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Review by Julie McBrien, University of Amsterdam 

ods of the Upper Air, which charts the growth of American anthropology in the late nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries through biographies of some of its pioneers, revolves around one central claim—that a specific early 
troupe of anthropologists fought, and won, “the greatest moral battle of our time” (3). As King spends ample time 
in his book demonstrating, reigning theories of cultural difference in the United States at the time sorted humans 

into immutable races which could be measured, observed, and classified.  Proponents of these theories, King explains, 
combined them with ideas of social evolution and civilizational progress, allowing a ranking of these races on a ladder of 
hierarchy with white Europeans and Americans on top.   

But then, King narrates, along came the man who would become the father of American anthropology, Franz Boas, and his 
students, with a new mode of empirical research to challenge these paradigms.  They argued, and in King’s opinion, proved, 
that culture was created, and was not manifest from inherent biological differences.  There was an essential unity to 
humankind, they asserted, and variations in culture or custom were a result of differences in historical and environmental 
circumstances, not innate immutable racial qualities.  They fought against the reigning evolutionary interpretation of social 
development which gained popular strength as the decades progressed and fueled some of the most violent and horrendous 
political movements of the twentieth century- Nazism in Germany and Jim Crow in the United States. Fortunately, King 
argues, the anthropologist eventually won this battle.  As he states 

If it is now unremarkable for a gay couple to kiss goodbye on a train platform, for a college student 
to read the Bhagavad Gita in a Great Books class, for racism to be rejected as both morally 
bankrupt and self-evidently stupid, and for anyone, regardless of their gender expression, to claim 
workplaces and boardrooms as fully theirs—if all of these things are not innovations or aspirations 
but the regular, taken-for-granted way of organizing a society, then we have the ideas championed 
by the Boas circle to thank for it (10). 

King spends the first third of his book laying out Boas’s life, his development of anthropology, and the leading paradigms 
against which he fought.  Boas was a vociferous critic of the social evolutionary philosophies being touted both in and 
outside the academy, including those of early anthropologists Lewis Henry Morgan13 and John Wesley Powell.14 As King 
carefully explains, Morgan and Powell’s ideas varied somewhat from the more popular theories of racial difference and 
eugenics. Morgan and Powell similarly ranked peoples on a ladder of more or less civilized, using a schema developed by 
Morgan, the basic breakdown of which consisted of savage, barbarian, and civilized groups.  Nevertheless, they asserted a 
unity to humankind and argued that despite differences between groups, all humans had the innate capacity to scale the 
ladder and reach full civilization.  They were just on different time paths.  Nevertheless, their theories entailed observing and 
ranking humans in a strict hierarchy that often resembled those used by racial theorists. 

Boas not only took issue with what these anthropologists were arguing, King demonstrates, but with how they built their 
case.  The science of ethnology in the United States that was prominent prior to the ascendance of Boas’s anthropology, had 
sprung primarily from the discussion and comparison of texts, like those analyzed by Edward Burnett Tylor15 and James 

 
13 Lewis H. Morgan, Ancient Society: Or, Researches in the Lines of Human Progress from Savagery, through Barbarism to 

Civilization (New York: Henry Holt and Company, 1877). 

14 John Wesley Powell, “From Barbarism to Civilization,” American Anthropologist 1:2 (1888): 97-123. 

15 Edward Burnett Tylor, Primitive Culture: Researches into the Development of Mythology, Philosophy, Religion, Art, and 
Custom (London: J. Murray, 1871). 

G 
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Frazer16.  While Morgan, and, importantly, Powell drew on their own empirical material, they continued to rely heavily on 
textual sources; moreover, they let theory lead the interpretation and sorting of this data, rather than the other way around.  
What was innovative about Boas’s work, King notes, is that he asserted that data must come first.  Empirical research was so 
important to him, King argues that “when given a choice between presenting data and drawing grand lessons from it, he 
tended to prefer the former” (70).  This started a revolution in the discipline and led to the growth of empirical fieldwork as 
its foundational underpinning.  

It was also essential, King demonstrates, in how Boas countered theories of racial difference and social evolution.  Based on 
the fieldwork they carried out across the world, Boas and his students relentlessly challenged the leading theory.  On the 
basis of physical anthropological research that Boas, his students, and other research associates carried out in New York City, 
Boas argued that there was as much variance within a so-called race as there was between them; In other words, “races were 
unstable” (98). Going even further, in a 1917 review of the eugenicist Madison Grant’s The Passing of the Great Race17, Boas 
challenged the very existence of race itself and labelled the belief in it as racism. Boas argued that “Racism wasn’t only the 
idea that some races were higher or lower than others.  Racism was at base the belief in the inheritable reality of race itself – 
an idea trussed up in the language of science and, as such, every bit as much a product of Western culture, as say, a painted 
mask was the product of the Kwakiutl” (111). 

Unfortunately, despite his lectures and articles in both academic, political, and popular forums, Boas’s findings did not 
change the political tides – he watched with dismay the racist march to both World Wars.  He won over few adherents to 
his theories and his new form of anthropology.  Those who were convinced by Boas’s new science were primarily students, 
and the majority were women.  In a detail which is often left out of other histories of the discipline, King explains just how it 
came to be that anthropology was, from such an early stage, full of women.  This was in part due to Boas’s post-World War I 
marginalization at Columbia University.  He was left with the students no one else wanted to teach – the women of Barnard 
College.  King charts how, from these women, and the few men who took to his new science of anthropology, Boas built a 
cohort of researchers that undertook novel empirical investigations across the world and began proving, and advancing, his 
methods and his theory of cultural relativism – “that our ideas and conceptions are true only so far as our civilization goes” 
(56).   

King traces Boas as academic, public intellectual, and somewhat hapless, if beloved, teacher—Papa Franz as he was called by 
his students.  The chapters that follow are dedicated to some of Boas’s most influential, and in the case of two, most oft-
forgotten students – Ruth Benedict, Margaret Mead, Zora Neale Hurston, and Ella Cara Deloria.  King describes the lives 
and work of these women, from their initial interest in anthropology to their groundbreaking research as well as their 
academic and romantic relationships with the men and women of the burgeoning discipline.  Benedict and Mead became 
public intellectuals in their own right, and, some would argue, eventually eclipsing their teacher.  Mead, using Boasian 
techniques, opened up the field to studies of gender and sexuality.  Hurston went on not only to produce ground-breaking 
studies of the American South, Jamaica, and Haiti, but also put the question of class on the table within anthropology and 
the Harlem Renaissance.  If this was not enough, she became a novelist, producing several books including, Their Eyes Were 
Watching God18, the recognition and praise of which would eventually surpass the anthropological work of the whole 
generation of scholars, though Hurston died without knowing this. Ella Cara Deloria, who was of mixed European and 
Native American, predominately Dakota, descent, never gained the public fame of the other three, but her brilliant and 

 
16 James Frazer, The Golden Bough: A Study in Magic and Religion, 2 vols. (London: Macmillan, 1890).  

17 Madison Grant, The Passing of the Great Race; or, The Racial Basis of European History (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 
1916). 

18 Zora Neale Hurston, Their Eyes Were Watching God (New York: Harper Perennial Modern Classics, 2013 [1937]).  
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beautiful discussion of the Dakota Language in Dakota Grammar19, co-written with Boas, left its mark for generations. She 
was the only student whom Boas ever credited as co-author in their collaborative work.  

King’s book nearly sings with an air of adventure and triumph.  He celebrates these early anthropologists and argues 
persuasively for their positive influence on American political and social life.  As an anthropologist who is partial to her 
discipline, I wanted to love King’s book.  In some ways I did.  King gets many things right.  He skillfully explains complex 
social theories in an accessible, yet nuanced manner.  Having recently taught the history and theory of anthropology to 
second-year undergraduate students, I was impressed with the elegance and simplicity of King’s presentation of these 
concepts.  King’s book also goes farther in decolonizing the discipline’s histories than most other works do.  He is to be 
praised for this.  In King’s narration, women are featured as the pioneers and founders of the discipline and not just white 
women, but also the African American and Native American women who broke new ground in the early days of 
anthropology.  He reveals the brilliance of their work, and the fullness of their characters.  He discusses the precarious nature 
of their careers and how they failed to receive the stable positions in the academy that their male counterparts did.  He also 
shows the racism within the discipline that afforded more to Benedict and Mead, the white women, then it did to Hurston, 
an African American and Deloria, a Native American, who faced opposition and battled prejudice and disadvantage at every 
turn.  

Yet in his attempt to celebrate a discipline that challenged the status quo, King rather unfortunately overly romanticizes it 
and its founders.  This sentimentalizing starts with King’s use of language and tone, both of which are effusive and overly 
prone to hyperbole.  This is could be overlooked.  What is considerably more troublesome is the book’s excessively 
celebratory treatment of anthropology, and its failure to discuss the worrisome actions of anthropologists or to critique on 
them, even when King himself describes morally troubling events.  Moreover, he does not acknowledge the way that 
anthropology was part and parcel of the very same deplorable racial theories, movements, and in some cases, government 
programs, which King largely attributes to others.    

His varying treatment of Lewis Henry Morgan and Madison Grant is a prime example.  King gives clear explanations of 
Morgan’s theories and Grant’s work, showing just how racist they were but being careful to draw out the important 
differences between them.  He also discusses the way both Morgan’s and Grant’s theories influenced other thinkers of the 
time.  Grant, and his theories are, however, discussed as driving the racism and eugenics that fueled science and politics in 
early twentieth-century America.  And this is rightly done so.   

Morgan, however, is not similarly treated.  The language King uses to describe him, and his theories, is uncritical and he 
situates Morgan as somehow only an academic.  We never sense critique of Morgan in King’s work.  Moreover, King does 
not discuss the influence Morgan had in American social and political life.  Yet we know of many instances.  For example, in 
his capacity as a scientific expert, Morgan gave the following advice to Senator William Seward as he deliberated the 
compromise of 1850:  

It is time to fix some limits to the reproduction of this black race among us […] It is too thin a race 
intellectually to be fit to propagate and I am perfectly satisfied from reflection that the feeling 
toward this race is one of hostility in the north. We have no respect for them whatever.20    

 
19 Franz Boas and Ella Cara Deloria, Dakota Grammar, Memoirs of the National Academy of Sciences (Washington, D.C.: 

U.S. Government Printing Office, 1941).  

20 Lewis Henry Morgan, in Lee D. Baker, From Savage to Negro: Anthropology and the Construction of Race 1896–1945 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1998), 45.  
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Yet it is Grant and others who take on the role of villains in King’s tale and the very troubling sway Morgan had on policy, 
agendas, and sentiment outside universities at the time is absent from King’s account.  

Morgan was not the only anthropologist to receive the kids-glove treatment.  John Wesley Powell, whom King discusses 
extensively, is likewise portrayed as primarily an academic whose theories of civilizational superiority were either confined to 
the ivory tower or used by other, non-anthropologists, for malign ends.  Powell, however, held sway outside of the academy 
and his work in the Bureau of Ethnology was a part of one of the most heinous acts in American history.  King discusses 
Powell’s role as head of the Bureau of Ethnology, noting that  

buttressed by the full power and budget of the U.S government, [the bureau] was to delineate and 
catalog the origins, languages, and customs of the various groups that had inhabited the American 
landscape before the arrival of the Europeans. It was also a route toward making sense of their 
living remnants […] This was all the more important since the government was now charged with 
managing them (40).   

What is hidden in these sentences is the dispossession and massacre of Native Americans and their forceful settlement on 
reservations by the American Government.  King skirts around this issue and uses neutral language like “now charged with 
managing [Native Americans]” (40), phrases that mask the savage violence that was taking place.  Powell, to whatever 
degree, was a part of this.  The ideas Morgan had developed, for example, underpinned the advice Powell provided to the 
U.S. government about how reservations should be set up and how the Native Americans should be “managed,” even if we 
do not know the actual extent of his influence on the subsequent policies and programs and even if his advice was 
understood as offered to the help the Native Americas against others who moved to ignore or totally eliminate them.21   

Similarly, Ota Benga, a Mbuti from colonial Congo, is only mentioned by King in passing, in a section that examines the 
treatment of those who worked with or assisted career anthropologists, including members of the Kwakiutl tribe whom Boas 
used as a part of the Kwakiutl Village Exhibit at the Chicago World’s Fair in 1893.  While King writes critically in these 
passages of the career anthropologists and points out their lack of recognition, care, and payment to those who worked with 
or assisted them in their research, he does not interrogate the way these anthropologists figuratively and literally displayed 
Native Americans as objects in an exhibit. King does not reflect on the fact that anthropologists, including Boas, were setting 
up exhibitions of humans.  

The enclosure of Ota Benga in the Bronx Zoo was one of the most egregious examples.  Benga was taken from Colonial 
Congo and brought to the U.S. by Samuel Phillips Verner, a missionary and anthropologist, at the request of William John 
McGee,  then head of the American Anthropological Association, who was looking for ‘pygmies’ to illustrate the lowest rung 
of human development at the 1904 World’s Fair in St. Louis. As King skillfully shows, it was exactly this kind of theory of 
human evolution that Boas indeed argued against.  But McGee, Morgan, and Powell were anthropologists.  They were part 
and parcel of the broader social and political movements of white supremacy.  Moreover, Boas and many others who 
criticized and fought against these theories and practices of racial superiority, were nonetheless complex figures.  Boas also 
staged a ‘Kwakiutl village’ with 17 Native Americans, including two children, for mostly white Americans to gawk at the 
Chicago World’s Fair.  He, and others, like Mead or Benedict for example, challenged some dominant wisdom, but they also 
participated in displaying, exoticizing, reifying and overly simplifying the ‘other’ for a popular American audience.  The 
messy lives of Boas and other anthropologists need to be rendered with more nuance, and criticism of acts like these needs to 
be voice.  Anthropology was entangled with the racial politics of the time and it was not solely or purely on the right side.  

As a final example, in a book dedicated to American anthropology, King understandably rarely mentions anthropologists of 
other origins.  Yet we do briefly hear of Branislow Malinowski and Alfred Radcliffe-Brown, the leading British 
anthropologists of the time.  Malinowski is lauded by King as working in a way that was very reminiscent of Boas.  Yet we do 

 
21 William Culp Darrah, Powell of the Colorado (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1951), 201.  
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not hear about he and Radcliffe-Brown were tangled up with the British Colonial Empire.  The racism found in 
Malinowski’s diaries rocked anthropology when they were discovered in the 1960s22; he, and Radcliffe-Brown, are today 
considered at least partly complicit in the colonial mission.  For example, in a book he thought would help colonial 
administrators better govern the colonies, Radcliffe-Brown opens his work with a citation from Arthur de Gobineau, an 
influential proponent of racial hierarchies and evolutionary views of social development23.  King explains that this same 
Gobineau influenced Grant, one of the main antagonists in the book.  

To be clear, I am not equating Radcliffe-Brown with Grant, nor am I arguing that there are not differences between the ideas 
and influence of Grant on the one hand and Morgan and Powell on the other.  There are, and they, along with similarities, 
deserved to be treated and teased out with nuance.  Nevertheless, this is not a feature of the book, which fails to throw a 
critical eye at the anthropologists who are the heroes of King’s story.  

I am also moved by the work that Boas and his students did.  They fought inside the discipline for a radical shift in thinking 
that, to my mind, was the right one.  They were also public intellectuals who had a profoundly positive impact on American 
life.  However, the story of anthropology cannot leave out the abhorrent things that people like McGee or Morgan did.  
Moreover, the stories of people like Boas or Mead need to be told with more nuance.  The dark, dingy side of the discipline 
cannot be left out of its history.   

King works to convince his readers that the pioneers of the discipline not only launched a new social science, but a new way 
of understanding, appreciating, and defending human difference.  Yet under all of King’s triumphant assertions that the 
anthropologists won, one cannot help but sense fear and urgency in his words.  King’s book feels like a plea for Americans to 
turn back from the frightening racism that has marked the country for the last four years and to remember that empirical 
research proved theories of racial superiority wrong.  I share the desire to intervene in the horrific racism that marks 
contemporary America.  Yet as an anthropologist, the history I tell of my discipline, must be a nuanced one in which we 
recognize how anthropology contests, but also reproduces, the social inequalities of our times.  

 

 
22 Branislow Malinowski, A Diary in the Strictest Sense of the Term (London: Routledge, 2020). 

23 See Marvin Harris, The Rise of Anthropological Theory: A History of Theories of Culture (Lanham, MD: Alta Mira Press, 
1968), 516-517, and Alfred Reginald Radcliffe-Brown and Cyril Daryll Forde, African Systems of Kinship and Marriage (London: 
Routledge, 1959). 
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