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PREFACE

THE problem discussed in the following pages has
occupied my attention for many years, and I have at
various times dealt with it in brief essays. Some of
these, in revised form and enlarged, are embodied in the
present volume :—

Human Faculty as determined by Race (Proceedings of
the American Assoctation for the Advancement of Sci-
ence, vol. xliii [1894], pp. 301-327).

The Limitations of the Comparative Method of Anthro-
pology (Scizence, N. S., vol. iv [1896], pp. go1—9o8).

The Mind of Primitive Man ( Fournal of American Folk-
Lore, vol. xiv [1901], pp. I-11).

Some Traits of Primitive Culture (/44d., vol. xvii [ 1904],
PP- 243-254).

Race Problems in America (Science, N. S., vol. xxix
[1909], pp. 839-849).

Psychological Problems in Anthropology (American
Fournal of Psychology, vol. xxi [ 1910], pp. 371-384).

I have also utilized a small part of the Introduction

to my ‘“Handbook of American Indian Languages”
v



vi PREFACE

(Bulletin 40 of the Bureau of American Ethnology),
and some of the results of my report on “ Changes in
Bodily Form of Descendants of Immigrants” (vol. 39,
Reports of the Immigration Commission, Washington,

Government Printing Office).
FRANZ BOAS.
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THE MIND OF PRIMITIVE MAN

I. RACIAL PREJUDICES

Proup of his wonderful achievements, civilized man
looks down upon the humbler members of mankind. He
has conquered the forces of nature and compelled them
to serve him. He has transformed inhospitable forests
into fertile fields. The mountain fastnesses are yielding
their treasures to his demands. The fierce animals
which are obstructing his progress are being exterminated,
while others which are useful to him are made to increase
a thousand-fold. The waves of the ocean carry him
from land to land, and towering mountain-ranges set
him no bounds. His genius has moulded inert matter
into powerful machines which await a touch of his hand
to serve his manifold demands.

With pity he looks down upon those members of the
human race who have not succeeded in subduing nature ;
who labor to eke a meagre existence out of the products

of the wilderness; who hear with trembling the roar of
B . I



2 THE MIND OF PRIMITIVE MAN

the wild animals, and see the products of their toils
destroyed by them; who remain restricted by ocean,
river, or mountains; who strive to obtain the necessities
of life with the help of few and simple instruments.

Such is the contrast that presents itself to the observer.
What wonder if civilized man considers himself a being
of higher order as compared to primitive man, if he
claims that the white race represents a type higher than
all others !

Before accepting this conclusion which places the
stamp of eternal inferiority upon whole races of man,
we may well pause, and subject the basis of our opinions
regarding the aptitude of different peoples and races to
a searching analysis. The naive assumption of the
superiority of the European nations and their descend-
ants is obviously based upon their wonderful achieve-
ments. We conclude that, as the civilization is higher,
the aptitude for civilization is also higher; and, as the
aptitude for civilization presumably depends upon the
perfection of the mechanism of body and mind, the in-
ference is drawn that the white race represents the
highest type of perfection. In this conclusion, which is
reached through a comparison of the social status of
civilized man with that of primitive man, the tacit
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assumption is made that achievement depends solely, or
at least primarily, upon the aptitude for an achievement.

The assertion of a higher aptitude of the European
nations leads at once to a second inference relating to the
significance of difference in type between the European
race and the races of other continents, or even of dif-
ferences between various European types. The line of
thought which we unconsciously pursue is about as
follows. Since the aptitude of the European is highest,
his physical and mental type is also highest, and every
deviation from the white type necessarily represents a
characteristic feature of a lower type.

That this unproved assumption underlies our judg-
ments of races, appears from the fact, that, other condi-
tions being equal, a race is commonly described as the
lower, the more fundamentally it differs from the white
race. Its effect may also be noticed in the long-con-
tinued discussions of the occurrence of anatomical pecul-
iarities in primitive man which would characterize him
as a being of lower order in the zotlogical series, and
in the emphasis laid upon the non-occurrence of such
traits in primitive man and their occurrence in the Euro-
pean race.

The subject and form of these discussions show that
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the idea dwells in the minds of investigators that we
should expect to find in the white race the highest type
of man.

In drawing inferences from social distinctions, the same
point of view is frequently held. It is assumed, that, as
the mental development of the white race is the highest,
it also has the highest aptitude in this direction, and
therefore its mind is supposed to have the most subtile
organization. As the ultimate psychical causes are not
so appérent as anatomical characteristics, the judgment
of the mental status of a people is generally guided by
the difference between its social status and our own:
the greater the difference between their intellectual,
emotional, and moral processes and those which are found
in our civilization, the harsher the judgment on the people.
It is only when a Tacitus finds the virtues of past stages
of the life of his own people among foreign tribes that
their example is held up to the gaze of his fellow-citizens,
who probably had a pitying smile for the dreamer who
clung to the ideas of a time which they had left far
behind. :

In order to understand clearly the relations between
race and civilization, the two unproved assumptions to
which I have referred must be subjected to a searching
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analysis. We must investigate in how far we are justi-
fied in assuming that achievement is primarily due to
exceptional aptitude, and in how far we are justified in
assuming that the European type — or, taking the notion
in its extreme form, that the North European type —
represents the highest development of mankind. It will
be advantageous to clear up these points before we take
up the detailed inquiry.

In regard to the former point, it might be said, that,
although achievement is not necessarily a measure of
aptitude, it seems admissible to judge the one by the
other. Have not most races had the same chances for
development? Why, then, did the white race alone
develop a civilization which is sweeping the whole world,
and compared to which all other civilizations appear as
feeble beginnings cut short in early childhood, or arrested
and petrified in an early stage of development? Is it
not, to say the least, probable that the race which
attained the highest stage of civilization was the most
gifted one, and that those races which remained at the
bottom of the scale were not capable of rising to higher
levels ?

In order to find an answer to these questions, let
us consider briefly the general outlines of the history
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of civilization; let our minds go back a few thousand
years, until we reach the time when the civilizations of
eastern and of western Asia were in their infancy. As
time passed on, these civilizations were transferred from
one people to another; some of those who had repre-
sented the highest type of culture sinking back into
obscurity, while others took their places. During the
dawn of history we see civilization cling to certain
districts, in which it is taken up, now by one people,
now by another. In the numerous conflicts of these
times the more civilized people were often vanquished.
The conqueror, however, learned the arts of life from
the conquered, and carried on the work of civilization.
Thus the centres of civilization were shifting to and
fro over a limited area, and progress was slow and
halting. At the same period the ancestors of the races
that are now é.mong the most highly civilized were in
no way superior to primitive man as we find him now
in regions that have not come into contact with modern
civilization.

Was the civilization attained by these ancient people
of such character as to allow us to claim for them a
genius superior to that of any other race ?

First of all, we must bear in mind that none of these
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civilizations was the product of the genius of a single
people. Ideas and inventions were carried from one to
the other; and, although intercommunication was slow,
each people which participated in the ancient develop-
ment contributed its share to the general progress.
Proofs without number have been forthcoming which
show that ideas have been disseminated as long as people
have come into contact with one another, and that neither
race nor language nor distance limits their diffusion. As
all have worked together in the development of the
ancient civilizations, we must bow to the genius of all,
whatever group of mankind they may represent, —
Hamitic, Semitic, Aryan, or Mongol.

We may now ask, Did no other races develop a culture
of equal value? It would seem that the civilizations of
ancient Peru and of Central America may well be com-
pared with the ancient civilizations of the Old World. ‘In
both we find a high stage of political organization: we
find division of labor and an elaborate ecclesiastical or-
ganization. Great architectural works were undertaken,
requiring the co-operation of many individuals. Ani-
mals and plants were domesticated, and the art of writing
had been invented. The inventions and knowledge of
the peoples of the Old World seem to have been somewhat
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more numerous and extended than those of the races of
the New World, but there can be no doubt that the
general status of their civilization was nearly equally
high.! This will suffice for our consideration.

What, then, is the difference between the civilization
of the Old World and that of the New World? It is
essentially a difference in time. The one reached a cer-
tain stage three thousand or four thousand years sooner
than the other.

Although much stress has been laid upon this greater
rapidity of development in the Old World, I think that it
is not by any means proof of greater ability of the races
of the Old World, but that it is adequately explained by
the laws of chance. When two bodies run through the
same course with variable rapidity, sometimes quickly,
sometimes slowly, their relative position will be more
likely to show accidental differences, the longer the course
‘which they run. Thus two infants a few months old will
be much alike in their physiological and psychical de-
velopment ; two youths of equal age will differ much more;
and two old men of equal age may, the one still be in full
possession of his powers, the other on the decline, due
mainly to the accidental acceleration or retardation of

1 For authorities, see note to this page at end of book.
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their development. The difference in period of develop-
ment does not signify that the one is by heredity structu-
rally inferior to the others.

Applying the same reasoning to the history of mankind,
we may say that the difference of a few thousand years is
insignificant as compared to the age of the human race.
The time required to develop the existing races is entirely
a matter of conjecture, but we may be sure that it is long.
We also know that man existed in the Eastern and
Western Hemispheres at a time that can be measured by
geological standards only. Penck’s recent investigations
on the glacial age in the Alps have led him to the conclu-
sion that the age of man must be measured by a span of
time exceeding one hundred thousand years, and that
the highly specialized civilization of the Magdalenian is
not less than twenty thousand years old. There is no
reason to believe that this stage was reached by mankind
the world over at the same period, but we must assume
as the initial point the remotest times in which we find
traces of man. What does it mean, then, if one group of
mankind reached the same stage at the age of a hundred
thousand years as was reached by the other at the age of
a hundred and four thousand years? Would not the life-
history of the people, and the vicissitudes of its history,
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be fully sufficient to explain a delay of this character,
without necessitating us to assume a difference in their
aptitude to social development? (See Waitz.) This
retardation would be significant only if it could be shown
that it occurs independently over and over again in the
same race, while in other races greater rapidity of develop-
ment was found repeatedly in independent cases.

The fact deserves attention, however, that at present
practically all the members of the white race participate
to a greater or less degree in the advance of civilization,
while in none of the other races has the civilization that
has been attained at one time or another been able to
reach all the tribes or peoples of the same race. This
does not necessarily mean that all the members of the
white race had the power of originating and developing the
germs of civilization with equal rapidity; for there is no
evidence that the cognate tribes which have all developed
under the influence of a civilization originated by a few
members of the race, would not, without this help, have
required a much longer time to reach the high level which
they now occupy. It seems to show, however, a remark-
able power of assimilation, which has not manifested itself
to an equal degree in any other race.

Thus the problem presents itself of discovering the



