them, and the ideal that 
they want to see realized, is a safer guide for our conduct than the ideal of 
the intellectual group that stand under the ban of an historical tradition that 
dulls their feeling for the needs of the day.

One danger lurks in the universality of these reactions to human needs. 
The economic conditions in the civilized world are so much the same that, 
without attachment to an individualized, historically founded culture a uni-
formity of cultural desires and levels may be reached that would deprive us 
of the valuable stimulus resulting from the interaction of distinctive cultural 
forms. Already the lack of individuality of cities of moderate size weighs 
heavily on our lives. The fulfilment of elementary desires that are much the 
same the world over must find their counterpoise in the development of 
individuality in form and content.

One word more, in regard to what might be a fatal misunderstanding of 
my meaning. If I decry unthinking obedience to the ideals of our forefathers, 
I am far from believing that it will ever be possible or that it will even be de-
sirable, to cast away the past and to begin anew on a purely intellectual basis. 
Those who think that this can be accomplished do not, I believe, understand 
human nature aright. Our very wishes for changes are based on criticism of 
the past, and would take another direction if the conditions under which we 
live were of a different nature. We are building up our new ideals by utilizing 
the work of our ancestors, even where we condemn it, and so it will be in 
the future. Whatever our generation may achieve will attain in course of time 
that venerable aspect that will lay in chains the minds of our successors, and 
it will require new efforts to free a future generation of the shackles that we 
are forging. When we once recognize this process, we must see that it is our 
task not only to free ourselves of traditional prejudice, but also to search in 
the heritage of the past for what is useful and right, and to endeavor to free 
the mind of future generations so that they may not cling to our mistakes, 
but may be ready to correct them.
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MODERN LIFE AND PRIMITIVE 

CULTURE

In the preceding pages we have considered the effect of a number of funda-
mental biological, psychological, and social factors upon modern problems.

There are many other aspects of modern culture that may be examined 
from an anthropological point of view.

One of the great difficulties of modern life is presented by the conflict 
of ideals; individualism against socialization; nationalism against interna-
tionalism; enjoyment of life against efficiency; rationalism against a sound 
emotionalism; tradition against the logic of facts.

We may discern tendencies of change in all these directions; and changes 
that appear to one as progress appear to another as retrogression. Attempts to 
further individualism, to restrict efficiency, to make tradition more binding 
would be considered as objectionable and energetically resisted by many. 
What is desirable depends upon valuations that are not universally accepted.

Such differences of opinion do not exist in the domain of physics or 
chemistry. The purposes to which we apply physical or chemical knowledge 
are definite. We have certain needs that are to be filled. A bridge is to be built, 
houses are to be constructed, machinery for accomplishing some specific 
work is required, communication is to be facilitated, dyes are to be made, 
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fertilizers to be invented. Some inventions create new needs that crave to be 
satisfied by further inventions. Always a definite object is to be attained, the 
value of which lies in the improvement of the outer conditions of life. As 
long as we are satisfied that the resulting comforts and facilities are desirable, 
the application of our knowledge is valuable. The importance of achieve-
ments based on advances in physical sciences is readily acknowledged in so 
far as they enable us to overcome obstacles that would beset our lives if we 
had to do without them.

The applicability of the results of research to practical problems of social 
life are similar when we consider aims universally recognized as desirable. 
Individual health depending upon the health of the whole group is perhaps 
one of the simplest of these. Even in this case difficulties arise. There are indi-
viduals of impaired health whose existence may somewhat endanger public 
health. Is it of greater value to segregate these from the social body to their 
disadvantage, or to run the slight risk of their unfavorable influence upon the 
whole population? The answer to this question will depend upon valuations 
that have no basis in science, but in ideals of social behavior, and these are 
not the same for all members of a modern social group.

In general we may say that in the practical application of social science 
absolute standards are lacking. It is of no use to say that we want to attain 
the greatest good for the greatest number, if we are not able to come to an 
agreement as to what constitutes the greatest good.

This difficulty is strongly emphasized as soon as we look beyond the con-
fines of our own modern civilization. The social ideals of the Central African 
Negroes, of the Australians, Eskimo, and Chinese are so different from our 
own that the valuations given by them to human behavior are not compara-
ble. What is considered good by one is considered bad by another.

It would be an error to assume that our own social habits do not enter into 
judgments of the mode of life and thought of alien people. A single phe-
nomenon like our reaction to what we call “good manners” illustrates how 
strongly we are influenced by customary behavior. We are exceedingly sen-
sitive to differences in manners; definite table manners, etiquette of dress, a 
certain reserve, are peculiar to us. When different table manners, odd types 
of dress, and an unusual expansiveness are found, we feel a revulsion and 
the valuation of our own manners tinges our description of the alien forms.

The scientific study of generalized social forms requires, therefore, that 
the investigator free himself from all valuations based on our culture.  



MODERN LIFE AND PRIMITIVE CULTURE114

An objective, strictly scientific inquiry can be made only if we succeed in 
entering into each culture on its own basis, if we elaborate the ideals of each 
people and include in our general objective study cultural values as found 
among different branches of mankind.

Even in the domain of science the favorite method of approaching prob-
lems exerts a dominating influence over our minds. This is well illustrated 
by the fashions prevailing in different periods: the dialectics of the Mid-
dle Ages were as satisfying to the average scientific minds of that period as 
is the aversion to dialectics and the insistence on observation in modern 
times. The concentration of biological thought upon problems of evolution 
in the early Darwinian period presents another example. The kaleidoscopic 
changes in interest, foremost in physiological and psychological inquiries of 
our times,—such as the theories based on the functions of glands of internal 
secretion, on racial and individual constitution, or on psychoanalysis,—are 
others. The passionate intensity with which these ideas are taken up, leading 
to a temporary submersion of all others and to a belief in their value as a 
sufficient basis of inquiry, proves how easily the human mind is led to the 
belief in an absolute value of those ideas that are expressed in the surround-
ing culture.

The reasons for this type of behavior are not far to seek. We are apt to 
follow the habitual activities of our fellows without a careful examination of 
the fundamental ideas from which their actions spring. Conformity in action 
has for its sequel conformity in thought. The emancipation from current 
thought is for most of us as difficult in science as it is in everyday life.

The emancipation from our own culture, demanded of the anthropol-
ogist, is not easily attained, because we are only too apt to consider the 
behavior in which we are bred as natural for all mankind, as one that must 
necessarily develop everywhere. It is, therefore, one of the fundamental aims 
of scientific anthropology to learn which traits of behavior, if any, are organ-
ically determined and are, therefore, the common property of mankind, and 
which are due to the culture in which we live.

We are taught to lay stress upon national differences that occur among 
Europeans and their descendants. Notwithstanding the peculiarities char-
acteristic of each nation or local division the essential cultural background 
is the same for all of these. The cultural forms of Europe are determined by 
what happened in antiquity in the Eastern Mediterranean. In our modern 
civilization we have to recognize the progeny of Greek and Roman culture.  
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The slight local variations are built up on a fundamental likeness. They 
are insignificant when we compare them with the differences that obtain 
between Europe and peoples that have not developed on the basis of the 
ancient Mediterranean culture. Even India and China cannot be entirely sep-
arated from the historical influences emanating from western Asia and the 
Mediterranean area.

The objective study of types of culture that have developed on historically 
independent lines or that have grown to be fundamentally distinct enables 
the anthropologist to differentiate clearly between those phases of life that 
are valid for all mankind and others that are culturally determined. Supplied 
with this knowledge he reaches a standpoint that enables him to view our 
own civilization critically, and to enter into a comparative study of values 
with a mind relatively uninfluenced by the emotions elicited by the auto-
matically regulated behavior in which he participates as a member of our 
society.

The freedom of judgment thus obtained depends upon a clear recognition 
of what is organically and what culturally determined. The inquiry into this 
problem is hampered at every step by our own subjection to cultural stand-
ards that are misconstrued as generally valid human standards. The end can 
be reached only by patient inquiry in which our own emotional valuations 
and attitudes are conscientiously held in the background. The psychological 
and social data valid for all mankind that are so obtained are basal for all 
culture and not subject to varying valuation.

The values of our social ideals will thus gain in clarity by a rigid, objective 
study of foreign cultures.

If we could be sure that, after the organically determined behavior has 
been discovered, the study of distinct cultural forms would ultimately lead 
to the discovery of definite laws governing the historical development of 
social life, we might hope to construe a system for a reasonable treatment 
of our social problems. It is, however, questionable whether such an ideal is 
within our reach.

The fundamental difficulty may be illustrated by examples taken from the 
inorganic world. When we express a law in physics or chemistry we mean 
that, certain conditions being given, a definite result will follow. I release an 
object at a given place and it will fall with definite speed and acceleration.  
I bring two elements into contact and they will form, under controlled con-
ditions, a definite compound. The result of an experiment may be predicted 



MODERN LIFE AND PRIMITIVE CULTURE116

if the conditions controlling it are known. If our knowledge of mechanics 
and mathematics is sufficient and the position of all the planets at one given 
moment is known, we can foretell what movements are going to happen 
and what movements happened in the past, as long as no disturbing outer 
influences make themselves felt.

Social phenomena cannot be subjected to experiment. Controlled condi-
tions, excluding disturbing outer influences, are unattainable. These compli-
cate every process that we try to study.

The more complex the phenomena the more difficult it is to foretell the 
future from a condition existing at a given moment, even if the essential 
laws governing the happenings are known. Supposing, for instance, we are 
studying erosion on a mountainside. Can we foretell which course it is to 
take, or how the present forms have resulted? We find a gulch. At its head 
is a large boulder that deflected the water and caused it to cut a channel for 
itself on one side. If the stone had not been there, the gulch would have had 
a different direction. It so happens that the soil in one direction was soft 
so that the running water cut readily into it. We are dealing solely with the 
laws of erosion, but even the most intimate knowledge of these cannot ad-
equately explain the present course of the gulch. The boulder may be in its 
place because it was loosened by an animal walking along the mountainside. 
It fell down and rested at the place where it obstructed the course of the 
running water.

All incidents of this class that influence the isolated process we want to 
study are excluded in experimentation. They are accidents in so far as they 
have no logical relation to the process about which we desire to gain knowl-
edge. Even in the astronomical problem just alluded to the positions of the 
heavenly bodies at the initial moment are in this sense accidental, because 
they cannot be derived from any mechanical law. Disturbing outer influ-
ences that have no relation to the law must be admitted as accidents that 
determine the distribution of matter at the moment chosen as the initial one.

These conditions make prediction of what is going to happen in a spe-
cial case exceedingly difficult, if not impossible. Accidental occurrences that 
are logically not related to the phenomena studied modify the sequence 
of events that might be determined if the conditions were absolutely con-
trolled and protected against all outside interference. This condition is at-
tained in a completely defined physical or chemical experiment, but never 
in any phenomenon of nature that can only be observed, not controlled. 
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Notwithstanding the advances in our knowledge of the mechanics of air 
currents, weather prediction remains uncertain in regard to the actual state 
of the weather at a given hour in a given spot. A general, fairly correct prog-
nosis for a larger area may be possible, but an exact sequence of individual 
events cannot be given. Accidental causes are too numerous to allow of an 
accurate prediction.

What is true in these cases is ever so much more true of social phenom-
ena. Let us assume that there exists a society that has developed its culture 
according to certain laws discovered by a close scrutiny of the behavior of 
diverse societies. For some reason, perhaps on account of hostile attacks that 
have nothing to do with the inner workings of the society, the people have to 
leave their home and migrate from a fertile country into a desert. They have 
to adjust themselves to new forms of life; new ideas will develop in the new 
surroundings. The fact that they have been transplanted from one region to 
another is just an accident—like the loosened boulder that determined the 
direction of the gulch.

Even a hasty consideration of the history of man shows that accidents of 
this kind are the rule in every society, for no society is isolated but exists in 
more or less intimate relations to its neighbors.

The controlling conditions may also be of quite a different nature. The 
game on which the people subsist may change its habitat or become extinct, 
a wooded area may become open country. All cases of change of geograph-
ical or economic environment entail changes in the structure of society, but 
these are accidental events in no way related to the inner working of the 
society itself.

As an example we may consider the history of Scandinavia. If we try to 
understand what the people are at the present time we have to inquire into 
their descent. We must consider the climatic and geographic changes that 
have occurred since the period when the glaciers of the pleistocene retracted 
and allowed man to settle, the changes in vegetation, the early contact with 
southern and eastern neighbors. All these have no relation to the laws that 
may govern the inner life of society. They are accidents. If the Central Europe-
ans had had no influence whatever upon Scandinavia the people would not 
be what they are. These elements cannot be eliminated.

For these reasons every culture can be understood only as an historical 
growth. It is determined to a great extent by outer occurrences that do not 
originate in the inner life of the people.
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It might be thought that these conditions did not prevail in early times, 
that primitive societies were isolated and that the laws governing their in-
ner development may be learned directly from comparative studies of their 
cultures. This is not the case. Even the simplest groups with which we are 
familiar have developed by contact with their neighbors. The Bushman of 
South Africa has learned from the Negro; the Eskimo from the Indian; the 
Negrito from the Malay; the Veddah from the Singhalese. Cultural influences 
are not even confined to close neighbors; wheat and barley traveled in early 
times over a large part of the Old World; Indian corn over the two Americas.

If we find that the legal forms of Africa, Europe, and Asia are alike and dif-
ferent from those of primitive America, it does not follow that the American 
forms are more ancient, that the American and Old World forms represent a 
natural sequence, unless an actual. It is much more probable that by cultural 
contact the legal forms of the Old World have spread over a wide area.

It is more than questionable whether it is justifiable to construct from a 
mere static examination of cultural forms the world over an historical se-
quence that would express laws of cultural development. Every culture is a 
complex growth and, on account of the intimate, early associations of peo-
ple inhabiting large areas, it is not admissible to assume that the accidental 
causes that modify the course of development will cancel one another and 
that the great mass of evidence will give us a picture of a law of the growth 
of culture.

I am far from claiming that no general laws relating to the growth of cul-
ture exist. Whatever they may be, they are in every particular case overlaid 
by a mass of accidents that were probably much more potent in the actual 
happenings than the general laws.

We may recognize definite, causally determined relations between the 
economic conditions of a people and the size of population. The number 
of individuals of a hunting tribe inhabiting a particular territory is obvi-
ously limited by the available amount of game. There will be starvation as 
soon as the population exceeds the maximum that may be maintained in 
an unfavorable year. If the same people develop agriculture and the art of 
preserving a food supply for a long period, a denser population is possible 
and, at the same time, each individual will have more leisure and there will 
be a greater number of individuals enjoying leisure. Under these conditions 
the population is liable to increase. We may perhaps say that complexity of 
culture and absolute number of individuals constituting a population are 
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correlated. Whether this development actually occurs in a given population 
is an entirely different question.

As another example of what might be called a social law I mention the 
re-interpretation of traditional behavior and belief. It may be claimed as a 
general rule that interpretations of customs and attitudes do not agree with 
their historical origins but are based on the general cultural tendencies of 
the time when the interpretation is given. Examples have been given before 
(see pp. 90 et seq.).

Still another example of what might be described as a social “law” will not 
be amiss. Important actions, when accompanied by difficulty of execution 
and likelihood of failure, or those involving danger, give rise to a variety of 
types of ceremonial behavior. The making of a canoe is often an act of great 
ceremonial importance, as in Polynesia, or is accompanied by superstitious 
beliefs and practices, as on the Northwest coast of America. Hunting and 
fishing on which the sustenance of the people depends, agricultural pur-
suits, herding, and war expeditions, are almost always connected with more 
or less elaborate ceremonials and complex beliefs, on the whole the more 
so the more deeply success or failure affect the life of the people. We may 
recognize an expression of the same “law” in the formal celebrations with 
which we like to accompany the achievement of great technical undertak-
ings, the completion of the education of the young, or the opening of an 
important assembly.

Generalizations of this type are possible, but they do not enable us to pre-
dict the actual happenings in a specific culture. Neither do they allow us to 
lay down general laws governing the course of the historical development 
of culture.

When we try to apply the results of anthropological studies to the prob-
lems of modern life, we must not expect results parallel to those obtained 
by controlled experiments. The conditions are so complex that it is doubtful 
whether any significant “laws” can be discovered. There are certain tenden-
cies in social behavior which are manifest; but the conditions in which they 
are active are controlled by accident, in so far as the varied activities of 
society and its relation to the outer world are logically unrelated. To give 
only one example: the technical development of electricity depended upon 
purely scientific work. The scientific discoveries depended upon the general 
advance of physics and upon purely theoretical interests. They were seized 
upon by the tendency of our times to exploit every discovery technically.  
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The modifications of our lives brought about by the use of the telephone, 
radio, Roentgen rays, and the many other inventions are so little related to 
the scientific discovery itself that in relation to them it plays the rôle of an ac-
cident. If some of the discoveries had been made at another time their effect 
upon our social life might have been quite different. Thus every change in 
one aspect of social life acts as an accident in relation to others only remotely 
related to it.

For these reasons anthropology will never become an exact science in the 
sense that the knowledge of the status of a society at a given moment will 
permit us to predict what is going to happen. We may be able to understand 
social phenomena. I do not believe that we shall ever be able to explain them 
by reducing one and all of them to social laws.

These viewpoints must be borne in mind when we try to approach the 
problems of cultural progress. They may also help us in a critique of some of 
the theories on which modern social aspirations are based.

The rapid development of science and of the technical application of sci-
entific knowledge are the impressive indications of the progress of modern 
civilization.

An increase in our knowledge and in the control of nature, an addition of 
new tools and processes to those known before may well be called progress, 
for nothing need be lost, but new powers are acquired and new insight is 
opened. Much of the increase in knowledge is, at the same time, elimination 
of error and in this sense also represents a progress. In the acquisition of 
new methods of controlling the forces of nature no qualitative standard is 
involved. It is a quantitative increase in the extent of previous achievements. 
In the recognition of earlier errors our standard is truth; but at the same time 
the recognition of error implies more rational, often useful conclusions. In 
all these acquisitions a process of reasoning is involved. The achievements 
are a result of intellectual work extending over ever-widening fields and 
increasing in thoroughness.

The discovery of methods of preserving food, the invention of manifold 
implements of the chase and of tools for manufacture; of clothing, shelter, 
and utensils for everyday life; the discovery of agriculture and the associa-
tion with animals that led to their domestication; the substitution of metals 
for stone, bone, and wood; all these are rungs on the long ladder that led to 
our modern inventions, which are now being added to with overwhelming 
rapidity.
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Knowledge has been increasing apace. The crude observation of nature 
taught man many simple facts—the forms and habits of animals and plants, 
the courses of the heavenly bodies, the changes of weather and the useful 
properties of materials, of fire and of water.

A long and difficult step was taken when the acquired knowledge was 
first systematized and conscious inquiry was attempted intended to expand 
the boundaries of knowledge. In early times imagination was drawn upon 
to supply the causal links between the phenomena of nature, or to give 
teleological explanations that satisfied the mind. Gradually the domain for 
the play of imagination has been restricted and the serious attempt is being 
made to subject imaginative hypotheses to the close scrutiny of observation.

Thus we may recognize progress in a definite direction in the develop-
ment of invention and knowledge. If we should value a society entirely on 
the basis of its technical and scientific achievements it would be easy to es-
tablish a line of progress which, although not uniform, leads from simplicity 
to complexity.

Other aspects of cultural life are not with equal ease brought into a pro-
gressive sequence.

This may be illustrated by the changes in cultural life effected by pro-
gress in technical knowledge and skill. Primitive tribes who must devote all 
their energies and all their time to the acquisition of the barest necessities 
of life have not produced much that would help towards the enjoyment 
of life. Their comforts, social pleasures, art products, and ceremonials are 
cramped by their daily needs. These begin to flourish when the conditions 
of life allow leisure. A comparison of the hard life of the Fuegians, Eskimo, 
Australians, and Bushmen with that of people who command an abundance 
of food and prolonged periods of rest from procuring necessary supplies, 
shows the effect of leisure upon cultural life. The wealth of products of the 
African Negroes, the time at their disposal for ceremonial and social func-
tions, are based on their comparative freedom of care for their everyday 
sustenance. Fishermen, like those of the North Pacific coast of America, who 
enjoy seasons of rest during which they live on stored provisions, have de-
veloped a complex art and a social and ceremonial life full of interest to 
themselves. Abundance of food has enabled the Melanesians to develop a 
rich inner life. Everywhere among primitive people leisure and enrichment 
of culture go hand in hand, for with leisure develop new needs, and new 
needs create new inventions. But leisure alone is not sufficient. Unless the 
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individual participates in a multiplicity of cultural activities, if his life is 
restricted within a narrow compass, leisure is unprofitable. In primitive so-
ciety the participation of everyone in tribal life creates the condition for a 
useful employment of leisure. Where a leisure class is created and part of the 
people are compelled to drudge for them, the leisure class alone may profit 
from their more favorable conditions.

It is a reproach to our civilization that we have not learned to utilize the 
vastly increased leisure in the way done by primitive man. Until recently 
the intensity of technical activity which creates an ever-increasing desire 
for physical comforts and conveniences used to make such demands upon 
the time of all individuals that for the majority leisure was much restricted. 
Never theless the time required for their manual labor has been much  reduced 
during the last century. In recent times the ease of production by mechanical 
means and the rationalization of production, together with establishment of 
ever new centers of production without a corresponding increase of centers 
of consumption, have created a condition in which there is ample leisure, 
but leisure so distributed that part of the people are engaged in feverish ac-
tivity while many others stand aside, outside of the streams of production 
and therefore unable to make use of the enforced leisure, not contributing 
new cultural values, but a dead weight on human progress.

Thus the advance in technical knowledge, not accompanied by corre-
sponding social adjustment of the distribution of leisure, has led to a waste 
of human energy that might contribute to the enjoyment of life.

Primitive life shows that leisure enriches human life, at least as long as all 
actively participate in the production of cultural values. Among them leisure 
of all is often obtained by the seasonal rest, enabling each individual to par-
ticipate in the social life of the tribe.

The impoverishment of the masses brought about by our unfortunate 
distribution of leisure is certainly no cultural advance, and the term “cul-
tural progress” can be used in a restricted sense only. It refers to increase of 
knowledge and of control of nature.

It is not easy to define progress in any phase of social life other than in 
knowledge and control of nature.

It might seem that the low value given to life in primitive society and the 
cruelty of primitive man are indications of a low ethical standard. It is quite 
possible to show an advance in ethical behavior when we compare primitive 
society with our own. Westermarck and Hobhouse have examined these data 
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in great detail and have given us an elaborate history of the evolution of 
moral ideas. Their descriptions are quite true, but I do not believe that they 
represent a growth of moral ideas, but rather reflect the same moral ideas as 
manifested in different types of society and taking on forms varying accord-
ing to the extent of knowledge of the people.

We must bear in mind the meaning of a clean way of living, of practising 
all the virtues demanded by tradition. Sexual purity, avoidance of contam-
ination by anything that may be impure, determine the specific code of 
almost every tribe. The transgression of any of the social customs that have 
a strong emotional value in the life of the people is considered a sin. The 
history of what is considered in our civilization a sin or a punishable wrong 
shows that the range of these concepts varies with our more or less rational 
attitude towards the particular aspect of our social life. Heterodoxy was 
a crime, atheism unpardonable; the breach of food taboos was not easily 
condoned; work on Sunday a sin. Abnormal sexual behavior was and still 
is punished, although we begin to recognize it as the result of biological 
factors, so that it is being considered more as a pathological state than as a 
punishable wrong. The restriction of sexual relations to a status authorized 
by Church or State shows considerable weakening. The avoidance of all these 
sins: piety which included the observance of restrictions hallowed by the 
Church;  sexual purity until the time when Church and State permit sexual 
intercourse, are analogous in character to the “sins” found in primitive so-
ciety. The lives of the martyrs of all times who died for convictions that ran 
counter to the social laws of their times illustrate the intensity with which 
a breach was felt as an unpardonable sin. Native life abounds in analogous 
examples, both in actual occurrences and in novelistic tales. The transgres-
sors of taboos—the unbeliever as well as the careless sinner—are punished 
by the supernatural powers and by society. To break a social incest law, to 
ignore a taboo, to omit a prescribed purification, are unpardonable sins. It is 
fairly clear, that in regard to all these cases it is rather a question of the ad-
vance of knowledge which makes the traditional regulation of life obsolete, 
than a change in a feeling for ethical obligation that brings about changes 
in ethical behavior.

The question is rather whether there are certain fundamental ethical atti-
tudes that are manifest in varying forms in all branches of mankind.

If we restrict our considerations to the closed society to which an in-
dividual belongs we do not find any appreciable difference in principles 
of morality. We have seen at another place that in a closed society without 
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differentiation in rank, in theory at least, an absolute solidarity of interest 
and the same moral obligation of altruistic behavior are the ideal code, the 
same as among ourselves. The behavior towards the slave or to members of 
alien societies may be cruel. There may be no regard for their rights. The 
obligations within the society are binding. The prevailing idea of a funda-
mental, even specific difference between the members of the closed society 
and outsiders hinders the development of sympathetic feeling.

We consider it our right to kill criminals dangerous to society, to kill in 
self-defense and in war. We also kill animals for the mere pleasure of hunting 
and the excitement of the chase. Exactly the same rules prevail in primitive 
society. They give a different impression, because crime, self-defense, war, 
and the killing of animals have not the same meaning as among ourselves.  
A breach of the laws regulating marriage may be considered a heinous crime 
endangering the existence of the whole community because it calls forth 
the ire of supernatural powers; an apparently slight breach of good man-
ners may be a deadly insult. Supposed witchcraft may be criminal or may 
entitle the person who believes himself endangered by it, as a matter of 
self-defense, to kill the offender. War may not be initiated by the formalities 
ordinarily enjoined by modern international usage—although often enough 
disregarded, if necessity or self-interest make it desirable—but may be based 
on a hostility between groups that blazes up on the slightest provocation and 
without warning, permitting what we should call basest treachery.

It is true that in the life of primitive man revenge as a right and a duty is 
keenly felt and that its form is much more cruel than our ethical standards 
would permit. In judging the psychological causes of this difference we 
must consider the infinitely greater hazards of life in primitive society. The 
weather, the dangers of the chase, attacks of wild animals or of enemies 
make life much more precarious than in civilized communities and dull the 
feeling for suffering. The thoughtless pleasure that children feel in torment-
ing animals and cripples, an expression of their inability to identify their 
own mental processes with those of others, is quite analogous to the actions 
of primitive man. The significance of this attitude will best be understood 
when we compare our feeling of sympathy for animal suffering with that 
of the Hindu. While we kill animals that we need for food, albeit without 
inflicting unnecessary suffering, all life is sacred to the Hindu. We claim the 
right to kill animals which we need; the Hindu extends the right to live over 
all his fellow creatures.
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It might seem that the virtue of forgiving wrongs is entirely alien to prim-
itive culture, for retaliation is almost always considered a duty. We recognize 
forgiving as a virtue, the more so since it is not always practised. Never-
theless we are still far from appreciating that legal punishment is rather a 
revenge of society than either protection against a dangerous criminal or 
an attempt at re-education. I believe the apparent absence of forgiving in 
primitive society is, like primitive cruelty, related in part to the precarious-
ness of existence and the consequent necessity of self-protection, in part to 
the enmity between closed societies in which, under the pressure of public 
opinion, the individual is compelled to participate. Forgiving and tolerance 
between closed societies is difficult to find even in our civilization; wit-
ness the relations between nations, party and denominational quarrels, or 
those arising from keen competition in business affairs. It is necessary to 
examine primitive life attentively to see that the idea of forgiving wrongs 
as something praiseworthy is not absent. Every now and then it appears in 
folk tales clearly recognized as a desirable attitude. On the Northwest Coast 
of America the deserted boy who becomes rich saves from starvation his 
tribe who had no pity on him, although in other tales he retaliates on those 
who were the instigators of his misfortunes. Among the Pueblos children 
deserted by their own parents save them as soon as they are convinced of 
their repentance.

We must compare the code of primitive ethics with our own ethics and 
primitive conduct with our own conduct. It may safely be said that the code, 
so far as relations between members of a group are concerned, does not 
differ from ours. It is the duty of every person to respect life, well-being 
and property of his fellows, and to refrain from any action that may harm 
the group as a whole. All breaches of this code are threatened with social or 
supernatural punishment.

When the tribe is divided into small self-contained groups and moral 
obligations of the individual are confined to the group members, a state 
of apparent lawlessness may result. When the tribe forms a firm unit, the 
impression of peaceful quiet, more closely corresponding to our own con-
ditions, is given. An example of the former kind is presented by the tribes 
of northern Vancouver Island, which are each divided into a considerable 
number of clans or family groups of conflicting interests. Solidarity does not 
extend beyond the limits of the clan. For this reason conflicts between clans 
are rather frequent. Harm done to a member of one clan leads to clan feuds.
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The distinction between members of a group and outsiders persists in 
modern life, not only in everyday relations but also in legislation. Every law 
discriminating between citizens and foreigners, every protective tariff that 
is by its nature hostile to the foreigner is an expression of a double ethical 
standard, one for fellows, the other for outsiders.

The duty of self-perfection has developed in modern society, but is ap-
parently absent in more primitive forms of human life. The irreconcilable 
conflicts of valuations that are characteristic of our times and to which we 
referred previously are in part absent because in simple societies a single 
standard of behavior prevails. We have referred to the freedom of the Eskimo 
of human control and have seen that, nevertheless, he is hemmed in on all 
sides by the narrowness of his material culture, his beliefs and traditional 
practices. There is no group known to him that possesses different standards, 
that presents the problem of choice between conflicting cultural alterna-
tives that beset our lives, although conflicts based on different aspects of his 
own culture may arise. We have also referred to the social development of 
the child in Samoa where the lack of stratification into groups of decidedly 
distinct ideals makes it exceedingly difficult for new types of thought to de-
velop. It does occur every now and then that a person does not fit tempera-
mentally into his culture, as for instance a timid, unambitious nobleman or 
an aggressive, ambitious commoner among the Northwest Coast Indians; 
but these cases are as a rule rare and it is difficult for the individual to im-
press his qualities upon his environment. Thus it happens that the ethical 
duties that we feel towards ourselves, that in some strata of our society set 
the duty of self-perfection infinitely higher than that of service to the com-
munity, seem lost in the simple endeavor of every person to come up to the 
standards of his society.

The actual conduct of man does not correspond to the ethical code, and 
obedience depends upon the degree of social and religious control. Among 
ourselves actions opposed to the ethical code are checked by society, which 
holds every single person responsible for his actions. In many primitive soci-
eties there is no such power. The behavior of an individual may be censured, 
but there is no strict accountability, although the fear of supernatural pun-
ishment may serve as a substitute.

There is no evolution of moral ideas. All the vices that we know, lying, 
theft, murder, rape, are discountenanced in the life of equals in a closed so-
ciety. There is progress in ethical conduct, based on the recognition of larger 
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groups which participate in the rights enjoyed by members of the closed 
society, and on an increasing social control.

It is difficult to define progress in ethical ideas. It is still more difficult to dis-
cern universally valid progress in social organization, for what we choose to 
call progress depends upon the standards chosen. The extreme individualist 
might consider anarchy as his ideal. Others may believe in extreme volun-
tary regimentation; still others in a powerful control of the individual by 
society or in subjection to intelligent leadership. Developments in all these 
directions have occurred and may still be observed in the history of modern 
States. We can speak of progress in certain directions, hardly of absolute pro-
gress, except in so far as it is dependent upon knowledge which contributes 
to the safety of human life, health, and comfort.

Generally valid progress in social forms is intimately associated with ad-
vance in knowledge. It is based fundamentally on the recognition of a wider 
concept of humanity, and with it on the weakening of the conflicts between 
individual societies. The outsider is no longer a person without rights, whose 
life and property are the lawful prey of anyone who can conquer him, but 
intertribal duties are recognized. However these are developed, whether the 
tribe wishes to avoid the retaliation of neighbors, or whether friendly rela-
tions are established by intermarriage or in other ways, the intense solidarity 
of the tribal unit and its subdivisions is liable to break down.

The important change of attitude brought about by this expansion is a 
weakening of the concept of a status into which each person is born.

The history of civilization demonstrates that the extent to which the status 
of a person is determined by birth or by some later voluntary or enforced 
act has been losing in force. In primitive societies of complex structure the 
status of a person as a member of a clan, of an age group, of a society, is 
often absolutely determined and involves unescapable obligations. Laws of 
intermarriage are determined by the status of a person in his or her family or 
hereditary tribal division and prevent the free choice of mates. Obligations 
and privileges may also vary according to the particular family or division 
in which a person is born. In East Africa agricultural classes and herders are 
hereditary tribal divisions. Chieftaincy in Polynesia and Africa and in many 
other parts of the world is hereditary in genealogical lines. All hereditary 
privileges belong to this class and these continue even in our times. Royal 
succession, the entailment of estates descending in family lines, compulsory 
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laws prescribing the amounts to which lineal heirs are entitled are expres-
sions of the recognition of a status into which a person is born. A status may 
also be innate, although not determined by family bonds. In South Africa a 
person who is believed to have the quality of witchcraft can never lose this 
status because it is inborn.

The status of age and sex plays an important rôle where rigidly organ-
ized age societies exist. Among some Negro tribes the boy is inducted into 
a group of boys of his own age who retain throughout life the status of a 
society to which each member is bound by social obligations. In Australia 
the aged form a group of recognized authority. In countries maintaining 
armies with obligatory service the male citizen has a definite status in regard 
to military duties, depending upon his age. This is true of the Zulu as well as 
of the French or Poles.

Membership in societies may also determine the status of a person. Some-
times the status is permanent, sometimes it may be changed with the con-
sent of the community, expressed by some public, often religious act. In 
most primitive societies a priest cannot lay down the duties he has under-
taken. The secret societies of West Africa which exert political powers give a 
permanent status to their members.

In earlier times, among ourselves, the status of the nobleman, of the serf, 
even of a member of a guild, was fixed by birth; that of the priest by author-
ity of the Church. For most of us there are still two forms of status that entail 
serious obligation and that persist unless the status is changed by consent 
of the State. These are citizenship and marriage. The latter status shows even 
now strong evidence of weakening. In the sense of loss of fixity of status the 
freedom of the individual has been increasing.

The multitude of forms found in human society as well as observations on 
the variability of human types throw important light upon modern political 
questions, particularly upon the demand for equality, upon sexual relations 
and upon the denial of the right to individual property.

Anatomy, physiology, and psychology of social groups demonstrate with 
equal force that equality of all human beings does not exist. Bodily and mental 
ability and vigor are unevenly distributed among individuals. They also depend 
upon age and sex. Even in the absence of any form of organization which im-
plies subordination, leadership develops. Eskimo society is fundamentally an-
archical because nobody is compelled to submit to dictation. Nevertheless the 
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movements of the tribe are determined by leaders to whose superior energy, 
skill, and experience others submit. The man, the provider of the family, deter-
mines the movements of the household and his wives and dependents follow.

It depends upon historical conditions to what extent the powers of a 
leader may be developed. In early times monarchical institutions spread over 
a large part of the Old World, democratic institutions over the New World. 
It is common to all forms of political organization that wherever communal 
work has to be undertaken, recognized leaders spring up. Among the North 
American Indians who were averse to centralized political control, the buf-
falo hunt necessitated strict police regulations to which the tribe had to sub-
mit, because disorganized, individual hunting would have endangered the 
tribal food supply. The hunt and war in particular require leadership. How 
far each individual must submit to leadership depends upon the complexity 
of organization, upon the necessity of joint action, and upon conflicts aris-
ing from individual occupations.

The assumption that all leadership is an aberration from the primitive 
nature of man and an expression of individual lust for power cannot be 
maintained. We have pointed out repeatedly that man is a gregarious being, 
living in closed societies, and that new closed societies are always springing 
up. Almost all closed societies of animals have leaders and in many cases a 
definite order of rank may be observed. A typical case is the organization of 
a chicken yard in which a definite order of rank prevails. The first hen pecks 
the second, the second the third, and so on to the last which is pecked by all. 
The order is disturbed only if one chicken revolts and succeeds in overcom-
ing its superior whose place it then takes. Other examples are the herds of 
mammals which have their scouts and watchmen and which protect them-
selves in orderly formation. It seems improbable that conditions were differ-
ent in the primitive horde of man.

Observations on primitive society throw an interesting light upon the rela-
tion of the sexes. We find everywhere a clear distinction between the occupa-
tions of man and woman. Most women, being encumbered throughout a large 
part of their mature lives by the care of young children, are tied to the home 
more rigidly than the men. They are hindered in their mobility and for this 
reason more than for anything else they cannot participate in the strenuous life 
of the hunter and warrior. Here also a comparison with the life forms of gre-
garious animals is useful, for division of duties according to sex is not unusual. 
In some species the males are protectors of the herd, in other cases the females.
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The domestic occupations of the home do not necessarily preclude women 
from active participation in the higher cultural life of the tribe. Owing to 
the skill attained in their varied technical activities they are in some cases 
creative artists, while the men who devote themselves to the chase do not 
participate to any extent in artistic production. Where a more complex eco-
nomic system prevails in which wealth depends upon the management and 
care of the produce secured by the members of the household, her influence 
in social or even political matters may be important. She is not necessarily 
excluded from religious activities and acts as shaman or priestess.

Since among primitive tribes unmarried women are all but unknown, 
the position of womanhood is practically determined by the limitations im-
posed upon all by child-bearing and care of children.

Among primitive tribes the mortality of infants is high, and the inter-
vals between births are correspondingly short. With the modern decrease 
in infant mortality, voluntary reduction of the number of children and the 
increasing number of unmarried women, the movements of many women 
have become freer and one of the fundamental causes of the differentiation 
between the social positions of men and of women has been removed. It 
is not by any means solely economic pressure that has led to the demand 
for wider opportunities and equality of rights of men and women, but the 
removal of the limitations due to child-bearing that has given to woman the 
freedom of action enjoyed by man.

The cultural values produced by woman in primitive society make us 
doubt the existence of any fundamental difference in creative power be-
tween the sexes. We rather suspect that the imponderable differences in the 
treatment of young children, the different attitudes of father and mother to 
son or daughter, the differentiation of the status of man and woman inherent 
in our cultural tradition, outweigh any actual differences that may exist.

In other words, the creative power and independence of man and of 
woman seem to me largely independent of the physiologically determined 
differences in interests and character. The danger in the modern desire of 
woman for freedom lies in the intentional suppression of the functions con-
nected with child-bearing that might hinder free activity. Society will always 
need a sufficient number of women who will bear children and of those 
who are willing to devote themselves lovingly to their upbringing.

Marriage is another aspect of the relation between the sexes upon which 
light is thrown by the study of foreign cultures. The customs of mankind 
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show that permanent marriage is not based primarily on the permanence 
of sexual love between two individuals, but that it is essentially regulated 
by economic considerations. Formal marriage is connected with transfer of 
property. In extreme cases the woman herself is an economic value that is 
acquired, although she may not become the property of her husband in 
the sense that he can dispose of her at will without interference of her own 
family or herself.

Occasional sexual relations between man and woman are of a different 
order and are among many tribes permitted or even expected. In other 
cases girls are carefully guarded and illicit sexual intercourse is severely 
punished.

A religious sanction of marriage exists in hardly any primitive tribe. 
Strict monogamy does occur in rare cases and suggests that the sexual re-
lations in earliest times were not of uniform character in all parts of the 
world. The binding elements in marriage are considerations of property in 
which the children who add potential strength to the family are included. It 
seems likely that our view of marriage developed from this earlier stage by 
reinterpretation.

In a well-balanced family with competent parents, permanence of matri-
monial union is undoubtedly best adapted to the wholesome development 
of the individual and of society. But not all families are well balanced and 
competent, and permanence of affection is not universal. On the contrary, 
almost all societies illustrate fickleness of affection and instability of unions 
among young people. Unions become fairly stable only in old age, when the 
sexual passions have abated. Instability is found as much in modern civiliza-
tion as in simpler societies. Man is evidently not an absolutely monogamous 
being.

The efforts to force man into absolute monogamy have never been suc-
cessful and the tendency of our times is to recognize this. The increasing ease 
of divorce which has been carried furthest in Mexico and Russia is proof of 
this. Equally significant are the endeavors to ease the unenviable position of 
the unmarried mother, the attempts to lift the undeserved stigma from the 
illegitimate child, and the claims for a single standard of sexual ethics for 
man and woman.

The anthropologist may not be able to propose on the basis of his sci-
ence the steps that should be taken to remedy the hypocrisy that attaches to 
the general treatment of sexual relations without unduly encouraging the 
light-hearted breaking of the marriage bond. He can only point out that the 
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traditional point of view of absolute continence until a monogamic mar-
riage is contracted is not enforceable, because it runs counter to the nature of 
a large part of mankind. In many cases it is accepted and followed like other 
social standards, but not without giving rise to severe crises.

It is interesting to investigate the concept of property in simple tribes. We 
do not know of a single tribe that does not recognize individual property. 
The tools and utensils which a person makes and uses are practically always 
his individual property which he may use, loan, give away or destroy, pro-
vided he does not damage the life of his household by doing so. An Eskimo 
man who would destroy his kayak and hunting outfit would make himself 
and his family dependent upon the industry of others; the Eskimo woman 
who would destroy her cooking utensils or her clothing would deprive the 
family of valuable property which could not be replaced without the help of 
her husband or other men. In this sense the control of their property is not 
absolutely free. Any economic theory that does not acknowledge these facts 
runs counter to anthropological data.

The concept of property in natural resources is of a different character. 
Except in the rare cases of truly nomadic peoples, the tribe is attached to 
a definite geographical area which is its property in so far as foreigners 
who would try to utilize it are considered as intruders. In simpler societies 
tribal territory and all its resources belong to the community as a whole; 
or when the tribe consists of subdivisions the tribal territory may be sub-
divided among them, and mutual encroachments will not be permitted. In 
most cases it is not necessary to develop the natural resources by labor and 
the supply is ample for the needs of the people. Stone, shell, wood, or pure 
metal for manufactures are more or less easily obtained. When preparatory 
labor is involved in making the products of nature available property rights 
develop. The African who clears the woods, and plants and cultivates his gar-
den, has property rights to the soil until he deserts it and allows it to revert 
to its original wild state. The Northwest Coast Indian who builds a fish weir 
at a favorable place considers it his property. The greater the amount of labor 
bestowed by an individual, family, or clan upon the exploitation of a given 
piece of land or water, the more are we likely to find the concept of personal, 
family, or clan property in the ground and its products. In places where per-
manent houses are built a similar relation may develop to the building site. 
Herding which requires constant attention to the welfare of the animals on 
the part of the herder establishes a close connection between the two and, 
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unless feudal conditions prevail in which the herd is the property of an 
overlord, the herd is the property of the herder. In all these cases conflicts 
are liable to develop. In Africa and Melanesia the rights to the use of land are 
regulated; sometimes the use of abandoned land may pass from one hand to 
another, while the use of trees may be retained by the former owner. Among 
the Indians quarrels are common in regard to the right to use fish weirs, or 
even places at which to erect fish weirs. Among herders, cattle stealing is a 
common source of local feuds. The conflict between the feeling that personal 
control of natural resources infringes upon the interests of the community 
as a whole arises at an early time. In modern times when the development 
of natural resources by a powerful person or group of persons has become 
necessary because profitable exploitation requires scientific knowledge, the 
use of machinery, of ample means and of methods of controlling the wide 
distribution of the products; and when those who are in control claim the 
resources as their personal property because they are the means of putting 
them into use the conflict between the property claims of the community 
and of individuals has reached its highest grade.

It is not possible to follow in the brief compass of these remarks the vari-
ety of concepts of property that develop from primitive control: the central-
ization of ownership in the hands of a favored class or of individuals, and the 
privileges that grow up with increasing complexity of society.

Theories of the growth of culture have been built, based on the assumption 
of the determining influence of single causes. Most important among these 
are the theories of geographical and economic determinism.

Geographical determinism means that geographical environment controls 
the development of culture; economic determinism that the economic con-
ditions of life shape all the manifestations of early culture and of complex 
civilization.

It is easy to show that both theories ascribe an exaggerated importance 
to factors that do play an important part in the life of man, but that are each 
only one of many determinant elements.

The study of the cultural history of any particular area shows clearly that 
geographical conditions by themselves have no creative force and are cer-
tainly no absolute determinants of culture.

Before the introduction of the horse the western American prairies were 
hardly inhabited, because the food supply was uncertain. When the Indians  
were supplied with horses their whole mode of life changed, because buffalo 
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hunting became much more productive and the people were able to follow 
the migrating herds of buffalo. Many tribes migrated westward and gave 
up agriculture. When the White man settled on the prairies, life was again 
different. Agriculture and herding were adapted to the new environment. 
According to the type of culture of the people who occupied the prairies, 
these played a different rôle. They compelled man to adapt his life to the new 
conditions and modified the culture. The environment did not create a new 
culture.

Another example will not be amiss. The Arctic tundra in America and Asia 
has about the same character. Still the lives of the Arctic Indians and Eskimos 
and that of the tribes of Siberia are not the same. The Americans are exclu-
sively hunters and fishermen. The Asiatics have domesticated reindeer. The 
environment has not the same meaning for the hunter and for the herder; 
but herding was not invented owing to the stress of environment. It is a type 
of Asiatic culture that takes a particular form in the Arctic climate.

When the principal trade routes from Europe to the East crossed the Med-
iterranean Sea and vessels were of moderate size, the distribution of trade 
centers, of sea routes and of available harbors was quite different from that 
found in later times, when, owing to shifts in political and cultural con-
ditions, to new discoveries, new demands, and in modern times, to larger 
vessels, the same environment brought about new alignments, decay to once 
flourishing cities, and increased importance to others.

The error of the theory of geographic determinism lies in the assumption 
that there are tribes on our globe without any culture, that must learn to 
adapt themselves to the environment in which they live. We do not know of 
any tribe without some form of culture and even in the times of the older 
stone age, perhaps 50,000 years ago, this condition did not exist. The envi-
ronment can only act upon a culture and the result of environmental influ-
ences is dependent upon the culture upon which it acts. Fertility of the soil 
has nowhere created agriculture, but when agriculture exists it is adapted 
to geographical conditions. Presence of iron ore and coal does not create 
industries, but when the knowledge of the use of these materials is known, 
geographical conditions exert a powerful influence upon local development.

Geographical conditions exert a limiting or modifying power, in so far 
as available materials, topographical forms, and climate compel certain ad-
justments, but many different types of culture are found adjusted to similar 
types of environment.
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The error that is often committed is similar to the one that has for a 
long time made experimental psychology unproductive. There is no soci-
ety without some type of culture, and there is no blank mind upon which 
 culture,—or bringing up of the individual,—has left no impress. An imme-
diate reaction of the mind to a stimulus depends not alone upon the organi-
zation of the mind and the stimulus, but also upon the modifications that the 
mind has undergone, owing to its development in the setting of a culture.

Economic determinism is open to the same objections. The theory is more 
attractive than geographic determinism because economic conditions are an 
integral part of culture and are closely interwoven with all its other aspects. 
In our life their influence makes itself felt in the most varied forms and 
modern civilization cannot be understood without constant attention to its 
economic background.

Nevertheless it would be an error to claim that all manifestations of cul-
tural life are determined by economic conditions. The simplest cultural 
forms prove this. There are many tribes of hunters and fishermen whose eco-
nomic life is built up on similar foundations. Nevertheless they differ funda-
mentally in customs and beliefs. African Bushmen and Australian Aborigines; 
Arctic Indians and some of the river tribes of Siberia; Indians of Alaska, Chile 
and the natives of the island of Saghalin in eastern Asia are comparable, so 
far as their economic resources are concerned. Still their social organization, 
their beliefs and customs are diverse. There is nothing to indicate that these 
are due to economic differences; rather the use of their economic resources 
depends upon all the other aspects of cultural life.

Even the differences in the status of man and woman are not primarily eco-
nomic. They are rather due to the differences in the physiological life of man 
and of woman. Based on this there is a difference in occupation, in interests 
and in mental attitude. These in turn produce economic differentiation, but 
the economic status is not the primary cause of the status of man and woman.

We may observe here that what is an effect of differentiation, becomes a 
cause of further differentiation. This relation may be observed in all specific 
phenomena of nature. A valley has been formed as the effect of erosion. 
It is the cause that in the further action of erosion the waters follow its 
course. Luxurious vegetation is the effect of a moist soil. It is the cause of 
retaining more moisture in the soil. A household performs joint work, and 
the joint work strengthens the unity of the household. Leisure obtained by 
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the preservation of a plentiful supply of food stimulates invention, and the 
inventions give more leisure.

The interaction between the various forces is so intimate that to select one 
as the sole creative force conveys an erroneous impression of the process. 
It seems impossible to reduce the fundamental beliefs of mankind to an 
economic source. They arise from a variety of sources, one of which is the 
unconscious conceptualization of nature. The organization of the household 
is controlled in part by the size of the economic unit allowed by the food 
supply, in part by ties of association that are established by beliefs or habits 
so slightly related to economic conditions that it would require great in-
genuity and a forced reasoning to reduce them to economic causes.

It is justifiable to investigate the intricate relations of economic life and of 
all the other numerous manifestations of culture, but it is not possible to rule 
out all the remaining aspects as dependent upon economic conditions. It is 
just as necessary to study economic life as dependent upon inventions, social 
structure, art, and religion as it is to study the reverse relations.

Economic conditions are the cause of many of these and they are with 
equal truth their effect. Social bonds and conflicts, concepts, emotional life, 
artistic activities are in their psychological and social origin only incom-
pletely reducible to economic factors.

As geographical environment acts only upon a culture modifying it, so eco-
nomic conditions act upon an existing culture and are in turn modified by it.

A final question must be answered. Can anthropology help to control the fu-
ture development of human culture and well-being or must we be satisfied 
to record the progress of events and let them take their course? I believe we 
have seen that a knowledge of anthropology may guide us in many of our 
policies. This does not mean that we can predict the ultimate results of our 
actions. It has been claimed that human culture is something superorganic, 
that it follows laws that are not willed by any individual participating in 
the culture, but that are inherent in the culture itself. Some of the gradual 
changes referred to before might seem to support this view. The increase of 
knowledge, the freeing of the individual from traditional fetters, the exten-
sion of political units have proceeded regularly.

It seems hardly necessary to consider culture a mystic entity that exists 
outside the society of its individual carriers, and that moves by its own force. 
The life of a society is carried on by individuals who act singly and jointly 
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under the stress of the tradition in which they have grown up and sur-
rounded by the products of their own activities and those of their forbears. 
These determine the direction of their activities positively or negatively. They 
may proceed to act and think according to the transmitted patterns or they 
may be led to move in opposite directions. Occupation with a thought or an 
invention may lead on in different directions. Seen retrospectively they may 
appear like a predetermined growth.

The state of the society at a given moment depends upon the interactions 
of the individuals under the stress of traditional behavior. It is not the sum 
of the activities of the individuals; rather individuals and society are func-
tionally related.

The forces that bring about the changes are active in the individuals com-
posing the social groups, not in the abstract culture.

Here, as well as in other social phenomena, accident cannot be elimi-
nated, accident that may depend upon the presence or absence of eminent 
individuals, upon the favors bestowed by nature, upon chance discoveries or 
contacts, and therefore prediction is precarious, if not impossible. Laws of 
development, except in most generalized forms, cannot be established and a 
detailed course of growth cannot be predicted.

All we can do is to watch and judge day by day what we are doing, to 
understand what is happening in the light of what we have learned and to 
shape our steps accordingly.
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When a group of scholars believes that they have a new and better way to 
understand reality than their teachers and predecessors, it is quite natural 
that they turn on those forerunners and try to demonstrate their superiority. 
To them the previous generation seems hopelessly old-fashioned, wrong-
headed, and on the wrong track.

This was the case in anthropology in the 1950s when a group of dynamic 
young scholars entered the field. They were convinced of the necessity to 
turn anthropology into a “real” science, one that could deal with regular-
ities, causality, and law. The answers were to be sought in the core features 
of material culture and technology, the organization of economies, and the 
relations between culture and environment. Leslie White and Julian Steward 
were the gods; Morton Fried, Marvin Harris, Robert A. Manners, Marshall 
Sahlins the Younger, Elman Service, and Eric Wolf were among their prophets.

Under these circumstances, Franz Boas, who had strongly cautioned 
against hasty and unsupported generalizations and against determinisms 
of all sorts (biological, geographical, economic, or psychological), whose 
ethnographies did not come to closure in tidy packages, would seem to 
be a foolish old man holding back the advance of science. His suspicion 
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of universal categories, his rejection of grand narratives (before we knew 
that this is what they were called), and his stress on diversity and historical 
contingency were not appreciated then. He was, however, honored for his 
insistence upon the equality of all peoples and his battle against racism and 
ethnocentrism, even if his approach to science was in disrepute.

It is understandable that each intellectual generation feels it must dis-
tance itself from its predecessors, something Boas himself understood and 
appreciated.1 In the 1960s, however, criticism of Boas began to develop an 
additional dimension—an attack on the character of the man himself. Les-
lie White (1966:26–28) accused Boas of a number of unpleasant things, 
especially of being receptive only to Jewish students and being prejudiced 
against American scholarship. It was a nasty little piece, but it probably had 
some lingering effect, as these things often do. (In fact, Boas’s allies and clos-
est associates included such non-Jews as Ruth Fulton Benedict, Elsie Clews 
Parsons, Gladys Reichard, Margaret Mead, Frederic Ward Putnam, Livingston 
Farrand, Henry H. Donaldson, Frank Speck, W. J. McGee, Fay-Cooper Cole, 
Alfred Tozzer, and L. C. Dunn.)

More recently, however, there has been an efflorescence of denigration 
of Franz Boas, his motivations, his relations to others, and, most seriously, 
the long-term impact of his ideas on race and culture. One of the earliest 
manifestations of this new view of Boas came in a paper by William S. Willis 
Jr., in which he argued (among other things) that Boasian “Scientific antiracism 
was concerned only secondarily with colored peoples” (1969:139, emphasis in original). 
Willis contended that “scientific antiracism” was in reality both an attempt 
to combat anti-Semitism and an intellectual weapon in the struggle of Boas 
and the other European Jews around him “for the domination of anthropol-
ogy in the United States” (p. 139). He concluded that the effort of Boas and 
his colleagues to combat racism was just “another exploitation of colored 
peoples for the benefit of white people” (p. 139).2

This paper appeared as a chapter in the influential work edited by Dell 
Hymes, Reinventing Anthropology (1969), and it reflected the general anger and 
dissatisfaction of the late 1960s. Willis would later develop considerable re-
spect for Franz Boas, but this piece was one of those that set a tone for 
succeeding discourse on the subject of anthropology and “the study of dom-
inated colored peoples” (p. 146).3

In the era of postcolonial and critical studies there is a newer trope that 
sees Boas’s work as even more harmful. K. Visweswaran contends that Boas’s 
“scientific antiracism” itself had terrible results. In a 1998 paper she writes, 
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“I suggest the disturbing possibility that the attempt to expunge race from 
social science by assigning it to biology, as Boas and his students did, helped 
legitimate the scientific study of race, thereby fueling the machine of scien-
tific racism” (1998:70). What can be more of a condemnation than that? 
What we used to think was “a good thing,” Boas’s many-sided attack on ra-
cism, we are now told was in fact very bad—not just because others misused 
his science but because he got it so wrong.

It is true, of course, that the findings of science may be co-opted and used 
by those with different and pernicious agendas. I contend, however, that this 
has not been the case with Boas’s “scientific anti-racism.” It has not been co-
opted and misused as Visweswaran believes, nor has she given a coherent pic-
ture of how it occurred and what role Boas’s work could have played in it. In 
fact, the real point of Visweswaran’s article is to present her own thinking on 
the nature of “race” as a social construct and a potential political tool for the 
use of the dominated. The question is why she felt it necessary to launch an ir-
relevant and inaccurate assault on Franz Boas in order to accomplish that aim.4

Similarly, Franz Boas’s efforts to learn about Kwakiutl (Kwakwaka’wakw) 
culture through the texts collected in that language by George Hunt are sub-
jected to harsh criticism by Charles Briggs and Richard Bauman (1999). Go-
ing far beyond earlier critics like Verne Ray (1955) and Leslie White (1963), 
who had found Boas’s efforts inadequate if not useless, Briggs and Bauman 
contend that these texts were truly harmful. While denying that they intend 
to damn Boas (p. 481), they find that his work “fit into the larger contours of 
colonial domination that increasingly deprived Native American communities 
of land, material wealth, and cultural and linguistic autonomy” (1999:516)! 
They find him “complicit in naturalizing white control of Native American 
communities and the ideology of ‘assimilation’” (p. 519) and they even claim 
that these Kwakwaka’wakw texts “formed crucial dimensions not only of creating 
an American discipline of anthropology but of constructing fin de siecle modernity as 
well” (1999:522, emphasis added). All this because he urged George Hunt 
to collect accurate descriptions of the technology, customs, beliefs, laws, and 
stories of the Kwakwaka’wakw, in their own language, concentrating on 
“ traditional” and precontact material as much as possible.

There is no room here to deconstruct this dense fifty-page paper, but 
we may ask how a series of recondite texts, read by at most a handful of 
academic specialists, could conceivably have had such world-constructing 
consequences. At a time when the Kwakwaka’wakw (and all Native Ameri-
can communities) had been under white domination for generations, when 
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their way of life and practices were under constant attack and had under-
gone many changes, could the collection of texts, no matter how ineptly 
done, possibly have had such consequences for these peoples—and for 
“modernity” as well? Briggs and Bauman can only assert it; they cannot 
demonstrate it.

Their paper represents a common pattern in deconstructionist and post-
colonial scholarship: the attempt to demonstrate that some phenomenon that 
might seem positive or at least neutral was, in fact, injurious to the “Other.” 
In this case it is “the textual construction of Others” (p. 482)—in their 
words. Noting that “Ethnopoetics and post-structuralist critiques of ethnog-
raphy have converged of late in casting a favorable light on Boas’s oeuvre” 
(p. 481), the authors set out to demonstrate that this favorable evaluation is 
wrong. (They cite, among others, Clifford 1982, 1988; Hymes 1981,1985; 
Krupat 1992.) Their paper has a sadly predictable outcome, one that leaves 
us poorer in our understanding of Boas, his work, and the processes of so-
cial and cultural change. As Hymes and others point out, the texts remain 
as a record of the language, poetry, beliefs, ideas, arts, and practices of the 
people, available for both the descendants of the Kwakwaka’wakw inform-
ants as well as for outsider linguists, anthropologists, and literary scholars. 
Dell Hymes writes of his studies of texts from these collections, “I think of 
it as repatriation, for the benefit of descendants of those who inhabited the 
narrative tradition and of others who can learn from it. Learn more deeply 
what was there before the whites came, what has been lost” (1999a:xviii, 
also 1999b; cf. Berman 1996; DeMallie 1999; Jacknis 1996:209). It was 
precisely Boas’s insistence on trying to record “what has been lost,” which 
Briggs and Bauman deplore, that makes the texts so valuable today.

In another sphere, as Zora Neale Hurston, Boas’s onetime student, has be-
come a figure of considerable importance, a number of writers (Hazel Carby 
[1990], Karla Holloway [1987], Susan E. Meisenhelder [1999], Guido Po-
desta [1991]) believe they have discovered that Boas’s influence was actually 
baneful to Hurston and her work. One might think that a teacher who sup-
ported and encouraged a black woman in the 1920s to get a Ph.D. through 
the study and appreciation of southern Negro culture might be lauded for 
this, but one would be wrong. As George Hutchinson writes, “Yet Boas’s very 
encouragement of Hurston as an anthropologist has, in recent years, been 
used against him in arguments [long on innuendo, short on evidence] about 
how she had to fight for creative independence!” (1995:70, also 462–464). 
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Meisenhelder, for example, blames Boas for “dictating the focus of her re-
search and treating her as an aid or informant rather than a researcher in her 
own right” (1999:15), and she writes of Hurston’s “covert resistance” to 
him. At best, these assertions are based upon unnecessarily harsh readings of 
a few letters between Hurston and Boas, but they are typical of the current 
discourse (e.g., Meisenhelder 1999:14–17; cf. Podesta 1991:397).5

Holloway goes even farther, drawing upon the terrible image of the South-
ern plantation, if not of slavery, writing, “It is not unfair to see ‘Papa Franz’ as 
the paternal white overseer to this black woman student who called herself 
Barnard’s ‘sacred Black cow’ in a forthright and unambiguous acknowledg-
ment of her status” (1987:2). What can be more damning than this, if true? 
I suggest, however, that such an interpretation is both unwarranted by the 
available evidence and unhelpful for our understanding of Hurston’s life or 
accomplishments.6

Like Zora Neale Hurston, Ella Deloria, a Dakota woman who worked 
closely with Franz Boas, has also gained belated recognition as an author. In 
this case, Janet Finn (1995) believes there were problems in their relation-
ship as well, imputing cultural insensitivity and lack of understanding to 
Boas. (See more below.)

Thus, according to these accounts, not only did Franz Boas hold back 
the advance of science and treat non-Jewish students and minority women 
badly, but he was also responsible for both the resurgence of “scientific ra-
cism” and the creation of a climate conducive to colonial domination as 
well. The last shreds of Boasian pride, the last prop that sustained respect for 
Boas’s accomplishments in the quest for the good, the true, and the humane, 
has been knocked from under him. Far from having stood up to and defeated 
scientific racism, Boas is now seen to have been complicit in furthering it, 
as well as being “complicit in naturalizing white control of Native American 
communities,” and complicit in the failure of liberal pluralism and the de-
velopment of “the language of cloaked racism” (Star 1997).

1 FRANZ BOAS AND THE ZEITGEIST

I contend that most of these negative claims about Boas are not well-founded 
criticisms of the results of his anthropological work or of his relations with 
others but are largely gratuitous and sometimes far-fetched. (There is no room 
here to take them on in detail, but one could make convincing arguments 
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against them all.) Why do these writers make such harsh but unsupported 
claims, and what does it tell us about our times?

As never before, anthropologists and their interlocutors are looking at an-
thropology’s past in a critical manner. This trend began as part of the general 
criticism of American and “Western” society during the late 1960s (Hymes 
1969, for example). It was sparked by the general dissatisfaction and the 
anger that accompanied the Vietnam War and was heightened by the strug-
gles of the civil rights movement, the movement for women’s rights, the 
worldwide student movements of the late 1960s, and concern about the 
condition of peoples in the colonial world. Some of the earliest critics and 
advocates of “critical theory” drew heavily on Marxist writings, but they 
were soon joined, and overwhelmed by, scholars concerned with women’s 
studies, black and other ethnic studies, the French connection (Foucault, 
Derrida, and many others), postcolonial and subaltern studies, cultural stud-
ies, and “critical studies.” Clearly the discourse of criticism of anthropology 
is over-determined (see Lewis 1998a).

Along with these came “the literary turn” of postmodernism, Clifford 
Geertz’s pieces about the writing of anthropologists, and the development of 
a historiography of anthropology ably led by George W. Stocking Jr. Whereas 
Stocking and many of those he has inspired tend toward “historicism” 
(Stocking 1968:1–12), much of the other writing has the negative air that 
is fundamental to “critical studies” and Critique of Anthropology. Given these 
circumstances, it is not surprising that there will be a variety of critiques of 
Franz Boas. He presents a huge target; there is so much of him everywhere 
that he is very easy to hit.7

Over the decades there have been several distinct sources of criticism of 
Franz Boas. The first major criticism within the field of anthropology came 
from those who took the scientistic and positivistic perspective that was usu-
ally associated with neo-evolutionism, cultural ecology, and cultural materi-
alism. Boas was portrayed as a mere collector of facts, rushing about to save 
scraps of information about dying cultures with “a philosophy of ‘planless 
hodge-podge-ism’” (White 1943:355). Earlier than this, of course, the pro-
ponents of racial determinism and “nativism” saw Boas as an enemy whose 
work threatened their view of the necessity for “whites of solid Anglo-Saxon 
stock” to keep the “lesser breeds” from spoiling their America. And even 
today there are those on the right of the sociopolitical spectrum, such as the 
late Allen Bloom (1988) and Dinesh D’Souza (1995), who consider what 
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they believe to be the cultural relativism of Boas and his students morally 
and politically reprehensible.

Normally we would expect that those who have contempt for positivism 
and scientism might be favorably disposed toward one who is thought to 
have been opposed to the same things. We would also expect that enemies 
of racism, who celebrate diversity, would also celebrate the man who led the 
fight against racism and for the appreciation of other cultures. But we would 
be wrong again. Even though Franz Boas can reasonably be seen as a fore-
runner of certain key ideas that are held dear today, his critics on the “post-
modernist” side seem more unforgiving than those on the “modernist” side.

A postmodernist rationale for such critiques might be that they are im-
portant because they contextualize Boas’s work and his activities as a liberal 
beyond his own self-awareness. Such analyses are meant to show the unin-
tended consequences of even high-minded scholarship in a society such as 
ours. But these fashionable critiques are often insensitive to historical con-
text, eschew benign but equally reasonable alternative interpretations, and 
are cavalier about cause and effect. They rarely include a demonstration of 
the actual linkages between the written word and the harm that these texts 
are said to have caused to “the Other.”

In the rest of the essay I offer a view of Franz Boas, with specific refer-
ence to his political activities and his relations with others, that I hope may 
encourage some readers to be more understanding of Franz Boas and more 
critical of the negative claims. His life was lived in the service of precisely the 
values professed by many of his critics, and he achieved positive results that 
few scholars have ever matched. While it is certainly true that anyone’s best 
efforts may go wrong, and one’s scholarship may be misused and perverted 
by others, I believe that Boas’s critics have so far failed to demonstrate that 
this has been the case.

2 IN DEFENSE OF FRANZ BOAS

It is difficult today to realize the extent of Franz Boas’s influence as a scholar, 
as an institution-builder, and as a public intellectual, because the scope of his 
work was so enormous and his impact was so widespread. In the absence of 
any complete biography, we must depend upon widely scattered articles and 
chapters.8 Even George Stocking’s numerous indispensable contributions to 
our knowledge and understanding of Franz Boas pale before the magnitude 
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of the man’s efforts and accomplishments, and Douglas Cole’s recent biog-
raphy of Boas (1999) takes us only up to 1906. The AA memoirs edited by 
A. L. Kroeber (1943) and Walter Goldschmidt (1959) brought together the 
efforts of more than a dozen specialists to discuss and evaluate different as-
pects of his work, but they did not begin to cover the total range of even his 
scholarship, let alone his political efforts or his institution-building. Until we 
get the great works that should be written about his life and work, we must 
continue writing articles and chapters and hope to contribute little bits to 
the overall mosaic.9

3 FRANZ BOAS’S IDEALS

Franz Boas’s values will seem naive to some today, but here is a summary of 
the central beliefs that he brought with him from the start of his long career, 
as they can be derived from his published writings and letters.

 1. Boas believed in the pursuit of “truth” through the science of anthro-
pology “in the interests of mankind” (a phrase he often used). Any such 
“truths,” however, could only be tentative and fallible because he (like 
his contemporaries, the pragmatists) recognized that all premises, con-
clusions, and beliefs are—and by their very nature must be—subject 
to criticism, challenge, modification, and further interpretation. (For 
more on Boas and pragmatism see Lewis 2001.) As Boas himself wrote, 
“Whatever our generation may achieve will attain in course of time that 
venerable aspect that will lay in chains the minds of the great mass of 
our successors and it will require new efforts to free a future generation 
of the shackles that we are forging” (1918:140).

His science was built upon both humanistic and historicist traditions 
as well as those of the physical sciences. When appropriate, for studies 
of human growth and child development, or studies of human varia-
tion, he would call upon anthropometry and the new field of statistics 
(in which he was a significant innovator). At other times he addressed 
human history, creativity, and emotion, perhaps through the arts or 
language or even politics.

For him to advance his program meant not only carrying out research 
and reporting the results but training students, establishing anthropo-
logical institutions in the United States and elsewhere, securing funding 
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for researchers and institutions, and striving to get research results pub-
lished. He worked actively and simultaneously on all of these fronts 
until the day he died.

 2. He believed, early in his career at least, that anthropology— 
science—could be used to improve the human condition by lessen-
ing the reign of the unknown and ignorance (“the irrational author-
ity of tradition” [Stocking 1979:96]) and by decreasing the barriers 
and misunderstandings among peoples. He thought of anthropol-
ogy as a tool with which to fight for the rights of the oppressed and 
the mistreated. And he believed in taking an activist stance in the 
world regardless of the odds against him and the causes in which 
he believed. “For Boas, ‘doing something’ always meant using his 
science in the cause of man” (Bunzel 1962:6). This will be amply 
demonstrated in this paper.

 3. He insisted upon freedom of inquiry and freedom of expression and 
was devoted to the idea that a person should develop his or her own 
“innate powers” and should be a thinking, independent individual. He 
fought against the constraints of tradition and convention (“the  shackles 
of dogma”) all his life. (Boas quoted in Stocking 1974:41–42.)

In 1939 Boas wrote to John Dewey about his concerns:

There are two matters to which I am devoted: absolute intellectual and 
spiritual freedom, and the subordination of the state to the interests of 
the individual; expressed in other forms, the furthering of conditions in 
which the individual can develop to the best of his own ability—as far as 
it is possible with a full understanding of the fetters imposed upon us 
by tradition; and the fight against all forms of power policy of states or 
private organizations. This means a devotion to principles of a true de-
mocracy. I object to the teaching of slogans intended to befog the mind, 
of whatever kind they may be. [11/6/39]10

 4. He fervently believed in the absolute value of equal rights and equal 
opportunity for all individuals and peoples. He hated classifying and 
lumping people into categories and insisted upon the importance of 
individuality. He had contempt for chauvinism and narrow loyalties 
at the expense of other groups and of humankind. This also meant re-
specting other ways of life, other cultures, and not assuming a priori 
the superiority of one’s own.
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It is somewhat difficult for us to recognize that the value which we at-
tribute to our own civilization is due to the fact that we participate in 
this civilization, and that it has been controlling all our actions since the 
time of our birth; but it is certainly conceivable that there may be other 
civilizations, based perhaps on different traditions and on a different 
equilibrium of emotion and reason, which are of no less value than ours, 
although it may be impossible for us to appreciate their values without 
having grown up under their influence. The general theory of valuation of 
human activities, as developed by anthropological research, teaches us a 
higher tolerance than the one which we now profess. [Boas 1911:208–209]

 5. Although he argued strenuously against the assumption that one’s own 
culture (American, German, “western,” or any other) was superior to 
others, he did not, as a result, argue that one should suspend judgement 
on matters of ultimate values. He was not an ethical relativist but be-
lieved fervently in the pursuit of these values (Bunzel 1962:9).

As an anthropologist I feel very strongly that it is possible to state certain 
fundamental truths which are common to all mankind, notwithstanding 
the form in which they occur in special societies. These general human  
characteristics are a protection against a general relativistic attitude. 
I  believe that the ability to see the general human truth under the social 
forms in which it occurs is one of the viewpoints that ought to be most 
strongly emphasized. [letter to ACLS, 2/17/41, emphasis added]

Franz Boas’s perspective has been described by George Stocking “as a strug-
gle to preserve the cultural conditions of the search for universal rational 
knowledge, and on the other [hand], a struggle to defend the validity of 
alternative cultural worlds” (1979:97). And throughout his career, almost 
60 years, he labored ceaselessly to put these values into practice.

4 THE BACKGROUND

Franz Boas derived these core values from the world in which he grew up, 
in Germany at a moment in history when there was a strong politically 
liberal, intellectually self-conscious movement among scientists, artists, and 
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thinkers (Liss 1996). This moment drew upon elements of the Enlighten-
ment and the Romantic-Liberal movements and, in the case of the many 
German Jews who were influenced by it, the Jewish prophetic tradition as 
well. (Boas himself would probably have been hesitant to acknowledge the 
last, however [Glick 1982; Liss 1997].)

“The background of my early thinking was a German home in which the 
ideals of the revolution of 1848 were a living force” (Boas 1938a:201). This 
tradition valued science, knowledge, freedom, and the role of the freethink-
ing individual. Its heroes included Kant, Herder, Goethe, Schiller, Lessing, 
Moses Mendelssohn, Beethoven, and the Von Humboldt brothers (Wilhelm 
the linguist, educator, and statesman; Alexander the great traveler, geogra-
pher, and cosmographer). It was a peculiarly German movement, and one 
that many German Jews embraced passionately (Mosse 1985). And among 
these Jews was Boas’s mother, Sophie, who was an educator and feminist, to 
whom he was particularly close.11

Franz Boas was born in 1858, a decade after the unsuccessful revolution 
of 1848, but despite the rigid regime of Chancellor Bismark there were 
still people in Germany who believed in these principles. One of these was 
Rudolph Virchow, a physician, pathologist, scientist, and radical activist, 
who was prominent in German science and politics. Boas admired Virchow 
greatly, took a course in anthropometry with him before embarking on his 
Baffin Island field trip in 1883, and clearly looked upon the older man as a 
figure to emulate (Stocking 1974:22).

The failure of the Revolution of 1848 had, however, led to the emi-
gration to America of the “Forty-Eighters,” people such as Franz’s uncle 
by marriage, Abraham Jacobi, who became a leading physician and a 
well-known and outspoken liberal humanitarian (Boas and Meyer 1999; 
Link 1949); Ottilie Assing, abolitionist and translator and supporter of 
 Frederick Douglass; Carl Schurz, prominent liberal politician who fought 
against slavery and corruption and for education, “culture,” and the rights 
of laboring people; and Felix Adler, the founder of the Society for Ethical 
Culture, who worked for maternal and child welfare, medical care for the 
poor, and civic reform (as did Jacobi). Franz’s wife’s father, Erns Krakow-
izer, who died before Boas could meet him, was another such “scientist, 
physician, reformer” (Liss 1996:179). Franz Boas joined this company in 
America in 1887.12
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5 FRANZ BOAS’S IDEALS IN WORDS AND ACTION

After completing his Ph.D. in psychophysics in Germany (U. of Kiel), serving 
his year of compulsory service in the German army, and spending a year 
carrying out research among the Inuit of Baffin Island, Boas had to decide 
where and how to pursue his goals and his career. We are fortunate to have 
the evidence of his thinking from letters that he wrote to his parents in 
Germany and to the young woman he loved and wanted to marry, Marie 
Krakowizer, who lived in New York.

While he was in Baffinland he wrote her (December 23, 1883):

The fear of traditions and old customs is deeply implanted in mankind, and 
in the same way as it regulates life here [among the Eskimos], it halts all 
progress for us. I believe it is a difficult struggle for every individual and 
every people to give up traditions and follow the path to truth.... I believe, if 
this trip has for me (as a thinking person) a valuable influence, it lies in the 
strengthening of the viewpoint of the relativity of all cultivation [bildung] and 
that the evil as well as the value of a person lies in the cultivation of the heart 
[herzensbildung], which I find here just as much as amongst us, and that all 
service, therefore, which a man can perform for humanity must serve to pro-
mote truth. Indeed, if he who promotes truth searches for it and spreads it, it 
may be said that he has not lived in vain! [Cole 1983:33, 37]13

And on January 22, 1884—

Will fortune be good to me that I can hope to see our fondest wishes realized 
speedily? I do not want a German professorship because I know I would be 
restricted to my science and to teaching, for which I have little inclination. I 
should much prefer to live in America in order to be able to further those ideas 
for which I live.... What I want to live and die for, is equal rights for all, equal 
possibilities to learn and work for poor and rich alike! Don’t you believe that 
to have done even the smallest bit for this, is more than all science taken to-
gether? I do not think I would be allowed to do this in Germany. [Cole 1983:37]

After spending the winter of 1884 in New York, he returned to Germany, 
where he accepted a position at the Ethnological Museum in Berlin and 
gained the title of Docent in Geography. By 1886 he had left Germany 
and soon after committed himself to life in the United States (Herskovits  
1953:12). Looking back on his decision in 1930, he wrote his sister,  
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“The main reason was probably that I saw no future there and that I wanted 
to get married. [Marie was an American.] But there was more behind it. The 
anti-Semitism during my university years, the intrigues in Berlin when I 
wanted to habilitate myself, and the idea that America was politically an ideal 
country seem to have been the main motives. The draft probably also had a 
part in it” (12/8/30, Boas quoted in Rohner 1969:295).14 Considering the 
apparently heartfelt sentiments he expressed to Marie and to his uncle (“sci-
entific activity alone is not enough; I must be able to livingly create”), and 
his subsequent behavior, it is very likely that he was thinking at least as much 
of political progress as his personal academic advancement (Hyatt 1990:12; 
Stocking 1968:150; cf. Barkan 1992:78–79).

6  EARLY YEARS: THE CRITIQUE OF RACISM AND 
ETHNOCENTRISM

Franz Boas came to the United States to stay in 1886 and, although he rap-
idly won professional recognition, he had a difficult time earning a living 
and finding stability for the first decade. He held a number of temporary 
positions until 1896, when he finally got posts in New York at the American 
Museum of Natural History and Columbia University. During this time he 
had a growing family, with four children (he eventually had six, but one 
died within the first year), and he carried on an incredible pace of research, 
publication, and organization. His research included fieldwork in Northwest 
Coast ethnography, the general study of Indian languages, and anthropo-
metric and statistical studies of the growth and development of children in 
Worcester, Massachusetts. He worked as an assistant editor of Science, started 
a program of research and teaching anthropology at Clark University, and 
collaborated in the organization of anthropology at the World’s Columbian 
Exposition and the Field Museum in Chicago.

Boas played a leading role in founding the American Folklore Society and 
editing the Journal of American Folk-Lore, in raising the status of the Anthropolog-
ical Society of Washington (Stocking 1968:283), and in furthering research 
on American Indian languages through the Smithsonian/Bureau of Amer-
ican Ethnology. During this period he published a number of classic arti-
cles with portentous theoretical implications, and the book The Central Eskimo, 
and many reports, monographs, and lesser articles. His bibliography for the 
years 1886–96 contains 170 items that range over the fields of physical and 
cultural anthropology, linguistics, psychology, geography, and meteorology 
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(bibliography in Kroeber 1943). And throughout this period he had to ex-
pend an inordinate amount of time and energy on personal and professional 
struggles at Clark University and the Field Museum, and with the Bureau of 
American Ethnology (Hyatt 1990; Stocking 1960, 1968).

The idea that Franz Boas did not engage in overt political activity during 
his first decades in the United States has become widely accepted. (Barkan 
is the most dismissive of Boas’s political concerns, writing, “the ivory tower 
remained a secluded haven for him during the next thirty years” [1992:89], 
but see also Baker 1997, Levenstein 1963; Stocking 1979) Given his employ-
ment problems and the activities and accomplishments enumerated above, 
we might reasonably ask when he would have had time to become politically 
engaged, but there are other reasons to question this idea. Although he may 
not have been involved in specific political organizations and causes during 
his first years in America, he was already working toward the establishment 
of a new view of humanity in keeping with both his science and his values.

When Boas began his work in America, evolutionism was the dominant 
(even “hegemonic”) paradigm in anthropology, sociology, and political 
economy. Intellectuals of the political left were as invested in evolutionism 
as were those on the right (see Pittinger 1993; Stern 1931). In addition 
to evolutionism, racial determinism and Social Darwinism were also in the 
ascendance (Harris 1968; Stocking 1968), and these touched the emotions 
and socioeconomic interests of American and European elites even more. 
This was the era of the passage of Jim Crow laws, racial segregation, and 
anti-black and antiforeigner agitation. Despite their entrenched status in 
American and European intellectual and political life, however, Boas, a new 
immigrant, virtually alone, started to combat all of these from the very be-
ginning of his career, drawing upon his view of humanity and on his sci-
ence. Were these not political acts?

Boas’s attack on evolutionism, in addition to its theoretical and technical 
aspects, involved an attempt to establish the common humanity of “primi-
tive man” in scientific and popular discourse; to remove the supposed gap 
between “our” minds and “theirs;” and to question the assumption that 
“our” culture is special, exalted, better than others (Boas 1888, 1899, 
1904). As Stocking (1968) has shown, the evolutionism of this period was 
heavily weighted with assumptions of the biological and mental inferiority 
of “the colored races” and “the primitives.” Boas attacked this position di-
rectly, from a variety of perspectives, beginning as early as his first articles 
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in Science. For example, in one short paper he attempted to demonstrate that, 
contrary to accepted opinion, “the mind of the native enjoys as well the 
beauties of nature as we do; that he expresses his grief in mournful songs, 
and appreciates humorous conceptions” (1887:383). “These few examples 
will show that the mind of the ‘savage’ is sensible to the beauties of poetry 
and music and it is only the superficial observer to whom he appears stupid 
and unfeeling” (p. 385). (For an example of the view he was contesting see 
J. Lubbock 1865.)

Boas’s work on “racial difference,” in physical anthropology, had the in-
tended effect of calling into question 60 or 70 years of “scientific” racial 
determinism, the intellectual rationalization for segregation. His research 
on “The Half-Blood Indian” is one early example. A key element in the ar-
gument of the racial determinists was that “hybrid races show a decrease in 
fertility, and are therefore not likely to survive” [Boas 1894a:138] and that 
they show general physical and mental deterioration (Boas 1894a). But the 
conclusions of his research, published in Popular Science Monthly, showed some-
thing quite different: both the fertility and the stature of the “Half-Blood 
Indian” surpassed that of either of the parental populations. In addition to 
the contributions of this study to the study of human heredity, it was a direct 
challenge to the arguments of the racists and the laws barring intermarriage 
that were just then being promulgated. Not long after, he would advocate 
inter marriage between black and white. What could have been more pol-
itical and daring in the racist climate of that time?

Beginning in 1894, Boas began to directly confront the question of the 
differences between “primitive man” and “civilized man,” and racial differ-
ences and racial prejudices in a series of papers that eventuated in his 1911 
book, The Mind of Primitive Man. The main arguments were: “There is no fun-
damental difference in the ways of thinking of primitive and civilized man. 
A close connection between race and personality has never been established. 
The concept of racial type as commonly used even in scientific literature is 
misleading and requires a logical as well as a biological redefinition” (Boas 
1938b:v). He also argued that “achievements of races do not warrant us 
to assume that one race is more highly gifted than another” (Boas 1894b; 
Boas quoted in Stocking 1974:227); that civilizations are the product of his-
tory, including diffusion and chance, rather than biology; “that environment 
has an important effect upon the anatomical structure and physiological 
functions of man” (1911:75); that each “race” contains so much variation 
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within it that the average differences between it and others are much less 
than each contains within itself; and that racial prejudice is “the most for-
midable obstacle to a clear understanding” of these problems (1911:245).

He concludes the book with a plea for greater tolerance of other “forms 
of civilization” and sympathy for “foreign races” so that, “as all races have 
contributed in the past to cultural progress in one way or another, so they 
will be capable of advancing the interests of mankind, if we are only willing 
to give them a fair opportunity” (1911:278). The book was very influential 
and widely read, one of those “books which have changed men’s minds” 
(Bunzel 1962:10; Degler 1989:17–19), basic for all who wanted to be-
lieve in the equality and common humanity of all peoples. In addition, as 
Hutchinson points out, the leading liberal-left weeklies, The Nation and The 
New Republic, both closely associated with the Harlem Renaissance, “relied on 
the Boas school for commentary and reviews concerning anthropology and 
racial theory” (1995:209).

Boas’s comparative studies of European immigrants and their American- 
born descendants (e.g., 1910–13, 1916, 1922) struck “a stunning blow at 
those who doubted the power of the environment” (Degler 1989:3). Boas 
had a lifelong interest in problems of growth, environment (especially 
health and nutrition), and heredity, beginning with his studies of growth 
in Worcester in 1890, and in 1908 he received funds for a study of almost 
18,000 new immigrants and their American-born children. The results, re-
ported from 1912 on, indicated marked changes of form from the parents 
to the children. What was most striking was his finding that head shape 
(cephalic index), until then considered both diagnostic of “racial” types and 
stable over time, was shown to be quite unstable and clearly affected by en-
vironmental change. This was of major importance because (a) it pointed to 
“a great plasticity of human types” that (b) could be seriously influenced by 
environment. It effectively called into question the usefulness of the cephalic 
index for historical reconstruction or “racial identification,” and it was one 
more element calling into question the accepted view of “race.” He also re-
ports the finding that “The average stature of children decreases with the size 
of the family” (1940a:63). Insofar as stature is taken as a measure of health 
and biological success, he is reporting a finding related to class and living 
conditions. He was always concerned with the impact of socioeconomic 
factors on health, nutrition, growth, and well-being, both theoretically and 
practically.
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The series of papers that Franz Boas published from 1910 until his death 
in 1942 report the findings of his research on aspects of “race” that led 
him (a) to deny the usefulness of the concept; (b) to stress the need to 
consider each person not as a member of a “race” but as an individual; 
and (c) to demonstrate the ways in which socioeconomic conditions (and 
thus political decisions) affected the well-being and achievements of various 
populations.15

All of these gave ammunition to those who wanted to believe in equality, 
who were against Jim Crow, and who opposed “racially” based immigration 
restrictions. To take just one example, Carl Degler has documented Boas’s 
influence in turning the sociologists of the University of Chicago away from 
racial explanations of behavior (1991:84 ff.). As Bernhard J. Stern put it, “It 
must be credited in large measure to Boas and his students that a considera-
ble modification of the thought of the nation has taken place in recent years 
in this important field of controversy” (1959:218, also Stocking 1968:300).

7 RESEARCH INTO OTHER SOCIAL PROBLEMS

In January 1905, Franz Boas submitted a proposal to the Bureau of American 
Ethnology and the Carnegie Foundation for a massive comparative study, 
focusing on American Indians and Negro populations. He called for a major 
multifaceted research effort with five main components. The first three were 
oriented toward both specific historical and general theoretical issues, but 
the fourth and fifth were directed to social and economic problems.

Part four was to be a study of the effects of social conditions, climatic ad-
aptations, and race mixture upon the Indians with the intention of gaining 
understanding in order to guide government policy with respect to educa-
tion and economic development. He hoped that such studies would help 
mitigate the hardships that Indians were enduring. (One idea was to explore 
the potential economic and cultural role of Indian arts such as pottery mak-
ing, basketry, and woodcarving.)

Although he was not involved in an organized movement for Indian rights 
at this time, as early as 1898 he spoke out against the outlawing of the pot-
latch in Canada, and he continued to write against the prohibition of Indian 
dancing and the use of peyote. In 1903 he wrote to Natalie Curtis, “I think 
you are quite right in regretting that the cultural achievements of the Indians 
are not made use of in their education. On the whole, the neglect to take into 
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consideration the culture of the tribe has the effect that the school-teaching 
that the Indians receive is a very thin veneer covering their ancient ideas, 
or, in less favorable cases, it degrades the character of the Indians instead of 
uplifting them” (8/20/03).

He seems to have been concerned about Indian rights and culture all his 
life, but he felt powerless to help. (“I had a council with the Indians, who 
are really suffering because of the stupid persecution of their customs by the 
[Canadian] government. I can do nothing about it, but promised to do my 
best in Ottawa. I am not certain what I can do because the missionaries here 
are behind it all. It goes so far that the children in school are not allowed 
to draw in the traditional style of their people but [only] according to pre-
scribed models” [to Ernst, 11/18/30; Boas quoted in Rohner 1969:291].) 
The first time anthropologists had any hope of affecting government policy 
was during the New Deal and the administration of John Collier as commis-
sioner of Indian affairs, but many were suspicious of Collier. In a letter to 
Collier (12/7/33), Boas speaks of the detrimental effects of the allotment 
system, of the leasing of land, and of the failings of Indian boarding schools. 
“I merely repeat a commonplace if I state that the contempt of customs and 
beliefs of the Indians which is instilled in the young is one of the elements 
that must be overcome.”

In the fifth part of his research proposal he called for a parallel study 
of the Negro population, also dealing with “race mixture” as well as with 
child development, health, and education. This study, too, would be di-
rected toward the amelioration of poverty, discrimination, and sociopolitical 
marginalization.

The project was not funded, but this proposal, made almost a century 
ago, shows that Franz Boas was urging—even then—studies of change and 
of social, political, and economic conditions for both scientific and practical 
reasons. The image of him as a fact collector, merely interested in “getting 
all the old customs before they died out,” is quite incorrect. He always had 
in mind the wider implications of his studies, and this proposal was not an 
exception but a part of his program for a scientific anthropology in the ser-
vice of mankind. This was in keeping both with his German liberal activist 
inheritance and with the sentiments common in the contemporary Progres-
sive Era in America.
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8 FRANZ BOAS’S PROFESSIONAL ACTIVITIES, 1896–1914

In 1896, Franz Boas established the anthropology department at Columbia 
University and taught graduate students including A. L. Kroeber, Robert H. 
Lowie, Edward Sapir, William Jones (a Mesquakie [Fox] Indian), Alexander 
Goldenweiser, Paul Radin, and quite a few undergraduate women at Barnard 
College. (His better known women graduate students, like Ruth Benedict, 
Margaret Mead, Gladys Reichard, Ruth Bunzel, Esther Goldfrank, and May 
Edel, did not enter Columbia until some years later.) He led a major effort 
to train students and send them out to study American Indian languages and 
cultures, while he carried out ethnographic fieldwork and publication him-
self, primarily, but not only, about the Kwakiutl. He was editor of and the 
driving force behind the Journal of American Folk-Lore from 1908 to 1924, and 
of Columbia University Contributions to Anthropology from 1910 through 
the 1930s.

Boas organized and coordinated the research and publication of the mas-
sive Jesup North Pacific Expedition, a project that involved many scholars 
in the study of peoples on both sides of the Bering Straits (Boas 1903). 
The results constitute much of the basis for our ethnographic knowledge 
of Siberia as well as of the Northwest Coast of North America and Alaska. 
He worked on the ethnographic exhibits of the American Museum of Nat-
ural History, above all preparing the magnificent Northwest Coast hall. He 
served as active editor of several journals and tried to develop both “a Great 
Oriental School” for the study of Asian cultures and the International School 
of American Archeology and Ethnology in Mexico (Godoy 1977). And, as 
always, he was constantly occupied in the search for the funds to support his 
own and his students’ and collaborators’ research and publication. The need 
to beg for money—which bothered him dreadfully—did not end until the 
day he died.

In November 1902, he wrote to Columbia’s president, Nicholas Murray 
Butler, recommending the establishment of an undergraduate program of 
anthropology “particularly in connection with the teaching of history and 
the social sciences. It is perhaps the best means of opening the eyes of stu-
dents to what is valuable in foreign cultures, and thus to develop a juster 
appreciation of foreign nations and to bring out those elements in our own 
civilization which are common to all mankind” (Stocking 1974:291). This 
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sounds very much like the University of Wisconsin-Madison’s “Global Cul-
tures” program, established just 90 years later.

9 THE RACE PROBLEM AND THE AFRICAN AMERICAN PAST

Shortly after the turn of the century, Boas became more directly involved 
with “the race problem” by contributing actively and directly to the efforts 
of W. E. B. DuBois and other African American leaders. Responding to Mar-
shall Hyatt’s claim (see note 3), Vernon Williams (1996) writes:

Yet Boas’s correspondence with leading African American intellectuals such 
as Booker T. Washington, W. E. B. DuBois, Carter G. Woodson, Alain L. Locke, 
George E. Haynes, Abram Harris, Charles S. Johnson, Monroe N. Work, 
Charles H. Thompson, and Zora Neale Hurston reveals that he not only 
displayed an astonishing degree of real empathy with the plight of African 
American intellectuals and the black masses but also performed such prac-
tical functions as assisting them in obtaining jobs and foundation support, 
fighting for academic freedom, and nurturing studies of African American 
history and life in the social sciences. [p. 37]

On May 31, 1906, at the invitation of DuBois, Boas delivered the commence-
ment address at the all black Atlanta University and spoke about the African 
background of African Americans. In this upbeat talk he urged his listeners to 
take heart from the knowledge that “the Negro race had contributed its liberal 
share” to the development of human culture and that the history and ethnog-
raphy of Africa gave ample evidence of the skill, creativity, and ambition of 
their ancestors and kin. He spoke of the political and artistic skill of the peoples 
of West Africa, of the great markets there, and of the energy of African kings. 
“If, therefore, it is claimed that your race is doomed to economic inferiority, 
you may confidently look to the home of your ancestors and say, that you have 
set out to recover for the colored people the strength that was theirs before 
they set foot on this continent” (Stocking 1974:313).

W. E. B. DuBois, a towering political and intellectual figure in American Ne-
gro life from the 1890s until his death in 1963, wrote, “Franz Boas came to At-
lanta University where I was teaching history in 1906 and said to a graduating 
class: You need not be ashamed of your African past; and then he recounted 
the history of black kingdoms south of the Sahara for a thousand years. I was 
too astonished to speak. All of this I had never heard and I came then and 
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afterwards to realize how the silence and neglect of science can let truth utterly 
disappear or even be unconsciously distorted” (DuBois 1939:vi).

DuBois had received his Ph.D. from Harvard, where he had studied with 
William James and other greats; he had done graduate work in Germany 
and had published his own research on American Negroes, but this was the 
first time he was exposed to such a view of Africa and its connection to the 
American Negro. He soon began studying and writing about Africa himself 
and became a leading proponent of Pan-Africanism.

Boas became deeply involved in the NAACP in its early years, and when 
DuBois published the second number of the NAACP’s new journal, The Crisis: 
A Record of the Darker Races, Franz Boas contributed the lead article: “The Real 
Race Problem” (1910). Boas wrote and spoke out on this topic over and over 
again for the rest of his life, and he encouraged the study of both African 
and American Negro culture. He envisioned and worked for an Encyclopedia 
of the Negro Race, an African institute and African museum (combining public 
exhibits with scholarly research on Africa and African Americans [Beardsley 
1973:60]), and “the adoption of a ‘black studies’ curriculum at Columbia” 
(Hyatt 1990:96). He was involved with G. Carter Woodson of Howard Uni-
versity and his Center for the Study of Negro Life and History, stimulating and 
trying to fund research, and supporting and training Negro scholars such as 
Alain Locke, Arthur Huff Fauset, Abram Harris, and James F. King. (For fuller 
accounts of Franz Boas’s many activities in the struggle against anti-black ra-
cism and for the improvement of the situation of African Americans, see Baker 
1998; Hyatt 1990; Williams 1996. See Willis 1975 on Boas and Negro folk-
lore, and Hutchinson 1995 on Boas, Herskovits, and the Harlem Renaissance.)

Boas’s students included Herskovits, whose contributions to the study of 
the “New World Negro” as well as to African studies in America are ex-
traordinary; Zora Neale Hurston, whose interest in southern Negro culture 
was fostered and partly funded and directed by Boas and his other students; 
David Efron, whose study Gesture, Race and. Culture (1941) demonstrated the 
cultural and class basis of gestures; and Otto Klineberg, a social psychologist 
whose work on the limitations of intelligence testing, with its built-in cul-
tural biases, should be far better known today. Klineberg’s work, inspired and 
directed by Boas, is of central importance because it forms the experimental 
basis for the claim that intelligence testing is culturally biased and a poor in-
dicator of group differences—still a central issue. The Bell Curve by Herrnstein 
and Murray (1994) represents precisely the sort of ideas that Boas fought 
hardest against. That book exists not because of anything Boas did but because 
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the lessons that he and his collaborators taught us have been forgotten (Boas 
1931; Klineberg 1935).

The “race problem” involved more than blacks and Indians, however. Preju-
dice was directed toward immigrants from everywhere but northwest Europe, 
especially against those from southern and eastern Europe and Asia. The so-
called nativist movement became a central issue in American life in this pe-
riod, as prominent “Anglo-Saxon” writers and political figures wrote about 
Anglo-Saxon superiority and the imminent demise of “the great race” if these 
“lesser breeds” were to continue flooding America’s shores. Boas contested 
these ideas in the press and on the speaker’s stand.16 He questioned the premises 
and promises of eugenics, another major enthusiasm of the time (Boas 1917a).

The problem of racism and prejudice remained among Boas’s central con-
cerns all his life, until the moment of his death. Paul Rivet, the French an-
thropologist who was being honored at the luncheon at which Boas died, 
reports that his last words were: “One must never tire of repeating that ra-
cism is a monstrous error or an impudent lie” (1943:313).17

It is important to stress, contrary to current myth, that in his battle against 
the then-current concepts of race and biological determinism Boas never 
substituted “ethnic group” or “culture” for “race.” He attacked racism on 
many fronts, but never in a way that suggests that culture has the quality of 
permanence that had previously been ascribed to “race.” One of his cardi-
nal principles, which he constantly preached, was to separate the biological 
from the cultural and both from language, and to note that each of these is a 
different realm that operates independently and with its own rules. He also 
repeatedly stressed the variability and changeability inherent in these phenom-
ena. He was firmly and fundamentally against what today are called “essen-
tializing” and “totalizing,” always emphasizing the individual and variability 
within groups. He held to this point of view whether he was dealing with 
biology, culture, or politics (Liss 1997; Stern 1959:238).

10 THE GREAT WAR OF 1914–18

The period of World War I was a time of controversy in intellectual and polit-
ically liberal circles in the United States, and it was a source of great distress 
for Boas for many reasons.

 1. He was normally against war unless it was in self-defense or in defense 
of a powerful principle. In this case he was convinced that the war was 
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due to nationalism and superpatriotism, attitudes he hated, as well as to 
greed and pride. (See his “Patriotism” 1917b:156–158; letter to Ernst, 
7/29/17; Hyatt 1990:126.)

 2. He disapproved of the effect the war was having on American democ-
racy and condemned the xenophobia that the war had unleashed in 
America against Germans and German culture. Although he had be-
come an American, he still loved and respected what he saw as the pos-
itive things in the German intellectual and scientific traditions. There 
were serious attacks on freedom of speech that affected his friends and 
colleagues in addition to offending his deepest principles.

 3. He feared the effect of the war on German society. “He predicted that 
a German defeat would unleash a hatred capable of stirring up ‘her 
nationalism for centuries to come,’” while “a victory would create an 
arrogance that would be equally damaging.” (Hyatt 1990:122, after 
Rohner 1969:271)

 4. He was disturbed by the destruction in Europe, both from deaths due to 
fighting and from malnutrition, dislocation, and poverty. He was con-
cerned about the inability of Europeans to pursue science and learning, 
and he still had family and friends in Germany.

 5. His two sons were eligible for the draft.

Boas, as always, was very vocal about these matters. Although he was in an 
exposed position as an immigrant German and a Jew in a time of xeno-
phobia, from 1914 until American entry into the war in 1917 he wrote 
numerous articles and gave speeches against American involvement (Boas 
1945). Once the United States entered the war he stopped his public pro-
nouncements, but he remained deeply involved in the causes of people who 
had been punished for speaking out.

He fought battles for two colleagues who were accused of disloyalty and 
were removed from their jobs. One was Leo J. Frachtenberg, a linguist who 
got his Ph.D. under Boas and worked on Indian languages for the Bureau of 
American Ethnology. Frachtenberg was summarily dismissed in late 1917 
on the grounds that he had made “utterances derogatory to the Government 
of the United States,” and Boas spent a great deal of time and effort trying 
to get him reinstated. “I am not a bit pleased with the way Frachtenberg 
falls all over himself to prove his loyalty, but that is not the point” (letter 
to Lowie, 12/3/17). On December 26, 1917, Boas wrote to his son, Ernst,  
“I have mobilized the Association of Professors, the Evening Post, 3 senators, 
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Keppel in the War Department. I hope this idiotic nonsense will be stopped 
for once” (cf. Hyatt 1990:128).

The second case Involved James McKeen Cattell, one of the leaders of 
American psychology and a long-time colleague of Boas at Columbia (and 
his superior at Science in 1887–88). Cattell, very much against the war and 
very outspoken, had written to the members of the Congress urging them 
to defy Wilson and “to support a measure against sending conscripts to 
fight in Europe against their will” (Cattell quoted in Hyatt 1990:127).

Columbia’s imperious president, Nicholas Murray Butler, saw this as an 
opportunity “to rid himself of an implacable enemy” (Hyatt 1990:127), so 
he and the board of trustees tried to dismiss Cattell from Columbia. Boas 
led the battle to support him, and he broadened his resistance into a more 
general confrontation with Butler’s highhanded administration. He attacked 
what he saw as the loss of freedom of speech and of consideration of the 
faculty’s opinions, and he led a movement to develop new guarantees of 
faculty governance at Columbia.18

These don’t exhaust Boas’s wartime activities by any means. Among other 
things, he campaigned on behalf of European scholars who were adversely 
affected by the war, especially for German and Austrian anthropologists who 
had been caught on the wrong side of the lines and were interned.19 And 
 after the war he led efforts to support art and science in Germany and  Austria, 
which included collecting books for libraries in those countries and getting 
food relief to Vienna. At first he worked through the Germanistic Society, 
of which he was the founder, and then he helped establish the  Emergency 
Society in Aid of European Science and Art.

On January 30, 1922, Boas wrote to W. H. R. Rivers, one of Britain’s lead-
ing anthropologists and a physician, suggesting a plan for a massive study 
of the problem of seriously inadequate nourishment and increased mor-
bidity and mortality among the populations of Central and Eastern Europe. 
He hoped that Rivers could get the support of the Royal Society for a study 
of “pathological conditions, actual food amounts, medical observations 
[bones, tuberculosis, growth],” of the relations between social conditions 
and nourishment, and of growth and physiological and psychological func-
tion. Noting that the “after effects of this period of partial starvation will 
undoubtedly be felt for many years,” he urged that this study be done for 
practical purposes, for prevention and improvement of current conditions, 
and for basic scientific understanding of such problems.
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He had earlier urged Charles B. Davenport to join him in an effort to get 
funding for a major study of U.S. army soldiers before they were discharged, 
in an effort to test questions of heredity versus environment.20 Although 
Davenport was a leading proponent of eugenics and racial determinism, he 
was one of the major figures in the organization and funding of American 
biology, and Boas had to try to cooperate with him.

Boas’s involvement in all of these projects should help dispel the myth 
that Boas saw anthropology as just the study of “primitives,” of lan-
guages and cultures in danger of extinction, of the quaint and exotic, 
“the Other.”

Once the war was over, he sent a letter to The Nation publicly denouncing 
the action of the War Department and four individual anthropologists who 
went to Mexico to engage in espionage using the cover of their science (Boas 
1919a). John Dewey advised him not to send the letter on the grounds that 
he would be suspect because of his German origins and this might lessen 
his usefulness for good causes in the future (3/9/17). This act was costly to 
Boas, as he expected; he felt impelled to resign from the National Research 
Council and suffered reprisals from the American Anthropological Associa-
tion and the Bureau of American Ethnology as well (Hyatt 1990:131–134; 
Stocking 1968: 270–307). Butler retaliated by firing Goldenweiser and re-
fusing to hire another anthropologist. But Boas had insisted on acting on his 
principles.

Although he vehemently opposed World War I, he was understanding and 
humane in his attitude to those who went to war. Boas’s son Ernst, who later 
became a prominent physician, enlisted as a medical officer when he real-
ized that he might be drafted. The letters that Boas wrote to him are directed 
against the war and the stupidity of politicians, but they are understanding 
of Ernst and his dilemma.

July 24, 1917—

I have no right to criticize you and can understand your decision. But I 
am sorry that you yielded to torturing uncertainty and the pressure of cir-
cumstances, and thru your voluntary entry into the army have given your 
silent approval to the war. It is not a question [it goes without saying?] that 
your army service will bring us worrisome times, in this period of universal 
torture and cares. My dear boy, no matter what you do, my best wishes go 
with you.



THE PASSION OF FRANZ BOAS164

Next came the problem of Heine, his younger son. August 15, 1918—

Heine is naturally all wrought up [about the draft]. I believe his attitude is 
determined by the fact that he does not want to be a coward, and that he will 
therefore seek the service that he most fears. I shall try to convince him that it 
takes more courage to act right than to appear courageous. Whether that will 
help is another matter. If my father had tried to persuade me in this manner 
when I was young I would not have followed his advice. If I can convince him 
I should like to try to get him in the ambulance service. You are all wrong 
when you say that it makes no difference whether one kills oneself or whether 
others do it. You would speak differently if you had thrust a bayonet into the 
abdomen of a man who also just does that that he is compelled to do.

There is a well-known tale among anthropologists that holds that Franz Boas 
was so upset when Ralph Linton, then a graduate student, returned after the 
war in an army uniform that Boas threw him out of the department and told 
him that he would never get a degree at Columbia. But their correspondence 
gives a different picture of their relationship during and after the war:

September 11, 1917—Linton’s first letter in the correspondence file is on 
the letterhead of the Army and Navy Young Men’s Christian Association (featur-
ing a flag, the slogan “With the Colors,” and the heading “War Work Council”). 
He begins by saying that he knows his wife has already written to tell Boas that 
he had enlisted in the 149th artillery and expects to go to France within a week 
or two. “Jo has decided not to leave me, but in a spirit and with intentions 
which make it far more difficult for me to go on with her than without her.” 
(He thinks that she thinks that he will be more miserable with her than with-
out her, and he writes that Jo has had an affair with a particular archeologist.) 
“Please believe that I have enlisted in the hope of finding a way out, but that I 
do not believe in this war, or in any war. It is merely a manner of escaping from 
unbearable conditions.” He closed the letter as “Your friend, Ralph Linton.”

Boas responded on September 14: “I am sorry that you will not be able to come back next 
fall. I can understand your feelings...be patient and await as calmly as you can fu-
ture developments. I expect to see some of the parties in the fall, and I can write 
to you more intelligently than I can do at the present time. I wish you to feel 
sure that my sympathies are with you in your great troubles” (emphasis added).

The next letters are from 1922. Linton is at the Field Museum, having re-
ceived a Ph.D. from Harvard, and he asks Boas for his reactions to a paper on 
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Polynesia. Boas responds promptly and cordially with a detailed, thoughtful 
theoretical discussion of cultural and biological change in relation to the 
paper. He ends with, “Your work is certainly interesting, and I thank you for 
the opportunity of examining it,” and “with kindest regards.” Is it possible 
that Ralph Linton’s account was actually a product of the bitter disputes that 
he later had with Ruth Benedict and, perhaps, with Boas himself, after he 
joined the Columbia faculty in the 1937?21

11 BOAS’S CONTINUING PUBLIC AND POLITICAL ACTIVITIES

Boas became increasingly disillusioned with American political life as the 
restrictions on freedom of speech that began in World War I grew increas-
ingly oppressive, and he became increasingly critical of imperialism and co-
lonialism, including the American imperialist venture in the Philippines and 
Latin America. In 1919 he attacked colonialism and the treatment of native 
peoples in The Nation, writing, among other things,

Any policy that increases production of valuable raw products by exploitation 
of the country without regard to the future, or that destroys the basis of the 
industrial and social life of the natives, must be condemned.... It is obvious 
that [different] policies will never be introduced so long as colonies and their 
inhabitants are considered as the property of colonial powers that exploit the 
land and utilize its inhabitants for their own economic purposes and for the 
fighting of their battles. [1919b:249]

In a letter to Ernst on this topic he added, “The only hope for a better world 
lies in the submerged millions and they will come in to their own. It is dif-
ficult to speak temperately with all the hypocritical phrases that are to cover 
up the game of grab” (5/4/19).

Both the political situation and Boas’s personal life grew darker in the 
1930s. He was almost 80 and had lost his daughter Gertrude to polio in 
1924, his son Heine in a railroad accident in 1925, and Marie, his beloved 
wife of 42 years, to a hit and run driver in 1929. He had had heart attacks 
and ulcers. An operation to remove a cancerous growth from a nerve in his 
face years earlier had left him with some contortion of his face and difficulty 
pronouncing certain sounds, which was particularly difficult for a frequent 
public speaker and a linguist who worked with phonetics.
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Despite these troubles, the political and economic circumstances of the 
Great Depression and the rise of Nazism and Fascism in Europe led him to 
speak out more frequently, giving speeches and writing in left and liberal 
periodicals about racism, chauvinism, attempts to limit freedom of inquiry 
and speech, about economic inequality and unequal educational opportuni-
ties. Here is an excerpt from a 1940 piece:

The undernourished, ill-clad child of the slums, the isolated child in a remote 
valley, the Negro child in the South is not in a position to develop freely the 
resources that lie in his mind and body. The communities to which such 
children belong are so poor that they cannot give adequate help, even if they 
knew how to do it. Without federal help this situation can never be remedied. 
Just as little as the needs for an adequate health service can be met without 
federal help can our fundamental educational needs be met by the inade-
quate resources of local communities. [1940b:189]

Nor did he only speak of these things in lofty terms. In addition to active 
campaigning for child welfare, he contributed to institutions himself and 
sought the contributions of wealthy people (letter to Mrs. Dwight Morrow 
1/17/33). In addition to his many political and public service activities, 
he continued a remarkable pace of research, writing, editing, and publish-
ing. His last major publication projects included General Anthropology (editor 
and major contributor), 1938c; the editing and organization of many of his 
major papers as Race, Language, and Culture, 1940a; A Dakota Grammar, with Ella 
Deloria, 1941; Kwakiutl Tales (posthumous 1943); and he was working on a 
volume to be called Kwakiutl Ethnography when he died.

He started to combat Nazism and all it stood for quite early. He fought 
against their racial ideas (e.g., Barkan 1988; Kuznick 1987), for freedom of 
speech in Germany, and once again he worked on behalf of European scien-
tists, artists, and others in need of asylum and work. His correspondence of 
the 1930s contains many requests to chairs and administrators to consider 
hiring this one, or to bring that one to campus for a series of lectures. He 
wrote on behalf of Wieschoff—the German Africanist who was dismissed 
from his post in Germany because his wife was Jewish—and Paul Rivet, 
Julius Lips, Roman Jakobson, Paul Kirchhoff, and Rudolph Kayser, Einstein’s 
son-in-law (in German literature). When a Cuban professor was jailed by 
the dictator Fulgencio Batista, Boas wrote to a leading Latin Americanist, 
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Carleton Beals, recommending action. Despite his complaints that he had 
no energy, he seems indefatigable in his political activities—writing letters, 
attending meetings, and joining (and organizing) left-liberal organizations. 
Columbia graduate students of the time tell of going along to protect him 
when he went off to argue with American Nazis and others (Ebihara, on Jane 
R. Hanks, 1988; Goldfrank 1978; Mead 1959).

In a long letter to Ruth Benedict, after giving his latest reading of Hitler, 
Stalin, and the situation in Europe in October 1939, he writes,

I am more interested in our own civil liberties and, as you know, I am in that 
fight. Just now we are attacking the Chamber [of Commerce] of the State of 
New York, who want to see our free high schools chopped off, religion intro-
duced, etc. I wish I had more strength, but I cannot undertake any work that 
requires physical strength. My heart simply won’t stand it. [Boas quoted in 
Mead 1959:413 ff.]

Here is a brief sample of his activities during his last years:
He was a founder of the American Committee for Democracy and Intel-

lectual Freedom, which actively fought racial discrimination and the inves-
tigation and intimidation of teachers in colleges and high schools (6/4/42, 
to John Davies). Among other battles, the Committee took on the Dies Com-
mittee, forerunner of the House Un-American Activities Committee. He 
fought for the ending of the poll tax laws that made it difficult or impossible 
for Negroes (blacks) to vote in many southern states, and he wrote to chide 
senators who failed to vote. He lent his name and contributed money to 
the Scottsboro defense. He was a member of the board of the Council on 
African Affairs, together with Paul Robeson, Ralph Bunche, and Max Yergan. 
He hoped that their research would be directed to the aim of getting the 
colonies out of the control of imperial rulers. And every day’s mail brought 
new requests for help from private individuals and leaders of political and 
charitable organizations.

When a biology teacher at the Bronx High School of Science wrote to 
Boas telling him that their biology textbook contained “a drawing showing 
marked differences between the chromosomes of Negroes and White men,” 
Boas checked with his colleague, the geneticist L. C. Dunn, and then wrote 
to complain to the publisher and the superintendent of schools, and notified 
Walter White, the president of the NAACP.
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On April 4, 1942, the managing editor of The Jewish Survey asked for a short 
article from him condemning the “Jew-baiting” of Father Coughlin, and 
calling for the banning of his magazine, Social Justice. Boas replied, “In my 
opinion the only kind of protest that means anything is to attack the whole 
attitude of races toward one another. If you want a note in which I  accuse at 
the same time the Jews for their anti-Negro attitude I will write it.” (How 
does that square with the accusation that Boas’s attack on anti-black  prejudice 
was a cover for a defense of Jews?)

He campaigned for the freedom of the jailed leader of the American 
Communist Party, Earl Browder. Although not a Marxist himself, during this 
 period he devoted much of his time and energy to political causes associ-
ated with the far left (Goldfrank 1978:123 ff.; Stern 1959:239–241). He 
wrote to Browder, who was in the Atlanta Penitentiary, “However much I 
may disagree with the methods of your party and the demand for obedience 
of party members, I recognize that the final ideal of your party agrees with 
this lofty ideal,” that is, “they envisage a group consciousness that must em-
brace humankind as a whole and forbid group conflict” (5/17/41). He was 
impressed with the fact that many of the young people he had met “who 
profess to be Communists...are attracted by the ideas of equality of all mem-
bers of mankind.” If Franz Boas was politically naive, it was a naivete of the 
left, not the right or the center.

In the light of all this I find it difficult to understand how Julia Liss can 
write, “What Boas did not address were the systems of power over which 
even his science could not rise” (1995:130).

12 THE POLITICAL AND THE PERSONAL

Many a great public figure who fights for all the right causes turns out to be 
more of a humanitarian in public than in private, to “love man in general 
more than in the particular.” (See, for example, Ray Monk’s biography of 
Bertrand Russell [1996].) This was far from the case with Franz Boas. Here 
are four examples of the manner in which he implemented his beliefs at the 
individual level.22

Dr. Albert Gatschet was a linguist who worked on Indian languages and 
ethnology for the Bureau of American Ethnology. As he aged he developed 
severe mental problems, and by 1905 he was unable to function. He was 
given leave but without pay, leaving his wife and child with no means of 
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support. Boas was outraged and “petitioned members of the Smithsonian, 
the Carnegie Institute, and Congress for redress” (Hyatt 1990:76). As a 
result of Boas’s efforts, the Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of  
Teaching granted him $1,000 per annum. He died a year later, however.

Herman K. Haeberlin came from Germany to study anthropology with 
Boas. He was a brilliant student and went to work among the pueblos first, 
then among the Snohomish of the Northwest Coast. He had started pub-
lishing excellent work, but he had diabetes and became increasing ill. Boas 
arranged for his care, helped pay for it, and evidently took on responsibility 
in loco parentis. Unfortunately Haeberlin died from acidosis in 1918 at the age 
of 26.

Alexander Goldenweiser was an early student of Boas, very brilliant but 
very difficult—undisciplined and self-indulgent. Much of their correspond-
ence revolves around Boas’s attempts to find research funding and teaching 
positions for Goldenweiser, or helping him out of trouble. Goldenweiser 
drank too much, and he fell in love with women more than was wise or very 
nice. Boas usually put up with his problems, but when Goldenweiser left his 
wife for another woman (“a deep, tried, and unslakable emotion that has 
come into my life—my love for Miss....”) and refused to contribute to the 
maintenance of his wife and child, Boas put his foot down. When Golden-
weiser wrote yet again asking for work or research money, Boas responded, 
“You should, through your lawyer, ask for a judgement against yourself 
which would bind you to such financial support... [for his wife and child]. 
It is the very least that you can do on behalf of your child.” He tells him to 
stay out of New York in order to avoid conflict with his ex-wife. “If you will 
accept this plan please write me. If not, I am sorry I shall not do any thing 
further in regard to your case. I think your whole future depends on the 
question whether you can make up your mind to accept obligations that 
any decent man has and live accordingly.” Goldenweiser’s telegram reads, 
“ Accept your message in spirit and in letter...” (5/27/26–7/2/26).

Ella Deloria has been justly rediscovered (as Zora Neale Hurston has) 
many years after her death. But Boas knew how good she was when he first 
met her in 1915. He hired her to work with him and his students translating 
Lakota texts in one of his courses. (It was her first paying job, as she later 
reminded Boas.) Boas contacted her in 1926 and asked if she would be in-
terested in working with him on the Dakota language. Their collaboration 
and correspondence continued from that time until he died. He encouraged 
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her, he found money for her, and he supported her work in the field and 
for her stays in New York, where she could write up her material with more 
scholarly resources than she had in Kansas. She also taught some courses at 
Columbia (Medicine 1980, 1999; Schildkrout 1989:553).

In 1935 and 1936, Boas urged Ella Deloria to come to New York for work, 
and from her letters to him it seems clear that she really wanted to. She kept 
setting dates to come but then would write to postpone her trip. Finally she 
wrote that she could not come because of her responsibility to her family, 
especially her sister, who needed her. Based on this incident, Janet Finn ac-
cuses Boas of cultural insensitivity: he was pressing her to come to New 
York, putting her in a difficult position when she could not and would not 
leave her family (1995:136–139). But it is clear that she hadn’t told him of 
those obligations earlier nor was she generally averse to travel and residence 
away from her family. She had studied at Oberlin College in Ohio and Co-
lumbia Teachers College in New York and had happily stayed at Columbia on 
several occasions.23

Finn assumes that Boas, as a white man, wouldn’t understand the power 
of kinship obligations that kept Ella Deloria close to her family. But a letter 
that he wrote to his sister Toni, when she was ashamed to accept his help 
when she needed it, gives a different picture. He wrote,

It depends entirely upon how strongly one feels about family solidarity which 
stems from a person’s love for his parents, his attachment to common child-
hood experiences, his attitudes toward life and his character traits which 
were implanted in him as well as in all the other members of the family. If 
the feeling of belonging together is still strong within us and if it has not 
been killed by outside circumstances which have forced us into [other] paths 
then I can not understand your feelings [of unwillingness to accept help]. 
[10/29/06]

In fact, in his graduate student days Boas had declined an opportunity to 
work at the laboratory of Hermann von Helmholtz, the leader in the field 
of psychophysics, in order to remain closer to Toni at a time when she was 
quite ill (Cole 1999:51). Janet Finn, working with a cultural stereotype of 
Boas, makes assumptions about him that, although fashionable, are probably 
untrue. Boas had his own powerful sense of family loyalty, and there is every 
reason to believe that he understood the importance of kinship and commu-
nity to Indian people as well.
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Finn also writes, “While Deloria’s labor supported Boas’s ethnographic 
agenda, her role as informant seemed to be valued more than her role as 
a scholar” (p. 137). I can find no evidence for this. One merely needs to 
read the glowing letter that he wrote for her in 1937 to see his respect for 
her. “She has a thorough grasp of the grammar and spirit of the language...
and she is thoroughly conversant not only with the forms but also with the 
very intricate psychological background.... Her knowledge of the subject is 
unique” (Deloria 1944: xiv). Robert H. Lowie, Boas’s eminent former stu-
dent, expressed his admiration for Ella Deloria’s fieldwork and wrote to Boas 
telling him that he was going to base his graduate seminar on her Dakota Texts 
(2/27/35).

On another occasion (7/16/34) Boas wrote to John Collier, Commis-
sioner of Indian Affairs, recommending Deloria as one of those “qualified 
individuals who might be of assistance in the work of rehabilitating Indian 
tribal organization and social life.” He notes that she “has an excellent grasp 
of the needs of the situation” and that a report submitted to Collier by one 
of Boas’s former Ph.D. students was merely a repetition of what Miss Deloria 
had told her. Boas recognized quality where he found it.

But suppose Franz Boas had been insensitive at some point in his long 
relationship with Ella Deloria as Janet Finn claims. Is this worth noting to the 
exclusion of the fact that as a result of Boas’s training, encouragement, and 
advice, and his commissions and financial support, she was able to develop 
a career that gave her well-deserved pride and satisfaction and brought her 
considerable honor? She published one classic linguistic work in her own 
name (Dakota Texts [1932]) and was coauthor with Boas of another, A Dakota 
Grammar (1941), a work that some linguists consider to be the finest grammar 
of an American Indian language. (“So many people are asking about our 
grammar, I feel very proud to be your co-author,” wrote Deloria, 7/15/41.) 
From the work that she did with Boas she gained the confidence, experi-
ence, contacts, and recommendations that helped her to write and publish 
other works and to obtain speaking engagements and positions that gave 
her a more secure and more honored life. Her last letters to Boas are full of 
the satisfaction she felt as a result of her researches, her increasing visibility, 
and her contacts and sense of collegiality with other anthropologists such as 
Ruth Benedict, Edward Kennard, Otto Klineberg, Gladys Reichard, and Ruth 
Landes.

Ella Deloria wrote to Boas regarding a tribute to him that had appeared 
in the New York Times in 1939, “It is beautiful, isn’t it, but not a whit more 
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than you deserve. Please allow me to add my feeble bit to the well merited 
praise, who have really known you rather better than many, through many 
years of profitable association with you. I would not trade the privilege of 
having known you for anything I can think of’ (7/17/39). She later wrote, 
“You have always been my best friend and have helped me to do what I wanted to do 
in the past; I think maybe you might be able to help me again, through your 
influence and advice” (6/17/41, emphasis added).

Perhaps we can deconstruct these texts and see her words as mere flattery 
and a sign of her dependence upon him, but this would probably do a grave 
injustice to Ella Deloria, her feelings, and the realities of her life story. In the 
absence of any other evidence, in the light of their long, mutually respectful 
and profitable collaboration, why search for hidden motives and misunder-
standings that diminish both or either of them?

These four cases are just a few of the many that can be found in the mas-
sive correspondence that Boas left behind.24

13 CONCLUSIONS

Franz Boas was not an ethical relativist but believed in and spent his life 
working and fighting for certain values: equal opportunity for all, un-
derstanding and mutual appreciation among peoples, freedom of speech 
and inquiry. He thought that anthropology was the best instrument to 
use for these purposes and did not prostitute himself or his science in 
the pursuit of these ends but sought fearlessly to investigate the causes 
of sociocultural behavior. He was as farsighted and clear-eyed as anyone 
in his time, an opponent of racism, ethnocentrism, inequality, chauvin-
ism, imperialism, war, censorship, and political cant and mind-fogging 
sloganeering. He was acutely aware of the causes and consequences of 
inequality and understood the material bases of much of it. The image 
of “Papa Franz” as nothing but a fact collector could not be further from 
the truth. (See Lewis 2001.)

It would be foolish to deny that others may pervert a person’s work or 
that one’s intentions may be irrelevant because one’s efforts may lead to very 
different results than those that were intended and desired. It is far-fetched, 
however, to argue that Franz Boas contributed to the development of “sci-
entific racism” or to ethnic chauvinism, nationalism, or colonialism. Those 
who claim this bear a heavy burden of proof they are far from meeting. 
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These were all well established before his time; his contribution was to fight 
them and to try to replace them with appreciation of “the Other.” He cannot 
be held accountable for the fact that these evils still exist, but there is a very 
strong case to be made that there is less of it because of his efforts.

The evidence indicates that Franz Boas was an outstanding and admirable 
human being, both in terms of what he attempted and what he achieved, in 
his values and the way in which he put them into practice. He was willing 
to bear great costs for his beliefs, even when these went against his personal, 
professional, and scientific interests. The record also shows that he dealt with 
his colleagues, students, and family in a deeply humane way. Although one 
may approve of much that a person does but profoundly disapprove of other 
aspects of that person’s life and work, we do not have to make that compro-
mise in the case of Franz Boas. This is not to say that Boas cannot be legiti-
mately criticized for anything he ever did or said, but it is to argue against 
the too-easy attribution of guilt, especially in light of the major differences 
between the world of his early days and today.

Franz Boas both professed and acted upon the finest and highest ideals of 
his (and our) culture and time. These are: concern for the dominated and 
oppressed, respect for “others” as individuals as well as for other cultures; 
tolerance and humane dealing; and respect for the eternal quest for knowl-
edge about ourselves and the world. Despite all the uncertainties and de-
centerings, the reversals and questionings of values of the current moment, 
at base, I believe most of us would still want to be judged by how well we 
served these interests.25

NOTES

Acknowledgments. I owe a debt to the American Philosophical Society for an 
Andrew Mellon Resident Research Fellowship and for permission to pub-
lish material from their collections. I must also add personal thanks to Beth 
Carroll- Harrocks, Rob Cox, and Roy Goodman of the APS Library staff 
for their professional and friendly support. In addition I wish to thank  
Walter Goldschmidt, Dr. Norman F. Boas, Leonard B. Glick, Jay Miller, Amelia 
Schultz, John Landgraf, George Hutchinson, Michael C. Coleman, George M. 
Foster, Francis Schrag, Frank Salamone, Mitchell Hart, May Ebihara, and my 
fellow researchers at the APS, Sara Trechter, Kevin Dann, Nathaniel Comfort, 
and David Miller. As always, special gratitude is due my wife, Marcia.



THE PASSION OF FRANZ BOAS174

 1. “I must confess I often am annoyed with the young people who forget 
what they owe to us seniors, and then I get still more angry at myself 
that I am upset by it, for it is quite natural, and they should feel that they 
think and work for themselves” (letter to son Ernst, 4/13/18).

 2. It is impossible to discuss the many problems with Willis’s article here, 
but one must record the fact that, with respect to these allegations, a 
quotation from Boas is misleading and reference to a letter in Rohner 
(1969) is irrelevant (p. 139).

 3. It is interesting to contrast Willis’s anger in this piece with the under-
standing that he shows in a later article dealing with Boas’s lifelong 
efforts to support the study of African American folklore (1975). Willis 
would later offer sympathetic comments about Boas in the 1990 doc-
umentary film The Shackles of Tradition and was working on a biography 
of Boas at the time of his death. By then he had come to respect Boas 
greatly, according to Frank Salamone (personal communication).

Marshall Hyatt, in a fair and useful book, suggests that Boas’s own 
experiences with discrimination were the immediate stimulus for his 
attacks on racism, but “rather than call attention to his own plight and 
risk accusations of subjectivity, Boas chose another aspect of bigotry, 
that directed against Afro-Americans, at which to vent his distress” 
(1990:33–34; also 1989:21–23). Compare the differing views of Baker 
1998:266; Hutchinson 1995:69 ff.; Liss 1997; Williams 1996:53.

 4. For fuller responses to Visweswaran’s paper see Lewis (1998b) and 
Stassinos (1998).

 5. The letter that Meisenhelder (1999:15) cites as proof of Hurston’s 
“posturing as a deferential disciple” (4/21/29) seems to be what one 
would expect from a 27-year-old neophyte who is asking advice from 
her advisor, especially an advisor who is the world’s leading authority 
on the topics she is asking about. Boas’s suggestions to her as to what 
to look for in the field (5/3/27), rather than evidence of “Boas’s con-
trol of Hurston’s work” (Meisenhelder 1999:201), are the suggestions 
that any good advisor might give to a young student. Indeed, this par-
ticular advice might have been quite useful for Hurston’s subsequent 
work because he urges her to pay less attention to the content of stories 
(many of which had been previously recorded) and more to diction, 
style, and performance. Boas wrote, “The methods of dancing, habit-
ual movements in telling tales, or in ordinary conversation; all this is 
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material that would be essentially new.” She closes her letters to Boas 
with “Most affectionately yours” (12/27/28) and “Love” (4/21/29)! 
Should these expressions be taken as prima facie evidence of her dom-
ination by Boas, or may we credit her agency in this matter?

 6. George Hutchinson writes in response to Holloway, “Regardless of 
Hurston’s feeling of her general status at Barnard, her view of Boas 
was unambiguously positive—a bright student’s view of an admired 
teacher” (1995:464; also Hurston 1942:178–179). F. Lionnet- 
McCumber (1993:263–264) gives an altogether more positive view 
of Boas’s influence on Hurston, as do Williams (1996:48–51) and Hill 
(1996).

 7. Even George Stocking, who taught us about the problem of presentism 
(1968), falls prey to this tendency while discussing Boas’s kulturkampf 
(1979:110–113), distributing passing or failing marks to Boas based 
upon the political ideas of Stocking’s own world in 1979. How valid, 
one wonders, will these judgements sound in 2040? (In conclusion, 
however, Stocking offers an endorsement of Boas’s general standpoint 
similar to the one in this paper.)

 8. Douglas Cole worked for many years to prepare the first of two pro-
jected volumes of Boas’s biography but unfortunately he died before it 
could be published. This valuable volume has been published posthu-
mously, however (Cole 1999).

 9. There are quite a few works that consider Franz Boas’s values, politics, 
and personal history. See, for example, Lee D. Baker (1997, 1998), Elazar  
Barkan (1988), Melville J. Herskovits (1953), George Hutchinson 
(1995), Marshall Hyatt (1990), Peter Kuznick (1987), Alexander Lesser 
(1981), Harvey A. Levenstein (1963), Julia Liss (1995, 1996, 1997, 
1998), Enid Schildkrout (1989), George Stocking (1974, 1992), and 
Vernon J. Williams (1996). This piece complements those and, despite 
some inevitable overlap, offers new material and a new emphasis.

10. Edward Sapir and Ruth Benedict wanted to stop Margaret Mead from 
going to Samoa. Although Boas, too, had been concerned for her health 
and safety, he wrote to Ruth Benedict, “In my opinion an attempt to 
compel her now to give up the trip...would be disastrous. Besides it 
is entirely against my point of view to interfere in such a radical way 
with the future of a person for his or her own sake—unless there is ac-
tual disease that needs control” (Darnell 1990:186–187). His daughter 
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Franziska told an interviewer that he had the same reaction to her desire 
to be an actor and dancer.

11. His mother established the first Froebel kindergarten in their town, 
Minden, Westphalia.

12. After Jacobi’s first two wives died, he married Mary Putnam, a physi-
cian, feminist, and pioneer activist in the consumer movement (Link 
1949). She was a relative of the prominent anthropologist Frederic 
Ward Putnam, who became an early patron and friend of Boas. For an 
interesting account of the members of this group who were so impor-
tant to Franz Boas, see Boas and Meyer (1999).

13. Bildung had long been a key concept for German intellectual humanists 
like Boas and his circle, from the time of Goethe and Herder on. It 
meant something like “the unhindered growth of the powers of the 
individual” (Diehl 1978:19; cf. Mosse 1985). Boas’s declaration of his 
aims to John Dewey (above) makes even more sense in the light of this 
doctrine (cf. Liss 1996.).

14. According to Andrew Zimmerman (2001), the committee that eval-
uated Boas’s papers for his habilitation “neither welcomed his studies 
of the Inuit as important monographs on a previously neglected sub-
ject nor reacted against the challenge they posed to the ethnocentrism 
of the university. These academics simply could not comprehend the 
scholarly interest of Boas’s anthropology” (p. 45).

15. There is no full study yet of the development of Boas’s ideas about 
the nature of race and racial differences. He began his career at a time 
when “racial science” was overwhelmingly dominant, and he fought 
its influence by every means at his disposal, but in his early years he 
was certainly somewhat limited by the prevailing ideas and informa-
tion in the field. (See, e.g., Vernon Williams’s [1996] discussion of Boas 
[1894b] and the problem of comparative brain size.) There is no room 
to consider the matter here, but if it is true that Boas never completely 
rejected the very notion of “race” as Ashley Montagu did in the 1940s, 
it is also true that Boas was Ashley Montagu’s mentor and inspiration on 
this topic.

16. Madison Grant, the author of the popular “nativist” book, The Passing of 
the Great Race (1916), complained to the biologist Charles B. Davenport, 
“I have been greatly disappointed in the failure of the American biolo-
gists to support me, as they all seem to be either afraid of Boas or else 
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impregnated with socialism, but I have had unqualified endorsement 
and support from the foreign biologists, especially the English” (1917).

 17. This account comes from Paul Rivet, the guest of honor at the lunch 
at which Boas died. Rivet reports that the next sentence, his last, was, 
“The Nazis themselves recently had to recognize the correctness of the 
facts that I had proclaimed regarding European immigrants in Amer-
ica.” Margaret Mead (1959:355) gives a somewhat different version 
that Esther Goldfrank sensibly disputes (1978:121–123).

 18. In the Cattell battle and many others, Boas had the aid of his friend and 
supporter, Dr. Elsie Clews Parsons, an alumna of Barnard and a past trus-
tee of Columbia, a woman of considerable wealth and position married 
to a Republican stalwart. She was also a radical feminist, a socialist, an 
enemy of convention, an indefatigable fleldworker, prolific author of 
works of ethnography and folklore, and a generous supporter of Boas 
and his students’ research and publication.

 19. In one letter (4/12/15), he wrote to W. H. R. Rivers about the anthro-
pologists Von Luschan, Penck, and Graebner, who were “guests of the 
British nation” while doing fieldwork in various parts of the British 
Empire. “I think you feel as we do, that these men who were guests...
should be sent home; and I want to ask you most urgently to do all in 
your power in London to obtain for Von Luschan and Mrs. Von Luschan 
safe-conduct through Copenhagen or Rotterdam.”

 20. Contrary to Derek Freeman’s contention, Boas did not blindly insist 
that environment was all. His researches in this area were always aimed 
at the understanding of both heredity and environment (Degler 1989: 
9–10; Tanner 1959).

 21. Linton had been appointed “senior anthropologist” by the Columbia 
administration. Boas, Ruth Bunzel, and Ruth Benedict had wanted Ben-
edict to have that position. There was an unpleasant rivalry between 
them, “[a]nd the war continued unabated until Linton left Columbia in 
1946 to become Sterling Professor of Anthropology at Yale” (Goldfrank 
1978:110–111). But accounts of the reactions of the Boasians to his 
appointment only speak of professional disagreements, not the alleged 
post-war incident (Caffrey 1989; Modell 1983).

 22. Herskovits writes of “the two currents in Boas’s life, the personal and 
professional, which stand in such marked contrast—the first calm con-
ventional, warm in human relations, the second turbulent, courageous, 
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wherein Boas was the supreme individualist, who dominated the scene 
in which he for so many years played his role” (1953:13). Ruth Bunzel 
gives a more complicated picture of his personality (1962:5–10), and 
it is obvious that in this area of his life as in every other there is a great 
deal to be investigated. Boas’s official correspondence contains many 
indications of warm relations with others, especially with his former 
women students (usually indicating close relations with his wife and 
children as well) and with certain male colleagues (e.g., McGee, Tozzer, 
Jastrow).

 23. By 1938 she had gained respect as an expert on Indian culture and was 
made a member of the Phelps-Stokes project to study the situation of 
the Navajos. By the 1940s she had won recognition as a creative organ-
izer of Indian pageants and fairs and was invited many places to talk 
and organize. Increasingly she received research grants and challenging 
positions, and she wrote about Dakota culture in addition to her contin-
uing linguistic work. She gained considerable prominence and seems to 
have enjoyed it.

 24. Here is one more: In the summer of 1913, when she was a student at 
the Indian school in Carlisle, Pennsylvania, Rose Whipper (of the Sioux 
nation) worked for the Boas family, helping care for their children. She 
and Boas maintained an intermittent correspondence from then until 
1936. As far as I can tell, Boas had no “ethnographic agenda”; rather, 
Rose Whipper was frequently in need, and Boas responded to her with 
respectful and friendly advice and material help, once writing to Ella 
Deloria to try to locate her when he had heard that Rose might be in 
need.

 25. It is worth repeating Michel de Montaigne’s observation, made about 
1580:

I see most of the wits of my time using their ingenuity to obscure 
the glory of the beautiful and noble actions of antiquity, giving 
them some vile interpretation and conjuring up vain occasions 
and causes for them. What great subtlety! Give me the most ex-
cellent and purest action and I will plausibly supply fifty vicious 
motives for it. God knows what a variety of interpretations may 
be placed on our inward will, for anyone who wants to elaborate 
them. [1948:170]



THE PASSION OF FRANZ BOAS 179

NOTE ON ARCHIVAL SOURCES

Unless otherwise indicated, the letters cited in the text are in the American 
Philosophical Society Library, from the Franz Boas collection, B/B61.
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