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fossil fishes. His immigration to America in the 1840s immediately 
elevated the status of American natural history . For the first time, a 
major European theorist had found enough of value in the United 
States to come and stay. Agassiz became a professor at Harvard, 
where he founded and directed the Museum of Comparative Zool
ogy until his death in 1873 (I occupy an office in the original wing 
of his building). Agassiz was a charmer; he was lionized in social 
,md intellectual circles from Boston to Charlestown. He spoke for 
",ence with boundless enthusiasm and raised money with equal zeal 
10 su pport his buildings, collections, and publications. No man did 
111ore to establish and enhance the prestige of American biology 
during the nineteenth century. 

Agassiz also became the leading spokesman for polygeny in 
\111erica. He did not bring this theory with him from Europe. He 
11111verted to the doctrine of human races as separate species after 
111, first experiences with American blacks. 

Agassiz did not embrace polygeny as a conscious political doc-
111111•. He never doubted the propriety of racial ranking, but he did 

1111111 himself among the opponents of slavery. His adherence to 

1
1 ,lrneny flowed easily from procedures of biological research that 
, lwl developed in other and earlier contexts. He was, first of all, a 
I \11111 creationist who lived long enough to become the only major 

I 1111fic opponent of evolution. But nearly all scientists were ere
II 11mts before 1859, and most did not become polygenists (racial 
111, 11·ntiat ion within a single species posed no threat to the doc

'" of special creation-just consider breeds of dogs and cattle). 
1\M1's predisposition to polygeny arose primarily from two as
,_ 111 his personal theories and methods: 
1 I II studying the geographic distribution of animals and plants, 
1 11 developed a theory about "centers of creation." He believed 
I 11•·11es were crated in their proper places and did not generally 
1 11, f,tr from these centers. Other biogeographers invoked cre-
1 111 ., single spot with extensive migration thereafter. Thus, 
11 \1-:,1ssiz studied what we would now regard as a single wide-
111 ,pt>cies, divided into fairly distinct geographical races, he 

I 111 name several separate species, each created at its center 
111 Homo sapiens is a primary example of a cosmopolitan, 

11, pccies. 
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2. Agassiz was an extreme splitter in his ta)l.c,,o.nic practice. 
Taxonomists tend to fall into two camps-"lumpers," who concen
trate on similarities and amalgamate groups with small differences 
into single species, and "splitters," who focus on minute distinctions 
and establish species on the smallest peculiarities of design. Agassiz 
was a splitter among splitters. He once named three genera of fossil 
fishes from isolated teeth that a later paleontologist found in the 
variable dentition of a single individual. He named invalid species 
of freshwater fishes by the hundreds, basing them upon peculia1 
individuals within single, variable species. An extreme splitter who 
viewed organisms as created over their entire range might well bl' 
tempted to regard human races as separate creations. Nonetheless, 
before coming to America, Agassiz advocated the doctrine of hu 
man unity-even though he viewed our variation as exceptional. l k 

wrote in 1845: 
Here is revealed anew the superiority of the human genre and its grcall 1 

independence in nature. Whereas the animals are distinct species in 1\11 

different zoological provinces to which they appertain, man, despiu· 1111 

diversity of his races, constitutes one and the same species over all du 

surface of the globe (in Stanton, 1960, p. 101 ). 

Agassiz may have been p«disposed to pclygeny by biol<>S" 11 
belief, but I doubt that this pious man would have abandoned 1h 
Biblical orthodoxy of a single Adam if he had not been confro111 
both by the sight of American blacks and the urgings of his poh M 
nist colleagues. Agassiz never generated any data for polygem I I 
conversion followed an immediate visceral judgment and so1111 I 
sistent persuasion by friends. His later support rested on 1101hl 

deeper in the realm of biological knowledge. 
Agassiz had never seen a black person in Europe. Whc11 111 I 

met blacks as servants at his Philadelphia hotel in 1846, lw c I 
enced a pronounced visceral revulsion. This jarring cxpc·II 
coupled with his sexual fears about miscegenation, app.111•1111 
tablished his conviction that blacks are a separate specit'"· I 11 
markably candid passage, he wrote to his mother from J\1111 1 I 

It was in Philadelphia that I first found myself in prolongccl c 11111 
negroes; all the domestics in my hotel were men of color. I , .111 
express to you the painful impression that I received, espc< ,.,11 It 
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though races were created as separate species. The Bible does not 
,peak about pa<" of the wodd unknown to the ancient,; the tale of 
Adam refers only to the origin of Caucasians. Negroes and Cauca
sians are as distinct in the mummified remains of Egypt as they are 
today. If human races we« the p«xluct of climatic inRuence, then 
the passage of th«e thousand yea<S would have engend«ed sub
stantial changes (Agassiz had no inkling of human antiquity; he 
believed that three thousand years included a major chunk of our 
entire history). Modern races occupy definite, nonoverlapping, geo
g,aphic a,ea,--<,ven though some ,anges have been blu«ed o, 
obliterated by migration. As physically distinct, temporally invariant 
g,oups with disc«te geographical canges, human races met all 

Agassiz's biological criteria for separate species. 

These races must have originated . . . in the same numerical prop<>' 
tions, and over the same area, in which they now occur .... They cannot 
have originated in single individuals, but must have been created in th,11 

numeric harmony which is characteristic of each species; men must li.1" 
originated in nations, as the bees have originated in swarms (PP· 128-111ql 

Then, approaching the end of his article, Agassiz abruptly shifts l11~ 
gcound and announces a ,no<al imperative-even though he h.ul 
explicitly justified his inquiry by casting it as an objective invcsllK•' 

tion of natural history. 
There are uPon earth different races of men, inhabiting different I'·" I 

of its surface, which have different physical characters; and this fat t 
presses upon us the obligation to settle the relative rank among thest· , .,, r 
,he ,dative .,1ue of ilie cha,a<te<> pe<ulia< to ea<h, in• scientific I'"'", I 
view .... As philosophers it is our duty to look it in the face (p. 1'111) 

As direct evidence for differential, innate value Agassiz vent 1111 1 

further than the standard set of Caucasian cultural stereo typ•, 

The indominable, courageous, proud Indian-in how very chllc 111 

light he stands by the side of the submissive, obsequious, imitativt• '" t,\' 
by ilie side of tl,e tricky, cunning, and cowa<dly Mongolian! An· ""' , 1, 
facts indications that the different races do not rank uPon 0111• I I 

nature (p. 144). 
Blacks, Agassiz declares, must occupy the bottom rung ol ,111 

tive ladder: 
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author of the "Battle Hymn of the Republic".) ln four long and 
impassioned letten, Agassiz pleaded his case. The pmistence of a 
la<ge and p«manent black population in Am«ica must be 
acknowledged as a grim reality. Indians, driven by their commend
able pride, may perish in battle, but "the negro exhibits by nature 
a pliability, a readiness to accommodate himself to circumstances, 
a proneness to imitate those among whom he lives" (g August 

Although legal equality must be granted to all, blacks should be 

Bo 

1863). 
denied social equality, lest the white rnce be comp,omised and 
diluted: "Social equality l deem at all time impracticable. lt is a 
natural impossibility flowing from the very character of the negro 
race" ( 10 August 1863); for blacks are "indolent, playful, sensuous, 
imitative, subservient, good natured, versatile, unsteady in their 
purpase, devoted, affectionate, in everything unlike other races, 
they may but be compa<ed to child«n, wown in the statu« ol 
adults while retaining a childlike mind .... Therefore I hold that 
they a« incapable of living on a fooling of social equality with th<° 
whites, in one and the same community, without being an elemen t 
of social disorder" (10 August 1863). Blacks must be regulated an cl 
limited, lest an injudicious award of social privilege sow later d ,, 

No man has a right to what he is unfit to use .... Let us bewail' nl 
granting too much to the negro race in the beginning, lest it become 111 • 

essary to recall violently some of the privileges which they may use to 11111 

cord: 

detriment and their own injury ( 10 August 1863). . 
For Agassiz, nothing inspired more fear than the prospe< t 111 

amalgamation by intermarriage. White strength depends t1p •1t1 

sepa<ation, "The production of halfb«eds is as much a sin a~•"" I 
nature, as incest in a civilized community is a sin against pu t,, , < t 
character .... Far from presenting to me a natural solution ot , 11 
difficulties, the idea of amalgamation is most repugnant to my It I I 
ings, l hold it to be a perversion of every natural sentiment. 
efforts should be spared to check that which is abhorrent 111 , 11 
better nature, and to the progress of a higher civilization ,111

1

1 

purer morality" (g August 1863). 
Agassiz now realizes that he has argued himself into .i < • 111 

If interbreeding among races (separate species to Agassiz) "111111 

ural and repugnant, why are "halfbreeds" so common in A111• , 
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virtue; for people, free to choose, gravitate naturally toward the 
climates of their original homeland. The black species, created for 
hot and humid conditions, will prevail in the Southern lowlands, 
though whites will maintain dominion over the seashore and ele
vated ground. The new South will contain some Negro states. We 
should bow before this necessity and admit them into the Union; 
we have, after all, already recognized both "Haity and Liberia."* 
But the bracing North is not a congenial home for carefree and 
lackadaisical people, created for warmer regions. Pure blacks will 
migrate South, leaving a stubborn residue to dwindle and die ou t 
in the North: "I hope it may gradually die out in the north where 
it has only an artificial foothold" ( 11 August 1863). As for the 
mulattoes, "their sickly physique and their impaired fecundity" 
should assure their demise once the shackles of slavery no longe 1 
provide an opportunity for unnatural interbreeding. 

Agassiz's world collapsed during the last decade of his life. His 
students rebelled; his supporters defected. He remained a hero to 
the public, but scientists began to regard him as a rigid and agin..: 
dogmatist, standing firm in his antiquated beliefs before the Da i 
winian tide . But his social preferences for racial segregation pt r 
vailed-all the more because his fanciful hope for volun t,11) 
geographic separation did not. 




