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T | < Trancis of Assisi and Galileo shook the thinking of the estab-
ey, \ BOLA ‘] o Given Gould s position in evolution/creation contro-
NS w1 cNule - Tl . .
U, Lok hallenged o misquoted by biblical literalists and by some
Ny versies, €4 Tl T s choice to contrast the thinking of these
. itional evolutionists, his choice (o contr; S O6 tNEse
‘Uh y (1At | . o oy P | ‘ | : 1428 500 AN
15 I L iculal historical figures reflects his own embattled position as 2
P e writer, Research one of the controversies that Gould, Galileo.
SCICHY | . : :
\ | o Francis has been involved in and write a report that outlines
' Ol VL ' | | .
>y D noth sides of the controversy and the intellectual and social
Sn 9 ( | . ’ " ' ¢ ' ' 3
$T amifications of each side. You needn 't be “objective.
n  Choose a subject in the natural world with which you are familiar.
' Trv writing about it as a Franciscan thinker might, then as a Galilean.
Also write about your writing process in each case. Which did you
. find easier? In what specific ways was the writing different?
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87 Doy . Flaws in a Vaictorian Veil
Titing .
10 theprforrs | I'he Victorians left some magnificent, if lengthy, nov-
, dashes o els. But they also foisted upon an apparently willing world a liter-
aph relaie ary genre probably unmatched for tedium and inaccurate portray-
L al: the multivolumed “life and letters” of eminent men. These
eader to the extended encomiums, usually written by grieving widows or duti-

ful sons and daughters, masqueraded as humbly objective
accounts, simple documentation of words and activities. If we

accepted these works at face value, we would have to believe that
eminent Victorians actually lived by the ethical values they
€spoused—a fanciful proposition that Lytton Strachey’s Eminent
Viclorians put to rest more than fifty years ago.

2 Elizabeth Cary Agassiz—eminent Bostonian, founder and
first president of Radcliffe College, and devoted wife of America’s
Rremier naturalist—had all the right credentials for authorship
(l'ncluding a departed and lamented husband). Her Life and
Comrespondence of Louis Agassiz turned a fascinating, cantankerous,
an.d Not overly faithful man into a paragon of restraint, statesman-
ship, wisdom, and rectitude.

* 1 write this essay in the structure that Louis Agassiz built in
'1859—~the original wing of Harvard's Museum of Comparative
/ “ology. Agassiz, the world’s leading student of fossil fishes, pro-
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manages to turn this focus of controversy an.
¢ restless energy into a measured and dignified gentle
of resucss ¢ , .

SOUICC

maii, S 3 AT' ‘SiI,S Vi(,’\" 4
R(-‘CCHUV» 1n Sl,l,ldylng L()Ulb {')d‘s‘ L ves On race dnd

;;1‘<)111})l<‘d by some hints 1 E. Lurie's h.iogf“a?‘h.y ( l,m{z'.s' Agassiy: ,
life in science), I Cn(‘.()l.mt-ere(l SOII.lCS IHFCT(JSUI 182 dlSC"@Pancies
hetween Elizabeth’s version and Louis's original letters. I then (js.
covered that Elizabeth simply expurgated the text and didn’t eyep
insert ellipses (those annoying three dots) to indicate her dele.
tons. Harvard has the original letters, and a bit of sleuthing on
my part turned up some spicy material.
6 During the decade before the Civil War, Agassiz expressed
strong opinions on the status of blacks and Indians. As an adopt-
ed son of the north, he rejected slavery, but as an UppEer crust
Caucasian, he certainly didn’t link this rejection to any notion of
racial equality.
7 Agassiz presented his racial attitudes as sober and
ineluctable deductions from first principles. He maintained that
species are static, created entities (at his death in 1873, Agassiz
stood virtually alone among biologists as a holdout against the
Darwinian tide). I'hey are not placed upon the earth in a single
Spot, but created simultaneously over their entire ra; ge. Related
Species are often create “

d In Separate ge()gl‘;-lphi(j regions, each
adapted to prey '

ailing environments of its own area. Since human

1ACEeS me QO OTiItor. < GHcA | : , . ‘
met these criteria before commerce and migration mixed us
Up, €ach race is a Separate

‘ , l')lol()gi(‘al species.
: Lhus, America’s le:

' ading biologist came down firmly on the
wiong side | |

decade before ‘€N raging in A

e armved: Was Adam the progenitor of al px‘“Pl“

People? Are blacks ~
alikes? The
ach Major race

and Indians our brother

potygenists, Agassiz among them, |
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’Jz;\”\'{“ t :;n;wt"i""i"}" | know of no American polygenist who did not assyme
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(, Agassiz insisted that his defense of polygeny h
do with political advocacy or social prejudice.
merely a humble and disinterested schol
intriguing fact of natural history.

acl nothing 18
He was, he argued.

ar, trying to establish an

It has been charged upon the views here advanced that they tend

to the support of slavery. . . . Is that 2 fair objection to 2 philo-
sophical investigation? Here we have to do only with the question

of the origin of men; let the politicians, let those who feel them-

selves called upon to regulate human society, see what they can do
with the results. . . . We disclaim al] connection wi

involving political matters.

among these races.” The resulting hierarchy is self-evident- “The
indomitable, courageous, proud Indian—in how

different a light

umar he stands by the side of the submissive, obsequious, imitative

xed U I€gro, or by the side of the tricky, cunning, and cowardly

Mongolian! Are not these facts indications that the different races

n the do not rank upon one level in nature.” F inally, if he hadn’t made
Or 4

his political message clear by generalization, Agassiz ends by advo-
eoplt cating specific social policy—thus contravening \

IS pledge (o abjure politics for the pure life of the mind. Education,
he argues, must be tailored to innate ability; train blacks in h
cles WOrk, whites in mind work.

and




What would be the best education 1o he imp;ntml ,

aces in consequence of their primitive differern .  dify.,
ain not the slightest doubt that human Atfaire ' We . "
e colored races would be far more juclic 101s]y
our intercourse with them, we were guide by

of the real differences existing between 1« and the, Ngr.
., . 1P,

ently
rather than by (reaung them on terms nf'cqu

to foster those dispositions that are emin

ality,

13 Since these “"eminently marked”
ness, obsequiousness, and imitation,
Agassiz had in mind.

2 Agassiz had political clout, largely because he «
entist, supposedly motivated only by the facts ' 8 b
abstract theory they embodied. In this contex

dlsposit-i()ns are syh

3 Misgjy
WE can well lmdg| Sive.

1€ why

mmediate vViscera]

13 The first passage, almost shocking in its force, even 13
years later, recounts Agassiz’s first experience with black people
(he had never encountered blacks in Europe). He first visited

America in 1846 and sent his mother a long letter detailing

his experiences. In the section about Philac¢irhia, Elizabeth
Agassiz records only his visits to museums 2:¢ the private
homes of scientists. She expunges, without cliipses, his first
impression of blacks—a visceral reaction to w:iters in a hotel

restaurant. In 1846 Agassiz still believed in human unity, but this
passage exposes an explicit, stunningly nonscientific bass tor
his conversion to polygeny. For the first time, then, without
OMmIssSions:

It was in Philadelphia that I first found myself in prﬂl““g"q ok
with negroes; all the domestics in my hotel were men ol Cf)l' ed
can scarcely express to you the painful impression that 1 "f““l:“u.\'
especially since the sentiment that they inspired in me B “’:zl [‘m
to all our ideas about the confraternity of the human “'P(.‘ ,Jl-l('s.x, |
unique origin of our species, But truth before all N everthe %
experienced pity at the sight of this degraded and (l"g‘<'lf" ey
and their lot inspired compassion in me in thinking that

Ol |

|dlc ! it\
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Nonetheless, 1118 impossible for me to repress the feel-
4 | IR ~

ey are not of the same blood as us. In seeing their black
at the) . | |
& Ih(‘i' lhi('k 'l')\ ;HH| glllll;lt g H'('l'l, ”l(‘ W()()l 518 th('lr
]

hent knees, then vlnng;nml hands. their large crrved
head

auild not | . :
b .v. And when they advanced that hideous hand towards my
far awdy.

.- order to serve me, I wished I were able to depart in order
of bread elsewhere, rather than to dine with such ser-
to have tied their exis

] (‘s‘p(‘(‘i‘\”\' the livid color of the palms of their hands, |
and ¢! alll AR | ' S,
ke my eyes off their faces in order to tell them to stay

to eat a piece | |
ice. What unhappiness for the white race
Vvice.

e so closely with that of negroes in certain countries! God pre-

tenc
serve us from such a contact!

The second set of documents comes from the midst of the
givil war. Samuel Howe, husband of Julia Ward Howe (author of
T‘lw Battle Hymn of the Republic) and a member of President
{incoln’s Inquiry Commission, wrote to ask Agassiz his opinion
.bout the role of blacks in a reunited nation. During August 1863,
Agassiz responded in four long and impassioned letters. Elizabeth
Agassiz bowdlerized them to render Louis’s case as a soberly stat-
ed opinion (despite 1ts peculiar content), derived from first prin-
ciples and motivated only by a love of truth.
5  Louis argued, in short, that races should be kept separate
lest white superiority be diluted. This separation should occur nat-
urally since mulattoes, as a weak strain, will eventually die out.
Blacks will leave the northern climates so unsuited to them (since

they were created as a separate species for Africa); they will move
south in droves and will eventually prevail in a few lowland states.

although whites will maintain dominion over the seashore and
elevated ground. We will have to recognize these states, even
admit them to the Union, as the best solution to a bad situation:
after all, we do recognize “Haity and Liberia.”

16 Elizabeth’s substantial deletions display Louis’s motivation
-a very different light. They radiate raw fear and blind preju-
dice. She systematically eliminates three kinds of statements. First,
shF omits the most denigrating references to blacks: “In every-
thing unlike other races,” Louis writes, “they may but be com-
].)}a'red. lo children, grown in the stature of adults, while retaining a
childlike mind ” Second, she removes all elitist claims about the

A S
Irelation of wisdom, wealth, and social POsitiol

thege Passag .
v Passages, we begin to sense Louis’s
SR | , Oouls s real fears : N
genation about misce-
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ability. Improvements in our system of edy;, ation ""Vsr,,, )

o1 later counterbalance the effects of the apathv

ed and of the rudeness of the lower clascec .

of our children.

7 Third, and of greatest significance, she
long passages on interbreeding that place the
dence 1n a different setting from the one she tashionec
we grasp Louis's intense, visceral revulsion toward the ide
ual contact between races. This deep and Irrational fe,
strong a driving force within him as any abstract not
arate creation: “The production of half-breeds,” h S, “is 2
much a sin against nature, as incest in a civilized T
sin against purity of character. . . . I hold it to be -
every natural sentiment.”

I8 T'his natural aversion is so strong that abolitionist Seéntiment

cannot reflect any innate sympathy for blacks but muyst arise
because many “blacks” have substantial amountis of white blood

and whites instinctively sense this part of themselves: “I have no
doubt in my mind that the sense of abhorrence
which has led to the agitation now culminating in our civil war,
has been chiefly if unconsciously fostered by the recognition of
our own type in the offspring of southern genilemen, moving
4Iong us as negros /sic/ , which they are not.”

19 But if races naturally repel each other, how then do "Sou[h:
ern gentlemen” take such willing advantage of their bonded
women? Agassiz blames the mulatto house slaves. Their whitenes
renders them attractive; their blackness, lascivious. The poot

Innocent young men are enticed and entrapped.

against slavery,

As soon as the sexual desires are awakening in the "““”g‘m;x\,.\‘\\
the South, they find it easy to gratify themselves D) h¢ “fh,

leh\Nhhlllhuy;uwfnuﬂ.by(xﬂnwcd hnnﬂuHHWhUUM'xwuu“W;
contact) blunts his better Instincts in that direction and lead
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voung men. One thing is certain, that there 1s

nt whatevel conceivable in the connection of

als of different races; there 18 neither love, nor desire for
anv kind. It is altogether a physical connection.

sration of gentlemen overcame their aversion
Grst mulattoes, we are not told.
know in detail why Elizabeth chose her deletions.

o logical implication prompted all her actions. Simple
rudery probably led her to reject a public airing of any

In any case, her deletions did distort Louis

ht and did render his intentions according to the

fallacious and self-serving model favored by scientists—that opin-

jons

d

arise from dispassionate surveys of raw information.
These restorations show that Louis Agassiz was jolted to con-

sider the polygenist theory of races as separate species by his 1ni-

dal, visceral reaction

to contact with blacks. They also demon-

strate that his extreme views on racial mixing were powered more
by intense sexual revulsion than by any abstract theory of hybridity.
»  Racism has often been buttressed by scientists who present a
public facade of objectivity to mask their guiding prejudices.
Agassiz's case may be distant, but its message rings through our

century as well.

QUESTIONS

Ideas

I." Stephen Jay Gould says that Victorian biographies often ‘masquer-
aded as humbly objective accounts” (paragraph 1) and that scien-

tists have and may continue to “present a public facade of objectivity
to.mask their guiding prejudices” (paragraph 23). Is it possible for 2
writer to be unbiased and free of political ideology, to be “a humble
and disinterested scholar,” as Agassiz claimed to be? Or is “objectivi-
ty” always a cover for hidden or unexamined ideas? How would you
define “objective” writing? How does Gould’s writing fit into /this

definition?

Ha
. Il paragrapt ‘ ays: " |
paragraph 8, Gould says: “In logic, separate needn’t mean

unequal, , . , But,

- @ group In power always conflates separation
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with superiority.” Discuss this idea 1n terms of groups who Chooge
separatism to n/\;\inl;\in group identity, even ””’“?—5." '.}"'Y fir(’ Not the
group in power, Should differences be i;.’,“"""f‘l* il f“’"' 4 “melt.
g pot” ideal? Is it possible for a persol to be l"cl('l..ﬂt (Or S(-;xixt") i
he or she is not a member of the dominant groups .' low might t}
sittation Gould describes be changed $O that nmrgm'fali'/,e(l Broups
could keep valued differences, yet have an equal voice pe >liti(:ally
and socially?

3. Do you think that the educational policies suggested by Agass,

(paragraph 10) have been eliminated from Sf:hools? How might
“tracking” or “ability grouping” and culturally biased testing contin-

ue to separate students according to race, €vell when official poli.
cies deny such separation occurs? (an you think of examples of

Agassiz’s logic that you have heard in recent years?

Organization

4. Gould has stated that his favorite method of writing is “beginning

with something small and curious and then working outward and
onward by a network of lateral connections.” What “small and curi-
ous” discrepancies led Gould to write this essay? How does he use
the repetition of words and ideas to achieve cohesiveness among
seemingly unrelated bits of information? How do the concluding
paragraphs work to tie the essay together? Does the essay have a the-
sis statement, i.e., one sentence that summarizes one main idea?
What would you say is the main idea of this essay? .




