I

"‘Magﬁiﬁcent Intentions”:
Washington, D.C., and
American Anthropology in 1846

In the closing years of the nineteenth century, aging, well-craveled American
men of lecters were fond of looking back, with condescension and nostalgis,
w0 an unformed, innocent antebeliwm America, Reliving his first visit to
Washington in 1849, Henry Adams remembered a steepy, isolated outpost
where “the brooding indolence of 4 warm climate and a negro populacion
hung in ¢he acmosphere heavier than the catalpas.” The early national capital
had lacked physical, social, and moral structure: here “the want of barriers,
of pavements, of forms; the looseness, the laziness; the indolent Southern
drawl; the pigs in the streets; the negro babies and their mothers wich
bandanas; the freedom, openness, swagger, of nature and man” had fulled
and soothed tight Boston netves. Even vwenity years later, amid the chaos
and crush of the first Grant administration, Washingion seill seemed “a mere
political camp” to Adams. His fellow Bostonian, Edward Everett Hale, re-
called the capital city of che 1840s as a “mud-hole” where “everything had
the simplicity and ease, if you please, of a smalf Virginia town.” The capital
was 50 isofated from the lacger society that the visitor of the forcies seemed
to come “out of Ametica intc Washington."

Visiting Europeans reserved special spleen for the capital city. Here in
“the headquarters of tobacco-tincrured saliva” Charles Dickens noted in 1842
the “spacious avenues, that begin in nothing, and lead nowhere; streets, mile-
long, thar only want houses, roads. and inshabitanes; public buildings ¢har
need but a public to be comiplete; and ornaments of great chosoughfares,
which only lack grear thotoughfares to ornamenc,” With fittle trade and 4
meager permanent population, Washington seemed to Dickens only a “City
of Magnificent Intentions.” Anthony Trollope, following in the footsteps of
his famous mother, commented no less caustically, He arrived in che frse,
dismal winter of the Civil War to find a pretencious failure of city, three-
fourchs of it “wild, trackless, unbridged, uninhabited, and desolate.” Trollope
saw litcle nobility of taste in che sparse government structures, seill Iéss in
the “bastard gothic” architectute of the Smithsonian “Castle.” But it was the
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sight of the unfinished stump of the Washington Mopument on a bleak
Sunday afternoon that evoked a summary judgment of the city and the nation:

There, on the brown, ugly, undrained field, within easy sight of the
Presidenc’s house, stood the useless, shapeless, graceless pile of stones,
It was as though 1 were fooking on the genius of the city. It was vast,
pretentious, bold, boestful with 2 loud voice, already taller by many
lieads chan other obelisks, but nevertheless srill in its infancy,—-ugly,

unpromising, and false.?

Jibes of European and American cosmopolites notwithstanding, antebellum
Washington was aot so much a swampy wilderness as a study in American
contrasts. Here the unfinished dreams of civic and natiopal splendor and the
baisterous, brutal realities of American politics, commerce, and racial conflict
coexisted in “a curious combinacion of sophistication and small-town sim-
plicicy.”"* Washington shated in the revival of the narional economy following
the panic of 1837, and local business prospered as more government officials
brought their families to live in the capiral during the 1840s. Bue Wash-
ington, like other American cities, was also plagued by widespread poverty,
restlessness among low-paid workers, grossly inadequate sanitary facilicies,
and @ distressing level of lawlessness. Furthermore, despice the gencral pros-
pesity of the official city, trade remained largely local. By the end of the
chirties it was appatent that the earlier dream of local metchants and investors
of 2 major commercial metropolis on the Potomac was not to be realized,
With or without the highly touted Chesapeake and Oliio Canal, Washington
would never rival Baltimore or Philadelphia in manufacture or national trade.

In the midst of prosperity, moreover, the capital had a unique racial
situarion that produced ambivalent feelings among Whites, northern or south-
ern. Uneil its abolition in 1850, a lively slave trade existed in the District;
indeed, as James Renwick’s Smithsonizn building began to rise on tle Mall
in the late forties, construction workers could view across the street from its
rear entrance the slave pens of two of the major traders of the Districe. In
1840, the Black population of the District comprised nearly 2 ¢hird of the
total; over the next decade the general population increased by twenty percent,
The Black population increased somewhat more slowly, dropping to twenty-
seven percent of the Districe by 1830, But within the Black populace, 2
significant change occurred, as the number of free Blacks increased by seventy
percent during the decade; in 1850, the Black free/slave ratio- had reached
neatly four to one. The established free Black community of Washingeon
continued to draw from oucside.? ]

The response of Whites in Washington was revealing, As the issue of
slavery extension began to arise in the late forcies, the capital was caughe
becween the sensitive national debate and equally delicate local conditions.
By 1848 the slavery issue was the “alb-absorbing topic of the day.”¢ Buc

“Magnificent Intencions” / 17

interest focused chiefly on. the District slave trade, and after irs abolition two
years later, the city relapsed into a strange quict. By a kind of racit agreeme.nz
Constance Green has suggested, Washingronians decided to “'say nothing’
dg nslt'h[jng, rhaf might upser the precarious sectional balance.” The capimi
?:i nl;:: tll:;5 (s)t:'ljlncss at the eye of a hurricane” throughout the prosperous,

C.}z:owjng scientific and artistic repucation perhaps made it easier to ignore
pqimca! tempests, If the vision of commercial greatness bad evaporated E;y
midcentury, there had always been an older dream, shared by presidents
Wa‘shingcen, Jefterson, and Joho Q. Adams, of “a culeural capital” spreadin
enlightenment to the nation by roads, canals, and rivers.* This vision fﬁ
Washington &5 the souiee and sponsok of inrernal cufraral improvements took
s.eveml major serides toward realization in the forties, with the firm estab-
lishment of the Coast Survey under Alesander Dallas Bache; the Naval Ob-
servatory; and the Smithsonian Institution. In 1848 a newspaper correspond-
ent could observe that "if chere be one question set at rest in this communit
it'is that public opinion has decided that the national metropolis shall gt;
distinguished for the cultivation of the mind."® Perhaps science and art would
bring glory to Washingron. ' ‘

Ear.iy efforts provided lictle ground for optimism. The federal scientific
agencies of the early republic did not owe their existence to any commitment
to science as such—President Adams’s call in 1825 for vigorous suppore of
science met with no positive response in Congress but resuleed from cicher
prflctlca[ needs or the exigencies of exploring and taming the continent. Local
scientific sociéties also fared poorly. William Stanten has observed that. until
the 1840s, Washingtonians “had founded a dreary train o‘f:’nstitution;wrhe
United States Milicary Philossphical Society, the 'M‘etm;i_olim& Sociea:y the
Cﬁ)l_tlmbis'n Inst‘“icute, the Ametican Historical Society, to name only ;}mse
of most imposing ‘mien—only to see them crumble through apathy and
neglect.”!® The Columbian Institure, founded in 1816, received a charrer and
ﬁwi acres of swamp from Congress, but licde else. The lnstirure membership
rffamiy of local businessmen, civil servants, and military men, roanaged t(;
limp along through the next two decades, until its records and properry were
absorbed by the National Institution for the Promotion of Science in 1840
- In its brief burst of activity in the early 18403, the National Insticute (e;s-
it was' called after 1842) demonstrated both the possibilities and limits of
Washington science. The Institute, founded in 1840, resulted direcely from
tWO Contemporaty events: the profonged public debate over Englishman James
Smfrhs?n’s bequese of $500,000 to the United Staces to found in Washingeon
an msmltucion “for the inctease and diffusion of knowledge among men'; alnd
thc United States Exploring Expedition under Charles Wilkes, the cou:;try‘s
firse sa_xch large-scale cffort; which began its four-year voyage in 1838. Joel
R. Poinsete, who had been secretary of war under Martinn Van Buren'a'mf was
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an amateur scientist from South Carolind, had successfully launched the
Wilkes Expedition in the face of congressional apathy. Two years Jater, when
che first crates of materials began to arrive in Philadelphia and Washington,
Poinsect saw that some organization would be necessary to care for the spec-
imens in order to prevent their dispersal and destsuction. Bur Poinsetr also
had his eye on the Smithsonian funds. He hoped chat the Englishman's money
would support a national museum, for which the Wilkes materials, along
with the National Institute's own circulars, would provide the basic collec-
tions. Between 1840 and 1845, Poinsctr, Francis Markoe, and J. J. Abert—
all government officials—lobbied to establish the Insticute as the heir to the
Wilkes collections and the Smithsonian monies. Like its ill-starred prede-
cessor, the Columbian Iositute, the National Instituce received & charter but
litele money from Congress. Ultimately it lost both the collections and the
Smithsonian funds, but its failure exposed central issues in the politics of
antebellum American science. ' I ‘

Thie debate over the Smithson bequest revolved around several alternative
institutions, including a library, university, observatory, and an agriculenral
experimental station. Poinsett argued for a “National Museum, with Profes-
sors who shall perform the double office of Curators and Lecturers,” as an
important component of a respectable national ‘culture,? After the arrival of
the fitst massive shipmenc of 50,000 specimens, Congress -appropriated
$5,000 for. their care, and the Institute hired as curator Dr. Henry King, a
geologist and mining expert employed in the Ordnance Bureau. The secrecary
of state made the new Patenc Office Building, with its spacious hall, available
for display of the treasures. Here King valiantly atcempred to ofganize the
swelling Wilkes materials, which soon crowded out the Institure’s own grow-
ing collections. But when the ships came home in 1842, Wilkes, Charles

Pickering, and others of the Expedition’s scieneific seafl, far from showing .

gratitude for the Institute’s lebors, complained of the disastrous incompetence
of King and the museum-keepers. Wilkes and Pickering argued to a parsi-
monious Congress that, with the gdthering completed, the scientific enterprise
was barely under way; preservation, research, and publication now required
further public outlay, and these functions must be performed by the scientists
farniliae with their own collections. They had litele patience with the amateurs
of the Institute, who saw themselves as 2 “clearing-house for natural history "9

The Wilkes Expedition presenced serious issues of private and public in-
terests in science. The Instituce men noted, for instance, that the E'xpédicion‘s
zoologist, Titlan Peale, had labelled many valuable pieces as his private
property, and they suspected that several barrels had been emptied in his
Philadelphia museum before coming on to the capital. ‘O the other hand,
bath Congress and the Expedition scientists. expressed concern -that the in-
stituee, @ private group of “friends of science,” should control and possibly
damage public collections.™
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The dispute, furthermore, involved divergéne conceptions of “museum.”
The Instirute men clearly envisioned a museam chiefly as an institution of
preservation and display, not without a cercain element of public enterrain-
ment, while the Expedition scientists saw the muscum essentially as a locus
of study and the collections as 3 permanent research base, an excension.ef the
Expedicion itseif. When they ruefully recorded thar Dr. King had dismém-
bered their specimens and otherwise violated their collections, behind the
charge lay a perception of che museum as an ongoing scientific enterprise.
Within such a vision, it is worth noting, lay a significant concepe of the
specimen as scientific property. Legally, of course, the collections belonged
to the government; but, in 2 second and increasingly important sense, they
?vere:;iecuiia:iy the property of the coflecror-scientist, for only he knew them
in their entirety and could eficit their full meaning for the public. The
problem was both philosophical and proprietaty, for it involved the very
definicion of a scientific object,

The apprecisrion of thescientist’s unique, continuing interest in the objects
of his study distinguished the Expedition staff. from that of the amatcur
I‘t_l'sti_t'ute. Similarly, the clue to the ultimare failure of the National Institute
lies in the two chief complaints lodged against it: ignorance and unworthy
purposes. Despite King's ineptitude, the sccond complaint was more crucial.
?I‘he bascicate men showed primary concern for national greatness as exhibited
in collections of exotic objects—a kind of scientific and cubrural boosterism—
bue lictle sympathy for patient, Ioving understanding of the specimens them-
se!ves. Externally oriented showcases could only undermine quiet, internal
scientific growth—-so the Americen experience seemed to indicaze. In 1829
one John Varden had opened to the public'a commercial enterprise rh;
“Washington Museum of Curiosities,” complete with stuffed birds, and
Egyptian mummies. When the frec National Insticute drove him out of
business, he sold out to it—arid promiptly became its assistant cusaror.'® The
Varden case was symbolic and instroctive. The Institute men lacked an es-
sencial respect for the nacural world, a nineteerith-century form of piety that
set the true scientist apart from the amateur or the pandering cominercial
popularizer.

The artitudinal gulf was real and determinative. Through muceh of the
nineceenth cenctury, the number of men who shared serious scientific aspi-
rfzciorxs exceeded the capaciey of the society to provide apportunities for fuli-
time pursuic of those intereses.' As Alexis deTocqueville perceived at the
time, organization for power and promotion of individual and group incerest
was a central dyoamic in American life; bur historically this has occurred
u.ncvenly. Scientific (like arciseic) interests cameé re‘lativciy iace to organiza-
tional maturity. Consequently, memberts of the scientific community of mid-
century were often forced to rely as much on personal judgments of characrer
as on formal organizational affiliation for identity and mutaal recognirion.
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This was especially true in che disparate collection of scudies that comprised
anthropology.

In August 1846, the New Confederacy of the Iroquois assembled around the
lighe of their “emblematic council fire” in Rochester, Mew York, to hear the
respected eshnologist Henry Rowe Schoolcraft. In a'stireing pacan to American
distincriveness, Schoolcraft urged Lewis Henry Morgan and the other young
men of Rochester to devote themselves ro the study of America’s "free, bold,
wild, independent, pative race.” ‘Amierica was unigue. Without European
patronage, Americans depended exclusively on “personal exertions, springing
from the besom of society” for the pursuir of hisrory, literature, and science.
Morgan's New Confederacy was such a voluntary effort, a “brotherhood of
letters™ to advance historical research, promote antiquarian knowledge, and
cultivare polite literature. Coe

The tisme had come, said Schoolcraft, to develop an American scientific
and literary tradirion: “No people can bear a true nationalicy, which does not
exfoliate, as it were, from its bosom, something chat expresses the pecualiarities
of its own soil and climate.” In constructing its “intellectual edifice” America
must draw “from the broad and deep quarries of its own mounrains, foundurion
stones, and columns and capitals, which bear. the impress of an indigenous
mental geognosy.” R

The native American Indians had borne this distinctive “mental geognosy,”
and the present tribes, “walking statues” of their progenitors, were monu-
ments far more worthy of study than the antiquatian remains of the Old
World. The White man had superseded the Red in America, which cbliged
him to preserve the memory of the aborigine. After all, Schoolcraft reminded
his audience, “their histoty is, to some extent, our history,” a past full of
deep tragic and poetic events."“The tomb. chat holds 2 man,” he concluded,
“derives all its moral interest froim the man, and would be destitute of it,
without him. America is the tomb of the Red.man.”"” o :

Bight days afrer his address in Rochester, Schoolcraft sent to the Board of
Regents of the new Smithsonian Institution a “Plan for the Investigation of
American Ethnology,” presented at its first meeting in Sepeember. In a far
Jess effusive style chan the Rochester speech, the veteran ethnologist proposed
several major areas of activity for the Institution: support for a “Library of
Philology’'; archacological investigation; particularly: of the ancient earth-
works of the Mississippi Valley; and material collections from. living tribes
to create 2 “Museumn of Mankind.” . :

Schoolcraft soberly outlined a field of inquiry open for exploitation and rip=
for the application of scientific techniques, Aftera brief, mntalizing reference
to the mysteries of the continent, he urged !'the scrutiny of exact observation

and deseriprion . ., under the lighes. of induction and historical nnalysis
. . . to cnable us co appreciate and underacand our position on the globe,” As
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investigators applied scientific method to echnology, the boundaries of mystery
and_. c?njeccure would certainly recede before established faces. Schoolcralt's
optimism embraced various subfields of the science of man: physiology, his-

tory, archa_eoidgy, geography, and geology. But he stressed language as a

“more enduring monument of ancient affinities than the physical type” and
called attention to the study of mychology.'®

, T.:iken together, Schoolcraft's prospectus to the Seithsonian and his Roch-
estert address of the preceding week reflece the undefined state of anthropalogy
in 1846. Inspited in parc by a romantic attachment to the natural wonders
and vast beauty of America, but embracing a wide range of both established
and developing branches of inquiry, the étudy of man in America stood
'somgwhi‘:re between the amateur enthusiasm of Rochester and che scientific
scanc{ards svon established at the Smithsonian, between a past marked by
speculation and an anticipated future of scientific precision.

Freated by the conflux of several distirict craditions, mid-century anthro-
pology comprised & series of questions, pursued through methods that cut
acgoss vatious fields and eraditions. In Joseph Henry's words, anthropology
e:‘t'joycd a unique status as a “common: ground” for students of the physical
sciences, natural history, archaeology, language, history, and lirerarure, All
‘couid contribute; all could draw intellecrual enlightenment and moral in-
spiration.” Furthermore, if anchropofogy was institutionatly and methodo-
logically fractured, the inquiry nonetheless addressed issues that were crucial
to American national and cultural identity,

- “Great quescion has atisen from whence came those aboriginals of America?”
Thus Jefferson expressed, in his Noter an the State of Virginia of 1784, the
centrgl historical question that impelled American anthropology until che
C:ivil' War. To be sure, for miost Americans the siJgniﬁcance of the ques-
-tm[;;;;s never apparent, John Adams wrote his blunt opinion to Jefferson
in 1812: : o

Whether Serpents Teeth were sown here and sprong up Mén; whether
Men and Women dropped from the Clouds wpon the Aclantic Island:
whether the Almighty created them here, or whether they immigmteci
from Europe, are questions of no moment to the present or future hap-
piness of Man. Neither Agriculcure, Commerce, Manufactures, Fisheries
:Scicnce, Literature, Taste, Religion, Morals, nor any other good wiE;
'll:ve promoted, or any Evil averted, by any discoveries chat can be made
in-answer to those questions.® '

In part Adams predicred accurately, for anchropologiscs stfu;;glcd-for decades
to find an accepeable utilicarian racionale. Bue in & more important sense, his
skepticism ‘was misplaced, Between the Revolucion and che Civil \;(/ur
ﬁmerlcnns groped for an underscanding of theis republican experiment chei;
civilization, and ctheir desting. The creed thar gradually enxeiged Frm:n chis
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introspection placed the new nation outside che ravages of human history,
freed from the burdens of corrupe European institutions, as a npew, perhaps
final hope and home for man. Schoolcraft succincely expressed-this providential
vision in 1846, when he described America as "'z region destined for the
human race to develope itself and ¢xpand in-. . . 2 seat prepared for the re-
union of the different stocks of mankind.™?

Integral to the natipnal teleclogy was 2 picture of the American continent
waiting through the ages, pristine and nonhistorical, for the White man’s
arrival in order to play out & provideatially assigned role. The freshness of
America lay in the concinent’s great natural age without historical and rroral
blemish. It posscssed, in other words, no human burdens, since before Co-
lumbus the concinent had never known civilized institutions.” Accordingly,
Americans lent no moral significance to Indian “history,” which was, as they
saw it, not history at all, but the meaningless meanderings of a benighted
people. In retrospect it is apparent that the American Indians presented
nineteenth-century White Americans with the challenge and opportunity of
expanding accepted notions of history so as to embrace radically different
human experiences. This proved impossible. Instead, the anchropologise com-
moaly funcrioned as a variant of the histosian,.studying and justifying his
own history and civilization through the Indian. In the end, few escaped the
degradation of denying peoples the integrity of their own his_torfes.

" Jefferson’s query suggested a second purpose, however, more religious than
political in import. George Stocking has identified in British ethnology of
the carly nineteenth century a central goal: “ro show how all the modern
tribes and nations of men might have been derived from one family, and so
far as possible to trace them back historically to @ single source,”” Like their
_contemporaries in various fields of natural history, students of anthropology
in England and the United States were engaged in a strenuous effore to contain
the exploding diversity of the human world within the explanatory framework
of the Mosaic account. Defense of monogenism—original human unity in
divine crearion and descent from a single pair—lay ac the religious core of
American anthropology into the twentieth century, especially in Washington
cizeles. In service of this goal, Joseph Henry generally excluded from. the
Smithsonian discussion of physical anthropology as politicaily explosive and
motally repugnant.
For American no less than for British ethnologists, the smdy of man was
& hisrotical and geographical search of deep religious import. Furthermore,
as discussed below, while the historical orientation lost ground in succeeding
decades to systems of evolutionary classification, beneath chese developments
the cencral concern with human umty pcrsxsted in the American context,
the significance of Native Amiericans to White historical identity and ‘hational
destiny, and the progressive annihilation: of these peoples, compoundcd and
complicated the rcllgmus 1mpulse in anthropo%ogy, lending an urgency to
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Indian studies that emerged in Amecicans’ frequent expressions of “salvage
ethnology™ & unique blend of scientific interest, wistfulness, and guilt.

In their national and religious quest, American investigators at mid-century
followed three distinct routes; archaeology, philology, and physical anthro-
pology. The lack of consensus on method, untapped sources of data, and the
relative lack of institutional struceures and professional criteria created u sense
of openness and lively competition that would characterize the subfields of
anthropology in chis country to the end of the century.

Americans had first encountered the earthworks of the Ohio and Mississippi
River valleys in the 1780s, bur it was not until after the War of 1812 char
Caleb Atwater, of Circleville, Ohio, undertook a systematic investigation, ¥

 The American Antiquarian Society published his results in 1820. Atwater

saw in the earchworks evidence of carly occupation by a sedentary, law-
abiding people. He hypothesized a migration from northern Asia at a remote
period; a long, fixed abode in North America; and movernent southwaed ta
found the ancient civilizations of Peru and Mexico. A subsequent migration
from southerni Asia by ancestors of the modern Indians supposedly superseded
these original occupants of the American continent, ™

less systematic, rote speculative observers followed Arwater. Most ne-
r.eqmpted to account for the differences berween the supposed high civilization
of the ancient Americans and the more primitive condition of the historical
Indians by positing waves of migration and displacement. James H. M-
Cgiioh was among the more caucious in arguing against affinities based on
the: superficial arcifacts of the mounds, which might be simply the products
of a comimeon human nature. McCulloh's Researcher, 2 compilation of the work
of athers, concluded that ancestors of the present Indians came from the south
and built the mounds. Despite disagreements over the identity of the mound-
builders, most archacological investigators agreed that the ancienr inhabitants
of America had originated elsewhere; and that “physical, moral, and cradi-
tionary evidence” pointed to Asia,?

Thomas Jefferson provided one of the first accounts of opening a mound,
but he predicted thae language would ultimately offer “the best proof of the
affinity of nations which ever can be refered to.” Schoolcraft, too, writing
in his diary in 1823, observed that "Philology is one of the keys of knowledge
which, I think, admits of its being said that, aithough it is rather rusty, the
rust is, however, a proof of its antiquity. 1 am inclined to think that more
true lighe is destined to be thrown on the history of the Indians by a study
of their kanguages than.of their traditions, or any ocher feature.”? As the
mounds explorers displayed more imagioation than rigor, the predictions of

Jetferson and Schoolcraft took on credibility. In the Iate 1840s, John R.

Bartletr expressed a common judgment of archaeologicat labors when he wrote
LE]
that- “the practical investigations made from time to time. by various indi-
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viduals, have not been sufficiently thorough and exre'nsiv‘e, nor .'hzfve they
developed sufficient data to warrant or sustain any dfsﬁmcel or sansf?ccory
conclusions.”?® Not until the 1860s would archacology begin to ateain the
theoretical respect and academic establishment that phiioiog)'r _had"en;gye.d
since the eighteenth century. Faced with the “bewildering visions of mi-
grations,® a number of individuals turned hopefully to g?}nioiogy for the
solution o the puzzle of American mar. ) _

In 1819 Peter Stephen Duponcedu first Aannqux‘:cgcl his discovery that'aﬂ
American Indian languages appeared to demonstrate a uniform -gramme}tfsii’
structute-and underlying plan of thought, which he {abeled “paiyf.ymhesns.
in Duponceau’s view, the polysynthetic form permitted expression of many
ideas in few words by consolidating the most significant sou_nc}s of simple
words into c_om;Sound& rich in meaning, and by com%vin_ing various pasts of
specch into verbal forms to express “not only the pm'_}c:lpal action, but th;
greatest possible number of ehe moral ideas and physical .oj?;x?ccs ca.n.ne_cce"
with ic."*" Duponceau seemed cto have penetrated o the "viral pn_nc_xpl'e
controlling American Indian Janguages, 4 fact-which, he ho_per.f, would. raise
American philology out of the miasma of vocal?ulary COmpIisons t0 a re-
spectable place beside European comparacive philology. 'Ir‘a America, gram-
matical seructure would become the “trae key to the origin and connection
of the varieties of human speech.” . o L

Duponceau's polysynthesis was more than a description of linguistic
connection, He implied as well a single stage of mental dcvek?pmcr}t, t%aus
subtly moving the question of Indjan identity Fromm the realm of h;stoma;;
affinity to one of developmental stages. The change w.as.fur_t_he_r encgur?ge
by the tendency of philologists to borrow ti-'xe prestige of. -natuml—scaenc’e
method and rerminology. Thus, when John Pickering adopted _Dupmceaus
theoty a few years later, he stressed the unity of ;f_orm, noting fhat the
languages exhibited a “unifotm. system, with such ci'lfferences only as con-

133

stitute variccies in patural objects.”™ : o
Albert Gallatin, Swiss-born statesman and seudenc of Ixuadl‘an !anguagcs,
similarly accepted polysynthesis as.a dg_mjc;j_r_n'stmted: chamctensc.;c of Amencaz
languagés, but made allowance for exceptions,. suc}‘u as -Bas_qqc in Euroge, M[]'
held out the possibility of undiscovered ccnnecr;on's 'across ::_h_e Q'tcanls. o
Gallatin, common structure indicated comuon o_.ngm, while dwefsaty in
vocabulary suggested a long time-span since dxspe';smn across the conq:en;———
a principle that Jefferson had espoused. Gallatin speculated thar the TSt
inhahitants of America arrived at a remote time, "prob}abiy not fnuch posterior
to that of the dispersion of mankind.” As he saw xt,'x\'mencaxlx la}'xguages
showed clear signs of primitive origins; their form derived from ‘'natural
causes,” indicating that the Native Americans had not flg?ger:‘erarederﬁ;:xlva
higher state, as Schoolcrafe and the nj()unds explorers maintained. Gallarin
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though not yet of evolution. 3

By mid-century the discovery of a single “antique plan of thought™ in the

structure of aboriginal tongues seemed destined to exert a significant influence
on ethnology. With obvious satisfaccion, the popular historian George Ban-
croft announced chat 2 'savage physiognomy” characterized all Indian dialects;
each was “almost absolutely free from irregularities, and is pervaded and
governed by undeviating laws.” The unteflecting American savage, like the
.bee building geometrically perfect cells, demonstrated “rule, method, and
completeness” in his language. TFar from indicating degeneration, the abo-
tiginal tongues of Ametica showed unmistakable signs of being “held in
bonds of external nature.” The Indian thoughe and speke in terms of concrere
experience, apparencly lacking powers of abstracy expression. Linguistic evi-
dence showed, said Bancroft, that the American aborigines were still in “that
earliest stage of intellectual culture where reflection has not begun,”?

Bancroft conveyed 1o a wide audience the optimism (and ethnocentrism)
of students of American languages at mid-century. “They saw 2 certainey and
regularity lacking in other approaches to anthropology. The precision, it
should be noted, did not derive from the face that lingoage was 2 human
phenomenon. Quite the opposite: linguistic regularities occurred in spite of
man’s efforts, indicating che operation of general pririciples of divine origin.
Just as men could cubtivare and adorn but not fandamentatly alter the geology
of the earth, so “language, in its carliest period, has a fixed characcer, which
culture, by weeding out superfluities, inventing happy connections . . . and
through analysis, perfecting the mastery of the mind over its instruments,
may polish, enliven, and improve, but cannot essentially change.”

The work of the philologists pointed strongly toward aboriginal American
unity and threw into question the ancienc civilizations imagined by archae-
ologists. Both groups agreed, though, that the firse inhabicants of America,
whoever they were and whenever they had asived, had migrated from some-
where else; thus they supporeed the orchodox view of the vnity of mankind.
As Bancroft summarized cheir findings, the “indigenous population of Amer-
ica offers no new obstacle to faith in the unity of the human race,”"

Others were less sure. In the two décades prior to the Civil War, researchers
in physical anthropology—nocably Samuel George Morton, George Robins
Gliddon, and Josiah Clatk Nott-—aided by the impressive scientific support
of Lonis Agassiz and the explorations of Ephiraim George Squicr, demonstrated
thae Native Americans, wich the exception of the Eskimo, possessed a uniform
and apparently unique physical type. This "American School” of anthro-
pology directly challenged the Mosaic account by hypothesizing an indige-
nous, isolated American race, created in and ficted to the climate of Amegica,

Physical anthropology as systematic scientific inquiry in America began
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with Moreon, a Philadelphia physician and anatomist. In the 1830s he began
assembling a collection of crania,; mainly of North American natives, that
was. nasurpassed and totaled nearly 1,000 by his death in 1851. In 1839 he
published Craniz Americana, based on-his skull collection. This Jandmark in

- physical anchropology, the result of a decade of work, exhibited a consistency,
precision, and thotoughness that established Moston as the leading American
authority in the field.» ’

Morton hoped to deteemine "whether the American aborigines of all epochs
have belonged to one race or. to a plurality of races. " His conclusion was
straightforward: che. American Indian peoples, excluding the Eskimo tribes,
belonged to a single race. This racé Moston divided into two familics, the
Toltecan and Barbarous (American). The culturally superior Toltecan had
built the North American mounds and also established the semi-civilizations
of Central America; the historical Indiads had ‘descended from che inferior
Barbarous {(American) branch. In other words, Morton denied racial separation
of the mound-builders from the modern American Indians but distinguished
between two “families” in terms of cultural development. He emphasized
that physically, morally, and intellectually chis “separace and peculiar” race
of America exhibited no connections with the Qld World; even if apparent
connections were discovered in the arts and religions, he mainwined, the
“organic chatacters” of the Indians would prove them a single, distinct race.”!

Morton's strength lay in an unprecedented number of cranial measurcments;
bue in fact he relied on oaly one or two indices, notably the formation of the
occipital portion of the skull, in determining an jdeal dominane type of
American cranium. Repeatedly hie noted exceptions and wide variation, but
in his conclusions he eithet ignored thefn or attribured them 'to. culeural
factors.” Morton's opinions underwene litele modification; he repeated them
in his Inguiry of 1842, his "Account of 2 Craniological Collection” in 1848,
and his “Physical Type of the American Indizns,” contributed posthumously
“to Schooleraft's Indien Tribes in 1852.% ~

Morton's work provided the empirical base for polygenist arguments in the
searing slavery-related controversies of the antebellum decade. The polygenist
implications of Morton's theories required only time and encouragement to
emerge fully. They received hoth. Louis Agassiz found in Morton imporeant
confirmation of his own theories of uniform distribution and local diversity
that he found characteristic of the natural history of the New World, Note
and Gliddon drew heavily on Morton in introducing the basics of polygenist
doctrine to a popular audience. Their aribitous Types of Mankind magshaled

the evidence of Morton, che archasologists, and the philologists vo drive their
points home. The langusges of Americn, uniform-in struceure bue diverse in
vocabulnry (as Gallagin hnd argued), indigaced greac rge and common arigin,
The mounda almilnrly suggencas long oceupsclon of che voneinene, Buc phys-
il nuasheapalogy W aanelpsiven HAMprinnn grn@i-, antiue np yvan BN rripele
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ern, are unlike those of any other race of ancient or tecenc times.” Other
,ethno[ogical:clata——-an increasing number of fossil human bom:s the.a ar
lack o{ alphabet, domestication practices, indigenous agricultur; as:rclisor;m
or calendar systems—all seemed to confirm the antiquity, unic :md 50} o
of the Native Ameticans. ' . ’ y sotacon
. The _w?rk of Nott and Gliddon circulated widely, buae it stimulaced more
Vituperation than research and consequently discredited physical anthropolo
for vdecades, As Samuel F. Haven, librarian of the American Anti uarifi
§0c:ety_-, -n?ted in 1856, Morton's theories had become hopeiessly cn?néshed
in pf;igmlcai-associations."“ Because of the theological and political cex;n-
p?scatlops, physiologists busied themselves in other pursuits, and Mor:on £
his death in 1851 lefe no disciple to carry on his rcsearcheﬁ, The Acade ;
of Natural Sciences in Philadelphia inherited his collection of crania, w

T he I‘s_Tatirmai Institate had a “special duty,” Joel Poinseet wrote in 1841, 1o
inquire inco the history of the people we have dispossessed.” Bur the scruc;u:e
of the Institq:e hampered the inquiry: philology was subsumed under the
deparrment of geography; physical anthropology fell under natural history;
arfd the deparement of American history and antiquities embraced all smd{ii
of “the Indian races, now fading from the earch; their mounds and pyramids
and temples and ruined citics,” as well as questions of their ari;ins anc;
su%asethem: “degeneration.”" The fractured anthropology of the Institute
epxcomged the methodological and disciplinary confusion that both plagued
and fenr;ched the inquity. Bur within the fux of theory and cbsefvaﬁon
certain long-tc:m_x, significant erends eimerged. Interwined in the anthrapolo ’
of the first half of ¢he century were two discinct teaditions of rcaction;;o :ii
%Jhenomena of human variety, each a funcrion of 'iﬁdivf&‘ua! rerperament and
fatellectual and religious commitment. For pious Christians ﬁzlly commicted
to hum‘an. unity through the biblical account, historical inquity backward
through time promised to reconcile present diversity with single creation
Ofm{ suspeces that classical philology derived much respect as & humanistié
dfscnpfme from recognition of chis potential service, Ochers, less satisfied v;ith
historical connections than with the categories of the powerful naturat sciences
sought to order man rather rhan track men. .Indeed, the development o’f
Dup?nceau's idea of polysynthesis illustrates the case with which uestion
of historical affinity transformed themselves into categorics of lm;taf an;
moral development. Whecher one followed Morton or the philologists, th
.It‘k)rth American aborigines emerged as distinct and uniform duegeith;r ce
savage pf}ysiognomy" of thought and language or vo aurochf:it:)nous crca\-:.ione
Moreon's school, and physical anthropology geaerlly, fell inco .dlnreputz;

in the second half of the century, The roason y
! : , one were as much policic
figloncific. A» nated serller, duriog che 18508 Joseph Eunry cl;nl:l:::;qr;

) luqn_ruli the Smitheenlan away from sacinl dvbares, wvin: refaning ea pareis
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sholitionist lectares at the lnstitution. Personally he maintained a ‘discmer
silence on such matrers, and the Smichsonian largely ‘ignored physical an-
thropology through the rest of the century.® ‘I:he policy was moke than 2
function of local racial conditions, though these may have he:gghtencd sen-
sitivity. The polygenist controversy nearly tore apart the A‘mencan Ethnot-
agical Society of New York during the fifties. Ephranr} Squier reporced that
“the question of kuman unity could not be discussed without offe.nse to some
of the members and its casual introduction was made a ground of .:mpasman_ec_i
protest.™® Henry could not afford such bickering. Hx:s attempt to establish
a pationwide scientific nerwork and to bring together in common effore bf}th
rnissionacies and atheistic polygenises like 8quier, g:eq_ui.rcd ;xbso:it.its’: ncutraht‘.y‘

. With racial categories discounted and even institutionally sx?_ppressed, }.usm
torical speculations of archaeologists suspect for f]ac.k of theoretical grounding
(and control in the field), and masses of ()E‘;servat_u?ns and daca annu:_d!y ac-
cruing, developmental schemes emerged in ‘the middle deca‘des. of tl’:n’: ce;:-
tury——independently of Darwinian biology—as a means of meeting ‘bozh the
commitment to unity and the observed diversity. The wo.rk f)f Les'ms Ht:nry
Motgan, the dean of nineteenth-century American evo?u:mmsm. is pareicu-
lasly instructive in this regard. Morgan's careet (1851~_18_8 D ?Pa"fmd th(].
decades during which American anthrepoiog;.y moved -fro?'a primarily !jas_tof:r:
inquity into the origins and early relationships of the dlffefegt‘ peoples -f)f the
globe, to “scientific” classifications, or rankings, of hmna(:ucy in evolutionary
stages of social, mental, and moral clevelcp_mtfnf_. Morgan’s. own career, from
Ancient Seciery (18513 ro Systems of Consanguinity @d Aﬁpx{t} ojj the H:fman
Family (1871) to Ancient Society (1877), marked milestones in this transxt_mn

i3 stage classificarion.™
fmg;’::i;:o:iyr:;:nr .S‘%;ciery has been juscly remembered as the full sratement

_ of Morgan's three-stage model of social and men‘c_ai_ dt:vglopme:lu (savage‘rg,
barbarism, civilization), it was Systems of C‘a‘majxr:gmmfy. his rassive emplr.scz,tl
work on kinship published by the Smi‘tiasolnia:.l,_ which estaf.).ilshe"fi.MOrgﬁns
inquiry 2s a science and himself a5 an ins;..itgtlon. ?\’I_Qi‘gﬂn‘concm?&d .S}:Jtérm
of Comsanguinity as a sutvey in the tradivion, of comparative pha!o.iog} ut
rooted in what he hoped would prove less murable human Aphenome_na t}ta)an
language: ideas of kinship. Philologists had reduced mankind Fo a numdc;-r
of linguistic famnilies, but they had been ur_xg_bie to take ti‘.le fmai step, .to_ he

“yital question” of origins. Ultimately, Mqr“gan -hopefi, his | new msgggent
in ethnology” would prove to be 'the miost simple as well as 51.16- comperi x'(?:s
mechod for the classification of nations upon the basis of éﬁ‘iz_u:‘y of blood, .
The vitally importanc truth about Systems of Comrz‘r;gﬁm‘:fy is .that Morgah
did riot find the unity heé had presumed-and sought. Faced with two apparently
distinet concepts and systems of kinship,. he udpptcd, a c.!evelopmcntai e
planatory framework in order to.preserve ‘]:fcs.um?q O{Igmal human um'ty-; .
In effect, Morgan moved from = visiori of man in historical and geographica
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migration and contact o0 a comparatively rigid, static construction devoid of
historical fluidicy.

Morgan's schema of human development, farther elaborated in Ancient
Sociery, did embrace notions of change and progress, but these were, like
Schoolctaft’s visions, strongly teleological and bouad to a system of unfolding
ideas rather than to the immediate historical expetiences of peoples, Morgan's
legacy to the next generation—Powell and the Bureau of Armerican Ethnol-
ogy—was the subordination of historical probiags to the greacer explanatory
power and aesthetic satisfaction of ordering man in value-laden stages. Fol-
lowing Morgan's lead, Powell grounded BAE anthropology in the principle
that the American Indians muse be underscood not as & racial type but as
representatives of a single stage of human development. In escaping the
tyranny and politics of racial typing, and in the name of science, Powell also
denied history to the American aborigines. The resulting flatness of historical
perspective was costly for all fields of anthropology, buc especially so for
archaeclogists, who did not discard such assumptions and begin to develop
concepts of cultural micro-change and mechods of tracing cultural forms
through space and time until the twentieth century,*

The divergent roots of anchropology in the traditions of the humanities
and nataral sciences, which by 1850 already reached down deeply, produced
an inquiry whose unity lay not in mechod but in subject matter and in
purposes that transcended the inquiry itself. Wich few exceptions, Native
Americans constituted the subjects of American anthropology through the
nineteenth century. This occasions no surprise, since the natives of the Wese-
ern Hemisphere, and of the North American continent particulacly, posed
critical historical and providential questions for White Americans, The cen-
tral, nagging, political and religious dilemmas were these: Are these prople
in any sense our brothers? By what right can we claim this land s our own?

Over the middie decades of the century, the various approaches to these
problems lost or gained prestige and followers as 2 resulr of various factors:
new theoretical breakthroughs (especially if originated in Europe); domestic
political and racial currents; the growing stacus of the ratural and physical
sciences in general in this country; and individual and instieutional decisions.
Broadly sketched, physical anthropology declined for neatly a half-century
as a method; while in archaeology (and to some extent linguistics), the purpose
of inquiry shifted away from historical questions to “scientific,” formally
noitacial classifications of mankind thic nonechieless in essence preserved the
moral placement system of discredited racial categoriés. The Smithsonian was
a_critical insticutional focus of these developments, and decisions of Joseph
Henry were often determinative. His decision to support cthnology (the
general term for anthiropological work at the time) as part of his program of
praviding the experience of science to a wide section of the American citizenry
provided tremendous stimulus in nurnerous ditections.
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