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Ideas about race significantly shaped Indian policy and public opinion about Indians
during the Jeffersonian era of 1770-~1840. Jefferson himself believed that Indians were capable
of reaching a level of equality with whites, but this idealistic view did not last long. By the
1840s, a shift in thinking had occurred leaving Indians inferior simply on the basis of race.
The images portrayed to Americans in everyday life painted Indians in a negative and
stereotypical light. Scientific research also played a major role in confirming that Indians were
racially inferior, and public thought and policy began to reflect these ideas. “The political
rhetoric of 1800 was permeated with optimism for the human race and a belief in racial
improvability; that of 1850 with pessimism for inferior races and a belief in ineradicable racial
weakness,” says Reginald Horsman in his essay entitled “Scientific Racism and The American
Indian in the Mid-Nineteenth Century.”.! Thus, the Jeffersonian optimism of the early 1800s
was replaced with Jacksonian pessirnism that would last through the rest of the century.

Jefferson described the Indian as arduous, brave, noble, affectionate, and sensible, and
wrote in Notes on the State of Virginia (1782) “that his vivacity and activity of mind is equal to
ours in the same situation.”? Jefferson believed that the differences between Indians and
Europeans were “to be found, not in a difference of nature, but of circumstances.”® A key
statement in Jefferson’s reasoning was that “we shall probably find that they are formed in
mind as well as in body, on the same module with the Homo sapiens Europaeus.” This opinion
about Indians was countered by Jefferson’s belief that blacks were inferior to whites and were
incapable “of tracing and comprehending the investigations of Euclid.”3 Alexander Boulton
notes that the ideas of race and slavery “were still in the process of being transformed from
rather fluid and unrelated notions to their modern status as frequently conflated categories,”®
but Anthony F. C. Wallace has written that the controversy over black slaves and free Indians
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became “a moral dilemma that bedeviled white Americans in Jefferson’s fime.”” Although
race-based slavery was an intrinsically American concept, the issue of race regarding the
Indians tended to be less problematic, especially in the early nineteenth century. Bernard W.
Sheehan noted that Jeffersonian era literature repeatedly used phrases like “dignified and
circumspect,” “reserved,” “deliberate,” and “composed” to describe Indian behavior,® and
Sheehan concludes that “the Jeffersonian age thought highly of the Indian and the place in
which he lived.”® By the 1840s, however, these attitudes were replaced with ones that
increasingly emphasized the Indians’ racial inferiority.

One of the first examples of this shift appeared in popular culture. As John Coward
writes in The Newspaper Indian, by the 1830s “in society and in the press, Indians were
routinely judged by Anglo-American standards, a practice that emphasized their perceived
weaknesses and slighted their achievements.” Coward clarifies that “racial prejudice helps
explain such treatment.” “The bad Indian, a creature of violence and certain cruelty” is the
Indian most vividly portrayed during the 1830s.1% In The Savages of America, Roy Harvey
Pearce provides further evidence of the negative portrayal of the Indian in the early nineteenth
century by citing frontier accounts that report the Indian as feared and haied, a dangerous and
seemingly blood-thirsty villain.1! “In the nineteenth century, Indians were the subjects and
objects of all kinds of speculation, research, polemic, and jeremiad in the worlds of science and
letters,” says Stephen Conn in History’s Shadow.!? Native Americans filled American painfings,
lithographs, advertisements, and eventually photographs.1? The images offered to the
American public were of “small fact and great fiction,” Pearce writes, yet they greatly affected
the view of the Indian, influencing thought, action, and policy.1# Such images, says Coward,
“reinforced the identity of these Indians as ruthless, subhuman savages, resistant to the
progress and incapable of civilization,” an image that persisted through the nineteenth
cenfury.ts

The thoughts and actions of the scientists began to reflect negative racial ideas about
the Indians by the 1840s. This new focus “stressed the immutability of racial types and
perceived race in deterministic terms and as the source of civilization.”1® Many Americans
believed that differences between races were inherent and were signs of inferiority, especially
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regarding Indians and blacks, and the public called for “more exact criteria by which to
determine these racial differences and to ascertain what such variations really meant.”17
Scientists eagerly took up the study of race, and their ideas about “permanent racial inferiority,
widely disseminated in books and magazines,” says Horsman, and they began to “permeate
political and diplomatic arguments.”18 As Robert Bieder explains, physician Samuel G.
Morton’s phrenological work directly reflected the growing racial concerns.

In Crania Americana (1839}, Morton observed that Indian crania were smaller in
volume than the crania of the Malayan, Mongolian, and Caucasian races,!? and concluded
“that the American race differs essentially from all others.”?? Thus, because Morton argued
that brain size and intelligence were related, Indians were inferior in intelligence to those
groups with a larger cranial size.2! Bieder notes that phrenology “not only provided clues to
the intellectual quality of the brain but also offered a theory that correlated biology with
national character.”?? Therefore, Morton could not only connect brain size with intelligence
and racial characteristics, “but also he could measure size against moral traits and cultural
development.”23 Other phrenologists assumed that because Indians were not as intelligent as
whites, this explained the Indian’s rejection of or incapacity to absorb civilization.?4 Although
Morton found several redeeming qualifies of the Indian, these positive traits weren’t enough to
counter his overall perception of the Indian as “indolent, revengeful, dirty, lazy, and slow,” a
perception that many Americans at this time shared.?5 Morton’s picture of the Indian was
reflected in his scieniific findings, and was very different from Jefferson’s personal view of the
Indian as different from whites only in circumstance.?6 Morton argued from a racialized point
of view that dismissed Jefferson’s culiurally-based assumptions about the ability of Indians fo
transform themselves.

In perspective, Morton’s conclusions served to explain why there were such varying
ideas about progress in the world in the 1830s.27 Cranial size seemed to confirm that some
nations were not capable of advancing to the level of the Caucasians, and implied that Indians
could never be civilized, although, in veality, these phrenological descriptions were reflections
of American stereotypes.?® Many people who were not phrenologists themselves agreed that
“the Caucasian race was proved superior both in civilization and intelligence.”22 As Bieder

" Bieder 63.

*® Horsman 153-154,

1 Bieder 69. _

* Samuel George Morton, “Crania Americana; Or; a Comparative View of the Skulls of Various
Aboriginal Nations of North and South America: To Which Is Prefixed, an Essay on the
Varieties of the Human Species,” Journal of the Royal Geographical Society of London 1840:
561.

I Bieder 69-70.
22 Bieder 64.
2 Bieder 64.
2 Bieder 73.
23 Rieder 75
26 Bieder 76.
*7 Bieder 78.
28 Bieder 80,
27 Bieder 79-80.



says, “By linking racial differences to cranial measurements, phrenology seemingly provided
scientific jusiification for popular conceptions of nonwhite racial inferiority.”3° Horsman also
explains that by the end of the 1830s, “those who had been attracted by the idea of separate
creations and innate physical dlfferences were given substantial support by the pubhca’non of
Samuel George Morton’s very influential Crania Americana.”3!

“,..Morton’s initial efforts were supported by other scientists and popularized by
publicists and statesmen. The net result of such labors was to supply a ‘scientific’ basis for a
theory of racial inequality,” writes Edward Lurie in “Louis Agassiz and the Races of Man” .32
Other prominent scientists, including Josiah Clarke Nott and Joseph Campbell, expanded on
Morton’s ideas; “Nott’s... and Campbell’s statements underscore a continuing patiern of
thought about the Indians during the 1840s,” says Bieder.3 Nott’s remarks were especially
characteristic of 1840s American views of the Indian, and although they were pessimistic, his
thoughts were “tinged with a regret that suggests a final and imminent farewell.”?¢ Nott “used
Morton’s analysis of the Indian and the writings of earlier racial theorists to assert innate
Indian inferiority and a complete confidence in the ultimate Indian disappearance.”3?

Bieder also explains that many Americans already believed a tragic end was in sight for
the Indian, and that Morton’s investigations seemed to provide the scientific proof for Indians’
inevitable extinction.”38 The effects of such thinking were suggested in an 1844 essay by
Henry Rowe Schoolcraft called “Our Indian Policy,” in which Schoolcraft offered a justification
of the government’s Indian removal policy by using Morton’s argument: “It is proved by
history, that two essentially different states of society, with regard to arts and civilization,
cannot both prosperously exist together, at the same time,” wrote Schoolcraft.3” Schoolcraft
believed that the Indian was doomed “by undisputed ‘scientific’ facts.”38

Because slavery was the only way Americans had been able to deal with nonwhites, and
Indians were known to make inadequate slaves, and because their ability to civilize themselves
seemed impossible because of racial limitations, removal across the Mississippi was the only
way to remove them from the “white man’s sphere of activity” until they could be dealt with
further.3® Morton’s theories helped to provide support for Jackson’s removal policy that
appeased both the humanitarian and the polygenist critic.4? As Horsman says, “The great
popularity of the phrenologists in the mid-~nineteenth century ensured a wide dissemination of
these racial theories.”#! Also, Horsman writes that “Americans in general were delighted to
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accept new interpretations which provided a rationale for the failure of American Indian
policy and a justification for the seemingly ruthless appropriation of Indian land.”+?

By the end of the Jeffersonian era American scientists were united in their rejection of
the Jeffersonian belief that Indians were capable of being civilized and assimilated to a level
equal of whites. This, then, gave Americans solid “scientific reasons to account for Indian
failures.”43 However, Roger Kennedy explains that “it is a disservice to Jefferson to pretend that
he did not feel the tensions between his youthful efforts to create a new world—free of slavery
and respectful of Indians—and that exhausted acquiescence to slavery and the violent
‘removal’ of Indians that did no honor to the last two decades of his life.”44 But it is equally
true that if Jefferson understood the tensions and problems that ultimately helped to justify
forced removal, by the 1830s most Americans were willing to accept the idea that, like slaves,
Indians were frapped by their race and were incapable of assimilation. Although Bernard
Sheehan admits the era was “a very practical and successful age,” he duly nofes that it did “fail
with the Indian,” though it was not the first or the last to do s0.45
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