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5

Providential Nation

The sun never shone on a cause of greater worth. 'Tis not
the affair of a city, a country, a province, or a kingdom;

but of a continent - of at least one eighth part
of the habitable globe.

Thomas Paine, Common Sense (1776)

The American colonists of the seventeenth and eighteenth centu
ries inherited in full measure the myth of a free Anglo-Saxon
past. The Revolutionary generation even gave this myth a new
vigor by freely using it to justify their exceptional actions in
breaking away from Great Britain and reshaping their govern
ment. Americans were throwing off their allegiance to what they
perceived to be a corrupt, unjust system, not disavowing their
ancestry, and it was possible to admire the English while hating
the British government. Many Americans continued to distrust
and fear Great Britain throughout the nineteenth century, and
some hated the English, but many of America's leaders believed
that, with the exception of the United States, England was the
happiest and most democratic country under the sun. The belief
that the Americans were the most distinguished descendants of
the Anglo-Saxons grew rather than diminished in the decades
after the Revolution.
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82 AMERICAN DESTINY

As colonial Englishmen the leaders of the Revolutionary
generation looked back to a distant past of free government, but
as Americans they looked forward to a world reshaped by a
successful American republic. Like American Anglo-Saxonism,
the sense of unique national destiny and purpose that pervaded
the Revolutionary generation had its roots deep in colonial
America and in Europe. The most direct and strongest
influences on America's leaders came from the Enlightenment,
but since the seventeenth century Americans had often thought
of themselves as a special people with a providential role in
world history. America's sense of mission, even when conceived
in religious terms, had always embodied a strong outward
thrust. In the seventeenth century American beliefs had been in
timately entwined with the Protestant Reformation in England
and with militant Puritanism.! The English theorists and
publicists who defended the creation of the Puritan Com
monwealth thought of their country as an expanding republic
with a mission to fulfill. James Harrington wrote in his Oceana
of Puritan England as a "Commonwealth for increase" and said
such a commonwealth was not for itself alone, but was "given as
a Magistrate of God unto mankinde for the vindication of com
mon Right, and the law of Nature."2 John Milton, somewhat
disillusioned by the course of events in the mid-seventeenth cen
tury, asked,'Where is this goodly tower of a commonwealth,
which the English boasted they would build to overshadow
kings, and be another Rome in the west? "3

After the Restoration the idea of the English nation as the
crusading agent of God's will faded, and republican ideas
became a less important thread in English thought, but the
Americans never lost the belief that they were a special, chosen
people, a people destined to change the world for the better.
From the beginning New Englanders thought of their set
tlements as an example to other nations and believed they had
an obligation to take the word to other peoples. 4 Peter Bulkeley
stated the former idea succinctly in the middle of the seven
teenth century when he told the Puritans that "the Lord looks
for more from thee, then [sic] from other people . . . Thou
shouldst be a special people, an onely people, none like thee in
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all the earth."s As American settlements advanced outward, the
Puritans not only saw God's kingdom moving to the West, but
also thought of America as the place from which the renovation
of the world would begin. In the 1740s Jonathan Edwards saw the
regeneration of the Old World as a major mission of America. 6

While Puritan ideas contributed to a belief that in some spe
cial way the people on the American continent would influence
the world, more fundamental myths of human progress gave a
particular significance to the advance of pioneers across the
American continent. In moving west American pioneers were
perceived, both in Europe and America, as continuing a move
ment of civilization that had been continuous since the earliest
times. Throughout European history the West was thought of as
the region in which lay the land of eternal youth and happiness
and as an arena for the destiny of nations. 7 These ideas were
already ancient when Bishop Berkeley wrote his oft-quoted line
that "westward the course of empire takes its way" and sug
gested that "time's noblest offspring is the last."B The whole idea
of America as the "noblest offspring" had been strengthened in
England and the American colonies by the obvious prosperity
and progress of the transatlantic settlements. Civilization ap
peared to be passing from Asia Minor to Greece, to Rome, to
England, and across the Atlantic to the New World.

In less favorable circumstances the Americans could have be
come one of those many groups of people who have believed
themselves favored by Providence, but who eventually have
been chastened by disappointment. What was unique in the
American experience was overwhelming success on the bountiful
North American continent and the remarkable events that dom
inated its history from the seventeenth to the mid-nineteenth
centuries. The American continent was the most desirable, ac
cessible, and usable of all those areas settled and exploited by
Europeans from the fifteenth to the nineteenth centuries. The
sheer richness of America was a constant amazement to the Euro
peans: the endless land, the dense forest, the abundant game, the
great savannahs. Within a hundred years of English settlement,
America was a populous land of rich farms, bustling cities, and
crowded ports; on all sides were the overt signs of progress.
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84 AMERICAN DESTINY

While Europeans had to measure progress within an already
complex civilization, and could perceive decline as well as ad
vance, Americans had only to leave the coast to measure a
tangible progress. Jefferson expressed it best in 1825, near the
end of his life. A traveler coming eastward from the Rockies, he
wrote, would see the equivalent of a survey in time "of the prog
ress of man from the infancy of creation to the present day."
Living in the first range of mountains in the interior of the coun
try, Jefferson said, "I have observed this march of civilization
advancing from the seacoast, passing over us like a cloud of
light, increasing our knowledge and improving our condition,
insomuch as that we are at this time more advanced in civiliza
tion here than the seaports were when I was a boy. And where
this progress will stop no one can say. Barbarism has, in the
meantime, been receding before the steady step of amelioration,
and will in time, I trust, disappear from the earth."9

The Enlightenment idea of progress gave a whole new im
petus to the image of·America as an arena for the betterment of
mankind, and in America itself the idea of progress was never
totally divorced from the belief in actual expansion and
geographic destiny. Although this involved the literal transfor
mation of the land, it also involved the idea of the West as a
place of future greatness and perfection. In this last sense the
idea of the West existed long before it was given a racial mean
ing by the image of superior Aryan tribesmen carrying civiliza
tion westward along the path of the sun. In taming the North
American continent Americans could create a new society and
new institutions, throwing off the corruptions and despotisms
of Europe while beginning the establishment of a better world
order. Englishman Andrew Burnaby, who visited America at
the end of the 1750s, later commented that "an idea, strange asit
is visionary, has entered into the minds of the generality of
mankind, that empire is travelling westward; and every one is
looking forward with eager and impatient expectation to that
destined moment when America is to give law to the rest of the
world."lo

The successful American Revolution provided for the
American people a powerful, overt sign that Providence had in-
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deed marked them for great deeds. In a direct way the new
republic experiment was equated with universal freedom and
progress. On the North American continent mankind was at
last working out its destiny with institutions that made possible
the protection of man's natural rights and allowed him full self
realization. As American prosperity increased so did American
confidence that Providence was working through the American
people and American nation to achieve a new life for mankind.
The reshaping of the world was to be achieved both by example
and by American physical expansion. Americans spreading
across the North American continent would be a visible sign of
the success of free republican institutions, a success which
would inspire other peoples to throw off their shackles and
establish similar institutions based on the natural rights of man.
Although there was pride both in special American accomplish
ments and in a distinguished historical heritage, this pride was
tempered by a belief that other peoples, if given the opportu
nity, could build free institutions. At the core of the sense of the
continental and world mission in the early years of the republic
was a profound optimism. There was confidence in the special
abilities of the American people, but there was also hope that
most other peoples would be liberated and transformed rather
than dominated or destroyed.

In the decades spanning the American Revolution the belief
that expansion was an integral part of American destiny
permeated American thinking. Some feared its effect on
American republicanism, but few doubted that American
pioneers would continue to press westward: Franklin envi
sioned American pioneers spreading across the Mississippi
Valley and outnumbering the people of England; the young poet
Philip Freneau spoke of the time when this new population
would "spread Dominion to the north and south and west / Far
from thl\tlantic to Pacific shores"; Hugh H. Brackenridge wrote,
with Shakespearean echoes, of America as "the seat of empire,
the abode of kings"; and Thomas Paine in his Common Sense
had no doubts that the coming war for independence involved
far more than thirteen colonies along the eastern seaboard. "The
sun never shone on a cause of greater worth," he said, "'Tis not
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86 AMERICAN DESTINY

the affair of a city, a county, a province, or a kingdom; but of a
continent - of at least one eighth part of the habitable globe."ll
The continent, however, was only the beginning. Timothy
Dwight conjured up a future in which America would give law to
the world:

Hail Land of light and joy! Thy power shall grow
Far as the seas, which round thy regions flow;
Through earth's wide realms thy glory shall extend,
And savage nations at thy scepter bend.
Around the frozen shores thy sons shall sail
Or stretch their canvas to the ASIAN gale .12

Even the problems of the 1780s did not quench the bubbling
confidence in a future continental destiny. In 1785 John Adams
declared that the United States was "destined beyond a doubt to
be the greatest power on earth." In the next year Thomas Jeffer
son wrote that "our Confederacy must be viewed as the nest
from which all America, North and South, is to be peopled."13 At
the end of the tumultuous, dangerous decade American geog
rapher Jedidiah Morse wrote that "it is well known that empire
has been travelling from east to west. Probably her last and
broadest seat will be America. . . the largest empire that ever ex
isted ... we cannot but anticipate the period, as not far distant,
when the AMERICAN EMPIRE will comprehend millions of
souls, west of the Mississippi."14 This idea of the westward move
ment of empire was firmly fixed in American thinking in the post
Revolutionary years. "There is nothing, in my little reading,"
wrote John Adams in 1807, "more ancient in my memory than
the observation that arts, sciences, and empire had travelled
westward; and in conversation it was always added since I was a
child, that their next leap would be over the Atlantic into
America."15

Continental expansion was thought inevitable because it was
decreed by Providence. In the debates preceding the War of 1812
John A. Harper of New Hampshire told Congress that "it appears
that the Author of Nature has marked our limits in the south, by
the Gulf of Mexico; and on the north, by the regions of eternal
frost."16 Richard M. Johnson of Kentucky pointed out that the
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"waters of the St. Lawrence and the Mississippi interlock in a
number of places, and the great Disposer of Human Events in
tended those two rivers should belong to the same people."17
America's natural frontiers were conceived of in the broadest
terms.

While American leaders believed that the American people
would span the continent and carry American institutions with
them, there were different theories about the political structure
that would result from this expansion. Jefferson suggested that
though there would be a compatibility of peoples and political
systems in the Americas, size would necessitate sister republics
rather than one huge nation. He told John Jacob Astor that he
viewed Astoria at the mouth of the Columbia "as the germ of a
great, free and independent empire on that side of our conti
nent, and that liberty and self-government spreading from that
as well as this side, will insure their complete establishment over
the whole."18 As late as the 1820s both James Monroe and
Thomas Hart Benton thought that the region west of the Rock
ies would be independent, and Henry Clay saw no reason for
hurrying American settlements in that region. 19

Continental unity was suggested as a possibility, however,
even in the earliest days of the republic. A judge in the isolated,
danger-ridden state of Franklin wrote in 1786: "Is not the conti
nent of America one day to become one consolidated govern
ment of United States?"20 John Quincy Adams was willing as
early as 1811 not only to support expansion to the Pacific Coast,
but also to urge political unity across the whole breadth of
America. "The whole continent of North America," he wrote to
his father, "appears to be destined by Divine Providence to be
peopled by one nation, speaking one language, professing one
general system of religious and political principles, and accus
tomed to one general tenor of social usages and customs. For the
common happiness of them all, for their peace and prosperity, I
believe it is indispensable that they should be associated in one
federal Union."21

The capacity of other peoples to benefit from the American
example and American help was asserted frequently in the years
before 1830. When Henry Clay in 1818 urged support for South
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American revolutionaries he said the United States should "de
sire the redemption of the minds and bodies of unborn millions,
from the brutifying effects of a system whose tendency is to
stifle the faculties of the soul, and to degrade them to the level of
beasts. I would invoke the spirits of our departed fathers. Was it
for yourselves only that you nobly fought?" The idea of sacrifice
for others was to become rare by the late 1840s. Similarly in
1819, when Clay attacked the actions of Andrew Jackson in
Florida, he urged Congress not to allow liberty to fail in the
United States: 'We are fighting a great moral battle, for the
benefit not only of our country, but of all mankind. The eyes of
the whole world are in fixed attention upon US."22

James Barbour of Virginia, a Jeffersonian to his core, ex
pressed joy in 1818 that the African slave trade was apparently
coming to an end. Africa, freed from all the disastrous effects of
the trade, "may, under the benign influence of peace, reason and
religion, indulge a hope, that in the fulness of time she may par
ticipate in the blessings -of civilization, with all its beneficent
effects."23 Expansion could be conceived not as the survival of
the fittest but as a boon for all mankind. Edward Everett in 1824
characterized the westward advance in America as "the human
family, led out by Providence to possess its broad patrimony."24
Major General Edmund Pendleton Gaines told Governor
George M. TrOtlp of Georgia in 1825 that he approached the
state authorities "as brethren of one great political family,
whose fair fame has attracted the admiration of every civilized
country, and whose example has led to the establishment of lib
erty in South America, and promises to aid in its final extension
and permanent establishment throughout every portion of the
world."25 For David Trimble of Kentucky in 1827 the American
continent was "the chosen land of liberty - vineyard of the God
of peace; and we, its husbandmen, selected by the unseen will of
Providence to till the soil, and feed the famished nations with
the food of independence." The Americans consistently believed
that they were a chosen people, but at its best this concept in
volved being chosen for special duties, not simply for special
privileges. 26

Even at the end of the 1820s, when a shift in emphasis was
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gaining momentum, the drive for Oregon was interpreted as the
planting of the seeds of improvement and progress for all man
kind. Joseph Richardson of Massachusetts supported American
occupation of the area. He argued that it was part of the duty
owed by the government toward their successors, the children
of the old states, "destined by Providence to carry westward, to
the utmost bounds, the blessings of civilization and liberty."
Richardson saw no weakening of the Union through expansion:
it was a moral duty, for expansion involved salvation and free
dom for millions of human beings. "The principles of self-gov
ernment are capable of universality," argued Richardson. "They
are in concert with the laws of the moral universe, and are ap
plicable to communities on the broadest scale." For millions of
Europeans, he said, America offered the only hope of recover
ing the freedom and happiness designed for man by God and
nature. American occupation of Oregon would mean "an exten
sion of the blessings of civilization, of freedom, and happiness,
to the human race."27

That strange New Englander, Hall J. Kelley, who devoted his
life to the promotion of the Oregon settlement, never aban
doned his objectives of supporting democracy and Christianity
on the shores of the Pacific. Until the end of his life he believed
he had helped to accomplish what he had asked for in his 1830
pamphlet on Oregon. "The most enlightened nation on earth,"
he wrote, "will not be insensible to the best means of national
prosperity. Convinced of the utility and happy consequences of
establishing the Oregon colony, the American Republic will
found, protect and cherish it, and thus enlarge the sphere of hu
man felicity, and extend the peculiar blessings of civil polity,
and of the Christian religion, to distant and destitute nations."28
Although Kelley also frequently listed the many commercial ad
vantages that would flow from his proposed colony, a strong
sense of Christian mission permeated his arguments. He com
bined commercial advantage with human improvement, not
commercial advantage with racial destiny.

The most fervent advocate of America's role in the westward
thrust of civilization was Thomas Hart Benton. Benton, who
was to have a distinguished though idiosyncratic career as a sen-
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90 AMERICAN DESTINY

ator and Democratic party leader, clearly revealed in his writ
ings and speeches the changing perceptions of the meaning of
American expansion and the manner in which racial exclusive
ness ultimately replaced hopes for the whole of humanity. In
1818-1819 Benton wrote a series of articles for a St. Louis news
paper; the articles were subsequently published as a pamphlet.
Benton's main theme was the glorious prospects for Asiatic
trade which would be opened up by the possession of the mouth
of the Columbia River and the way in which this trade would
cause St. Louis to blossom as one of the great cities of the world.
His whole argument was based on a mind-boggling underesti
mation of the difficulties of carrying on a trade from the mouth
of the Columbia, across the Rockies, and down the Missouri to
St. Louis. Even the Pacific itself was viewed by Benton as
"comparatively narrow, and almost free from the perils of the
sea."29 Although Benton argued that the development of this
route would engross for the United States the trade of India and
most of Asia, he was able in his youth to conceive of the impli
cations of this plan in universal terms.

The movement of civilization toward the West was character
ized by Benton as "the disposition which 'the children of Adam'
have always shown 'to follow the sun.' " This disposition, he ar
gued, had never before been stronger, for Europeans were now
pouring into America, and Americans were streaming into the
interior of the continent: "All obey the same impulse - that of
going to the West; which, from the beginning of time has been
the course of heavenly bodies, of the human race, and of sci
ence, civilization, and national power following in their train."
Benton continued with an image which, with significant modifi
cations, was to capture the imagination of Americans in the
1840s and 1850s: "In a few years the Rocky Mountains will be
passed, and 'the children of Adam' will have completed the cir
cumambulation of the globe, by marching to the west until they
arrive at the Pacific ocean, in sight of the eastern shore of that
Asia in which their first parents were originally planted."30 More
than a quarter of a century later, Senator Benton celebrated the
accomplishment of his dream, but on that day in the Senate he
lauded "the arrival of the van of the Caucasian race" at the Pa-
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cific as one of the greatest events in the history of the world, and
in his speech he carefully graded the five races of man
kind. 31 For Benton, as for so many others, "the children of
Adam" were to become "the van of the Caucasian race" between
1819 and 1846.

Although Benton in these early years was expansionist, he al
ways held out hope to general humanity. A war with Spain, he
said, "would be the most happy event for ourselves and for the
human race that could now take place." The Floridas and Cuba
would be obtained for the United States, the New World would
be freed from the Old, and a corridor of republics would be
created across North and South America. Even his dream of an
American road to India, although chiefly cast in the most gran
diose commercial terms, envisioned the spreading of republican
ideas. He foresaw happy effects on the people of India, because
close association with the people of the United States would
ameliorate their condition "by making them familiar with the
doctrines of Christianity, and the liberal principles of free and
popular governments."32

Republicanism was at the crux of Benton's arguments as a
young man. He believed a great future for the United States lay
in encouraging the creation of an independent republic west of
the Rockies: "a new republic, composed of her children, speak
ing her language, inheriting her principles, devoted to liberty
and equality, and ready to stand by her side against the com
bined Powers of the old world." Benton thought in Revolution
ary terms of new free republics contending with the monarchies
and tyrannies of Europe. A republic on the Pacific shore of
North America would have "great and wonderful benefits" for
the people of eastern Asia. "Science, liberal principles in govern
ment, and the true religion, might cast their lights across the in
tervening sea. The valley of the Columbia might become the
granary of China and Japan, and an outlet to their imprisoned
and exuberant population. The inhabitants of the oldest and the
newest, the most despotic and the freest Governments, would
become the neighbors, and, peradventure, the friends of each
other." Benton went on to envision the United States' seeking
connections with Asiatic powers against their common enemies
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of freedom in Europe. 33 Benton, of course, was frequently car
ried away by his own bombast {John Quincy Adams called him
"a liar of magnitude beyond the reach of Ferdinand Mendez
Pinto"),34 but the Benton of the 1820s did not yet see the Ameri
cans as simply the vanguard of Caucasian supremacy. He was
vitally interested in trade and in prosperity, but beyond that he
was more interested in republics than in race. As a senator, Ben
ton never abandoned his dream of either a vast, rich trade
across the Pacific or of America's bringing hope to the peoples
of Asia, but never again after the 1820s was he able to conceive
of cooperation with non-white peoples in the same sanguine
terms.

Representative John Floyd of Virginia, who devoted so much
of the 1820s to his unsuccessful campaign for United States oc
cupation of the mouth of the Columbia River, and who was,
like Benton, dazzled by the commercial prospects of such an en
deavor, suggested in 1821 that Chinese immigrants might be at
tracted to the area: "they [the Chinese] would willingly, nay,
gladly, embrace the opportunity of a home in America, where
they have no prejudice, no fears, no restraint in opinion, labor,
or religion."35 Such dreams were to be possible for only a few
more years.

For all the optimism regarding the regeneration of other peo
ples, most enthusiasm was reserved for the idea of populating
the North American continent with a homogenous American
people. This would bring into being a vast nation, or sister re
publics, peopled by white Americans with one language, one
culture, and identical political institutions. And even at a time
when elaborate Indian policies were being shaped with the
avowed intention of preserving the Indians, there was a disturb
ing tendency to think of the North American continent as com
pletely empty. Jefferson even managed to think of the South
American continent without its people when, in the 1780s, he
wrote of the republic as being the nest from which both North
and South America would be peopled. He repeated his thought
in 1801 when he opposed the colonization of blacks in the West.
He looked forward to distant times "when our rapid multiplica
tion will expand itself . . . and cover the whole northern, if not
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the southern continent, with a people speaking the same lan
guage, governed in similar forms, and by similar laws; nor can
we contemplate with satisfaction either blot or mixture on that
surface."36 Jefferson, like so many in the next generation,
skipped lightly over the question of what would happen to the
numerous peoples in North and South America if there was to
be no "blot or mixture" in that vast area.

The emphasis on the special abilities of the people who were
destined to settle the North American continent was also strong,
even in these early years. Henry Clay, who urged the United
States to help the inhabitants of South America share in the
benefits of republican freedom, still had no doubt that the avail
able areas of North America should be peopled by Americans
from the United States. Providence had decreed, he said in
1820, that the whole of this continent, including Texas, was to
be settled (to Clay, as to most other Americans, Indian occu
pancy was not settlement). The only question that remained
was "by whose race shall it be peopled?" Far better that it be set
tled by American freemen than by those under despotism, for
then, even if areas broke away, they would end "with a race
partaking of all our qualities."37 James Monroe also believed
that the citizens of the United States had more wisdom and en
ergy than the inhabitants of other parts of the Americas, al
though he was less interested in the Americans as descendants of
Englishmen than as citizens of a republic. 38

Those Americans who were to settle throughout the Ameri
can continents were usually thought of by their fellow country
men as essentially English in ancestry. Crevecoeur's view of the
American as a new man proved appealing to some nationalists
and to Irish-American politicians who hated the English, but for
the most part American leaders thought of themselves as the
most gifted children of Anglo-Saxon forbears. They believed
not simply in the careless usage which would refer to anyone
from Great Britain as "English," but rather in the stricter sense of
feeling distinct from the Scots, Irish, and Welsh. Jefferson
thought of the Anglo-Saxons as his ancestors, although family
tradition placed his roots close to Mount Snowden in Wales,39
and, in spite of a large immigration of Scots-Irish and Germans
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94 AMERICAN DESTINY

in the eighteenth century, most Americans did not think of
themselves as an amalgam. Still less, of course, did they include
the Afro-Americans in any calculation of themselves as a dis
tinct people. The language and dominant customs of America
were English, and non-English groups were expected to conform
to English culture.

When Jedidiah Morse in 1789 discussed the American people
in his geography, he pointed out that "the greater part . . . are
descended from the English; and, for the sake of distinction, are
called Anglo-Americans." He went on to say that intermingled
with the Anglo-Americans were the Dutch, Scotch, Irish,
French, Germans, Swedes, and Jews, but clearly he did not be
lieve that this intermingling changed the basic character of the
Anglo-American population. 40 The blacks and Indians were, of
course, simply excluded from his considerations when describ
ing the American people.

For the most part, before 1815, the term Anglo-Saxon was
not used to characterize the American population in any racial
sense. The term was well known and often appeared, but it was
used to describe those inhabitants of England before 1066 from
whom the Americans claimed descent and whose institutions
many Americans thought they were emulating. One problem
with using Anglo-Saxon to link Americans and Englishmen be
fore 1815 was the reluctance to praise the English in a contem
porary sense in the direct aftermath of the Revolution and in a
time of badly strained relations and ultimately a second war.
The feeling of "racial" unity with the English was already pres
ent,however, if muted, and when John Randolph, in December
1811, attacked the policies which were leadirig to war against
England, he spoke of antipathies against those "whose blood
runs in our veins; in common with whom we claim Shake
speare, and Newton, and Chatham, for our countrymen; whose
form of government is the freest on earth, our own only ex
cepted; from whom every valuable principle of our own institu
tions has been borrowed - representation, jury trial, voting the
supplies, writs of habeas corpus - our whole civil and criminal
jurisprudence - against our fellow Protestants identified in
blood, in language, in religion with ourselves." In early 1815 he
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made the link even clearer when he wrote that Napoleon could
pride himself on success in "that the seeds of eternal discord are
sown between the two great families of the Anglo-Saxon race."41
To think of belonging to one of the "two great families of the
Anglo-Saxon race" was a commonplace among American politi
cians by 1850; it was, however, still rare in 1815.

It was later asserted that Randolph had been a key figure in
popularizing Anglo-Saxon as a term of current usage, and
throughout his life he thought of the Anglo-Saxons as a distinct
people with a long and distinguished history, flourishing in the
early nineteenth century on both sides of the Atlantic. When
some representatives in Congress in 1824 flirted with the idea of
aid for Greek revolutionaries, Randolph told them that "along
with some most excellent attributes and qualities - the love of
liberty, jury trial, the writ of habeas corpus, and all the bless
ings of free government, that we have derived from our Anglo
Saxon ancestors, we have got not a little of their John Bull, or
rather John Bull Dog spirit - their readiness to fight for any
body, and on any occasion."42

With the easing of British-American difficulties after 1815,
there was a renewed interest in attributes shared by English and
American Anglo-Saxons, but it was still common to combine
pride in an English heritage with hope for the improvement of
the entire human race. New Englander Edward Everett was ex
tremely proud of his English heritage, but he avoided asserting
the innate inferiority of other peoples. His eloquent defense of
the English and their accomplishments was later to be used very
differently by those who had lost his faith in general human im
provability. Speaking at Plymouth in December 1824, he re
counted the history of a unified human race, but he also empha
sized that "our forefathers ... sprang from the country and the
stock, the best adapted to furnish the habits and principles es
sential to the great undertaking" in America, and said that "I
may presume that there is not one who hears me, that does not
regard it as a matter of congratulation and joy, that our fathers
were Englishmen." England, to Everett, was the only European
country where constitutional liberty had enjoyed a stable exis
tence. At Worcester on July 4, 1833, he spoke of the ties that
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bound America to "the land of our fathers." England was a na
tion "of common blood," and there the doctrine of American in
dependence was learned. It germinated in "the hereditary love of
liberty of the Anglo-Saxon race." At Lexington in 1835 he said
t'hat those Americans who had fallen there "stood on the solid
rock of the old liberties of England."43

Everett, though no more a militant expansionist than a be
liever in strict racial categories, also believed fully in America's
continental mission and in its leadership role for the world. As
early as 1824 he spoke of the importance of extending "one gov
ernment, one language, and, substantially, one character, over
so vast a space as the United States." If the American Union sur
vived, the continent would eventually J'be filled up with the
mightiest kindred people known in history."44 A believer in one
human race under God, Everett represented in the 1820s and
1830s what was best in the American sense of mission. His pride
in his own people, descended from the English, at times touched
on the racial and could be used in that way, but he did not con
demn others to extinction or permanent inferiority, and his idea
of progress embraced the people of the entire world.

James Barbour of Virginia similarly believed in America's des
tiny and in the special qualities of its system and its people, but
perhaps even more than Everett he also believed in the capabili
ties of others to share in his dream of progress. Unlike Everett he
feared the effect of unlimited expansion, even if peaceful, on
America's republican institutions. Barbour in 1825 regretted
what he thought was inevitable expansion to Oregon. Fifty
years earlier, he said, the valley of the Mississippi had been like
Oregon; now it was teeming "with a mighty population - a free
and happy people. Their march onward, therefore, to the coun
try of the setting sun, is irresistible." Even if the American peo
ple in the Far West eventually became independent, the United
States could console itself "that all the parts of the great whole
will have been peopled by our kindred, carrying with them the
same language, habits, and unextinguishable devotion to liberty
and republican institutions."45

Everett and Barbour are transitional figures. They praised the
American people as being particularly gifted in the arts of gov-
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ernment, and Everett was happy to embrace English and Ameri
cans in one great Anglo-Saxon family; yet in their view of the
rest of the world, they owed more to the thought of the eigh
teenth than of the nineteenth century. They still believed that
republicanism, good government, and education would trans
form other peoples, and both men emphasized America's duties
more than America's wants.

Yet while some Americans in the years after the Revolution
talked and wrote easily of how they would share with other
peoples the freedoms that had been so happily bestowed on
them, this dream was already being challenged not only by
pride in,a peculiarly English heritage, but also by the reality of
black slavery and warfare with the Indians. Proponents of ex
pansion in the early years after the American Revolution found
it far simpler to think of improving other peoples in abstract
rather than in practical terms. They wrote and spoke most con
fidently of Americans' advancing into supposedly empty areas
and transforming them into bastions of American republican
ism. When presented with an opportunity to spread republican
ideas, they tended to react as Senator Thomas B. Reed of Mis
sissippi had done in opposing participation in the Panama Con
gress, if that body "is to have the power of giving Hayti equal
rank with communities of men composed of the descendants of
the Saxons, the Franks, and ancient Germans."46 Abstract
dreams of universal improvement and cooperation were threat
ened by practical problems inherent in relations between white
Europeans and other peoples and by what at times appeared to
be an unbridgeable gap between the two. The whole of Euro
pean and transatlantic thought was affected by this, but in
America the dramatic proximity of different peoples gave im
mediacy to what was a general problem of European culture in
the first half of the nineteenth century.
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The Other Americans

I consider men who are unacquainted with the savages, like
young women who have read romances, and have as

improper an idea of the Indian character in the one case,
as the female mind has of real life in the other.

The philosopher, weary of the vices of refined life,
thinks to find perfect virtue in the simplicity

of the unimproved state.

Hugh Henry Brackenridge, National Gazette, February 6, 1792

In the late eighteenth and the early nineteenth centuries there
was in America a struggle between a theoretical view of man
kind and race provided by Enlightenment thought and a practi
cal view stimulated by overt contacts between white Americans
and blacks or Indians on the North American continent. Lin
naeus and Blumenbach were as much a part of American
thought as they were of European. Jefferson and his circle inher
ited the Enlightenment view that all mankind was of one
species, and that mankind in general was capable of indefinite
improvement. Before 1815 the prevailing intellectual view in
America as well as in Europe was that environment, not innate
racial differences, accounted for the marked gaps in achieve
ment between different peoples and different nations. This was
the point of view inherited by the Revolutionary generation,
and it was the view supported by American intellectuals in the
early years of the nineteenth century. 1
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The first major American work on racial differences was Sam
uel Stanhope Smith's An Essay on the Causes of the Variety of
Complexion and Figure in the Human Species. This was first
published in 1787 and issued in enlarged form in 1810. Smith de
fended the unity of the human species and argued strongly that
racial differences, including color, could be accounted for by en
vironment. Smith was by far the most influential writer on race
in the American scientific community, and he took issue with
those few writers who in the last decades of the eighteenth cen
tury had defended polygenesis as an explanation of variety
among different peoples; he was particularly intent on refuting
the arguments of Lord Kames and Charles White. Smith's views
dominated the scholarly discussion on race in this post-Revolu
tionary generation. 2 Even John Drayton, governor of South
Carolina, wrote in his 1802 A View of South-Carolina that he
agreed with Smith "that all mankind have originally descended
from one pair; and that a difference of complexion is only pro
duced by change of situation, and a combination of other cir
cumstances."3 Hugh Williamson, in his Observations, in 1811
defended essentially the same point of view and argued that "the
earth has been peopled by a single race of men." Men became
black in a hot climate because that was the color best fitted to a
high temperature: "All the changes that have been made in the
human species; all the differences in colour, shape, and feature
... may doubtless be produced by climate, food, and educa
tion or habits."4

Through the early years of the nineteenth century both reli
gion and science confirmed Americans in the view that mankind
consisted of one human species, that the obvious physical
differences were the result of environment, and that the vast dif
erences in the human condition and accomplishments stemmed
from the same cause. This view was to change radically by
1850. That it did was partially the result of a general change in
western European and transatlantic thought, but the change
also came about because of the peculiarities of the American ex
perience. New racial ideas which influenced the whole of West
ern society in the first half of the nineteenth century fell on espe
cially fertile ground in the United States. Ideas flowed both
ways across the Atlantic in the formative years of the new eth-
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nology. The American experience and American conclusions
drawn from this experience helped to shape western European
attitudes. Racial differences were dramatized in the United
States, for white, black, and red were thrust together from the
earliest settlements. While blacks, of course, were central to the
general development of American thought on race, Indians
were of particular importance in the development of American
racial thought in the context of an expanding and aggressive na
tion. In dealing with the Indians the United States began to for
mulate a rationale of expansion which was readily adaptable to
the needs of an advance over other peoples and to a world role.

Although eighteenth-century intellectual opinion in both Eu
rope and the United States maintained a belief in one human
species and in the capacity for improvement of all varieties of
that species, there is ample evidence to show that the relegation
of American blacks to a fixed and lower racial category was no
simple product of the new scientific ethnology. Long before sci
entists and others developed an intellectual rationale to justify
the permanent inferiority of nonwhites, the process of debasing
blacks had been carried out in the daily life of America, and,
whatever the theory, blacks in practice were not regarded
merely as men and women of a different complexion. Winthrop
Jordan has shown that Englishmen from the very beginning of
their contact with blacks conceived of them in some measure as
a distinct people with particularly strong ties to the animal king
dom. To Englishmen blacks were heathen, savage, and
''beastly.'' Blacks were not simply regarded as debased because
they were slaves: they were also enslaved because of what was
regarded as their different and debased nature. There is consid
erable evidence that by the end of the colonial era the Enlighten
ment view of innate human equality was being challenged on a
practical level in the American colonies. Whites, by the very
laws they passed and the attitudes they assumed, placed blacks
on a different human level. 5

The development of practical racial attitudes in regard to
blacks was temporarily obscured in America in the late eigh
teenth century, both by the prevailing transatlantic Enlighten
ment philosophy and by the course of the American Revolu-
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tion. Many saw the inconsistency in demanding freedom while
holding men in slavery, and the vigorous antislavery movement
of the last decades of the eighteenth century defended the natu
ral rights of Negroes. There was also a vigorous defense of their
natural abilities. The accepted intellectual view was that the
lack of accomplishment among the Negroes could be accounted
for by their original environment and their slave status, much as
their color could be accounted for by climatic factors. 6

While the Revolution helped to stir some to an attack on slav
ery, the necessity of justifying the institution in what was now
regarded as the freest country in the world, under a government
theoretically based on the natural equality of mankind, even
tually helped produce a specific, intellectual condemnation of
the Negro race as separate and inferior. If slavery was to con
tinue then it became essential to demonstrate that the fault lay
with the blacks, not with the whites ..As early as 1784-1785 at
tacks on the institution of slavery produced proslavery petitions
signed by over a thousand Virginians. 7 The intellectual-scientific
climate of the Revolutionary generation favored the public
espousal of a doctrine of innate equality, but there was a persis
tent undercurrent of doubt.

In publicly questioning whether or not Negroes had the same
inherent mental capacities as whites, Jefferson was a rarity
among American intellectuals of his generation. But in his
doubts he better expressed the American attitudes embodied in
the laws and policies of the colonial era than did his fellow intel
lectuals in their repetition of standard Enlightenment environ
mental doctrines. In his Notes on the State of Virginia Jefferson
advanced lias a suspicion only, that the blacks, whether origin
ally a distinct race, or made distinct by time and circumstances,
are inferior to the whites in the endowments both of body and
mind. It is not against experience to suppose, that the different
species of the same genus, or varieties of the same species, may
possess different qualifications." To Jefferson it was impossible
for the blacks to be incorporated into white society. 8

While the orthodox intellectual position was not favorable to
Jefferson's viewpoint, there are indications that here, as in so
many other matters, Jefferson was publicly reflecting what
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many others believed. When Virginian St. George Tucker in
1798 issued a plea for the ending of slavery, he conceded that
Virginians in general thought that the Negroes were mentally in
ferior. He also argued that the blacks, once freed, could not be
incorporated into Virginian society . Jefferson, he said, had
made it clear in his Notes on the State of Virginia why this was
impossible. "If it is true, as Mr. Jefferson seems to suppose,"
wrote Tucker, "that the Africans are really an inferior race of
mankind, will not sound policy advise their exclusion from a so
ciety in which they have not yet been admitted to participate in
civil rights; and even to guard against such admission, at any fu
ture period, since it may eventually depreciate the whole na
tional character?" Tucker thus advocated both gradual emanci
pation and the exclusion of blacks from civil rights. "Though I
am opposed to the banishment of Negroes," he wrote, "I wish
not to encourage their future residence among US."9 Attacks on
slavery, or even confident assertions that the ways in which
blacks differed from whites stemmed merely from environment
and circumstance, did not in the Revolutionary generation lead
to arguments that the blacks should be incorporated into white
society. Since the seventeenth century Americans had pro
ceeded in law and custom as though the blacks were essentially
different. The presence of large numbers of blacks in the de
based condition of slavery and the grassroots white antipathies
toward these blacks clearly made many Americans extremely
receptive to theories of inherent racial difference; indeed it
helped create a scientific attitude of mind that was willing, even
anxious, to develop such theories.

The American school of ethnology that gradually developed
in the years to mid-century, and ultimately advanced arguments
for polygenesis and for superior and inferior races, was partici
pating in a general shift of Western culture toward racialist
thinking, but the vigor with which it espoused the new ideas
stemmed also from its presence in an existing multiracial and
unequal society. Since at least the sixteenth century the English
had been a confident, arrogant people. This confidence had
been fed by success. In America it was also fed by the prospects
of an apparently limitless potential on a boundless continent. In
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the seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries the blacks were
merely a useful form of labor - a form of labor which caused
embarrassment and unease only by stirring in whites atavistic
fears of blackness and bestiality. In an age of natural rights and
Revolution America's black slaves became a far greater embar
rassment, for they marred the republican perfection of the new
nation. But antislavery thought never grew strong enough to
overcome slavery in areas with large black populations. The
foreign slave trade could be abolished, because while appeasing
moral qualms and giving a victory to those who vigorously sup
ported the antislavery cause, it also helped to keep blacks from
coming to America. Soon, however, many Americans eagerly
grasped at new racial theories which placed the onus of black
slavery on the blacks themselves; they were slaves because their
innate ability best fitted them to be slaves.

While the presence of large numbers of blacks made Ameri
cans particularly receptive to arguments defending innate differ
ences between races, the American Indian was of more direct
relevance for the development of an ideology of American ex
pansion. If the Americans were a providential people destined
to regenerate the other peoples of the world, then the American
Indians became the first test. They occupied the land which
Jefferson intended to transform into an empire for liberty.

From the beginning of English settlement in America, there
had been a dual image of the North American Indians. There
had always been both an admiration for the supposed simple
life as well as hatred for "savage" violence. The Puritans at first
had high hopes of saving souls in North America and at first
thought in terms of Indian acculturation. Their position was, of
course, completely ethnocentric. They believed the Indians
would readily give up their way of life and gladly accept the
God and the civilization that was being offered to them. A rapid
disillusionment set in as the Indians protected their way of life
and land by warfare. Throughout the colonies the Indians came
to be viewed as a stumbling block to civilization, and in New
England they were viewed with particular hatred as agents of
the devil. In general the Indians by the latter years of the seven
teenth century were despised because they had tried to remain
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Indian and had shown little desire to become Christian gentle
men. The Indians could therefore be thrown off the land, mis
treated, or slaughtered, because in rejecting the opportunities
offered to them they had shown that they were sunk deep in ir
redeemable savagery. In practice, like the blacks, they were re
garded as different human beings even when there was no gen
eral rationale to explain any racial differences. 1o

In the eighteenth century, attitudes toward the Indian were
modified both because of the changing nature of American soci
ety and because of the impact of European ideas. In America in
the eighteenth century the frontier began to move away from
the eastern seaboard. Some areas were now completely free
from Indian attack or even contact, and some colonials began to
appreciate the Indians from a distance, developing an interest in
the Indian way of life and praising aspects of Indian culture.
This greater detachment of those on the eastern seaboard
blended in with the developing view of mankind emerging in the
eighteenth century from the European Enlightenment. By the
mid-eighteenth century the prevailing intellectual view of the
Indian in both Europe and America was an optimistic one. At
the basis of this optimism was the Enlightenment view that all
mankind was of one species, and that mankind in general was
capable of indefinite improvement. If the Indians had the same
innate capacity as the Europeans, then their IJsavage" state could
be regarded as temporary. Those observers, such as Bernard
Romans, who were prepared to argue that the Indians were a
separate species were not in the main line of learned opinion in
either Europe or the United States. 11

Some were prepared to argue not merely that the Indians
were capable of improvement, but that the state in which they
were existing was an especially felicitous one. This idea had ex
isted in some form since the time of the first contacts, but in the
eighteenth century the idea of the Indian as a noble savage, re
vealing in his splendid simplicity the weaknesses and vices of an
effete Europe, became a major theme of European creative writ
ers. The image also permeated a variety of other works, even
those of many travelers and observers who purported to be giv
ing an accurate description of Indian life. 12 In practical terms,
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however, the image of the Indian as a noble savage to be ad
mired and even emulated, although influential in American lit
erature into the mid-nineteenth century, was less important for
the actual shaping of an ideology of expansion than the ideas of
those who saw the Indian as an improvable being who could
and should be taught the virtues of the American way of life.
American intellectuals of the eastern seaboard accepted this En
lightenment view of the Indian and were sensitive to any Euro
pean attacks on the Indian which denigrated the New World as
a whole. When Buffon and De Pauw wrote of the degeneracy of
animal life in the New World and of the Indian as an inferior
form of mankind, they were vigorously rebutted by the Ameri
cans, most notably Jefferson, who thought of America as an
arena for the general improvement of mankind, not its debase
ment. Because the attack on the Indian by the European believ
ers in degeneracy was part of a general attack on the New
World, it had to be rebutted by patriotic Americans anxious to
defend their continent and their new country.13

In shaping an Indian policy the Americans of the Revolution
ary generation had their first experience of discovering what the
creation of an American empire for liberty meant to other peo
ples. A great new nation was to rise up on the North American
continent. What was to be the place of the Indians within this
nation? From the time of the Revolution it was apparent that the
attitude of America's leaders on the eastern seaboard was not
the attitude of the actual empire builders, and ultimately the at
titudes of the empire builders, not the leaders of the Revolution
ary generation, were to prevail.

For the leaders of the new America the ideas of progress in
herent in the Enlightenment took on a peculiarly powerful form.
American leaders argued that they could offer the Indians a
cleansed version of European civilization. The impact of En
lightenment ideas was of particular importance because so
many of the early American governmental leaders were fully
aware of, and even contributed to, the most important eigh
teenth-century transatla!ltic intellectual currents. Men who
were intellectuals as well as politicians were decisive in the for
mulation of the theoretical basis of early American Indian policy.
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Those Americans who lived on the eastern seaboard and
thought in Atlantic and universal terms were able to separate
the practical horrors and violence of border warfare from the
theoretical problems of Indian relations. They often had a sense
of perspective which enabled them to see the violence and faults
of American frontiersmen and to observe that the Indians were
fighting to protect their lands and families. American leaders, of
course, did not want to stop the expansion westward, but in the
post-Revolutionary years they wished to work out policies that
by saving and transforming the Indians would show to the
world that America was carrying out its announced mission.
The leaders of the early s~venteenth century had seen the In
dians as souls to be saved; the leaders of the post-Revolutionary
generation saw the Indians as fellow human beings who could
and would be raised on the scale of human society. Enlighten
ment theory was to be carried out in practice in America.
Above all else America's leaders wanted a prosperous, power
ful, expanding America, for this they believed would be for the
good of the world. But it was an America in which they could
envisage transformed Indians, Indians who would be indistin
guishable in their way of life from the farmers who surrounded
them. The leadership of the United States until 1829 came from
the eastern seaboard and conceived of mankind in eighteenth
century terms. As they viewed the illimitable regions of the
West they could see no reason why the advance of white settlers
across the continent could not be compatible with the presence
of Indians who had been transformed from "savages" to civilized
beings. And it was in thinking of a future America where there
would be transformed Indians that the eastern intellectual and
political elite differed most sharply from those hundreds of
thousands of Americans who were engaged in carving new
states out of the North American continent, and who were to
play an increasingly large part in American politics and diplo
macy in the forty years after the Revolution.

In adopting the idea that to civilize the Indians would be the
first American triumph in transforming mankind, the leaders of
the United States made it clear that they felt the eyes of the
world were upon them. Henry Knox, secretary of war under
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Washington, wrote in 1793 that "if our modes of population and
War destroy the tribes the disinterested part of mankind and
posterity will be apt to class the effects of our Conduct and that
of the Spaniards in Mexico and Peru together - ." When he re
signed at the end of the following year, Knox showed a sensitiv
ity not only to contemporary opinion but also to posterity. "A
future historian," he wrote, "may mark the causes of this de
struction of the human race in sable colors."14

From the late 1780s on Knox, in his public utterances and in
his speeches and letters to the Indians, said that the national pol
icy of the United States was to civilize the Indian tribes. This
civilization policy meant, of course, making the Indians into
Americans. The ideal was that of an American agrarian society.
Ignoring the extensive agricultural development among the In
dian tribes with which the United States was in contact, Knox
and other national leaders of the period placed the whole con
frontation in the simple context of a primitive hunting society,
on a lower stage of human evolution, encountering an Ameri
can agrarian society at the highest stage of human development.
The Indians were to be civilized by the adoption of private
property, by the men's farming in the American manner, by the
women's learning to spin and weave, and by the introduction of
a Christian education. Knox asserted in 1792 that the United
States wanted the opportunity to impart to the Indians "all the
blessings of civilized life, of teaching you to cultivate the earth,
and raise corn; to raise oxen, sheep, and other domestic ani
mals; to build comfortable houses, and to educate your chil
dren, so as ever to dwell upon the land."ls

The full expression of this philosophy of an expansion that
would transform the Indians came with the presidency of
Thomas Jefferson. Whatever the practical doubts Jefferson had
regarding the black slaves surrounding him, he allowed his the
oretical view of mankind full reign in regard to the more distant
Indians. His was the classic Enlightenment position, and he
wrote in the 1780s that "proofs of genius given by the Indians of
N. America, place them on a level with Whites in the same un
cultivated state." Like Knox, Jefferson ignored the agricultural
aspects of Indian society and preached the adoption of agricul-
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ture and private property as the path to civilization. "Let me en
treat you therefore," he told a delegation of Indians in 1808, "on
the lands now given you to begin to give every man a farm, let
him enclose it, cultivate it, build a warm house on it, and when
he dies let it belong to his wife and children after him."16

Where Jefferson differed from Knox and from most of his con
temporaries was in the enthusiasm with which he favored the
bringing of civilization, and in the manner in which he pushed
the theory to its logical conclusion by arguing for the physical
absorption of the Indians within the American population. Af
ter telling the Indians to adopt farming and private property, he
asserted "you will become one people with us; your blood will
mix with ours: and will spread with ours over this great island."
Jefferson told the Delaware, Mohicans, and Munsees: "You will
unite yourselves with us, and we shall all be Americans." Jeffer
son's secretary of war, Henry Dearborn, generally echoed his
president's doctrines. He believed that the progress of civiliza
tion among the Indians before 1803 was proof of the practicabil
ity of destroying all distinctions between Indians and "civilized
people."17

The philosophy argued for so eloquently by Jefferson re
mained the official hope of the United States until the
mid-1820s, and for some the hope persisted throughout the
nineteenth century. Secretary of War William Harris Crawford
reported to the Senate in 1816 that it was the desire of the gov
ernment "to draw its savage neighbors within the pale of civili
zation." A similar attitude was expressed in 1818 by Representa
tive Henry Southard. "In the present state of our country," he
wrote, "one of two things seems to be necessary, either that
those sons of the forest should be moralized or exterminated.
Humanity would rejoice at the former, but shrink with horror
from the latter. "18

While America's leaders of the post-Revolutionary generation
incorporated the Enlightenment view of mankind as an integral
objective of their Indian policy, there is ample evidence that this
view was being rejected in America by those who were actually
encountering the Indians. Long before science provided a ra
tionale for rejecting the Indians as equal human beings, Ameri-
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ca's empire builders regarded the Indians as "violent savages"
and as much less than inherently equal members of the human
species. As Southerners had come to accept the idea of blacks as
inherently "different," in spite of the assertions of an intellectual
elite, Westerners built their own image of the Indian, which
contrasted sharply with the eighteenth-century intellectual
transatlantic view. The practical groundwork for the rejection
of ideas defending the inherent equality of all human beings had
been firmly laid in the United States by the end of the eighteenth
century. American science after 1815 was to confirm for many
Americans beliefs they already held. The practical rejection of
the Enlightenment view of mankind at an early date is obscured
by the eagerness with which an American intellectual elite ac
cepted it. 19

The greater detachment of many eastern leaders had been
made possible by the advance of settlement out of the coastal
plain into the piedmont and ultimately into and across the Ap
palachians. In the eighteenth century a new and nonfrontier
America developed along the eastern seabo'ard. As Indian dan
gers'disappeared a settled way of live developed, and intellec
tuals were given the leisure and detachment to comment on and
participate in the views of the European theorists . Yet by the
middle of the eighteenth century, a renewed Indian struggle to
protect their lands developed on a frontier which had now be
come detached from the eastern centers of population. The An
glo-French struggles of the mid-1740s to 1760 were deeply en
twined in Indian warfare, Pontiac's uprising renewed it in 1763,
and from Dunmore's War in 1774 to Wayne's victory at Fallen
Timbers in 1794 there were constant and bloody border strug
gles. In the West the conflicts of the Revolution continued un
abated after the achievement of independence. As American
pioneers pushed farther from the eastern centers of population,
they felt increasingly neglected by the eastern elite. Scots-Irish
in Pennsylvania attacked the pacifism of Quaker leaders, fron
tiersmen in the valleys of east Tennessee saw little merit in a
North Carolina government that neglected their defense, and
Kentuckians were to take matters into their own hands as they
despaired of help from Virginia.
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The border warfare of the Revolutionary era both fascinated
and horrified the pioneers and their descendants. The heroes
and villains of this struggle were to fill the popular literature and
pioneer histories of the next hundred years. The horrors of the
Wyoming Valley, the heroes of Boonesborough, the disaster at
Blue Licks became a vital part of the history and mythology of
the next generations. Essential to this legacy was a deep hatred
of the Indians with whom the frontiersmen had contended.
When in 1794 the new territorial assembly of Tennessee peti
tioned Congress for a declaration of war on the Creeks and the
Cherokees, they stated that there was scarcely "a man of this
body, but can recount a dear wife or child, an aged parent or
near relation, massacred by the hands of these blood-thirsty na
tions, in their houses or fields." The assembly reminded Con
gress that "citizens who live in poverty on the extreme frontiers,
were as entitled to be protected in their lives, their families and
little property, as those who were in luxury, ease and affluence
in the great and opulent eastern cities."20 These men scoffed at
Enlightenment ideas of Indian equality and improvability.

Hatred of the Indians and an avid desire for their lands were
common sentiments in the frontier regions. Arthur St. Clair,
later to be governor of the Northwest Territory, commented in
1774 from western Pennsylvania that "it is the most astonishing
thing in the world the disposition of the common people of this
country; actuated by the most savage cruelty, they wantonly
perpetrate crimes that are a disgrace to humanity." Fourteen
years later he still despaired of peace with the Indians. "Our set
tlements are extending themselves so fast on every quarter
where they can be extended; our pretensions to the country they
inhabit have been made known to them in so unequivocal a
manner, and the consequences are so certain and so dreadful to
them, that there is little probability of there ever being any cor
diality between US."21

Even Revolutionary dangers did not slow the avid desire for
land and the disregard of Indian humanity. In 1777, when Con
gress was particularly anxious to keep peace on the borders,
Colonel George Morgan wrote to John Hancock that parties of
settlers had gathered to massacre· even friendly Indians at their
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hunting grounds, and that it was "not uncommon to hear even
those who ought to know better, express an ardent desire for an
Indian war, on account of the fine lands those poor people pos
sess."22 In 1791, at the time George Washington and Henry
Knox were beginning to shape an Indian policy based on ideas
of national honor and the spreading of civilization, it was re
ported from Fort Pitt that a party of volunteer militia had killed
four friendly Indians-three men and a woman. "Although this
action appears very much like deliberate murder," wrote Isaac
Craig, "yet it is approved of, I believe, by a majority of people
on the Ohio."23

The Kentuckians, who had suffered greatly from Indian at
tacks during the Revolution, hated the Indians with a passion.
When in 1786 Colonel Benjamin Logan led an expedition north
ward across. the Ohio to attack Indian villages, the friendly
Shawnee chief Moluntha was murdered although he came for
ward carrying the American flag and holding out the articles of
the United States-Shawnee treaty signed earlier that year. 24 Ma
jor John Hamtramck's comment in 1790 was that even if a treaty
could be signed that spring "the people of our frontier will cer
tainly be the first to break it. The people of Kentucky will carry
on private expeditions against the Indians and kill them when
ever they meet them, and I do not believe there is a jury in all
Kentucky who would punish a man for it ... the thirst of war is
the dearest inheritance an Indian receives from his parents, and
vengeance that of the Kentuckians, hostility must then be the re
sult on both sides."25

The Kentucky attitudes were echoed throughout Tennessee.
John Sevier in 1785 wrote to the governor of North Carolina to
defend the murderer of an Indian. "I can't pretend to say what
he might have done," wrote Sevier, "but must believe, that had
any other person met with the same insult from one of those
bloody savages, who have so frequently murdered the wives
and children of the people of this country for many years past, I
say had they been possessed of that manly and soldierly spirit
that becomes an American, they must have acted like
Hubbard."26 A basic motive for the attempt to create the inde
pendent state of Franklin in the mid-1780s was the feeling that
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the inhabitants of eastern Tennessee had been deserted by the
North Carolinians, who did not understand the perils of frontier
life. One resident defended the separation movement with the
comment that the Franklinites "say that North-Carolina has not
treated us like a parent, but like a step-dame. She means to sac
rifice us to the Indian savages."27

Those Americans who had been exposed to Indian attacks en
dorsed the views attributed to the whole population by British
observer John Smyth: "The white Americans also have the most
rancorous antipathy to the whole race of Indians, and nothing is
more common than to hear them talk of extirpating them totally
from the face of the earth, men, women, and children." The
French soldier Chastellux expressed a similar opinion when he
said that the reason the inhabitants of New York had taken up
arms and displayed courage was that they were "animated by an
inveterate hatred against the Indians, whom the English always
sent ahead of their own armies."28

Significantly, the first prominent literary figure of the trans
Appalachian West, Hugh Henry Brackenridge, reflected in his
writings popular frontier hatred of the Indians rather than the
more benign view of the Indians presented by the Enlightenment
tradition. His novel Modern Chivalry achieved great popularity
beyond the mountains, although it never won a comparable
reputation along the eastern seaboard. Brackenridge was raised
in York County, Pennsylvania, and educated at Princeton, but
the major part of his career was spent in Pittsburgh. It has been
suggested that some of his anti-Indian prejudice possibly
stemmed from witnessing Indian attacks in York County; cer
tainly his experiences in Pittsburgh after 1781 confirmed his pre
judices. 29 Even before he moved to Pittsburgh he attacked the
idea that the Indians should have a right "to a soil which they
have never cultivated" and wrote of the Indians "as sunk be
neath the dignity of human "nature," though they "bear resem
blance and are seen in the shape of men." His attacks took on a
particular virulence, however, after he moved west. 30

The incident that confirmed Brackenridge in unremitting hos
tility toward the Indians was the death by torture of Colonel
William Crawford in 1782. This episode epitomized for many
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frontiersmen all the horrors of Indian war and captivity. Craw
ford, a prominent figure in western Pennsylvania, in 1782 led an
expedition against the Indian towns at Sandusky in what is now
northern Ohio. His expedition was routed, Crawford was cap
tured, and was tortured to death by fire over several hours.
This, of course, had happened to others, but Crawford was well
known, and two who escaped from the Indians gave detailed ac
counts, including a vivid description of his death. It was this de
scription which transformed Simon Girty, who was present at
the torture scene and taunted Crawford, from being one of a
number of frontier renegades into the supreme frontier villain of
the Revolutionary era.

Brackenridge arranged for the publication of the two ac
counts. In his letter transmitting the narratives for publication
he made a once-famous remark that he was also adding some
observations on "the animals vulgarly called Indians ... having
an opportunity to know something of the character of this race
of men, from the deeds they perpetrate daily round me."31 The
introduction to the book form of the narratives stated that they
might be useful in inducing the government to take some steps
to chastise and suppress the Indians, "and from hence they will
see that the nature of an Indian is fierce and cruel, and that an
extirpation of them would be useful to the world, and honor
able to those who can effect it."32

When in 1786 Congress appointed a superintendent for the
Indians north of the Ohio, Brackenridge commented that he
doubted the Indian savages could be restrained by the giving of
presents: "It would be for the good of the country," he wrote,
"if, when the blankets and leggins come, the superintendent
would give them to some of the poor women and children
whose husbands and fathers have been murdered in the war."33
Brackenridge in the early 1790s was prepared to take issue with
those who wrote in praise of the Indians. "I consider men who
are unacquainted with the savages, like young women who
have read romances, and have as improper an idea of the Indian
character in the one case, as the female mind has of real life in
the other. The philosopher, weary of the vices of refined life,
thinks to find perfect virtue in the simplicity of the unimproved
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state." At about the same time Brackenridge was urging the con
quest of Canada in order to cut off British support for the In
dians. 34

Brackenridge's indictment of the philosophical attitude was
echoed in 1808 by the editor of a collection of captivity and
atrocity stories: "The philosopher who speaks with delight, of
the original simplicity, and primitive innocence of mankind,
may here learn, that man, uncivilized and barbarous, is even
worse than the most ferocious wolf or panther of the forest.
That men of philosophic minds, feeling in themselves the im
pulse of humanity entertain such mistaken notions of the Indi
ans, is evident from the writings of many."35 Although the In
dian policy of Washington, Jefferson, and Monroe was based on
ideas of improvability stemming from the eighteenth-century
Enlightenment, eventually it was reshaped by the resistance and
pressure of the frontier states and their inhabitants.

In the states that confronted the Indian in the last decades of
the eighteenth century, the Indian was often regarded as an ex
pendable, inferior savage. The rhetoric of improvability and as
similation did not convince the Georgians or the Tennesseans.
They did not want a government civilization policy that perpet
uated Indians on their lands. They wanted to expel Indians, not
transform them.

When after 1789 American leaders, influenced by Enlighten
ment thought, increasingly turned to a policy that tried to com
bine expansion with permanent occupancy by transformed Indi
ans, they were thwarted by an American population greedy for
land. Those Americans who pressed forward rapidly into new
areas believed the Indians unworthy to retain land they did not
use in the European manner. And as the Indians desperately
fought to preserve the lands they lived on from white encroach
ment, their "savage" actions were used to condemn them. The
white failure to temper greed with morality was transferred to
the Indians, and frontiersmen urged the government to remove
or eliminate the "savage," "beastlike" Indians who resisted their
advance.

The official Indian policy espoused by Washington and Jeffer
son failed. It soon became apparent that even Jefferson himself
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believed the rapid move westward of white Americans to be far
more important than the attempt to civilize Indians. Jefferson
convinced himself that reducing Indian landholdings as rapidly
as possible was the quickest way to force the tribes to assume
white culture. Throughout his two administrations he ignored
the reality of Indian degradation under ever more rapid white
pressure and wrote and talked of a success in "civilizing" the In
dians that was based more on his abstract dreams than it was on
the practical realities of Indian relations in the period of William
Henry Harrison and Tecumseh.

While Enlightenment hopes were collapsing in the West in
bloody border battles and hatreds, they were foundering in the
South on the rock of the widespread presence of blacks. In the
West violence engendered by the white advance was used to
condemn the Indians who had been provoked to resist; in the
South the degradation engendered by slavery was used as a jus
tification for continuing the enslavement. As yet these grass
roots beliefs did not have their own intellectual rationale, but
they were to get one in the generation after 1815. The supposed
lessons of the American experience hastened the collapse of En
lightenment theory and helped produce scientific theories of
black and Indian inferiority. Along with this debasement of
other races was to come an enhancement of the white race as
superior, in particular an enhancement of the American Anglo
Saxon "race." For a moment in the heat of Revolutionary enthu
siasm, it appeared that the American mission was to be a mis
sion for all mankind, but the practical realities of both slavery
and expansion soon made it apparent that the mission was more
parochial, and that nationalistic and personal desires were to
overwhelm universal hopes.
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Superior and
Inferior Races

History and observation both teach that . . . the Mongol,
the Malay, the Indian, and the Negro, are now and have

been in all ages and places inferior to the Caucasian.

Josiah C. Nott, Two Lectures (1844)

Although American intellectuals in 1815 generally accepted the
environmental view of racial differences which they had inher
ited from the European Enlightenment, there were already signs
that informed American opinion was ready to provide a scien
tific rationale for what was believed by many of those in direct
contact with blacks and Indians. In providing this rationale
American scientists were clearly participating in a general inter
est in racial differences that dominated western thought by the
1850s; but they were also responding to needs within American
society itself. By the 1840s the American theorists on race were
providing a mass of material defending innate differences be
tween races; these ideas were sweeping all before them in Amer
ica and were being used in Europe by those who were challeng
ing the long-established views on the unity of the human race.

As early as 1808 Dr. John Augustine Smith attacked Samuel
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Stanhope Smith's environmentalism in college lectures in New
York city, 1 but the first well-publicized onslaught was that of
Dr. Charles Caldwell. Caldwell was an opinionated and argu
mentative physician, who from 1811 to the middle of the cen
tury consistently and loudly defended the cause of innate racial
differences. He published a great deal on a variety of subjects
and lectured extensively throughout the country. A North Car
olinian who had received his medical education at the Univer
sity of Pennsylvania, Caldwell was professor of natural history
at that university before moving to Kentucky in 1819. There he
became a prominent member of the medical profession, first at
Transylvania University and from 1837 on at a new medical
school he founded in Louisville. 2

Caldwell first attacked Smith's views in 1811 and was unre
lenting in his onslaught on environmentalism. He later called
Smith's Essay "one of the most fallacious productions I have
ever perused." The crux of Caldwell's objection was that races
could not be altered by environment, and he quickly found him
self the center of controversy as the religious orthodox claimed
he ·was attacking the idea of the original unity of the human
race, which meant, of course, a challenge to Genesis. In later
articles Caldwell denied attacking religion, simply stating that
climate could not account for the distinction between races; di
vine involvement had been needed. 3 During the next forty years
most American scientists who argued for innate, irreversible
differences between races tried to avoid a direct attack on the Bi
ble. Often they argued that because God had originally created
Adam and Eve he could also have interposed at a later date to
create racial diversity. This usually did not satisfy the religious
orthodox, who correctly surmised that any attack on the unity
of the human race would ultimately bring a direct challenge to
Genesis. Many of Samuel Stanhope Smith's friends and sup
porters never forgave Caldwell for his attack on the environ
mental theory, for they connected Smith's death in 1819 with his
distress at the attack. 4

After Caldwell moved to Transylvania University, he re
newed his advocacy of innate differences between. races, both
continuing in the manner of his original attack and appearing as
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an enthusiastic supporter of the new science of phrenology.
Caldwell went to Paris in 1821 to buy books and apparatus for
the Transylvania medical school. There he met Gall and Spurz
heim, attended Spurzheim's lectures, and became an ardent con
vert to their doctrines. When he came back to America he
quickly began to spread phrenological theories. He inaugurated
a series of lectures on phrenology in the Transylvania medical
school, traveled extensively throughout the United States to de
liver lectures, and also published both on phrenology and on
general racial matters. By the end of the 1830s he was the best
known American phrenologist, and Scotsman George Combe,
the leading European phrenologist, traveled to Louisville to
meet him on his tour of the United States. Other American
physicians, such as Dr. John Bell and Dr. B. H. Coates, helped
to popularize phrenology in America in these early years, but it
was Caldwell who did the most to generate interest in the sub
ject and used it to advance supposedly empirical proofs of the
innate differences between races. 5

By 1830 Caldwell was well known for his pronouncements on
race in both his phrenological and in his general scientific writ
ings. In the late 1820s he examined the heads of parties of Indi
ans, compared them to Indian skulls found in western mounds,
and reached the conclusion that "when the wolff the buffalo aDd
the panther shall have been completely domesticated, like the
dog, the cow, and the household cat, then, and not before, may
we expect to see the full-blooded Indian civilized, like the white
man." Advances among Indians, he argued, had been among
half-breeds and the more white blood, the more civilization.
"The only efficient scheme to civilize the Indians," argued Cald
well, "is to cross the breed. Attempt any other and you will ex
tinguish the race."6

When in 1830 Caldwell published his Thoughts on the
Original Unity of the Human Race, he tried to reach a broader
audience by making it a general work on racial differences
rather than an analysis based on phrenological principles. His
intent, he confidently announced, was to refute Prichard's Re
searches into the Physical History of Man, the most important
contemporary work on the unity of the human species. Cald-
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well now felt confident enough to make a direct challenge to
those who defended the origin of mankind as depicted in Gene
sis. He argued that God had created not one but four original
species - Caucasian, Mongolian, Indian, and African - and that
he 'had made them superior and inferior. This, he said, should
not encourage injustice between races: "The Caucasians are not
justified in either enslaving the Africans or destroying the Indi
ans, merely because their superiority in intellect and war en
ables them to do SO."7 In the course of his book, however, Cald
well made it very clear that he assumed innate inferiority led
inevitably to these results.

At the heart of Caldwell's argument was the assertion that the
accepted biblical chronology was incompatible with what his
torical research was demonstrating about the antiquity of racial
differences. This chronological problem was to be used many
times in the next twenty-five years by those who attacked the
original unity of mankind and often by those like Samuel G.
Morton and Josiah C. Nott who had, a far higher standing in the
scientific community than Caldwell. Caldwell pointed out that
according to the chronology accepted by the orthodox, Noah
and his family had come out of the ark 4179 years ago (he ad
ded, modestly, "they are believed to be Caucasian"). It could
also be shown by the Egyptologists that 3445 years ago a nation
of Ethiopians had existed near Egypt. Thus since the very earli
est times the races of mankind had 'been distinct. 8 The problem
was to be formulated more elaborately, but again and again
during the next decades the same basic question was to be asked
of the religious orthodox: How could whites and blacks have
become so distinct in less than two thousand years after the sup
posed date of the Creation?

The Caucasian, Caldwell argued, must at one time have been
as "uninstructed" as the African or the Indian. He had out
stripped the others because he was "superior to them in native
intellectual faculties." The African and the Indian were "inferiorly
organized and endowed." In discussing the Africans he used the
centuries-old white argument that there was a close link be
tween the blacks and the apes, asserting that in the genital or
gans the black "resembles the ape fully as much as he does the
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Caucasian."9 Efforts to civilize the Indian were a waste of time:
"The years of his race are not only numbered; they are compara
tively few." When improvements among the Indians occurred, it
was to be ascribed chiefly to racial interbreeding. The Indians as
Indians were doomed; "Civilization is destined to exterminate
them, in common with the wild animals."lO This view of the In
dians had long been that of much of the general population
throughout the western region in which Caldwell now taught.

For Caldwell the Caucasian race was without any question in
nately superior: nature had been "less bounteous" not only to
the Africans and the Indians, but also to the Mongolians and
Malays. "To the Caucasian race," he wrote, "is the world in
debted for all the great and important discoveries, inventions,
and improvements, that have been made in science and the
arts."ll Caldwell's open defense of polygenesis and his vigorous
discussion of superior and inferior races was new in America in
1830. It was to become commonplace by 1850, and Caldwell's
words were to be echoed in a variety of ways by scientists and
popular writers who claimed to be basing their arguments on far
more extensive and different scientific evidence.

The most influential American scientific writing defending in
nate racial differences was not to appear until after 1839, but
public assertions of the existence of superior and inferior races
increased rapidly in the 1830s. At first the main scientific evi
dence was advanced by those interested in phrenology, which in
the 1830s had an intellectual as well as popular vogue in the
United States. When Spurzheim traveled to the United States in
1832, he was received enthusiastically by many of the eastern
intellectual elite, and when the visit ended in his unexpected
death, his Boston funeral was a major public occasion. The in
tellectual interest continued until the extensive American lecture
tour of George Combe at the end of the decade. Only in the
1840s did scholarly opinion begin to move away from phrenol
ogy as the "practical phrenologists" emphasized the commercial
and fortune-telling aspects of the readings of heads and
"bumps."12

Like their European contemporaries, the American phrenolo
gists were optimistic about the possibilities of improvement for
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those who had a sound basic structure of the brain; but they
also argued that nonwhite races had structures that were funda
mentally deficient, and that they could not be developed to the
level of the white brain. Most phrenologists ignored the prob
lem of the original unity or multiplicity of races and simply as
serted that physical comparison of the head or skull of the
different races revealed basic differences. In the 1820s and 1830s
the phrenologists were in the vanguard of those who perceived
innate physical differences between the races, and although
their specific analysis of the brain was eventually rejected by
American scientists, they at first exerted considerable influence
by their supposed empirical comparison of physical structure.
Until the 1840s many Americans of impeccable scientific reputa
tion thought that phrenology was a valid approach to the physi
cal comparison of individuals and races.

One of the first general American works of phrenology was
that of George Calvert in 1832. Calvert carefully listed thirty
five faculties, represented in different parts of the brain, that
controlled a variety of human thoughts, desires, and emotions.
He emphasized that the general phrenological doctrine was that
a small brain could not manifest a powerful mind; the mind
could be developed by education, but its effects were limited by
the original organization: "No skill or education or control of
outward circumstances could ever enlarge to excellence the in
tellectual capacity of an individual with a brain like that of the
New Hollander; nor depress to inferiority that of an individual
with one like Gothe."13 The accusation of inferior basic "organi
zation" was typical of the analyses of the phrenologists and
affected writings that were not specifically phrenological in
type. In a general work on the connection between religion and
health, Amariah Brigham pointed out in 1835 that "the dark col
ored races" (he included the American Indian) had been unre
ceptive to the missionaries because their "physical organization"
was unsuitable. A basic element in this deficient organization
was "the organ of the mind." In the dark races of man, the ante
rior and superior portions of the head were depressed. Accord
ingly, although improvement, and even great improvement,
was possible, this would take generations and even centuries. 14
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It was neither circumstances nor environment but specific, in
herent physical differences that accounted for the failure of the
non-Caucasian races to achieve Christianity and civilization.
Phrenologists helped convince many other scientists as well as
laymen that there were specific differences between races.

The intellectual defense of innate racial differences received a
further boost in the 1830s by the widespread southern defense of
slavery. Southern apologists of the institution developed an ar
ray of arguments to demonstrate specific and permanent Negro
inferiority. The tacit assumptions of Negro "difference" and in
feriority which had permeated the colonial period now for the
first time were shaped into a coherent racial theory. It is a com
monplace to point out that the catalyst for this southern defense
of its institution was the launching of a northern abolitionist at
tack in the 1830s, and this certainly stimulated vigorous south
ern rebuttals; but in a larger sense the Southerners were sharing
in, and taking advantage of, the general shift toward racialist
thinking in Europe and the United States. This racialist thinking
was used to justify far more than the southern institution of
slavery. It served to defend the subordination or even extermin
ation of non-European peoples throughout the world and was
believed by Europeans to explain the ever-increasing gulf in
power and progress that separated them from the peoples they
were overrunning. The overt intellectual argument for innate
black inferiority was being developed in America before the full
surge of abolitionism, it was not restricted to the South in the
1830s and 1840s, and it was not peculiar to those who wished to
defend slavery .15

As early as 1826 Dr. Thomas Cooper of South Carolina Col
lege had written privately that "I do not say the blacks are a dis
tinct race: but I have not the slightest doubt of their being an in
ferior variety of the human species and not capable of the same
improvement as the whites." He believed that "the inferiority of
natural intellect among the blacks cannot be denied . . . They
are not capable of much mental improvement, or of literary or
scientific acquirement .16

The full flowering of southern attacks on the idea of innate
black equality came, however, only after the Virginia debates
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on the gradual emancipation of slaves in 1831 and 1832. The
idea that there were those in Virginia still willing to urge the ab
olition of slavery aroused sharp fears among Southerners. One
speaker in the Virginia legislature seized on the old comparison
with dogs to attack the absurdity of emancipation and equality.
"Nor do I believe in that Fan-faronade about the natural equal
ity of man," said William H. Roane. "I do not believe that all
men are by nature equal, or that it was in the power of human
art to make them so. I no more believe that the flat-nosed,
woolly-headed black native of the deserts of Africa, is equal to
the straight-haired white man of Europe, than I believe the
stupid, scentless greyhound is equal to the noble generous dog
of Newfoundland."17 From 1832 on a steady stream of southern
works defended slavery, and many of them contributed to the
idea of the innate inequality of all races. In condemning blacks
southern propagandists helped stimulate other racial categoriza
tions.

The most influential pamphlet to be inspired by the Virginia
debates was Thomas R. Dew's Review of the Debate. Dew's
work was more ca'utious on the racial issue than Caldwell's ear
lier Thoughts. Dew's main contention was that to end slavery
would be a disaster, for there was no way of colonizing the
blacks, and the freed slaves would have to remain in Virginia.
Like Jefferson nearly fifty years before, Dew thought that the
presence of large numbers of free blacks in Virginia would be
disastrous to both races. Slaves, he said, were "utterly unfit for a
state of freedom among the whites." Blackness, not slavery, was
the essential cause of the Negro condition, for "the emancipated
black carries a mark which no time can erase; he forever wears
the indelible symbol of his inferior condition; the Ethiopian can
not change his skin, nor the leopard his spots. "18 Dew avoided
the species question, but his general theme was clear: blacks
could not be free to participate in white society, for all men and
all races were not created equal.

As Southerners in the 1830s became increasingly sensitive on
the subject of slavery, they were able to take comfort in the va
riety of writings in both Europe and the United States that were
challenging the belief in innate human equality. When in 1833
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Richard H. Colfax put out a pamphlet to combat the views of
the abolitionists, he went to a number of European authori
ties - including Lord Kames, Voltaire, and Sir William Law
rence - who had emphasized the sharp differences among the
races of mankind, and he expressed his disagreement with both
Blumenbach and Dr. Samuel Stanhope Smith. The essence of
Colfax's argument was that as the Negroes were of a distinct
species no change in their circumstances could make them equal
to the whites. "There never existed a tribe of whites," he wrote,
"who were characterized by as much grossness of intellect, list
less apathy, sluggishness, and want of national and personal
pride, as even the most refined Africans."19 European racial ar
guments attracted considerable interest in the South, and in
1837 J. H. Guenebault of South Carolina selected those portions
of J. J. Virey's Histoire naturelle that related to blacks and re
issued them as the Natural History of the Negro Race. 20

While many found Genesis to be an insuperable obstacle to
the argument for a separate origin of human races, arguments
defending the idea of superior and inferior races filled the pam
phlets of these years. In 1835 J. J. Flournoy was willing to accept
the Negroes as members of one human species descended from
Adam and Eve, but he argued that divine intervention had
made them into an inferior race. Flournoy made his peace with
the religious by using the old argument that the curse of Cain
had been revived in Ham and his descendants. The blacks were
essentially different from the rest of mankind because they were
twice fallen. Flournoy argued that he disagreed not only with
Dr. Samuel Smith and his environmentalism but with Thomas
Dew and his position that the blacks could not be colonized. He
thought that every possible effort should be made to send the
Negroes away, as the whole race had a predilection for "vio
lence and carnage."21

Southerners, whether believing in one or in several human
species, were willing to state overtly in the 1830s that the innate
differences between blacks and whites could be overcome nei
ther by education nor by environment. The blacks were
doomed to permanent inferiority. What had long been implicit
in southern thinking had, by the end of the decade, become ex-
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plicit. By the mid-1840s ex-Governor James Hammond of South
Carolina was able to write that he repudiated "as ridiculously
absurd, that much lauded but nowhere accredited dogma of Mr.
Jefferson, that 'all men are born equal.' " The Jefferson of the
Declaration of Independence was now under constant attack in
the South, but the ideas of black inequality he had tentatively
suggested in his Notes on the State of Virginia had now been ex
panded into a whole southern ideology.22

In expounding their views of racial inequality, the Southern
ers had no need to think of themselves as an embattled minor
ity. What they had to combat was the attack on the institution
of slavery, not arguments for racial equality. For the South the
sad irony of the years from the mid-1830s to the Civil War was
that, as the northern attack on slavery increased in intensity,
northern racial theorists generally agreed with the South that
the colored races were unfit to mix with the whites on any equal
basis. The authoritative foundation for this conclusion was laid
in the twenty years after 1839 by an American school of ethnol
ogy, a school that included the most important racial theorists.
These ethnologists first argued that there were irreversible
differences between races and eventually defended polygenesis.
The center of the school was in Philadelphia. 23

The seminal publication of the new American ethnology was
Samuel George Morton's Crania Americana, issued in 1839.
Morton was no Southerner defending slavery, but a Philadel
phia physician engaged in basic research. He established in Phil
adelphia the world's largest scientific collection of human skulls.
Louis Agassiz said in 1846 that "this collection alone is worth a
journey to America." Comparing cranial size, capacity, and
structure Morton emphasized the basic physical differences be
tween races. By the end of the 1840s he contended that there had
been various Creations of human beings in different parts of the
world. Morton's research, though controversial, was regarded
as basic to an understanding of human racial origins until Dar
win shattered the work of the American school. Morton was at
the core of this group, which included English-born Egyptolo
gist George R. Gliddon, southern physician Josiah C. Nott, and
archaeologist Ephraim G. Squier. 24
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Although Morton based his conclusions on physical compari
sons, he was also deeply impressed by historic Caucasian
achievements and by the evidence of separate human races three
thousand years before in Egypt. Morton pointed out thaf the
Caucasian and the Negro were as distinct in ancient Egypt as
they were in the nineteenth century, and like Caldwell in his
Thoughts he said that the accepted biblical chronology'meant
that the differentiation into races would have to have taken
place in little more than a thousand years. Morton regarded this
as quite impossible. From this evidence the only conclusion was
that biblical chronology was wrong or that distinct races had ex
isted from the time of Creation. 25

In Crania Americana Morton examined the crania of Indian
tribes of North and South America and strove to place his work
within the broad stream of research on man. This scientific cau
tion was to give his work all the more weight. In his introduc
tion, before proceeding to the detailed cranial comparison of In
dians, he gave his general views on race, pointing out that since
the earliest times races had possessed the same distinctive quali
ties. He did not challenge religion directly (Morton was always
cautious in this regard), but he did challenge the environmental
explanation of racial differences, suggesting that the same God
who had created mankind could also have.created racial differ
ences. By leaving moot the question of when God had done this,
he avoided the question of whether the Mosaic account of Crea
tion, with only one original pair, was scientifically false. 26

Morton believed Blumenbach's division of the human family
into five races was inadequate, but he accepted it as a working
hypothesis. Within these races Morton found twenty-two fami
lies, which he said were really "groups of nations." Morton was
clearly concerned with observed cultural traits as well as with
physical differences based on cranial research. He characterized
the Caucasian race as "distinguished for the facility with which
it attains the highest intellectual endowments." He acknowl
edged that what were called "the English or Anglo-Saxons" were
a blend of Belgae ("a branch of the Teutonic stock"), Saxons,
and Normans, but he did not enter into any extensive discussion
of these or other component groups. The Anglo-Saxon family,
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he wrote, is "inferior to no one of the Caucasian families in intel
lectual endowments, and possessed of indomitable courage and
unbounded enterprise, it has spread its colonies widely over
Asia, Africa and America; and, the mother of the Anglo-Ameri
can family, it has already peopled the world with a race in no
respect inferior to the parent stock."27

The American Indians were the main subject of Morton's
work, and his conclusion was that lithe intellectual faculties of
this great family appear to be of a decidedly inferior cast when
compared with those of the Caucasian or Mongolian races."
While contending that the inaptitude of the Indian for civiliza
tion had been clearly demonstrated by experience, Morton
showed his usual caution by admitting that it was not possible
to tell how near the Indian could approach the Caucasian if a
single family were educated for several generations. The Indi
ans, Morton argued, were a separate race, distinct even from
the Mongolian, and divided into two families - the American
and the Toltecan. 28

Although Morton himself was no phrenologist, and he was to
move clearly away from phrenology during its popularization
in the 1840s, he still treated the subject with great seriousness in
the late 1830s. Phrenologist George Combe and Morton corre
sponded, Combe visited Morton and inspected his collection of
skulls, and as a result of their conversations Combe wrote an
essay on the principles of phrenology as an appendix to Crania
Americana. 29 Thus the work that Benjamin Silliman's journal
described as "the most extensive and valuable contribution to
the natural history of man" which had yet appeared on the
American continent included a section on the principles of phre
nology.3D

In his phrenological essay Combe emphasized that the size of
the brain was indicated by the dimensions of the skull, and that
nationalities as well as individuals could be differentiated by the
size of their brains. He was particularly scathing in his discus
sion of the American Indians. In Africa, he argued, some of the
inhabitants had at least advanced beyond "the savage condition"
to create "cities, rude manufactures, agriculture, commerce,
government and laws; and in these respects they greatly excel
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several of the tribes of native Americans, who have continued
wandering savages from the beginning to the end of their ex
istence." Though there were some exceptions, he said of the In
dians, "speaking of the race, we do not exaggerate in saying,
that they remain to the present hour enveloped in all their
primitive savageness and that they have profited extremely little
from the introduction amongst them of arts, sciences and phi
losophy."31

American phrenologists were, of course, delighted with Mor
ton's book and with Combe's involvement in this major scien
tific publication. Benjamin Silliman's favorable review was re
printed in the American Phrenological Journal, but this review
was a model of scientific caution compared to that written by
racial theorist and phrenologist Dr. Charles Caldwell. Caldwell
argued that Morton's measurements had shown decisively the
superiority of the Caucasian brain over that of other races, and
he went on to add his ~wn comments on the peculiar excellence
of the Anglo-Saxons. Here Caldwell simply threw all scientific
caution to the winds and wrote what he felt. Great Britain he
said, was peopled chiefly by Anglo-Saxons, "the most endowed
variety of the Caucasian race. Their brains are superior in size,
and more perfect in figure, than the brains of any other variety."
Their brains were also the most powerful and "hence the sur
passing strength and grandeur at home, and the influence and
sway over the other nations of the earth, of those who possess
them. The vast and astonishing productions of art in Great Brit
ain, her boundless resources of comfort and enjoyment in
peace, and her unequalled means of defence and annoyance in
war, are as literally the growth of the brains of her inhabitants,
as her oaks, and elms, and ash trees are of her soil. We shall
only add, that the inhabitants of the United States, being also of
the best Caucasian stock . . . promise to be even more than the
Britons of future ages."32 Morton had at least based his asser
tions on what he believed to be accurate scientific measure
ments; Caldwell was simply asserting that Anglo-Saxon brains
were better than other Caucasian brains.

Caldwell was a minor figure in the 1840s, but Morton and his
supporters were at the very heart of American ethnological re-

 EBSCOhost - printed on 5/29/2020 2:01 PM via CORNELL UNIVERSITY. All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



Superior and Inferior Races 129

search. Their confidence in defending innate racial differences
grew throughout the decade. In 1842 Morton read to the Boston
Society of Natural History a paper which advanced the argu
ment that all the American nations except the Eskimos were of
one race, a race "peculiar, and distinct from all others," and in
ferior to the Mongolian. Morton, still concerned not to chal
lenge religion directly, shunned specific arguments for separate
Creations, merely pointing out that distinct races had existed in
the most distant past. 33

In spite of Morton's efforts to avoid religious controversy, his
work brought opposition from the religious orthodox while
gaining an extremely wide circulation in the South, particularly
after publication in 1844 of his second major work - the Crania
iEgyptica. In this work Morton devoted much of his argument
to showing that the Egyptians, with their great civilization,
were Caucasian, not a Negro race as had been suggested by
others. "Negroes," he said, "were numerous in Egypt, but their
social position in ancient times was the same that it now is, that
of servants and slaves." This conclusion by the scholarly Phila
delphian was exactly what most Southerners wanted to hear,
although southern ministers were disturbed by his additional
assertion that lithe physical or organic characters which distin
guish the several races of men, are as old as the oldest records of
our species."34 Southern ministers were usually delighted to ac
cept scientific arguments for black inferiority; they objected
only to the assertion that such inferiority could be traced to
multiple Adams and Eves.

Morton's follower, Dr. Josiah C. Nott of Mobile, was far
more willing than Morton to resort to polemics and to use his
scientific conclusions to comment on the contemporary racial
scene. Also, in spite of frequent denials, he delighted in present
ing evidence that would embarrass ministers attempting to de
fend the literal truth of Genesis. One of the South's leading sur
geons and a defender of polygenesis, slavery, and inherent
black inferiority, Nott, between 1844 and the Civil War,
achieved an international scientific reputation by writing on
race. 35 He confidently reached the conclusion that the "Al
mighty in his wisdom has peopled our vast planet from many
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distant centres, instead of one, and with races or species origi
nally and radically distinct."36

In his first major contribution to the racial argument, pub
lished in 1844, Nott proclaimed: "History and observation both
teach that . . . the Mongol, the Malay, the Indian, and the Ne
gro, are now and have been in all ages and places inferior to the
Caucasian." The human race, he argued, was descended from
several or many original pairs, placed by God in climates best
suited to their organization. Racial interbreeding was a disaster,
for it led to hybrids less fertile than their parents, to deteriora
tion, and ultimately to disappearance. Since the time of Buffon
the production of sterile offspring had been accepted as proof
that the interbreeding animals belonged to separate species. By
asserting that mulattoes were less fertile than either the whites
or blacks who had produced them, Nott was able to suggest that
here was additional evidence that blacks and whites were
separate species. If a hundred white men and a hundred black
women were put on a desert island and cut off from communi
cation with the rest of the world, Nott argued, they would
ultimately become extinct (Nott avoided the sexual implications
of merely saying one hundred whites and one hundred blacks).
When the Caucasians mixed with other races, there were disas
trous effects: "This adulteration of blood is the reason why
Egypt and the Barbary States never can again rise, until the
present races are exterminated and the Caucasian substituted."
To keep Caucasian blood pure was to ensure the continuation
of civilization and progress: 'Wherever in the history of the
world the inferior races have been conquered and mixed in with
the Caucasian, the latter have sunk into barbarism." Civiliza
tion was to be found only among the various branches of the
Caucasian race. 37

Although Nott was intent on defending the necessity of slav
ery, he was as contemptuous of the American Indians as he was
of the blacks. Unlike Morton, Nott saw no reason for distin
guishing between the Indian families of Central America, re
sponsible for the great monuments, and the "wandering" tribes
of the northern part of the continent. Cortez had shown, argued
Nott, that five hundred "Caucasian arms and heads werp worth
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more than millions of these miserable creatures." The beaver
and the bee, he contended, displayed the same type of skill in
construction as the Mexican: "every thing in the history of the
Bee shows a reasoning power little short of that of a Mexican."
Nott believed that the full-blooded North American Indians
were unimprovable. The boasted civilization of the Cherokees
and Chickasaws meant nothing: "Whatever improvement exists
in their condition is attributable to a mixture of races."38 The In
dians, he argued, could not survive the advance of civilization.

This was all much wilder than the conclusions drawn by Mor
ton from his cranial researches, yet Morton wrote to Nott en
couraging him in his work and particularly praising his remarks
on hybrids - the mulattoes. Nott hardly needed encouragement.
He delighted in the furor his writings created, and he engaged in
spirited public debates with those who took exception to what
they considered his irreligious beliefs. Nott's later summary of
what he had perceived in Morton's writings demonstrates well
the conclusions that could be drawn from the work of the
American school of ethnology: "Dr. S. G. Morton," he wrote in
1849, "by a long series of well-conceived experiments, has estab
lished the fact, that the capacity of the crania of the Mongol, In
dian, and Negro, and all dark-skinned races, is smaller than that
of the pure white man. And this deficiency seems to be espe
cially well-marked in those parts of the brain which have been
assigned to the moral and intellectual faculties." Thus Morton's
cranial measurements and other general phrenological ideas in
tertwined to give Nott some of the "proof" he required. In this
same pamphlet Nott endorsed what was becoming much more
common in the last years of the 1840s: the drawing of dis
tinctions even among the varieties of the supreme Caucasian
race. liThe ancient German," he wrote, "may be regarded as the
parent stock from which the highest modern civilization has
sprung. The best blood of France and England is German; the
ruling caste in Russia is German; and look at the United States,
and contrast our people with the dark-skinned Spaniards. It is
clear that the dark-skinned Celts are fading away before the su
perior race, and that they must eventually be absorbed."39

By the mid-1840s Morton's work had given a whole new re-
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spectability to the idea of distinct races with different innate ca
pacities. His efforts helped both to inspire more fervent asser
tions of racial differences, such as those of Josiah Nott, and to
convince some of the most eminent scientific figures in America
that races were inherently different. When Louis Agassiz emi
grated to America in 1846 he quickly expressed a desire to meet
Morton and was taken by Asa Gray to Philadelphia. Later he
also corresponded with Josiah Nott, and Nott collected speci
mens for him along the Gulf. In the four years after his arrival in
the United States, Agassiz moved to the position of endorsing
the idea of separate Creations for differe~t human races. This
fitted neatly into his earlier advocacy of separate centers for the
nonanimal kingdom. His reaction was emotional as well as sci
entific. After first seeing Negroes he wrote to his mother that
"the more pity I felt at the sight of this degraded and deg~nerate

race, the more ... impossible it becomes for me to repress the
feeling that they are not of the same blood as we are."40 He soon
found the scientific evidence to support his feeling.

By 1850, while still arguing for man's spiritual and moral
unity under God, Agassiz maintained that there were essentially
different human races. Genesis, he argued, merely described the
origin of one race; it gave an account of "the branches of the
white race." Agassiz insisted in his writings that scientists had
the right to consider questions of racial origin without reference
to politics or religion, and he made it quite clear that he believed
his scientific research had practical applicability. Scientists, he
said, had an obligation "to settle the relative rank among these
races, the relative value of the characters peculiar to each, in a
scientific point of view." To Agassiz realism meant acknowledg
ing that there were superior and inferior races: "it seems to us to
be mock-philanthropy and mock-philosophy to assume that all
races have the same abilities, enjoy the same powers, and show
the same natural dispositions, and that in consequence of this
equality they are entitled to the same position in human
society." History, he said, demonstrated that different races
were not naturally equal. Educational programs for "the inferior
races," argued Agassiz, should be based on the recognition of
the inequality of human races. 41
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When it became clear that Agassiz had openly endorsed poly
genesis, Nott was delighted. In a letter to Morton he commented
that "with Agassiz in the war the battle is ours. This was an im
mense accession for we shall not only have his name, but the
timid will come out from their hiding places."42 Nott was right,
for with Agassiz convinced, the doctrine of polygenesis
achieved general scientific respectability in America. What is
equally clear is that Agassiz had endorsed the innate inequality
of human races as well as their separate origin.

By the late 1840s the racial question was at the heart of
scholarly discussion in the United States, and a variety of writ
ers tried their hand at reconciling racial diversity and religion.
The concept of racial inequality had clearly carried the day, but
some scholars and many clergymen and laymen were still anx
ious that the new theories should somehow be reconciled with
the account in Genesis. The most general disagreement with
Nott and Morton was not that they had divided the world into
superior and inferior races, but that in adopting polygenesis as
the original reason for racial differences, they had challenged
the Mosaic account of Creation. When Charleston minister and
naturalist John Bachman presented a comprehensive defense of
the unity of the human species in the early 1850s, he had no in
tention of arguing for Negro equality; he simply maintained
that the obvious differences between the races had been brought
about by a process of variation that had become permanent. 43

Bachman turned verbal somersaults to reconcile Genesis,
racial variation, fixity of species, and Negro inferiority, but he
was a scholar and a fine naturalist. Others who took sides in the
scientific racial argument were simply amateurs, yet they were
often given as much weight as those who claimed to be engaged
in empirical research. New York lawyer William Frederick Van
Amringe, in a long, diffuse book published in 1848, argued that
while all men sprang from Adam and Eve, God had made four
distinct species soon after the flood. In reaching his conclusions
Van Amringe depended on instinct and observation, not on sci
entific measurement. Distinct races had existed for nearly four
thousand years, and only among the "Shemetic" species (essen
tially Caucasian) did the elements of civilization exist. By lithe
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special favor of the Creator," said Van Amringe, this Shemetic
species "is more highly favored in constitution than others."
While other species were not as well endowed, it was the duty of
the Shemetic species to help them as much as possible: "it must
go on conquering and to conquer, until every species of man
shall have been brought to the highest degree of perfection of
which the nature of each is susceptible." Van Amringe did not
even suggest that he was trying to base his work on any em
pirical research, but he was taken seriously and his views dis
seminated widely through the politically influential Democratic
Review. 44

When in 1852 Dr. S. Kneeland wrote an introduction to the
American edition of an English work on race, he commented
that the English author supported the position of diversity of
races which had been maintained by Agassiz, Van Amringe,
and Morton. Kneeland saw nothing strange in lumping together
the conclusions of two of the most eminent men of science in
America with the amateur meanderings of a lawyer. Kneeland
said the key question was not whether a race could be im
proved, but whether all had the same capacity for being im
proved. "History need not be very deeply consulted," he wrote,
"to convince one that the white races, without an exception,
have attained a considerable degree of civilization and refine
ment; and that the dark races have always stopped at a consid
erably lower level. There must have been a time when the Cau
casian was as ignorant and uncivilized as the American [Indian]
or the African; all were once simple children of Nature ... the
former have advanced, the latter have degenerated from the
original type of their species." All the evidence, wrote Kneeland,
led to the conclusion "that the dark races are inferiorly orga
nized, and cannot, to the same extent as the white races, under
stand the laws of Nature."45

By the early 1850s the inherent inequality of races was simply
accepted as a scientific fact in America, and most of the discus
sion now concerned either the religious problem of accepting
polygenesis as an explanation of racial differences or the prob
lem of exactly defining the different races. The general tendency
was for greater and greater refinement of racial divisions, both
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among the white and the colored races, but some, in their zeal
to debase the nonwhites, were willing to accept the Caucasians
as a unified group. In an extremely popular work on Negroes
and slavery published in 1853, New York physician John H.
Van Evrie erased all racial, national, and class distinctions
among Caucasians in order utterly to condemn the blacks. Van
Evrie said of the Caucasian that "the flowing beard, projecting
forehead, oval features, erect posture and lordly presence,
stamp him the master man wherever found." The colored races,
he argued, were capable of only limited development, and he
suggested that perhaps Confucius, and many other ancient Chi
nese, were Caucasian. 46

Morton's death in 1851 was a severe blow to the American
school, but its work reached a climax in 1854 when Josiah C.
Nott collaborated with Egyptologist and professional lecturer
George R. Gliddon to produce the ponderous Types of Man
kind. The book was an attempt to present all the evidence
which had been advanced to prove that distinct races had ex
isted from the beginning of time, and that they had been created
separately, with different intellectual, moral, and physical capa
bilities. Gliddon was a good friend of Nott's and Morton's and
he was constantly involved in what he hoped would be money
making projects. Even more than Nott he lacked caution, and
he delighted in riling the religious. After Morton's death in 1851
he had written to E. G. Squier that together with Nott he could
carry on "the great cause." If they could all agree on some publi
cation, he wrote, "I will cooperate in giving their 'Reverence' a
d---d deal of trouble!"47

The patchwork Types, with long separate sections by Nott
and by Gliddon, also had the prestige of containing an essay by
Agassiz; it began with a biographical memoir of Morton by Dr.
Henry S. Patterson of Philadelphia. Although expensive it sold
thirty-five hundred copies in four months and went through ten
editions by 1871. Gliddon was intensely concerned with puffing
it in the press, and he wrote some of his own reviews. 48 The
book's tone was set in Patterson's biographical memoir on
Morton. While writing it, in December 1853, Patterson heard of
the death of a young friend, Richard H. Kern, who had been
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killed by Indians while with a surveying party in the Great Basin
of the Rockies. Patterson cried out in a footnote that Kern
needed to be avenged: "We have had too much of sentimen
talism about the Red-man. It is time that cant was stopped now.
Not all the cinnamon-colored vermin west of the Mississippi are
worth one drop of that noble-heart's blood. The busy brain, the
artist's eye, the fine taste, the hand so ready with either pen or
pencil, - could these be restored to us again, they would be
cheaply purchased back if it cost the extermination of every
miserable Pah-Utah under heaven!" Subsequent editions re
tained this outburst. 49

With Nott and Gliddon bearing the main burden of the writ
ing, the work had a dogmatic tone. They argued that "beyond
dispute" all the nations and tribes mentioned in the Pentateuch
were Caucasians. The diversity of races was a scientific fact.
There had been many original pairs in different zones of the
world. The races were different, and the differences were per
manent. In four thousand years, the authors argued, the Ne
groes had not advanced a single step from their savage state. All
history and scientific observation "seem to render fugacious all
probability of a brighter future for these organically inferior
types, however sad the thought may be." The American Indian
was as irredeemable as the Negro: "It is a clear as the sun at
noon-day, that in a few generations more the last of these Red
men will be numbered with the dead ... a civilized full-blooded
Indian does not exist among them." Nott, who had seen the rem
nants of Indian tribes in the vicinity of Mobile, claimed direct
expertise: "To one who has lived among American Indians, it is
vain to talk of civilizing them. You might as well attempt to
change the nature of the buffalo."so

The Caucasian, according to Types, was not one race, but a
group of related races which were the sole standard-bearers of
civilization: "The Creator has implanted in this group of races
an instinct that, in spite of themselves, drives them through all
difficulties, to carry out their great mission of civilizing the
earth. It is not reason, or philanthropy, which urges them on;
but it is destiny." By expanding outward, covering the earth,
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and "supplanting inferior types," the Caucasian races were "ful
filling a law of nature." This was no peaceful mission, for the in
ferior races were doomed: "Nations and races, like individuals,
have each an especial destiny: some are born to rule, and others
to be ruled ... No two distinctly-marked races can dwell to
gether on equal terms. Some races, moreover, appear destined
to live and prosper for a time, until the destroying race comes,
which is to exterminate and supplant them." The mission
preached in Nott's and Gliddon's Types was that of a superior
race or races making the world a better place by overwhelming
and exterminating those inferior races that stood in their path.
The best and fittest would survive to create a better world: "hu
man progress has arisen mainly from the war of the races. All
the great impulses which have been given to it from time to time
have been the results of conquests and colonizations."51 The
polygenetic arguments of Types were soon to be overturned,
but its racial message reflected well the dog-eat-dog philosophy
of white world mission that had ended Enlightenment dreams of
general human improvement.

Those who hated slavery at times found hope for black im
provability, and friends of the Indian still hoped that through
education the Indians would become indistinguishable from the
Americans; b'ut the idea of distinct races with innately different
capabilities was firmly engrained in American scientific thinking
by the middle of the century. Polygenesis remained controver
sial, though the most important American ethnologists accepted
it; but the idea of a hierarchy of races, with the Caucasians
clearly and permanently at the top, was generally accepted.
American science provided Americans with a confident explan
ation of why blacks were enslaved, why Indians were exter
minated, and why white Americans were expanding their settle
ments rapidly over adjacent lands. These ideas did not exist in
scholarly isolation. Racial differences were a vital issue for
Americans. The slavery question was at the center of American
politics, the dilemmas of Indian relations constantly erupted to
disturb the central government as well as the western states, and
by the 1830s and 1840s involvement in the Southwest and Cali-
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fornia thrust the Mexicans into American racial discussions. By
mid-century the science of man was a practical, not an abstract,
subject, and Americans eagerly read popular discussions of the
new scientific theories.
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8

The Dissemination
of Scientific Racialism

The antagonism of races is working itself out in every
instance where two races are put in collision by the quicker

or slower extinction of the inferior and feebler race.

De Bow's Review, February 1854

By the mid-nineteenth century even those New England journals
which were most reluctant to accept the new ideas readily ad
mitted that race had become a topic of general intellectual and
popular interest. The American Whig Review commented in
1849 that "ethnology is the ... science of the age," and in the
following year that "the scientific study of humanity, from being
for a century back the theme of a few speculative philosophers,
is become at last a topic of general and even popular interest."
The Massachusetts Quarterly Review commented that "a de
cided impulse to the study of Ethnology has manifested itself in
every scientific circle."l

This interest was not based simply on concern with slavery or
the fate of the Indians. There was also a widespread fascination
with the general question of whether mankind was divided into
superior and inferior races and with the explosive issue of
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whether Genesis accurately described the origin of all human
beings. This interest was reflected both in the amount of space
devoted to such issues in the major periodicals and by the way
in which the assumptions and the very phrases of the new scien
tific defenders of innate racial differences appeared in the
mouths of the politicians. Americans were reminded constantly
that the observable differences between races could be shown
scientifically to be based on physical and mental factors which
had remained the same throughout history and against which
environment and education were helpless. The theory of poly
genesis, with its direct challenge to the Bible and organized
religion, was often played down or even ignored, but arguments
for innate mental and physical differences between races en
joyed wide acceptance in the publications of the 1840s and
1850s.

In the South the new ideas permeated all types of periodi
cals -literary, political, agricultural- at the earliest date and
assumed the strongest form. The eagerness with which the
South wished to justify its slave system by proving that the
Negroes were innately incapable of benefiting from freedom
helped the theories about general racial distinctions gain wide
acceptance. Proslavery pamphlets helped to disseminate the
same material, and these pamphlets, along with a variety of
other articles on the same subject, were often first printed in
southern periodicals. These periodicals printed numerous articles
advancing supposedly scientific reasons for black inferiority.

From the mid-1830s on it became common to assert that the
Negroes were at least a permanently inferior variety, if not a
completely separate, species. In 1834 a physician who said he
had practised in Africa argued in the Farmer's Register, pub
lished in Virginia, that the stomach and skeleton of Negroes,
particularly their spine, differed fundamentally from those of
the whites. "That they are a distinct race," he said, "I think is evi
dent from these, and other peculiarities."2 In the following year
Thomas Cooper defended slavery in the Southern Literary Jour
nal and took issue with those who argued that Negroes were
equal in intellectual capacity to the whites: "The blacks may be
of the same species, for the mixed progeny will breed. But they
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are an inferior variety of the animal, man. I appeal to the facial
angle of Cowper [sic], Blumenback, White, and Lawrence. I ap
peal to the more accurate observations of the Phrenologists and
Organoligists . . . Ignorant and superficial people may laugh at
Phrenology. I am not writing for such. The whole multitude of
Physiologists are with me, in Europe and here."3 As early as
1838 Robert G. Harper indicated the rapidity with which the
new arguments were gaining acceptance in the South: "That the
African negro is an inferior variety of the human race, is, I
think, now generally admitted."4 W. G. Ramsay of South
Carolina, in two articles in the Southern Agriculturalist in 1839,
argued that environment had not produced the essential differ
ence between blacks and whites. The blood of the parents, he
said, not climate, brought about the essential difference in moral
and intellectual qualities: "We are almost tempted to believe that
there must have been more Adams' than one, each variety of
colour having its own original parent." Even with the same ad
vantages, he added, blacks could not attain the same eminence
as whites. s

If whites generally were considered innately superior, it was
perfectly logical to assume innate differences between other
races of the human species. A Washington physician argued in
the Southern Literary Messenger in 1839 that there were
differences in innate capacity between the five basic human
stocks: "How else can we account for the fact, that from the
earliest periods of which history presents any record, to the pre
sent day, the Caucasian variety has invariably held the same un
disputed and enviable superiority over all the other races?" The
whites, he said, had always held sway over "the four inferior
varieties." The dark races were capable of some improvement,
but could never equal the white. 6

In the early 1840s an increased emphasis was placed on the
scientific basis of black inferiority. "The knife of the anatomist
has demonstrated," it was stated of the blacks in October 1842,
"that the brain proper, is smaller in them than in other races of
men."7 In the following month, in the short-lived Magnolia, the
condemnation of the Negro was linked to the problem of the
origin of mankind and general racial hierarchies. The author ac-
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cepted the account of Creation as given in Genesis, but argued
for later divine intervention to create races with different
capacities. He accepted Blumenbach's ''beautiful and accurate
system" of division into five races, and he also laid great stress
on the evidence that could be adduced from the facial angles
originally described by Pieter Camper. Distinctions between
races were innate and did not depend on climate: "the African
race is, and has ever been, far inferior, in natural powers of in
tellect, to the white man." The size and shape of the skull in the
Negro, he said, approximated that of the orangutan: "These
peculiarities are permanent and universal." Two years before
Morton produced his major scientific treatise to prove it, this
author confidently asserted that the Egyptians were not black.
His conclusion was that "there are broad natural distinctions
between the several races of men . . . the Ethiopian, or Negro
race, is inferior to the others, especially the Caucassian, or
white, in that peculiar physical organization which alone ac
companies high intellectual power." Earlier in the same year a
writer in Magnolia had mentioned "these grown children, the
Negro Race, of whose absolute, permanent and hopeless in
feriority, no philosopher can now entertain a question."B

In the nation at large theories of innate racial differences were
somewhat slower to achieve overt acceptance than in the South,
but in the 1840s the new ideas infiltrated every section of the
country. When in December 1850 the American Whig Review
surveyed the history of racial theories, it said of the five divi
sions of the human species made famous by Blumenbach that
"these have been too trivialized by our phrenological horn
books to need repetition in this place. Who has not heard of the
Caucasian, Ethiopian, Mongolian, Malayan, and American
races?"9 Although this quotation gives too much weight to the
phrenologists (for there were many other influences), they had
done much to spread on a national level that interest in the
physical basis of racial differences that for a time had most im
mediate attraction for Southerners. "Practical" phrenology
became a fad among all classes of society in the 1840s. Although
phrenology later lost its intellectual support, those interested in
the commercial aspects of the subject Widely disseminated the
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arguments regarding innate differences between races that .had
been common in American phrenological writing since 1830.

When George Combe visited the United States at the end of
the 1830s, he noted in his journal that the practical phrenolo
gists were numerous, and that in Philadelphia, New York, and
Boston phrenological establishments sold casts and gave
readings for set fees. In the 1840s and 1850s individuals traveled
from village to village, carrying charts, casts of heads, and
phrenological handbooks, prepared to give an introductory lec
ture, and even prepared to read a head for a set fee. The oracles
of practical phrenology in the United States were the Fowler
brothers, Orson and Lorenzo. Together with their sister
Charlotte, her husband, and Lorenzo's wife, they established a
large-scale business in New York. They published books, ran a
museum, sold equipment to practical phrenologists, read heads,
and branched out into the fields of mesmerism, hydrotherapy,
hygiene, marriage guidance, and temperance. By the late 1840s
there was a considerable popular interest in phrenology;
phrenological handbooks (often given away free with a reading)
had a mass circulation, and phrenological references were abun
dant in the general literature of the period. Books, charts, and
popular lectures made phrenological terms common currency in
the mid-nineteenth century .10

The Fowler books on phrenology reached every corner of the
country, and the message they carried on racial matters was that
developed by Combe, Caldwell, and other scientific phrenolo
gists: Caucasians were for the most part capable of indefinite
improvement, while other races were irredeemably limited by
the deficiencies of their original cerebral organization. All
important were the frontal and coronal portions of the head and
brain which contained the intellectual and the moral organs.
"The European race (including their descendants in America),"
wrote the Fowlers, "possess a much larger endowment of these
organs, and also of their corresponding faculties, than any other
portion of the human species. Hence their intellectual and moral
superiority over all other races of men." The frontal, coronal
parts of the head were extremely prominent in some great men
such as Daniel Webster, while "men of ordinary talent, possess a
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respectable endowment of these organs. The Hindoos, Chinese,
American Indians, and the African race, still less, but much
more than the lower order of animals."ll

In regard to blacks and American Indians, the Fowlers
generally followed Combe in giving an assessment more com
mon among the phrenologists than among the other writers on
race, an assessment in which the usual role of blacks and Indians
was reversed to put the blacks on top. Although Combe
wavered in his later writings, most of his arguments on race
placed the Negro above the American Indian in inherent capa
city. He argued that "in the Negro brain the moral and Reflect
ing organs are of larger size, in proportion to the organs of the
animal propensities ... than in that of the Indian. The Negro,
is, therefore, naturally more submissive, docile, intelligent, pa
tient, trustworthy, and susceptible of kindly emotions, and less
cruel, cunning, and vindictive, than the other race." Combe's
emphasis on black docility suited well his opinion that slavery
could safely be abolished. Yet in placing the black above the In
dian, Combe condemned both: "The one is like the wolf or the
fox, the other like the dog. In both, the brain is inferior in size,
particularly in the moral and intellectual regions, to that of the
Anglo-Saxon race, and hence the foundation of the natural
superiority of the latter over both."12

The Fowlers asserted that in Negroes there was a striking cor
respondence between their present character and their phreno
logical development, although they held out some hope for
Negroes with education and cultivation. Their general prog
nosis, however, was unfavorable, for Negroes possessed a
"large, or very large tune, which inspires them with melody,"
but they had smaller reasoning organs. These "smaller reasoning
organs," the Fowlers said, "would give them but little depth of
intellect, and a feeble judgment, with very little talent for con
triving and planning."13 The phrenologists generally classified
the Negro as harmless and stupid.

The Fowlers were as pessimistic regarding the future of the
American Indians as were most other phrenologists; little or no
hope was held out for the success of the Indian civilization
policies. "Their small amount of brain in the coronal region of
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the head," wrote the Fowlers, "when compared with their im
mense development of the animal passions and selfish feelings,
would bring them chiefly under the dominion of the animal
nature of man, and render them little susceptible of becoming
civilized, humanized, and educated." The Fowlers claimed that
civilization among the Cherokee had been possible because
members of that tribe had a different cerebral organization from
that of other Indians. The animal portion of their brain was
smaller, the Fowlers claimed, and the human reasoning portion
larger. To the Fowlers the Cherokee were an exception. 14

From the first interest in phrenology among the intellectuals
in the 1820s to its popularization in the middle of the century,
the phrenologists defended the idea of inherent racial differences
and the concept of inferior and superior races. They found in
skulls and heads what they wanted to find: a physical confirma
tion of supposedly observed cultural traits. Whites were inven
tive, creative, powerful; blacks were docile and ignorant; In
dians were savage and intractable. But the phrenologists also
made a basic a priori assumption. Although the whites varied in
the conformation of their heads and thus of their brains, they
were in general capable of vast improvement. Non'-Caucasian
races were assumed to have an inherent physical organization
that sharply limited the extent of improvement that could be ex
pected. Environment, circumstance, and education could only
modify the non-Caucasian; they could not effect a transforma
tion.

With the publication of Morton's Crania Americana in 1839
and the burgeoning national scientific interest in the new racial
questions, the popularization of racial ideas soon spread far
beyond the southern and the phrenological journals. Also, far
more attention was paid to polygenesis as a reason for innate
differences between races. By August 1842 theories of polygene
sis had had enough impact to elicit an article in the politically
influential Democratic Review, published in New York, defend
ing the common descent of all races from Adam and Eve. While
acknowledging the inferiority of other races to the Caucasian
and laying great stress on skull and brain structure, the author
would not concede the impossibility of improvement. ls ·Later in
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the same year a reviewer of one of Morton's pamphlets rejected
his contention that the Indians were a separate and inferior race.
Yet even so, the author concluded that the Indians were doomed
to extinction. 16

Views of the nature of the Indian in the periodical literature of
the early 1840s showed a somewhat inconsistent mixture of the
new racial theories and an older tone of literary regret. More
consistent was the assumption that the Indians were, in any
event, becoming extinct. The Democratic Review from its in
ception in the 1830s questioned literary idealization of the In
dian and asked for a more "realistic" attitude. A reviewer in 1838
objected to the "sickly sentimentality" that was wasted on
savage tribes. The Indians had suffered from white contact, he
admitted, but "they have suffered, because of their own inherent
vices of character and condition" rather than from white faults.
A few years later a reviewer praised a work of George Catlin's
on the Indians, except for its "over-enthusiasm for savage life,"
and thought the reader left the book almost convinced that the
savages were humane and worthy of consideration. Soon, how
ever, "our own race is restored in our minds to its elevated posi
tion."17

In the early 1840s some writers in the Southern Quarterly
Review were still writing of the Indians in the "noble savage"
tradition, but a harsher portrait soon dominated. In 1843 an
author attacked those writers who had tried to maintain that all
the races of the world were equally capable of improvement:
"this they do in utter defiance of history, which unanswerably
disproves the fallacy. The Zingalee or Gypsies, the North
American Indians, the negroes of St. Domingo, have shown
themselves wholly incapable of civilization."IB In the following
year another writer in the review concluded that the civilization
of a barbarous race could be effected"only genetically, or by in
termarriage." With no prospect of intermarriage, the Indian was
doomed: "The snow melts not more certainly before the merid
ian sun, than the savage races of the earth before the advancing
tides of civilization."19

In the second half of the 1840s, as the work of the American
school of ethnology became far more widely known, the racial
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debate was of constant interest in the periodicals, both northern
and southern. The Democratic Review now rapidly succumbed
to the new ideas. A writer discussing slavery in 1846 pointed out
that not one of the black nations in Africa from which the slaves
had been drawn "ever possessed any literature, or even an
alphabet, however rude; and the spoken languages are miser
ably poor. This is, and probably always will be, the case in
Africa." The author decided that, in some mysterious way, the
blacks, like the Indians, would eventually disappear from the
United States. The time would come, he said, when the expen
sive labor of slaves would no longer be profitable: "When the
blacks shall have been thrown upon their own resources, the in
crease in their numbers will stop, and ultimately they must
become extinct as a race on this continent."2o The vague asser
tion that other races would simply fade away under the pressure
of white Americans became increasingly common by mid-cen
tury.

By 1850 the Democratic Review was prepared to print that
"few or none now seriously adhere to the theory of the unity of
races." Not Morton, or Nott, or Agassiz, but the New York law
yer Van Amringe was acknowledged as the writer who had shat
tered the remaining doubts. The magazine simply maintained
that there was no conflict with religion: "The whole state of the
science at this moment, seems to indicate that there are several
distinct races of men on the face of the earth, with entirely
different capacities, physical and mental, that these races are
known to have existed for at least five thousand years entirely
distinct, and to have been as much so at that remote period as
they are at this moment, retaining their specific characteristics
through every variety of circumstance, climate and condition;
yet, nevertheless, the origin of all these distinct race? was from
Adam through Noah."21 This statement represented a grafting
of Genesis onto the arguments evolved by the American school
to defend their theories of separate Creation.

Those who attempted to argue that the unity of the human
race was necessary to maintain the truth of the Scriptures were
attacked in the pages of the Democratic Review. The Reverend
Thomas Smyth was taken to task for trying to demonstrate, "in
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spite of all the evidence of our senses to the contrary," that the
different human races were one. The reviewer was not prepared
to accept "the brutal and soul-degrading theory that the white
species are on a level with the incapable blacks."22 Not content
with a simple review, the Democratic Review three times in lit
tle more than a year devoted articles to a discussion of Smyth's
work. What really interested the journal was not the contro
versy over Genesis but rather those theories of innate racial
differences that could be used to defend existing American cir
cumstances and policies. If necessary, it was said in an article in
September 1850, it could be conceded that all men are de
scended from Adam and Noah. The key matter was the existing
differences between races - these were "radical and inconvert
ible."23 Racial differences could not be altered by circumstances,
philanthropy, or education: "The fact that the dark races are ut
terly incapable of attaining to that intellectual superiority which
marks the white race is too evident to be disputed."24 When John
Bigelow, in his Jamaica in 1850, argued that Jamaican blacks
would eventually create a prosperous state, the Democratic
Review vigorously disagreed. The blacks, it was argued, could
not benefit properly from schools, churches, and a productive
environment. By his own description of Jamaica, the reviewer
argued, Bigelow condemned the black race: "He shows its com
plete inferiority to the white race, and its utter incapacity to
maintain by itself the state of civilization, to which it had been
advanced by white aid."25

By the early 1850s the Democratic Review simply assumed
that it had been scientifically proven that other races were in
capable of reaching the level of the white race. Although
polygenesis was not considered essential to this conclusion,
multiple Creations were often suggested or implied. "The unity
of the human race was not long since regarded as a thing fixed
according to Mosaic history," wrote a reviewer in December
1851. Jilt is now demonstrated that the origin of man was
diverse, and that races have, since all time, been what they are
now."26 Religious qualms seldom concerned the journal.

The new racial views received their coldest reception among
the intellectual establishment of New England. Consistently re-
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jected in this region were those explanations of inequality that
directly challenged the Mosaic account of Creation. Writers in
both the North American Review and the American Whig'
Review attacked those who were undermining the Bible through
their scientific theories. When the American Whig Review
discussed Robert Chambers's Vestiges of Creation, the pre
Darwinian evolution~ry work that shocked most of its re
viewers,' the author protested that the book possesses "in a
supereminent degree, all those traits of impudence, arrogance,
and profound ignorance of Revelation, that characterize the
whole genus."27 The same journal also took exception to one of
Josiah C. Nott's pamphlets, arguing that "the author does not
treat the historical character of Scripture with the r~spect usu
ally given it by the most learned and valuable authorities."28
Unlike the Democratic Review, the American Whig Review
commended to its readers Thomas Smyth's work on the unity of
human races. 29 The New Englander was particularly disturbed
by Louis Agassiz's espousal of polygenesis and by his argument
that the account in Genesis referred only to the origin of the
white race.. Obviously worried by "the high authority" of
Agassiz, the reviewer regretted that "science" appeared to be
saying that the rest of the population of the world could not be
improved and given a true Christian civilization. 30

At the heart of the religious trepidation was a fear best ex
pressed not in a New England periodical, where it was most
common, but in a southern journal. In the Southern Literary
Messenger William Archer Cocke attacked those theorists who
said the events in the Bible applied to only one branch of human
beings. "If there are distinct species of Man," he said, "then the
Bible is untrue; if there are other races than the descendants of
Adam, they are free from the penalty 'of man's first disobe
dience' and the tragic scene of Calvary but a mockery and a
delusion." Most did not take their fears this far, but the religious
orthodox tried to shun any arguments that endorsed multiple
original Creations. 31

Yet while New England journals placed a heavy emphasis on
the defense of Scripture from theories which challenged the
literal truth of Genesis, they increasingly found themselves on
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the defensive or even succumbing to the beliefs in inherent racial
inequality. In 1849, in a long article on American ethnology, an
author in the American Whig Review quoted Morton on the in
feriority of the Indian race and Prichard's praise of Morton's
work, before he eventually chose to come down on the side of
the Indian capacity for improvement: "It has not yet been
satisfactorily shown that the American race is deficient in in
tellect, or that there is that wide difference in their 'moral
nature, their affections and consciences' which some have
asserted." If the Indians still showed no improvement after being
treated as human beings and in accordance with an enlightened
policy, it would then be time to say they were inferior. 32 In the
following year the review retreated still further. After discussing
the general scholarly and popular interest in the study of race,
the author surveyed the whole history of racial theories.
Although he followed the general tone of the magazine in being
careful to avoid wild assertions of superiority and inferiority, he
leaned toward a theory of multiple races. 33

Although New England periodicals generally had a more
cautious tone than those of other regions, the new racial ideas
were given a wide circulation there, and the elevation of the
Caucasian over other races was challenged only by a minority.
A belief in monogenesis in no way precluded a belief in innate
differences within races as they existed in the mid-nineteenth
century. A review article on Prescott's Conquest of Mexico in
an 1849 issue of the Massachusetts Quarterly Review was
critical of Prichard's idea of the unity of races, stressed the "in
ferior organization" of the Indians, and lauded the Anglo
Saxon. The Anglo-Saxon, it was argued, was "eminently Cauca
sian." He would not mix "his proud blood, in stable wedlock
with another race. There seems to be a natural antipathy to such
unions with the black, or even the red, or yellow races of
men - an antipathy almost peculiar to this remarkable tribe, the
exterminator of other races."34

In the New Englander the distinctions were made a little more
gently. The most perfect type of the human race, a reviewer
pointed out in 1850, was found in the Caucasus: "From the
peculiar characteristics of this type, the others all depart, in dif-
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ferent degrees, towards those which are inferior - the hue of the
complexion becomes less varied and beautiful, the symmetry of
the form less elegant, and the development of intellectual, and
even of physical vigor, inferior; till in the extreme varieties man
seems almost of a different species." This writer leaned toward
original unity, but he emphasized the nineteenth-century racial
mission of the United States. The Puritan should evangelize and
elevate other races:. "Then shall each inferior race learn accord
ing to its measure, whatever is valuable in the freedom and piety
which bless this land."35 Even when condemning other races to
permanent inferiority, many New Englanders longed to elevate
them to the limit of their potential.

By the middle of the century the writings of the American
school of ethnology were receiving their widest circulation in
the South. It was also in the South that the school's emphasis on
the original separation of races was used most strongly to
elevate the white race and condemn all others to inferiority or
even extinction. The most important single figure in disseminat
ing the new racial theories in extreme form was Josiah C. Nott.
His books, his pamphlets, his articles in professional journals all
spread the new ideas in a most strident manner, but he also
reached a wider public through his impact on the Southern
Quarterly Review and on De Bow's Review, both journals of
considerable influence in the South. Nott's ideas were debated
vigorously in the pages of the former and given considerable
support in the latter through the efforts of his friend, James De
Bow.

The Southern Quarterly Review was obsessed with racial
matters from the mid-1840s to the mid-18S0s. It addressed the
question directly in 184S by publishing an article that took issue
with Nott's attack on monogenesis. The journal gave him space
for a reply and in the following years was happy to publish his
articles. 36 Nott used the journal both to defend the idea of the
innate inequality of races and to advance his arguments for
separate Creations. His regular theme was that an irreconcilable
gulf existed between the different races, and that nonwhite races
could not be raised to the white level through education or
changed circumstance. Blacks, of course, were dismissed as
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unimprovable, but Nott ranged far to attack other races. "Their
wants would seem to be few, their capacity limited, and incapa
ble of development," he wrote of the American Indians in 1846.
The Indians, he suggested, belonged to a different species. 37

Nott was an ardent advocate of polygenesis and did not fear
to challenge the Bible. "A powerful argument against their
Adamic origin," he said of the Indians, "is the impossibility of
civilizing or christianizing them."38 In two articles in 1850 Nott
took racial inequality as acknowledged and simply devoted
most of his space to arguments for original diversity. 39 In the
first he used the history of the Jews to argue that a race stayed
the same throughout time; in the second he used the work of the
Egyptologists to show the antiquity of the white, black, and
other races and to demonstrate the· limitations of the biblical ac
count of the origin of man. "The physical history of mankind, as
wrought out in the last few years," he said, "is, to our minds,
wholly irreconcilable with the account given in the Book of
Genesis."40

In the early 1850s the Southern Quarterly Review eagerly
discussed all the main books on race and accepted without ques
tion the idea of innate inequality, but tried to maintain a
balance between the polygenesis and the monogenesis posi
tions. 41 When Nott and Gliddon's Types of Mankind appeared
in 1854, the reviewer in the Quarterly objected to its flippant
tone toward the Bible, but he agreed with the authors' conten
tion that distinct races had existed throughout recorded history:
"Either there were separate creations of different types of
mankind, or man must have existed on earth for Chiliads of
years. Both of these propositions may be true - one of them
must be true."42 Either proposition contradicted the biblical ac
count. In the following year the editor partially offset the stream
of articles which either explicitly or implicitly endorsed
polygenesis by printing an article defending unity. 43 This con
cession to the religious orthodox in no way affected the argu
ments for the innate inferiority of some races. The general argu
ments printed in the journal supported the contention that
blacks were slaves to the Caucasians "because of natural, unal
terable, and eternal inferiority."44 It did not matter if man arose
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from one pair or three thousand pairs, it was argued; races in
the mid-nineteenth century were essentially different. 45
'Without entering into the vexed question of the origin of
races," another author said, "we take the generally undisputed
admission, that the races, as they now exist, are characterized
by essential differences in their moral and mental constitution
that these differences are so deeply rooted, that education can
do little more than modify them in individuals."46 Infinite prog
ress was now possible only to the Caucasians, and some
thought even the branches of the Caucasians were unequal.

De Bow's Review, which was founded in Charleston in 1846
but immediately moved to New Orleans, welcomed the new
racial views. From its first issues it combined a rampant
racialism with its general purpose as a magazine devoted to
commercial matters. De Bow was a great admirer and friend of
Nott's, and the magazine became a major forum for Nott's views
and, in exaggerated form, the views of the whole American
school of ethnology. The scientific opinions were used in a
direct and practical manner to defend the perpetual enslavement
of the Negro, the extermination of the Indian, and the mainte
nance and enlargement. of the American Caucasian dominion.
By 1854 even polygenesis was accepted without question: "The
doctrine of the Unity of Race, so long believed by the world, is
ascertained to be false. We are not all descended from one pair
of human beings. The fact is now as well established in the
scientific world as that a horse cannot produce a cat or a lion a
mouse. The negro till the end of time will still be a negro, and
the Indian still an Indian. Cultivation and association with the
superior race produce only injury to the inferior one. Their part
in this mysterious world-drama has been played, and, like the
Individual, the race must cease to exist."47 Nott's and Gliddon's
Types was welcomed by De Bow's Review as the definitive word
on the subject of racial diversity. 48

Blacks and Indians fared equally badly with De Bow, partly
because of the influence of Nott's views, and the journal regu
larly advanced evidence to defend the institution of slavery. All
the old arguments for black inferiority were repeated, with a
firmer reliance on supposed scientific facts. Dr. Samuel A. Cart-
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wright of New Orleans, whose views received wide attention in
the South in the 1850s, placed great emphasis on the supposed
physical peculiarities of the Negro race. His conclusion was that
the Negro was a "slave by nature" because of specific physical
limitations: "his blood is blacker than the white man's"; "his
brain is a ninth or tenth less than other races of man, his facial
angle smaller"; "deficiency of red blood in the pulmonary and
arterial systems" caused indolence and apathy. 49 Southern
physicians, who theoretically were in the best position to com
ment on the essential physical unity of the human species, were
in the vanguard of those "discovering" basic physical differ
ences.

Nott often used De Bow's Review to expound his views on the
importance of racial purity. If the superior race was not kept
pure, then it would not maintain the necessary talents to rule
and control lesser races. In an effort to make his ideas of
separate races conform to Buffon's definition of species, he con
tinued to stress that "hybrids" produced by the crossing of races
tended toward infertility. That the different races of mankind
could, in fact, easily interbreed and produce fertile offspring
was a major stumbling block to those who wished to make the
different races separate species. Morton had dealt with this
problem by simply questioning the whole hybridity argument
as a basis for defining species and had clashed with John
Bachman on this point. Nott, however, simply created the
evidence he wanted. He argued that the offspring of whites and
blacks was less fertile, and that such a mixture, if not replen
ished by further interbreeding, would in the course of time die
out. Nott also used this argument as a means of further exalting
the Teutonic branch of the white race. Southern Europeans, and
in general those of somewhat darker skins, he argued, were
more successful than the purer white races in producing fertile
offspring by interbreeding with blacks: "our observations have
led us to the opinion," he wrote in 1851, "that the cross of the
pure white stock (by which we mean the descendants of the an
cient Germans) and the negro, does not, when kept separate,
produce an indefinitely prolific variety, at least in the Atlantic
and North Western States, at a distance from the tropics or
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native latitude of the negro."50 Any racial mixture weakened the
superior stock.

"A great aim of philanthropy," Nott argued, "should be to
keep the ruling races of the world as pure and as wise as possi
ble, for it is only through them that the others can be made
prosperous and happy."51 The difficulty with this self-serving
suggestion was that in much of his writing Nott made it quite
clear that prosperity and happiness were not to be the lot of the
non-Caucasian races. He often suggested that the white race,
and particularly the Germanic branch of the white race, was
destined to replace other races in large parts of the world. For
Nott the Indian was a useful model for depicting the results of a
clash between a superior and an inferior race. The Indian, Nott
wrote in 1847, "is an untamable, carnivorous animal, which is
fading away before civilization ... the race must soon be ex
tinct - even the pure blood Mexicans, who I have no question
are a different race from the aboriginal savage, are going down
in darkness to their long home."52 The theme of inevitable ex
tinction was constantly reiterated, and the final judgment was
that missionary and civilization efforts were useless: "Do what
we will, the Indian remains the Indian still. He is not a creature
susceptible of civilization; and all contact of him with the white
race is death. He dwindles before them - imbibing all their
vices, and none of their virtues. He can no more be civilized
than the leopard can change his spots. His race is run, and prob
ably he has performed his earthly mission. He is now gradually
disappearing, to give place to a higher order of beings. The
order of nature must have its course."53

The wild, ruthless views of Scotsman Robert Knox's Races of
Men were compatible with the arguments being propounded in
De Bow's Review, and in 1852 Knox's ideas were openly
acknowledged as the inspiration for an article in the journal. It
was argued that God had given the whites, for their own preser
vation and purity, a strong feeling of racial antagonism. When
superior and inferior races met, the only hope for the latter was
serfdom or slavery. To clash was fatal for the inferior race: "The
antagonism of races is working itself out in every instance where
two races are put in collision by the quicker or slower ex-
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tinction of the inferior and feebler race." Some races would
simply be exterminated, others engulfed. A writer in the
Southern Quarterly Review said that within a century or two
the Indians in America would be extinct and the Spanish,
French, and German settlements "swallowed up in the Anglo
Saxon tongue and type."54

The idea of inferior races simply disappearing under Cauca
sian pressure was given major impetus among American writers
on race by the contrast of what was happening to the Indian
tribes and what was happening to southern blacks. The Indians
had tried to resist the will of the whites and were being exter
minated; the blacks had been kept in slavery and were increas
ing in numbers. The fate of the Indian awaited those who did
not yield to the all-encompassing Caucasian civilization, and
this fate was made inevitable by the irreversible physical basis
of their inferiority. One author managed in a remarkable
analogy to extend the experience of the American Indians to
China: "The extinction of the red race upon this continent may
be said to be almost consummated; and China, which by a sort
of instinct, excluded the whites for thousands of years, is now
open to a similar influence, and a crisis is reached in the history
of the dark species of man." The ultimate world predominance
of the white race was apparently certain, the author argued, for
the dark species had always receded and died out when en
countering the whites. 55 A reviewer in the Southern Quarterly
Review said he found Robert Knox's book on race a "startling
work" and too extreme, but he quoted from it in his own at
tempt to justify slavery on the basis of the diversity of races. He
reiterated Knox's point that "slavery . . . or extermination,
seems to be the fate of the dark races, when invaded by or
'otherwise brought into juxtaposition with the white."56
Although Knox's wild ramblings were extreme, his arguments
fitted neatly into the American pattern of black slavery and In
dian disappearance.

The transformation in scientific racial thinking was striking
between 1815 and 1850, but equally striking was the manner in
which the new ideas became a topic of popular discussion. By
1850 the natural inequality of races was a scientific fact which
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was published widely. One did not have to read obscure books
to know that the Caucasians were innately superior, and that
they were responsible for civilization in the world, or to know
that inferior races were destined to be overwhelmed or even to
disappear. These ideas permeated the main American periodi
cals and in the second half of the century formed part of the ac
cepted truth of America's schoolbooks. 57

The differentiation into superior and inferior races had gone
so far that by 1850 practically all of the most important writers
on race in America believed that there had been separate Cre
ations of the different races, and though many periodicals tried
to straddle the fence on the issue, practically all gave wide pub
licity to polygenetic views. When Putnam's reviewed Nott's and
Gliddon's Types, the reviewer pointed out that the "American
school" had flatly denied the old, established theory of human
unity, and he went on to say that "the preponderance of
evidence is on the side of fixed and primordial distinctions
among the races, and of a multiple or national, rather than an
individual or dual origination in history."58 Even those who
clung to the idea of one human species generally believed that a
permanent inequality of races had arisen since the original Cre
ation of Adam and Eve.

Although the United States shared in a general Western
movement toward racialist thinking, American writers in the
years from 1830 to 1850 led Europeans in expounding views of
innate racial differences. Many Americans had long felt that an
immense gulf existed between themselves and the other races 'of
the American continent. They had developed policies based on
tacit assumptions of innate racial differences long before there
was any scientific base for what was occurring. American in
tellectuals had now provided the proofs that the society desired.
The new theories of innate racial differences were for the most
part grasped with enthusiasm; only the arguments for polygene
sis caused qualms. By 1850 the science of man was of vital in
terest throughout America, scientific proofs of racial separation
were widely disseminated, and the future of the American conti
nents and the world was thought of in terms of white domina
tion and the subordination or disappearance of other races.
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Romantic Racial
Nationalism

One is tempted to imagine that the Anglo-Norman race has
received from Divine Providence a fee-simple conveyance

of this planet, with the appurtenances thereunto belonging.

J. D. Nourse, Remarks on the Past (1847)

While racial thought common to the whole of Europe gained a
particular virulence among scientific writers in America by mid
century, those themes of Romantic particularism, nationalism,
and emotion which had transformed European attitudes since
the end of the eighteenth century also deeply permeated a vari
ety of other areas in American thinking. American Romanti
cism, like its European counterpart, emerged in a variety of
forms; American writers adopted literary themes and styles of
European Romanticism; New England intellectuals developed
their own optimistic transcendentalism under the influence of
German and English mentors; American historians delved into
the striking themes and great ideas which had inspired past na
tions; and American nationalists wove a variety of threads into
a fervent cry for a greater America. Even in their call for a
distinctive American literature, American writers gained
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strength from those German Romantics who saw literature and
language as embodying the soul of a nation. Whatever the par
ticular form taken by American Romanticism, it clearly
represented a rejection of eighteenth-century reason and univer
salism in favor of intuition and particularism. The American
Romantics were less interested in the features uniting mankind
and nations than in the features separating them. Like the scien
tists, who shared many of their preconceptions, they looked for
what was special and different, not what was general and alike.

The growth and acceptance of the Romantic movement in
American literature parallels in time the growth and acceptance
of the new scientific racialism. The watershed in both was the
period from 1815 to 1830; after 1830 the new ideas quickly
swept to success. In one sense, with all their emphasis on scien
tific measurement and physical comparison, the new scientific
racial theorists were themselves responding to the changes in
thought embodied in the general concept of Romanticism.
Many of their scientific measurements in effect reinforced in
tuitive beliefs about racial peculiarities and uniqueness. There
was never any sharp separation between a precise scientific
racialism and literary racial nationalism, for scientists discussed
culture and national attitudes in the most general and impres
sionistic of terms, while some nonscientific writers became in
terested in the physical basis of racial differentiation. By the
1840s the leading American periodicals often blended ideas on
race from a variety of different sources: scientific treatises,
monographs on history and philosophy, novels, and poems.
Science provided a solid basis for the new assumptions, but the
creative writers often gave dramatic expression to new beliefs of
racial superiority and destiny even before the scientists provided
specific proofs for what had been assumed.

The scientists for the most part emphasized the broad divi
sions within the human species and particularly enhanced the
status of Caucasians at the expense of others. The creative writ
ers and historians emphasized the special achievements of in
dividual peoples, nations, and languages and were able to exalt
the Anglo-Saxons over all other members of the Caucasian race.
Also, the two groups were mutually reinforcing, for the scien-
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tists used the historical and cultural descriptions of the Teutonic
and Anglo-Saxon peoples as evidence to bolster their generaliza
tions regarding inferior and superior races, while creative writers
grew more confident in their assumptions when scientists gave
physical reasons why some races had talents far above others.

In confusing nation, language, and race, American writers
leaned heavily on European inspiration. While some French
writers - particularly Madame de Stael, Michelet, and Thierry
- were influential in transmitting European ideas across the At
lantic and in helping to create in the United States a sense of na
tional racial destiny, by far the greatest influence was exerted by
English and German writers. And even the German ideas were
far more often known through English sources than directly
from the German authors. The American attitude toward En
glish writers remained ambivalent in the first half of the nine
teenth century. American authors called for a distinctive Amer
ican culture and for an end to the simple aping of European
models, but they also emphasized a common Anglo-Saxon past,
the virtues of the English language, and pride in a race which
appeared to be winning control of much of the world. Politi
cally the ambivalence was partially resolved by attacking the
aristocratic English government while praising the innate quali
ties of the English people; but in the literary world English
authors were read avidly throughout the United States and
emulated by American writers, even while the movement for
distinctiveness in American art forms grew in strength. The
main British periodicals - particularly the Edinburgh Review
and the Quarterly Review - were. well known and read in the
most influential American circles and probably exerted as much
influence as the main American periodicals in the early decades
of the nineteenth century. 1

All of the important English writers were read in America,
but the two of particular importance in creating a sense of racial
unity and destiny were Sir Walter Scott and Thomas Carlyle.
Scott was by far the most popular of the English Romantics in
America and, as in England, Scott did more than any other
writer to bring the idea of the sturdy Anglo-Saxon past into the
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popular consciousness. In the South some emphasized a kinship
with the aristocratic Normans, particularly in the years immedi
ately prior to the Civil War, but Scott's impact generally was to
bind Americans firmly to their English roots and to reinforce
them in the idea that America, a country which in reality in
creasingly consisted of a blending of races, was the new bastion
of an old and successful English people. 2

Beginning with the publication of Waverley in 1814, Scott's
novels swept through America. Already known for his poems,
Scott achieved his true popularity only by the publication of the
Waverley novels, particularly Ivanhoe. Unprotected by copy
right Scott's novels proved a lucrative source of income for
American publishers. By 1823 some five hundred thousand vol
umes of Scott had been printed in the United States. At the end
of the century John Hay commented that "I have heard from my
father - a pioneer of Kentucky - that in the early days of this
century men would saddle their horses and ride from all the
neighboring counties to the principal post-town of the region
when a new novel by the Author of Waverley was expected."3

Although Scott was popular throughout America, the South
received him with particular enthusiasm. Touring the South in
1829 Edward Everett found that Scott's characters were memo
rialized in the names of steamboats, barges, and stagecoaches,
and that the small library on his Mississippi steamboat consisted
mostly of Scott's novels. 4 When the Waverley Hotel opened in
Mobile in 1839 a local editor wondered what Sir Walter would
have said and wished it the success "its namesake obtained from,
and holds upon the world."5 Scott's "Southron" was a term
quickly appropriated by American Southerners. When Willie P.
Mangum was elected to the United States Senate in 1830, a
writer commented that "he is a genuine & unblenching Southron
in feeling & principle."6 Scott may well have helped inculcate
Southerners with chivalric ideals, but he also helped convince
them that they had a glorious racial lineage in a historical En
glish past. Well into the middle years of the century Scott's
novels continued to have great popularity, and even the most
widely read new novelists were measured against him.
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Carlyle and Coleridge were both influential in spreading the
ideas of the German Romantics in the United States. Coleridge
was of particular importance in New England where the tran
scendentalists were led to German sources through his writings,
but Carlyle was read for his own sake throughout the country. 7

Carlyle was influential in helping to introduce the Americans to
the broadening of Saxonism into the whole Germanic-Norse
tradition. He was read in America from the 1820s on, and by
the late 1830s American politician and diplomat Nicholas P.
Trist was able to write to a friend that "I have become German
ized (not in the language unhappily, but in Carlyle's English). It
has been natural for me to think of Goethe - and then of your
New Orleans office, and Goethe's picture there and of your Ger
many trip, etc. Sartor Resartus you have read of course."8

Carlyle's reputation grew rapidly in America in the 1840s.
The Democratic Review referred to him in 1840 as "one of the
most extraordinary writers of the age," and after listing his
works the reviewer flattered his readers by saying that. he pre
sumed they were already too well acquainted with them to re
quire an account of their contents. The North American Review
suggested in 1846 that the "great reason why Carlyle is wel
comed so generally in this country by those who dislike his style
and do not admire his ways of thin·king is, that he manifests a
strong friendship for his race." The Southern Quarterly Review
began an article on Carlyle's works in 1848 with the comment
that "the spirit of Thomas Carlyle is abroad in the land. The
strong thinker, the earnest soul, is making an impress wherever
the Saxon tongue and Saxon blood prevail."9 In exalting Norse
Germanic roots and the brotherhood of all Saxons, Carlyle
found a ready audience in the United States.

The ideas of the German Romantics also reached the United
States in a more direct fashion. Although there had been some
interest in German literature even in colonial America, it was
the generation of American students who attended German uni
versities after 1815 that first brought direct knowledge to swell
the interest aroused by English and French authors. The North
erners Edward Everett, George Bancroft, John L. Motley,
George Ticknor, and Longfellow, and Southerners such as
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Thomas C. Reynolds, George Henry Calvert, and Philip
Tidyman brought back from their German studies a new appre
ciation of the special national qualities of German literature and
a new knowledge of the German language. As early as 1816
George Ticknor commented on the difficulties of a stranger un
derstanding German literature because it "is a peculiar national
literature, which ... has sprung directly from their own soil,
and is so intimately connected with their character," and in the
following year George Bancroft discussed the new German
spirit in a general article for the North American Review. Op
portunities for Americans to become acquainted with German
thought increased steadily after that time .10

German emigres, such as Carl Follen, who was the first to
teach German at Harvard (in 1825), and Francis Lieber, who
had a long and distinguished career in the South, helped in the
dissemination of German ideas, and even as early as the 1820s it
was possible to speak of a "German craze" in the Boston area. By
the 1830s Theodore Parker, George Perkins Marsh, and Long
fellow were delving deep into German sources and northern lan
guages, expanding their interests from German literary theory
and philosophy to the whole area of language and philology. In
the South too German literature and philosophy were discussed
in the leading periodicals, particularly in the Southern Literary
Messenger. Although German studies never enjoyed the over
whelming attention devoted to English culture, the combination
of direct German influence and the extensive adoption of Ger
man ideas by English writers ensured a wide dissemination of
German thought in the years after 1815.11

The philosophical and literary themes of European Romanti
cism were gaining general currency throughout the United
States in the first three decades of the nineteenth century, but
their reception varied in the different American regions. It was
not simply a matter of the Americans aping Europe; it was more
a question of the Americans selecting from a multitude of trans
atlantic ideas those that best confirmed and enhanced existing
American tendencies. New England Romanticism took a partic
ularly intellectual bent; the German philosophers, along with
Carlyle and Coleridge, best suited the New England sense of
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moral and intellectual purpose. In the South there was a passion
for Sir Walter Scott; his vision of knights, ladies, serfs, and
chivalry was easily absorbed and used within the southern plan
tation tradition. Yet in both North and South, the ideas of Eu
rope grafted onto, and seemingly confirming, American experi
ence helped produce an overriding sense that the triumphant
republic gained its inner force from the special inner characteris
tics of the American people. Even while scientific writers were in
the process of defining a variety of human races, the novelists,
poets, and historians were beginning to write of the Americans
as a dynamic force in world history.

No one phrase was used to describe this "American" race, but
everywhere it was linked firmly to its supposed historic roots;
these roots were usually thought of as Caucasian, Germanic,
and Anglo-Saxon, and the Americans as a race were most often
described as the most vigorous branch of the Anglo-Saxon peo
ple. Some nationalists, particularly those of Irish origin, pre
ferred to think of the "American" as a distinctive race, a race in
which was combined the best elements of the Caucasians. This
"American" race, however, was usually given the historical at
tributes of the Anglo-Saxons. A more uncommon usage was
that of Thomas Hart Benton, who in one speech referred to the
"Celtic-Anglo-Saxon division" of the Caucasian race. 12

In the South there was eventually some confusion in termi
nology as Southerners sought to emphasize their aristocratic or
igins in contrast to the supposed plebeian ancestry of the North
erners. Southerners became convinced between 1815 and 1850
that they belonged to a superior race emanating from England,
but some preferred to use the term Anglo-Norman rather than
Anglo-Saxon. They were describing the same race, the English,
but by including Norman they were making sure that their con
nection to aristocratic forbears was clearly delineated. Carlyle
and others had made it quite clear that the Normans, like the
Saxons, were a Germanic people, and that whatever the politi
cal and class struggles following the Norman Conquest there
was no racial split. Anglo-Norman became most popular in the
South in the years immediately preceding the Civil War.

Before 1850 Southerners were often content to use Anglo-

 EBSCOhost - printed on 5/29/2020 2:01 PM via CORNELL UNIVERSITY. All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



Romantic Racial Nationalism 165

Saxon rather than Anglo-Norman when they described the
American interaction with other races. As early as 1826 Henry
Clay, in discussing the Indians, used Anglo:"Saxon in a spe
cifically racial sense. He described the Indians as "essentially
inferior to the Anglo-Saxon race, which were now taking their
place on this continent."13 South Carolinian Huge Legare, dis
appointed with France, wrote from Paris in 1832 that "I am
more than ever inclined to think that liberty is an affair of
idiosyncracy, and not destined to spread very far beyond the
Anglo-Saxon race, if even they keep it very much longer."14 A
new generation of Southerners was to keep Legare's distinction
between the Anglo-Saxons and the rest, but were to throw off,
or at least hide, his sense of malaise by stressing that the South,
the Anglo-Saxons, and liberty could be preserved and enhanced
in power by a vigorous policy of racial expansion.

One aspect of this new militancy is illustrated in the prolific
and confused career of William Gilmore Simms.. Although
Simms was a Charlestonian and edited at different times the
Magnolia and the Southern Quarterly Review, his novels found
a ready audience in the North. He has been described as "the
most prolific novelist, magazine, and newspaper editor of his
generation."15 Like so many southern writers he acknowledged
his debt to Scott, arguing that it was Scott who had clothed "the
dry bones" of history and furnished it with life and color. "It was
... only with the publication of Ivanhoe," he wrote, "one of the
most perfect specimens of the romance that we possess, that the
general reader had any fair idea of the long protracted struggle
between the Norman and Saxon people."16 In 1842 Simms
claimed he was "an ultra-American, a born Southron, and a
resolute loco-foco."17 Within ten years he was far more an ultra
Southron than he was an ultra-American.

Although Simms inherited a literary view of the American In
dian, at times defended him, and used the tone of literary regret
and admiration which continued as one thread in American lit
erature until the middle of the century, in his writings he
quickly subordinated this element to a preoccupation with the
conquering mission of his race. There was always a streak of
violence in Simms's vision of the outward thrust of the United
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States. As early as 1835 he wrote in Yemassee: "It is in the nature
of civilization to own an appetite for dominion and extended
sway, which the world that is known will always fail to satisfy.
It is for her, then, to seek and to create, and not with the Mace
donian madman, to weep for the triumph of the unknown.
Conquest and sway are the great leading principles of her exist
ence, and the savage must join in her train, or she rides over him
relentlessly in her onward. progress." For Simms the mission of
his race and his country was dynamic and brutal: "a people once
conscious of their superiority, will never be found to hesitate
long in its despotic exercise over their neighbours."18 At an early
date in the South, racial assumptions allowed a belief in a sur
vival of the fittest to begin to replace the Enlightenment hope of
progress and happiness for all human beings. Within a decade
after Simms's comment, Josiah C. Nott was placing this assump
tion at the heart of his scientific analysis of the characteristics
and future of different races.

In the 1840s Simms for a time was aligned with the national
istic Young America group, but increasingly he became a de
fender of southern institutions and a promoter of southern na
tionalism. As he became more southern and less American, he
generally preferred to use Anglo-Norman to describe his race
rather than Anglo-Saxon. The term was different but the race
was the same. Writing in 1849 he commented on the English
practice of the "aristocracy marrying the commoner - thus
crossing the breed - by which the British nobility has been made
the most splendid race of men in the world." This was the same
Simms who throughout the late 1830s and 1840s had bitterly at
tacked the governmental policies of Great Britain. 19 Like so
many other Americans he found it easy to praise the English as a
race while attacking the policies of the government.

In the era of the Mexican War Simms's espousal of a bellicose
racialism became more obvious. The United States was to carry
civilization by the sword. Shortly before the war, in February
1846, he published a poem linking American progress to expan
sion by the "good old Norman stock." He called on Americans
to "obey our destiny and blood." Whatever the resistance the
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United States should continue to move outward: "The race must
have expansion."20 In 1~47 he said Americans would never sur
render ·the land they had won from Mexico, for they were of
"the Anglo Norman breed." Simms was fascinated by the idea of
the dog-eat-dog nature of the relationships between races and
between countries. "You must not dilate against military glory,"
he told James Henry Hammond. "War is the greatest element of
modern civilization, and our destiny is conquest. Indeed the
moment a nation ceases to extend its sway it falls a prey to an
inferior but more energetic neighbour."21 In his Lays 'of the Pal
metto, written to celebrate the participation of the South Caro
linians in the Mexican War, Simms again lauded violence and
made quite clear the extent to which Anglo-Saxon and Anglo
Norman merged in his mind. "Never Don or Savage," he wrote,
"yet with the Saxon could endure!" And he added that the noble
Anglo-Normans would show the mongrel Mexicans that "good
blood" had created two mighty nations - England and the
United States. 22

Simms believed that the expansion of the Anglo-Norman race
would advance the best interests of the South. He wrote to Ham
mond that the acquisition of Texas and Mexico would secure the
perpetuation of slavery for the next thousand years, and with a
phrase that would have delighted George Orwell argued that
"slavery will be the medium & great agent for rescuing and re
covering to freedom and civilization all the vast tracts of Texas,
Mexico &c." Later he told Hammond that his policy was "to use
Uncle Sam" and all his resources to acquire Yucatan and Cuba,
"which in the event of a dissolution will enure wholly to the
South."23 In editing the Southern Quarterly Review from 1849 to
1857, he made it an avowed policy of the journal that 'Negro
Slavery is one of the greatest of moral goods & blessings, and that
slavery in all ages had been found the greatest and most ad
mirable agent of Civilization."24 With his faith in the dynamic,
violent qualities of the English race, Simms simply discarded any
idea of a peaceful American mission and saw the future of the na
tion and the race in militant conquest. Defending, William
Walker's efforts in Nicaragua, Simms argued in 1857 that "filibus-
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tering is the moral necessity of all of Anglo-Norman breed. It is
the necessity of all progressive races."25 Though of Scotch-Irish
and English ancestry, Simms was able to submerge himself
within an all-powerful Anglo-Norman or Anglo-Saxon race.

Like Simms, southern novelist William A. Caruthers ac
knowledged a major debt to Sir Walter Scott, was able to merge
his Scotch-Irish ancestry in the dynamic English race, and was a
firm believer in American expansion; but unlike Simms he hated
slavery. 26 To Caruthers the attraction of extending civilization
through expansion was not the simple device of a Southerner to
ensure the maintenance of slavery. The destiny of the American
or southern people, he believed, lay not in extending anyone in
stitution but in the expansive power of the race. "Our western
tendency," he said, is irrevocable, and our further progress and
future destiny wrapped up in the womb of time."27 In his
Knights of the Horse-Shoe, published serially in Magnolia in
1841 and as a book in 1845, Caruthers wrote of "that Anglo
Saxon race which was and is destined to appropriate such a
large portion of the Globe to themselves, and to disseminate
their laws, their language, and their religion, over such count
less millions." Governor Alexander Spotswood, in moving west
to the Blue Ridge in the early eighteenth century, is described as
having begun a march which in little more than a century
"would transcend the Rio del Norte, and which, perhaps in half
that time may traverse the utmost boundaries of Mexico."28 Ca
ruthers did not have Simms's joy in conflict and violence, but he
believed that the American people were destined to advance in
definitely throughout the world.

While southern novelists celebrated the westward destiny of
the race and nation in dramatic form, the South produced more
reasoned arguments of the historical world role that the race
was to play. General philosophical meanderings on the future of
the American people and of the world were popular in the
United States in the middle years of the nineteenth century; they
were often inspired by European models. Kentucky newspaper
man James D. Nourse achieved a national reputation in the late
1840s with his Remarks on the Past and Its Legacies to American
Society, in which he acknowledged his debt to Thomas Carlyle.

 EBSCOhost - printed on 5/29/2020 2:01 PM via CORNELL UNIVERSITY. All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



Romantic Racial Nationalism 169

"I confess that I love him so much," wrote Nourse, "that were I
to meet him knowingly in the streets of the great Babel, I would
certainly astound the Cockneys, by giving him the hearty salu
tation of the backwoodsman."29

To Nourse the two great events in the history of the world
were the introduction of Christianity and the birth of American
democracy. Nourse wanted world regeneration, but he con
ceived of this regeneration in racial terms. Progress was not pos
sible without the presence of civilized people, and he saw no
reason to believe that certain peoples were ever barbarous. He
thought that the idea that men had gradually risen from barbar
ism into civilization "almost as absurd as the idea that men were
originally monkeys, and have gradually ascended in the scale of
being."30 Nourse, unlike many in the 1840s, retained hope that
other peoples of the world could be taught the rudiments of civ
ilization, but this was to be achieved by the domination of the
world by a superior race.

For Nourse God was bringing civilization to the world
through the medium of the Caucasian race and its Anglo-Saxon
or Anglo-Norman branch. He accepted the view that the origin
of man was in the mountains between the Euphrates and the In
dus. This region was the northern edge of a belt of civilization
that died away in the south in the sands of Africa. It was the
cradle of art, religion, science, and civilization, "of the zone of
light, which, shooting westward across Europe and America,
will have encircled the globe, when the Anglo-Americans shall
have peopled Oregon and California, and the English shall have
infused new life and vigor into the ancient civilization of India."
The path along which the Caucasian race had girdled the earth
was "the illuminated path of the historical Providence of God."31

Historically the Romans had laid the foundation for Chris
tianity by combining the religion of the Hebrews with the
reason and imagination of the Greeks. To this foundation the
Germanic tribes had brought the idea of liberty - /Jour American
liberty," wrote Nourse, "had its origin in the German forests."
All of the Germanic nations were remarkable for their free and
independent spirit, but "the Anglo Saxons have unquestionably
been distinguished by their aptitude for free institutions, their
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unconquerable love of liberty, and the practical sagacity with
which they have detected the enroachments of arbitrary
power." The Saxons went to England, almost entirely destroyed
the Celts, and laid the basis for free institutions. Other Saxons
emigrated to Jutland and Scandinavia and then in concert with
the similar inhabitants of those countries scourged Europe as the
Danes or Normans. In their conversion to Christianity the Nor
man knights lost none of their martial qualities, for they "were
the flower of European chivalry." After conquering the Saxons
in England, these Norman knights eventually combined with
the general population to resist arbitrary kings and produce
Magna Carta. The Anglo-Saxon or Anglo-Norman race had
been given the mission "of reconciling order and liberty, and
teaching mankind the science of government."32

Although all the Germanic tribes had the spirit of freedom,
argued Nourse, the key to the supremacy of England and Amer
ica was that in those countries there were few Celts. In France,
Spain, and Italy the Germanic race comprised a class that ruled
over a large Celtic population, but in England the Celts were
practically eliminated. In England, wrote Nourse, the popula
tion was "wholly Germanic." Given this basic premise, Nourse
obviously had to ignore the sizeable Celtic population in
America, and he discussed the Americans as essentially
unadulterated Anglo-Normans. Between them, Nourse main
tained, the English and the Americans were destined to rule the
world: "One is tempted to imagine that the Anglo-Norman race
has received from Divine Providence a fee-simple conveyance
of this planet, with the appurtenances thereunto belonging."
The Anglo-Normans had gone all over the world and were to be
lithe pioneers and teachers of mankind in the science of civil
government." Empire was moving westward, and in the Missis
sippi Valley "perhaps human intelligence is to reach its loftiest
earthly manifestations." Everywhere the Anglo-Normans were
the bearers of religion, science, and liberty. Napoleon had been
unable to arrest "for one hour the march of events which was car
rying forward the English race to the dominion of the world."33

In viewing the Americans as the supreme manifestation of the
English Anglo-Norman race, Nourse offended some who
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wanted to maintain the uniqueness of America. When he lec
tured in Cincinnati in 1849 the Columbian took him to task for
tracing too much in American liberty back to ancient times.
Nearly fifty years before Frederick Jackson Turner argued for a
distinctive American democracy, the writer in the Columbian
challenged Nourse's assertion that American liberty had its ori
gin in the woods of Germany, and said that though there had
been such a sentiment in Europe the liberty in America was es
sentially a new liberty. 34

Nourse's arguments are an excellent example of how the con
cept of an Anglo-Norman race, although useful as a means of
stressing the chivalric origins of the southern aristocracy, was
for those who used it only another way of describing the race
that had developed in England from the time of the Saxon inva
sions. As the Civil War approached, some Southerners used
Anglo-Norman to describe the population of their own region,
arguing that the South had received a population blend which
contained more Germanic-Norman knights and the North a
blend which contained more Germanic-Saxon commoners. 35

The extent to which even a better mind than that of J.D.
Nourse could become imbued with a sense of Germanic
American racial destiny is indicated in the shifting attitudes of
German immigrant Francis Lieber. Lieber came to the United
States in 1827 as a young man and was a professor at the Uni
versity of South Carolina from 1836 to 1856 before taking up a
post at Columbia. He came to America with a strong predisposi
tion in favor of his adopted country, and he reveals well the ex
tent to which many Europeans concurred in America's estimate
of her future world role. "There never has existed, to my knowl
edge, a government that has been formed so entirely for the
good of the people," he wrote while still at sea on the way to the
United States. "Never in the history of the world has so much
wisdom and humanity been shown as in their civilization."36
Lieber became vitally interested in the whole problem of na
tionalism and although in many respects idealistic and humani
tarian, he saw the racial element as a vital ingredient in national
accomplishment. Where he differed from the mainstream of
southern, or even national expansionist, racial ideology was
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that by 1850 his natural intelligence and common sense was re
pelled by the extremism of those who defended America's racial
mission. 37

Lieber had a profound faith in the world political mission of
what he often called "the Anglican race," particularly in the mis
sion of its American branch. He thought that the greatest contri
bution of the English (and in this they had an ability above that
of any other Germanic people) was in enshrining into govern
ment "that whole body of essential principles of civil liberty,
representative government, two Houses, parliamentary law,
jury (at least, such as they have it in England), responsible
ministers, liberty of the press, the taxes belonging to the lower
House, ~ost of the choicest fruits of the common law, town,
ward, and other primary meetings." The task of this Anglican
race, he wrote, was "to rear and spread civil liberty over vast
regions in every part of the earth, on continent and isle."38

Lieber by 1850 accepted the view that the Negro and Mongo
lian races were distinct from the white, and that the future of the
world lay in the hands of the white race. He also believed that
the world mission of the American English race was not simply
a peaceful mission of example and education. War was to Lieber
a means of giving a new sense of vigor to a nation. Though he
condemned unjust wars, he believed that America's destiny was
expansionist and that the westward movement of the Americans
to and across the Pacific could not and should not be stopped.
Where Lieber differed from so many of his contemporaries was
in challenging the obvious weaknesses in the more brazen de
fenses of Caucasian supremacy. In doing so he also testified to
the extent to which they had become dominant in American life.
He stressed in 1850 that although believing in an original dis
tinction between the white and the black races he was suspicious
of the contemporary rampant racial doctrines. He wanted to
know why, if the Caucasians were so infinitely superior, they
had been so late in producing great nations and why certain
groups, such as the Wallachians and the Croatians, "were sheer
barbarians to this day." Although Lieber showed the indepen
dence of his mind in attacking the most extravagant statements
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of Caucasian racial supremacy, he also helped to accelerate the
process by which even the Caucasian race was divided into
superior and inferior divisions - to Lieber lithe Anglican race"
exhibited special traits that give it the right to control and lead
the world. 39

For the most part, by the 1840s the main southern literary
periodicals were unwilling to accept the warnings given by Fran
cis Lieber. While on the one hand they constantly discussed and
disseminated the new scientific racism exalting the Caucasians,
on the other they accepted in practical form the more general
defenses of an aggressive racial mission of the American Anglo
Saxons. Also, as the scientific arguments for racial differences
became better known in the late 1840s, these arguments in
creasingly were used to bolster the more impressionistic views
of the destiny of the American Anglo-Saxon race. When in 1843
the American edition of Friedrich von Schlegel's Philosophy of
History was reviewed in the Southern Quarterly Review, the
author took the opportunity to challenge the eighteenth-century
environmentalist view of racial differences. Rather than climate,
he said, the decisive factor was the innate character of the race.
The Anglo-Saxon race retained much of its energy and activity
in areas of the world where the aborigines were enervated: liThe
characteristics of particular races remain ineradicable, they un
dergo slight changes and modifications, according to the admix
ture of foreign blood, but the original type remains." The char
acteristics of the Anglo-Saxons at the present day, the reviewer
argued, could be seen in the Germanic tribes as described by Tac
itus. 40 A similar conclusion was reached in a review of Guizot's
works: the Germanic tribes had an ineradicable spirit of liberty,
and the Germanic race revivified a worn-out Roman Empire.
Where the Germanic tribes had penetrated least - in Greece and
Italy - there had been a long sterility. The only vigor in Italy
was in the north, where there had been an infusion of German
blood. 41 Similar speculations were inspired when Arnold's In
troductory Lectures on Modern History was reviewed. Ar
nold's views of the revivifying power of the Germanic peoples
fell on ground that had been well prepared, and the re-
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viewer observed how the student could here enter into a field in
which he could explore "the greatness and excellence of our
race!"42

That "our race" was becoming more specifically the Anglo
Saxon or Anglo...Norman rather than the Caucasian was quite
apparent in southern periodicals of the 1840s and 1850s. To the
general innate superiority of the Caucasians, it was argued, the
Anglo-Saxon branch of the Teutons added the inborn talent for
political liberty. All the Germanic peoples had this innate sense
of liberty, but only the Anglo-Saxons had shown the ability to
transform the gift into effective political institutions. These
southern periodicals exhibited particular pride that the Anglo
Saxons excelled in the practical skills. 'We too are English,"
wrote a reviewer of the first two volumes of Macaulay's History
of England, "and all the far-descended honors of the English
name are ours by inheritance ... our race reads lessons to the
world in philosophy, in science, in mechanical skill, in the arts
of government, in Christian morality ... we are far behind in
the light and frivolous arts." This was "the imperial Anglo
Saxon race, whose mission on earth is like that of the Jews in
Canaan, 'to subdue the land and possess it.' "43 In the following
year another writer stated that "the Anglo-Normans" were des
tined to "attain to universal moral dominion, at least~" Other
racial stocks in America were discounted. A variety of races had
first settled the Western world, but "happily the Anglo-Saxon
blood was the fundamental stock, and ideas of religious and
civil liberty .were imported with it, to expand, and strengthen,
and vivify in the pure, free air of this virgin world."44

Although in the late 1840s and early 1850s many Southerners
were to balk at the prospect of an unrestrained expansion that
would bring free "inferior" races within the American union, the
rhetoric of racial expansion often operated at a level which ig
nored such practical problems. The "line of civilization and lib
erty ... is constantly being removed westward," wrote B. F.
Porter of Alabama in 1847: "The line dividing the civilization of
this country from the barbarism of the East, must be farther and
farther removed, until it shall throw its reflection across the
Pacific." Pride was expressed that the Anglo-Saxon was a mili-
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tant, even a ferocious race. Though writers might write of the
eventual moral triumph of the race, they were more likely to de
pict it in warlike and heroic terms. The tide of progress, it was
said, was rolling westward "like the triumphant Roman
chariot."45

The increasing acceptance of militant expansionism, which
became so rampant in the years of the Mexican War, gave rise
to qualms among some writers in the South. Many of them were
simply concerned that the new spirit of conquest would create a
problem by providing for the absorption of "inferior" peoples,
but a few seemed genuinely disturbed at the new bellicose spirit.
In an article in 1850 a writer in De Bow's Review pointed out
how a rampant sense of world destiny was being combined by
many with a belief that this would be attained simply by force
of arms. The writer argued that in the last half of the century "a
military spirit" had diffused itself throughout all society, bring
ing about the establishment of miniature West Points "in every
state and on every hill top." There was, said the author, a dream
of American destiny carrying national power throughout the
world: "The eagle of the republic shall poise itself over the field
of Waterloo, after tracing its flight among the gorges of the Hi
malaya or the Ural mountains, and a successor of Washington
ascend the chair of universal empire!"46

Some in the South, like many in the North, while subscribing
to the idea of the racial destiny of the American people, argued
that there was no need to hasten this process by sudden military
action. It was clear that Providence intended America to tri
umph, and that the future was writ large in the whole move
ment of the Germanic peoples across Europe to the United
States. From the Normans, it was argued, the Americans had in
herited a passion for the acquisition of territory, and the "more
militant aspects of this desire should be curbed." Why hurry the
inevitable? - "Cuba will be Americanized - will own the sway
of our race, as will St. Domingo, the West India Islands, gener
ally, and all Mexico, in course of time."47 The belief in racial, ex
pansionist destiny was deeply established in the South by 1850.

The practical difficulties of accomplishing America's racial
destiny were more clearly delineated by northern, particularly
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New England, writers than those in the South. Northern senti
ment, while tending toward the same conclusions on the future
role of the American Anglo-Saxon race, was complicated by the
persistence of a strong sense of moral, religious mission and by
an abolitionist fear that in the short run the expansion of the
United States would bring about the extension of slavery rather
than simply the extension of Anglo-Saxon liberty. Thus while
Northerners, like Southerners, came to believe that the Ameri
cans as a race had something special to offer to the world, they
had far more qualms about making the mission militant than
they did about making it racial. They thought the unique quali
ties of the Germanic-Anglo-Saxon-American people were what
the world needed, but many were unconvinced that conquest
was e.ither desirable or necessary. Those Americans whose intel
lectual home was Boston were by no means immune to the new
ideas of race and expansion, but they produced a more complex
pattern of thought than those whose intellectual home was
Charleston or New Orleans, or even those whose intellectual
home was Philadelphia or New York. The moral and religious
core that persisted in the New England mind made it more diffi
cult for ideas which totally ignored other peoples to gain accept
ance. It may also be that New Englanders, who had no specific
stake in the enslavement of blacks, as did the Southerners, or in
the removal of Indians, as did the Westerners, felt freer to in
dulge in mental doubts and humanitarian sentiments.

New England thought was also tempered by strong antislav
ery feelings in the decades preceding the Civil War. At first,
there was a reluctance to admit the permanent inferiority of
blacks. In the 1820s Edward Everett, after arguing that the ex
perience of Haiti had demonstrated a Negro capacity for self
government, went on to maintain that there was nothing as far
as he knew which would "authorise the conclusion that anyone
of the several varieties of our race is either intellectually or
morally superior or inferior to the rest." Civilization and power,
he argued, passed from people to people without regard to
color, and the superior of one age might be the inferior of the
next. 48 Optimistic views such as Everett's never completely dis
appeared in New England, but by the 1850s Free-Soilers and
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even abolitionists were often swept up in the typical racial judg
ments of the age.

New Englanders were less inclined than Southerners to heap
abuse on the innate capacities of other races, and they often
asked for less violence and more tolerance in the treatment df
other peoples; but from the 1830s on they became interested in,
and advocates of, the Germanic and Anglo-Saxon divisions of
the white race. The transcendentalists found that the idea of a
Teutonic race imbued with the great idea of freedom melded
well into their search for a guiding spirit in American democ
racy and the American nation, and New Englanders in general
attacked war and aggression while prophesying the ultimate tri
umph of an American Anglo-Saxon Christian civilization.

Emerson, although shunning extreme racial arguments, ac
cepted the idea of inequalities among the different races and saw
particular merits in the English race. He thought of this race as
"Saxon," but he believed it had its origin in a mixture of races
and had hybrid strength. The English, he thought, had also
gained in stature from their Norse conquerors, for races needed
a primitive energy if they were not to be destroyed. Emerson
saw the English and their American offspring as having an in
nate, vital force which drove them on to advance their settle
ments. Thus though he objected bitterly to the annexation of
Texas, with all its implications for the balance of slave and free
states, he observed in private that this question was ultimately
not a vital one: "It is very certain that the strong British race,
which have now overrun so much of this continent, must also
overrun that tract, and Mexico and Oregon also, and it will in
the course of ages be of small import by what particular occa
sions and methods it was done. It is a secular question."49

In the 1850s, when the new racial doctrines were in full cry,
Emerson shaped them to his own needs. Although he found
"pungent and unforgettable truths" in the rabid writing of
Robert Knox's Races of Men, he more often praised the English
than he attacked other races. 50 In his English Traits, published
in 1856, he commented that in England "exists the best stock in
the world," and argued that "it is in the deep traits of race that
the fortunes of nations are written." The English race had for
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Emerson that singleness of purpose, that unified national idea,
which made for national greatness. He had spoken in 1847 of
"the moral peculiarity of the Saxon race, - its commanding
sense of right and wrong." He saw in the rampant expansionism
of the 1840s and 1850s immediate ill-effects, such as the exten
sion of slavery, but he was not prepared to condemn the innate
drive for dominion which he thought characterized the English
and their Germanic ancestors: "The Teutonic tribes," he wrote
in English Traits, "have a national singleness of heart, which
contrasts with the Latin races. The German name has a prover
bial significance of sincerity and honest meaning."s1 Emerson
wanted to free America from cultural dependence on England,
but he believed that the English race and its American counter
part were a major moral force in the world.

Emerson transmuted a variety of philosophical racial ideas
through his own genius; Theodore Parker was far more ready to
accept a variety of racial doctrines in unadulterated form.
Parker not only accepted the superiority of·the Anglo-Saxons,
he also in private stressed the marked inferiority of the non
Caucasian races of mankind. He combined these racial views
with vigorous opposition to the Mexican War, to the extermina
tion of west-coast Indians, and to the extension of slavery.

Parker illustrates well the extent to which Germanic scholar
ship had penetrated New England thinking by the 1830s. He
read widely in German philology and philosophy, studied a
whole list of languages (including Icelandic, Swedish, and An
glo-Saxon), and showed enough interest in German thought to
buy Herder's complete works - in forty-five volumes. Far more
than Emerson, Parker was willing to think in broad terms of su
perior and inferior races with specific characteristics. For the
time beIng he was willing to accept Blumenbach's division into
five races, but he thought this "provisional."s2

Parker had no doubt at all that the Caucasian race was the su
perior race: liThe Caucasian differs from all other races: he is hu
mane, he is civilized, and progresses. He conquers with his head
as well as with his hand ... The Caucasian has been often mas
ter of the other races - never their slave. He has carried his reli-
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