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INTRODUCTION
By Franz Boas

I. RACE AND LANGUAGE

Early Attempts to Determine the Position of the American
Race

When Columbus started on his journey to reach the Indies, sailing
westward, and discovered the shores of America, he beheld a new
race of man, different in type, different in culture, different in lan-
guage, from any known before that time. This race resembled
neither the European types, nor the negroes, nor the better-known
races of southern Asia. As the Spanish conquest of America pro-
gressed, other peoples of our continent became known to the invaders,
and all showed a certain degree of outer resemblance, which led
the Spaniards to designate them by the term ‘‘Indios” (Indians),
the inhabitants of the country which was believed to be part of
India. Thus the mistaken geographical term came to be applied to
the inhabitants of the New World; and owing to the contrast of
their appearance to that of other races, and the peculiarities of their
cultures and their languages, they came to be in time considered as
a racial unit.

The same point of view still prevailed when the discoveries included
more extended parts of the New World. The people with whom
the Spaniards and Portuguese came into contact in South America,
as well as the inhabitants of the northern parts of North America,
all seemed to partake so much of the same characteristics, that
they were readily classed with the natives first discovered, and
were considered as a single race of mankind.
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6 BUREAU OF AMERICAN ETHNOLOGY [BuULL. 40

It was only when our knowledge of the Indian tribes increased,
that differences between the various types of man inhabiting our
continent became known. Differences in degree of culture, as well
as differences in language, were recognized at an early time. Much
later came a recognition of the fact that the Indians of our conti-
nent differ in type as much among themselves as do the members of
other races.

As soon as investigators began to concern themselves with these
questions, the problem of the position of the natives of America
among the races of mankind came to be of considerable interest,
and speculations in regard to their origin and relationships occur
even in the early descriptions of the New World.

Among the earlier attempts we find particularly endeavors to
prove that certain parts of the beliefs and customs of the Indians
agree with those of the Old World. Such agreements were consid-
ered proof that the Indians belong to one of the races enumerated
in biblical history; and the theory that they represent the lost
tribes of Israel was propounded frequently, and has held its own
for a long time. In a similar way were traced analogies between
the languages of the New World and those of the Old World, and
many investigators believe even now that they have established
such relationships. Attempts were also made to prove similarities
in appearance between the American races and other races, and
thus to determine their position among the races of the Old World.

Classifications based on Physical Type, Language, and
Customs

The problems involved in the determination of the relations of
the various races have been approached from two different points
of view—either the attempt has been made to assign a definite posi-
tion to a race in a classificatory system of the races of man, or the
history of the race has been traced as far back as available data
may permit.

The attempts to classify mankind are numerous. Setting aside the
classifications based on biblical tradition, and considering only those
that are based on scientific discussion, we find a number of attempts
based on comparisons of the anatomical characteristics of mankind,
combined with geographical considerations; others are based on the
discussion of a combination of anatomical and cultural character-
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istics—traits which are considered as characteristic of certain groups
of mankind; while still others are based primarily on the study of
the languages spoken by people representing a certain anatomical
type.

The attempts that have thus been made have led to entirely differ-
ent results. Blumenbach, one of the first scientists who attempted
to classify mankind, first distinguished five races—the Caucasian,
Mongolian, Ethiopian, American, and Malay. It is fairly clear that
this classification is based as much on geographical as on anatomical
considerations, although the description of each race is primarily an
anatomical one. Cuvier distinguished three races—the white, yellow,
and black. Huxley proceeds more strictly on a biological basis.
He combines part of the Mongolian and American races of Blumen-
bach into one, assigns part of the South Asiatic peoples to the Austra-
lian type, and subdivides the European races into a dark and a light
division. The numerical preponderance of the European types has
evidently led him to make finer distinctions in this race, which
he divides into the xanthochroic and melanochroic races. It
would be easy to make subdivisions of equal value in other races.
Still clearer is the influence of cultural points of view in classifica-
tions like those of Gobineau and Klemm (who distinguishes the
active and passive races), according to the cultural achievements of
the various types of man.

The most typical attempt to classify mankind from a consider-
ation of both anatomical and linguistic points of view is that of
Friederich Miiller, who takes as the basis of his primary divisions the
form of hair, while all the minor divisions are based on linguistic
considerations.

Relations between Physical Type, Language, and Customs

An attempt to correlate the numerous classifications that have
been proposed shows clearly a condition of utter confusion and con-
tradiction. If it were true that anatomical form, language, and cul-
ture are all closely associated, and that each subdivision of mankind
is characterized by a certain bodily form, a certain culture, and a cer-
tain language, which can never become separated, we might expect
that the results of the various investigations would show better
agreement. If, on the other hand, the various phenomena which
were made the leading points in the attempt at classification are not
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8 BUREAU OF AMERICAN ETHNOLOGY [BULL. 40

closely associated, then we may naturally expect such contradic-
tions and lack of agreement as are actually found.

It is therefore necessary, first of all, to be clear in regard to the
significance of anatomical characteristics, language, and culture, as
characteristic of any subdivision of mankind.

It seems -desirable to consider the actual development of these
various traits among the existing races.

Permanence of Physical Type; Changes in Language
and Culture

At the present period we may observe many cases in which a com-
plete change of language and culture takes place without a corre-
sponding change in physical type. This is true, for instance, among
the North American negroes, a people by descent largely African; in
culture and language, however, essentially European. While it is
true that certain survivals of African culture and language are
found among our American negroes, their culture is essentially that
of the uneducated classes of the people among whom they live, and
their language is on the whole identical with that of their neigh-
bors—English, French, Spanish, and Portuguese, according to the
prevalent language in various parts of the continent. It might be
objected that the transportation of the African race to America was
an artificial one, and that in earlier times extended migrations and
transplantations of this kind have not taken place.

The history of medieval Europe, however, shows clearly that
extended changes in language and culture have taken place many
times without corresponding changes in blood.

Recent investigations of the physical types of Europe have shown
with great clearness that the distribution of types has remained the
same for a long period. Without considering details, it may be said
that an Alpine type can easily be distinguished from a mnorth-
European type on the one hand, and a south-European type on the
other. The Alpine type appears fairly uniform over a large territory,
no matter what language may be spoken and what national culture
may prevailin the particular district. The central-European French-
men, Germans, Italians, and "Slavs are so nearly of the same type
that we may safely assume a considerable degree of blood relation-
ship, notwithstanding their linguistic differences.
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Instances of similar kind, in which we find permanence of blood
with far-reaching modifications of language and culture, are found
in other parts of the world. As an example may be mentioned the
Veddah of Ceylon, a people fundamentally different in type from
the neighboring Singhalese, whose language they ~seem to have
adopted, and from whom they have also evidently borrowed a
number of cultural traits. Still other examples are the Japanese
of the northern part of Japan, who are undoubtedly, to a consider-
able extent, Ainu in blood; and the Yukaghir of Siberia, who,
while retaining to a great extent the old blood, have been assimilated
in culture and language by the neighboring Tungus.

Permanence of Language; Changes of Physical Type

While it is therefore evident that in many cases a people, without
undergoing a considerable change in type by mixture, have changed
completely their language and culture, still other cases may be adduced
in which it can be shown that a people have retained their language
while undergoing material changes in blood and culture, or in both.
As an example of this may be mentioned the Magyar of Europe, who
have retained their old language, but have become mixed with people
speaking Indo-European languages, and who have, to all intents and
purposes, adopted European culture.

Similar conditions must have prevailed among the Athapascans,
one of the great linguistic families of North America. The great
body of people speaking languages belonging to this linguistic stock
live in the northwestern part of America, while other dialects are
spoken by small tribes in California, and still others by a large body
of people in Arizona and New Mexico. The relationship between all
these dialects is so close that they must be considered as branches
of one large group, and it must be assumed that all of them have
sprung from a language once spoken ever a continuous area. At
the present time the people speaking these languages differ funda-
mentally in type, the inhabitants of the Mackenzie river region
being quite different from the tribes of California, and these, again,
differing from the tribes of New Mexico. The forms of culture in
these different regions are also quite distinct; the culture of the Cali-
fornia Athapascans resembles that of other Californian tribes, while
the culture of the Athapascans of New Mexico and Arizona is
influenced by that of other peoples of that area. It seems most
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plausible to assume in this case that branches of this stock migrated
from one part of this large area to another, where they intermingled
with the neighboring people, and thus changed their physical char-
acteristics, while at the same time they retained their speech. With-
out historical evidence this process can not, of course, be proved. 1
shall refer to this example later on.

Changes of Language and Type

These two phenomena—a retention of type with a change of
language, and a retention of language with a change of type—
apparently opposed to each other, are still very closely related,
and in many cases go hand in hand. An example of this is, for
instance, the distribution of the Arabs along the north coast of
Africa. On the whole, the Arab element has retained its language;
but at the same time intermarriages with the native races were
common, so that the descendants of the Arabs have often retained
the old language and have changed their type. On the other hand,
the natives have to a certain extent given up their own languages,
but have continued to intermarry among themselves and have thus
preserved their type. So far as any change of this kind is connected
with intermixture, both types of changes must always occur at the
same time, and will be classed as a change of type or a change of
language, as our attention is directed to the one people or the other,
or, in some cases, as the one or the other change is more pronounced.
Cases of complete assimilation without any mixture of the people
involved seem to be rare, if not entirely absent.

Permanence of Type and Language; Change of Culture

Cases of permanence of type and language and of change of culture
are much more numerous. As a matter of fact, the whole historical
development of Europe, from prehistoric times on, is one endless
series of examples of this process, which seems to be much easier,
since assimilation of cultures occurs everywhere without actual blood
mixture, as an effect of imitation. Proof of diffusion of cultural
elements may be found in every single cultural area which covers a
district in which many languages are spoken. In North America,
California offers a good example of this kind; for here many lan-
guages are spoken, and there is a certain degree of differentiation of
type, but at the same time a considerable uniformity of culture pre-
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