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ABSTRACT KEYWORDS
In 2018, after many years of collaboration and Community Engaged Anthropology; collections;
Research, Ben Barnes, the second chief of the Shawnee Tribe in museums; knowledge
Oklahoma, and Stephen Warren, a historian at the University of

lowa, published a poignant essay in Ethnohistory. In it, they not

only underscored how collaborative, team-based research can

work, but also advocated for working with ethnologists of past

generations. In ‘Salvaging the Salvage Anthropologists’, Barnes

and Warren demonstrated that we can both acknowledge the

many ways in which so-called salvage anthropology served

American (and European) colonialism and harness ‘the real value

of their research for contemporary Native communities’. For those

of us eager to engage collections in European ethnographic

museums, Barnes and Warren’s work demonstrated that we not

only need to understand the ontological contexts in which

individual ethnographic objects came into the world but also

those in which they were gathered and continued to exist in the

decades and centuries that followed. While arguing that we

should include all the ontologies that have contributed to

shaping the entities and objects currently housed in European

ethnographic museums when we engage with them, this article

will detail the many advantages of following Barnes and Warren’s
recommendation to salvage the salvage anthropologists.

1. Introduction

Scholars generally use the term ‘fugitive knowledge’ to refer to Indigenous knowledge
that was overrun by colonial epistemologies, has been largely lost, but might be recovered
in post-colonial contexts.' I also have found the concept useful when thinking about the
knowledge collected and produced by German archaeologists, ethnologists, and linguists
outside of Europe from the 1860s and through the 1920s, which was often squirrelled
away in archives, libraries, and museums, and then all but forgotten by the second
half of the twentieth century. If much of those Germans’ research was foundational, it
was almost always recorded in German, and once German lost its place as a leading scien-
tific language in the wake of World War I, much of what Germanophone scholars col-
lected and learned was ignored and ultimately forgotten by their counterparts who
lived and worked in those regions. That was even true of the results published in
German-language books and periodicals focused on places such as Central America,
which were ubiquitous in North and South American university and museum libraries
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during the first half of the twentieth century, and which are extant today. It was especially
true, however, of the correspondence, notes, unfinished studies, and the millions of
objects sequestered in European institutions.” As a result, a great deal of fugitive knowl-
edge produced by German ‘salvage anthropologists’, as well as the Indigenous people
with whom they interacted, can be extracted from museum collections, archival
records, and even publications.’

This fugitive knowledge was never limited to the German scholars who worked in
museums. About a decade ago, while I was conducting research on relationships
between Germans and American Indians on the Pine Ridge Reservation in South
Dakota, one of my interlocutors at the Oglala Lakota College underscored his admiration
for the nineteenth-century German ethnologists and travellers who were the subject of
my research. I was initially surprised by that reaction. I had been trained to think in
terms of contested knowledge, and we were talking about the texts produced by
people such as the journalist Rudolf Cronau during his visit to the Standing Rock Reser-
vation in the 1880s. His texts were being used by German hobbyists, people who for
decades had been producing, in exacting detail, reproductions of the material culture
from a wide range of nineteenth-century Plains Indians. We had been discussing these
hobbyists’ craft talents (which are exceptional) as well as their use of illustrated journals
filled with essays by Cronau and others. While I followed my training and wondered
about their cultural appropriation, he underscored that his people, the Lakota, could
effectively use both the knowledge hidden in those journals as well as the knowledge hob-
byists produced through their efforts at ‘practical ethnology’. Why not? They also were
able to use European language instructors to teach Lakota at their college. His first
example of a useful text, in fact, was a detailed account from a nineteenth-century
German who described what it meant to walk in the high grass, which had once been
ubiquitous on the prairies, but was no longer there. As we continued talking, he detailed
many others.*

That conversation stuck with me; but it took the better part of a decade for me to
understand its implications: sometimes the greatest barriers to knowledge production
are in our heads, and a great many of those barriers have been inscribed there by the
scholarly prejudices and political activism that channel and shape our work.

That became particularly clear in Germany during the public debates that raged
around Berlin’s now infamous Humboldt Forum after 2017.° There are many examples,
but among the most egregious were activists’ and scholars’ frequent denigration and dis-
missal of Felix von Luschan, who became a leading anthropologist, archaeologist, and
ethnologist while working with Adolf Bastian in Berlin’s Ethnological Museum from
1886 to 1905.° After Bastian’s death in 1905, Luschan also became the director of the
museum’s African and Oceanic Department, and in 1911, he gained the first research
chair in physical anthropology at Berlin’s Frederick Wilhelm University. He held that
position until his death in 1924.

It is fair to say that Luschan was one of the leading anthropologists of his age—at least
that is how his friend Franz Boas thought of him, and that is how he and others intro-
duced Luschan during his 1915 lectures at universities across the United States.” Yet
Luschan also was an Austrian who supported German nationalism, endorsed German
imperialism, frequently lauded Germany’s colonial troops, and used them to expand
his ethnological and anthropological collections with human remains and objects
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collected from colonial battlefields. If he remained committed to using those objects to
support Bastian’s Humboldtian vision while inspiring people such as the African Amer-
ican intellectual W. E. B. Dubois with his anti-racism, his willingness to endorse conquest
and violence and use colonial troops to support his scientific ends led many activists,
journalists, and scholars in the decolonisation debates to hold him up as an archetype
of an overtly racist and imperialist scientist.

Given Luschan’s leading role in helping German museums as well as many other
museums in Europe and the United States acquire collections of Benin bronzes and
ivory carvings when they appeared on the international market of material culture in
the wake of the violent 1897 British punitive expedition, it is no surprise that he
became a lightning rod in the decolonisation and repatriation debates in Germany.
Those debates frequently evoked the Benin bronzes. Nor is it surprising that if the activist
interventions frequently included a well-known photograph of Luschan dressed as a cave
man in furs holding a club, they seldom acknowledged his contributions to either salva-
ging the fugitive knowledge contained in the Benin bronzes and ivory carvings or con-
tributions to the production of knowledge about Africa and Benin that appeared in his
massive publications on that subject and many others.® There was also little acknowl-
edgement from his critics that Luschan used this research to underscore Africans’ intel-
lectual and technical talents in opposition to British arguments about their putatively
inherent limitations, and his critics never cite his last book, People, Race, Language
(Luschan 1927), which ends with a declarative list of ten anti-racist statements meant
to underscore to lay audiences that race science was not science.” Instead, his critics
most often point to his massive collections of skulls and his global studies of skin
tones, without noting that he used both, as Du Bois had understood, to ‘annihilate the
thesis of race inferiority’.'® Gaining that understanding, however, would require enga-
ging Luschan’s work, not simply dismissing it.

This is only one of many examples, which go far beyond the recent controversies tied
to the Humboldt Forum. Within anthropology writ large, there long have been many dis-
ciplinary assumptions and prejudices about past generations’ actions, which have
included a wholesale devaluing and even demonising of people later generations
termed ‘salvage anthropologists’. Such dismissals of a generation’s activities with little
examination of their scholarship can easily lead to a kind of intellectual complacency,
which keeps us from critically engaging our own assumptions and prejudices.'’ That,
in turn, also prevents us from doing important work.

2. Learning from others learning from the past

Some of my colleagues learned these lessons more quickly than me. Stephen Warren, for
example, a historian of colonial North America at the University of Iowa, who has written
a great deal on the histories of Shawnee people, is also a leader in community-engaged
scholarship in North America. During the last decade or more, much of his work has
been done with tribal members in Oklahoma, particularly with Ben Barnes, the second
chief of the Shawnee Tribe. Together, they have advocated for collaborative, team-
based research, and they have demonstrated how well it can work. In a 2018 essay in
Ethnohistory, for example, provocatively titled ‘Salvaging the Salvage Anthropologists’,
they argued that acknowledging the many ways in which so-called salvage



4 H. GLENN PENNY

anthropology served American colonialism need not prevent us from harnessing what
they characterised as: ‘the real value of their research for contemporary Native
communities’."”

To make their point, Barnes and Warren focused on the work of two Boasian anthro-
pologists, Erminie Wheeler-Voegelin and her husband Carl Voegelin, who had been stu-
dents of Eduard Sapir. Through a careful engagement with the sources, Barnes and
Warren show how and why we can and should engage with their (and by implication
others’) sequestered papers. Because later scholars had recast the Voegelins as salvage
anthropologists, most anthropologists and historians continued over the last half
century to dismiss their work as tainted and unimportant. In this case, the records in
question included 34.5 linear feet of documents related to the cultures and languages
of the Shawnee peoples, as well as many other native peoples. When Barnes and
Warren dug into that material with open minds, however, they found it filled with fugi-
tive knowledge produced by, about, and with those Indigenous people. In short, they
found a treasure trove of cultural, linguistic, and historical information that had great
implications for Shawnee peoples today.

Much of what Barnes and Warren have been doing with their teamwork (which is
already interdisciplinary and includes community members as well as academics) is
opening dialogical discussions between past and present. That, they underscore, is still
possible because of the Voegelin’s incredibly careful documentation of cultural and lin-
guistic activities. Yes, these records were produced in what Barnes and Warren call a
‘tangle of Eurocentric ontologies’. Nevertheless, they have repeatedly shown that the
data can be effectively deciphered when we bring critical eyes to the multiplicity of
texts they have uncovered and engage them with rigorous, comparative analysis.

Moreover, not all anthropologists and ethnologists during this period in the United
States shared the same abilities, goals, and motivations. Nor did they all share the
same ontologies or world views. Not even the Boasians should be uncritically lumped
together. In fact, as Barnes and Warren teach us, one of the things that makes the
Wheeler-Voegelin collections incredibly important is that Erminie Wheeler-Voegelin
was herself a critic of her science, one who advocated working in multiple disciplines,
not just archaeology or linguistics, and who modelled, as they put it ‘interdisciplinary
generosity’."?

Wheeler-Voegelin, in other words, exhibited a kind of intellectual grace in fraught
times that remains worthy of emulation. Thus, salvaging the salvage anthropologists,
as Barnes and Warren term it, can never be reduced to a question of accepting rather
than rejecting their records. It requires committing to a process of deep contextualisa-
tion, which, in turn, often requires a great deal of expertise in multiple fields, including
those represented by ritual practitioners, avocational linguists, and scholars working
outside as well as inside Indigenous communities.

One of the key points Barnes and Warren make, which I want to build upon here, is
that salvaging the salvage anthropologists and harnessing the rich materials they col-
lected means contextualising their activities by understanding both what they did and
what they thought they were doing. To achieve that, we must be willing to disaggregate
notions of colonial, European, German, or Western knowledge regimes. Much like the
Boasians, not all the people we often blithely lump into those descriptive categories
acted with the same motivations, pursued the same goals, or engaged with non-
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Europeans in the same ways. As Barnes and Warren remind us, understanding the indi-
viduals and their respective ontologies matters a great deal if we want to recover the
knowledge sequestered in their collections and papers, and that is only possible if we con-
tinue to question our analytical categories. It also is only possible if we are willing to seek
out and read their work, and if we are willing to listen to what they have to say.

Recently, Nina Glick Schiller argued something similar while engaging in a forum
around a paper by Jafari Sinclaire Allen and Ryan Cecil Johnson on ‘The decolonizing
generation’, which appeared in Current Anthropology."* While the authors and commen-
tors all agreed that the decolonising generation has done important work, they also con-
cluded that it too has perpetuated the tendency of earlier generations to dismiss their
predecessors as a group rather than to engage them as individuals. For example, the onto-
logical turn in anthropology, Glick Shiller explains, ‘reduces’ critical struggles for social
justices ‘to accounts of the timeless radical alterity of alternative cosmologies’, and by
doing that, it ‘contributes to the narratives of essentialised difference that not only
mask but are central to the extraction of value within the process of dispossession’.'”
At this moment in time, she continues, ‘decolonizing anthropology requires us not to
be intoxicated by the wordsmiths of the ontological turn but to craft an anthropology
empowered by domains of commonality that emerge within just struggles to save the
planet’.'® What we need, she stresses while citing Paul Gilroy, is more attention to ‘pla-
netary humanism’, and what would best aid that effort, as Charles R. Hale added in his
own contribution to the forum, are scholars more interested in building on what their
predecessors learned than simply building up their own positions by disregarding it."”

That critique is not quite fair, because in many ways it engages in the very same kinds
of dismissal by lumping together ‘the wordsmiths” and failing to draw out either their
multiple positions or their individual engagement with previous scholars.'® That said,
these critics’ point, that many in what they term the ‘decolonizing generation’ have
indeed become ‘intoxicated’ by this generation’s leading theorists and frequently
reduced the complexity of their positions into ‘narratives of essential difference’, is
well taken. That, in fact, is the perennial problem.

Moreover, as Gilroy, Glick Schiller, and Hale indicate, the value of salvaging the
salvage anthropologists and engaging in the kinds of research Barnes and Warren
have been doing, is not limited to reconstituting and producing knowledge about indi-
vidual groups—in their case Shawnee—but also increasing our understanding of what
it means to be a human being, a question that animates much of the original work on
the ontological turn as well. The reconstituting they have been doing, in short, has
global as well as local importance. Everyone can benefit from what they have been learn-
ing while engaging Wheeler-Voegelin and thinking with her texts; everyone does.
Because their inquiries about humanity, like her inquiries, are fundamental to being a
human being.

I am particularly attuned to Barnes and Warren’s call for salvaging because I spent so
long thinking about and with German ethnologists who engaged in and sponsored wide-
spread actions like those pursued by Erminie Wheeler-Voegelin. For example, as I read
the work produced by people such as Adolf Bastian and his counterparts in Imperial
Germany during the half century before World War I, it quickly became clear that fash-
ioning politicised narratives of alterity and building up a dominant myth of the West
were far from their goals. Rather, they committed their lives to these projects to better
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understand what they considered a unitary humanity animated by myriad variations
across space and time.

Their efforts, in fact, help to explain Wheeler-Voegelin’s project generations later.
These German ethnologists from the second half of the nineteenth century were
Wheeler-Voegelin’s ancestors: they begat Boas, who trained Sapir, who trained her.
And across those generations of shared ontological positions, the whole point of
their massive collecting projects and their efforts to build unprecedented museums,
was to fashion working spaces for a vast, inductive, comparison of human cultures
and histories that might allow for the sorting out of particularities and similarities
among human beings in ways that could aid everyone’s efforts at self-exploration.
There was, in that sense, very little radical or timeless alterity in their ontologies;
there was only ever space for elucidating the vast multiplicities within a unitary
humanity.

Contemporary anthropologists, historians of anthropology, and a variety of critical
theorists who have been participating in the decolonising debates frequently forget
this fundamental fact about German ethnology and its guiding ontologies, if they ever
knew it. Given that trend, one aim of this essay is to point out that the kinds of materials
Barnes and Warren have identified and successfully mined with their many interlocutors
exist from all over the world and in dizzying quantities in German ethnological museums
as well as in the collected publications and papers of those Germans whom contemporary
scholars often still dismiss as salvage anthropologists. We could and should be mining
them.

My second major point is that the kinds of work Barnes and Warren have been doing
is exactly what Boas’ mentors in Imperial Germany had hoped later generations would do
in and outside their museums. That is why they assembled the collections and built the
museums in the first place.19 Once we understand those intentions, it becomes easier to
engage with the collections. We need not see German ethnographic museums, for
example, as institutions that were always and only colonial institutions that need to be
decolonised. We also can understand them as treasure troves filled with fugitive knowl-
edge that is waiting to be released.

Please do not misunderstand me. I am not interested in salvaging reputations or
whitewashing past actions. I am more interested in identifying problems and
seeking solutions, and I suspect that one problem people (scholars as well as laypeo-
ple) have faced in their efforts to decolonise collections and institutions created by
people such as Erminie Wheeler-Voegelin and her ancestors, comes, as Glick Schiller
and Hall have noted, from our tendency to dismiss them and their efforts while
denouncing the colonial and imperial contexts in which they were created. Yet as
Barnes and Warren make so vividly clear, much can be lost in an uncritical
embrace of tropes and reifications about the intentions and actions of those early eth-
nologists. Perhaps more importantly, much can be gained by critically engaging with
their ontologies and the materials they collected for us.

3. Engaging with the texts

These arguments about engaging with the texts produced by previous generations of
anthropologists and ethnologists, rather than only depending on those written about
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them, aligns with a poignant point made by the Africanist Frederick Cooper over a
decade ago in his fantastic Colonialism in Question. In it, Cooper called for a great
deal more rigour and discipline in his own discipline of African history while taking
to task a whole slate of leading scholars for their reifications of both European histories
and the myriad acts of historical actors in the early modern and modern eras. Those the-
orists included, among others, Dipesh Chakrabarty, Jean and John Comaroft, and James
Scott.”® Cooper’s central argument about that generation, which emerges again in Glick
Schiller’s more recent commentary on the subsequent generation, was that those leading
voices, and so many others who uncritically followed them, were often poorly informed
and frequently misinforming others about the European past. That was not always inten-
tional. In part, they were channelling discourses, which most of us do, and which many of
the scholars who have more recently embraced the calls for decolonisation continue to
do. Their misunderstandings and misinformation, however, were also a function of
the distance they had constructed between themselves and those very texts they some-
times evoked (not to mention the people who produced them).

This is a common conceit of any present. While I was a graduate student in the 1990s,
I benefitted greatly from hearing Richard Hander at the University of Virginia speak with
verve at several meetings, underscoring to students of ethnology that it was not enough to
read about Boas and other past ethnologists while staking out their scholarly positions.
Rather, one would do well, much better in fact, to read them directly.”’ Many of Boas’
students, and the students of his students, as Barnes and Warren have shown us, were
conscientious, determined, and smart people who reflected for decades on problems
that still animate our concerns today. It makes sense to think with them rather than
past them.

Handler, of course, was referring to older publications people knew were extant but
had not bothered to read. Boas, for example, wrote in both English and German, but
the bulk of his work is easily accessible in English today. Yet we have forgotten a great
many of his equally talented counterparts and lost touch with their texts. That neglect
has not always been careless or malicious. In part, that is a function of time, of each gen-
eration trying to move past the previous one. And there are practical reasons for our inat-
tention to those distant scholars: the production of texts over the last century, for
example, has been astounding, and its pace continues to grow today. New generations
bring with them questions that build on their immediate predecessors, their chief inter-
locutors, not those of earlier generations.

4. Engaging with Bastian’s quest

Yet the all-too easy dismissal of earlier competence remains stunning. Take, for example,
Boas’ mentor Adolf Bastian, the father of German ethnology. He spent 25 years of his life
travelling the world and engaging with a great variety of cultures, languages, and religions
on every continent and between the continents while thinking, reflecting, and writing
about them all. He also did that at a moment in which the world and its cultures were
in unprecedented flux. Who else has done that? I never did; and to my knowledge,
neither have any of my colleagues. Nor will any of us be able to recreate his experiences
in those particular historical situations. Yet we can benefit from his unique insights into
human cultures and histories by engaging with the records he and his cohort produced,
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which far exceed those 34.5 linear feet of Wheeler-Voegelin documents that so enticed
Barnes and Warren. Bastian’s books alone would fill that space, whereas the documents
he and his interlocutors left us fill many institutions.

There have been some scattered inroads into these materials. Occasionally, for
example, researchers who can read German and have stumbled upon some of these scho-
lars” published material in their own university libraries have ‘rediscovered’ some of the
fugitive knowledge hidden within it. A little over 20 years ago, for instance, a few scholars
began translating work on Central America by what were once renowned experts in the
region’s archaeology, ethnology, geography, and linguistics, from German into English
and Spanish. That animated discussions among both academics (especially ethnologists
and linguists) who work in those areas and the people who live there, and who are des-
cended from the people described in those texts.”* Scholars working in other world
regions, such as Rapa Nui’, also have come to realise the depth of fugitive knowledge cap-
tured in German texts about their regions, and they have generated bibliographies of
these German-language sources with tips on how to access them.”* In the last decade,
I have encountered a number of scholars in German archives from places such as
Mexico who speak Indigenous languages, and who have travelled to Germany to learn
German so they can mine the ethnological and linguistic collections in German
museums about the cultures, languages, people, and places in the lands where those
languages are spoken or are beginning to be spoken again. This could be done much
more systematically.

Moreover, something similar, I suspect, can be done with the wealth of knowledge
sequestered in the millions of objects in German (and other) collecting museums.
Here too, however, the primary obstacle remains the barriers in our heads. It is not
just that some people might not understand the varied ontologies from their places of
origin that are linked to the objects in museum collections (we talk about that all the
time). The problem is that those of us who seek to unleash the fugitive knowledge in
objects might not appreciate, as Barnes and Warren have learned to do, the sincerity
of those people who engaged cultural questions in the past and who generated their col-
lections as a means toward better understanding the human condition.

5. What can be done

During the last few years, I have had the opportunity to make pleas to European publics
and scholarly communities to move past what have become overdetermined arguments
about the origins of collections in German ethnographic museums and toward a focus on
what is possible and desirable within them.** While it is true that these kinds of museums
can and should do different things, [ am particularly keen to see a general shift away from
museums that use individual objects to punctuate narratives fashioned by curators for the
public, and toward museums that are better suited to produce knowledge in which even
the lay public might play an active role. Here too, if we pursue this shift, we could glean
valuable lessons from these museums’ pasts, because in the decades in which they were
founded, that is what German ethnographic museums were meant to do.

We already have a great many examples of Indigenous scholars, curators, activists, and
others moving into older museums in places such as Canada and New Zealand to re-
cognise museum officials’ and visitors’ relationships with individual objects, collections,



MUSEUM HISTORY JOURNAL e 9

and the displays (see the introduction to this issue). We also have examples of innovation
within European museums, in places such as the Museum of Cultures in Basel, where
Anna Schmid had tremendous success eschewing overdetermined narrative displays
and placing objects in curious juxtapositions that force visitors (laypeople and scholars
alike) to rethink what we think about the objects and collections and to engage them
in new ways. Both kinds of interventions have been important for transforming these
institutions into places where the exhibition spaces become spaces for knowledge pro-
duction rather than its mere articulation. Yet there is no reason to stop there. We
could, for instance, as the editors of this special issue suggest, read these museum archives
with greater sympathy, and think about the original ideas behind their construction,
which envisioned placing all the objects into the displays in a vast geographic distribution
that would allow the kinds of juxtapositions Anna Schmid has drawn out to emerge orga-
nically. The idea was to allow the objects to teach us to see not to use them to make
pointed arguments.

This is my final point: there are multiple lessons we can glean from the scholars who
originally conceived of German ethnographic museums. It is worth bearing in mind, for
example, that the emergence of those museums during the second half of the nineteenth
century was part and parcel of a broader history of science. It is easy to lose sight of that
fact if we focus on only one discipline, such as anthropology, archaeology, ethnology, or
linguistics. Today, most of those disciplines sit in their own institutions. During the
period in which German ethnographic museums emerged, however, they were part of
the same project: a desire to understand the total history of humanity in all its many
variations.

For that reason, it is unsurprising that German ethnographic museums emerged and
then rapidly spread across German-speaking central Europe at precisely the same time
that people there began extensive archaeological excavations in Swabian ice age caves,
which have since yielded the oldest known three-dimensional carvings in the world as
well as the oldest known musical instruments (dating back about 40,000 years).”> Nor
is it surprising that both of those things were happening as Swiss naturalists ignited a
veritable research boom into pile lake dwellings in central Europe, which quickly
spread across the alpine and sub-alpine regions. Today more than 110 of those sites
are part of a gigantic transnational UNESCO world-heritage site that gains a great deal
of public attention.*®

Moreover, in some cases, the same people were doing all these things. That is because
the scientists who created German ethnographic museums in the 1860s and 1870s, those
who ran them, and filled them with objects from around the world, people we today call
ethnologists, were never only that. Rather they, like Adolf Bastian and Moritz Wagner,
the first director of Munich’s ethnological museum (today The Museum Five Conti-
nents), were polymaths. They were pointedly following in the traditions of Alexander
von Humboldt, eagerly pursuing total histories of the universe, the world, and humanity
in the lakes around Munich, in the valleys of the Tyrol, and across the oceans in other
lands. Their efforts broadened, deepened, and accelerated in the 1860s and 1870s, and
much of the energy that drove them turned on the location, collection, and analysis of
objects, particularly material culture, but also the remains of animals, people, and
plants, and all the many things one might expect in the natural history museums that
also emerged at this time.
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That, of course, is why the leading scientific association for German ethnologists was
never limited to one field. The people who founded and ran the Berlin Association for
Ethnology, Anthropology, and Prehistory (BGfEAU), and those who directed the
many periodicals tied to it, such as the Zeitschrift fiir Ethnologie [The Journal for Ethnol-
ogyl, (which still exists) were never only ethnologists. At the time these associations,
museums, and periodicals were emerging, anthropology, ethnology, and prehistory
were all still part of a broader Humboldtian project led during the last third of the nine-
teenth century by people like Rudolf Virchow, who was never only a liberal legislator in
the Prussian and later the German parliament, and a ground-breaking pathologist, but
also an anthropologist. He too was directly involved in efforts to create and support
national museums of archaeology and prehistory as well as Volkskunde, or European eth-
nology, another field that he helped to fashion, which resulted in another huge collecting
museum in Berlin (which also still exists as the Museum of European Ethnology).

Virchow also avidly supported the emerging field of Vilkerkunde, or what we today
call ethnology, working closely with his former student, Adolf Bastian, who spent his life-
time trying to understand what he termed the psychic unity of humanity. To that end, he
sought to create, through collections he caused to flow into his and many other German
ethnographic museums, a kind of Gedankenstatistik, or a statistical tabulation of ideas,
based, in large part, on a vast comparative analysis of the material traces of what he
regarded as a unitary human history. Those traces were the objects and texts that
piled up in his and other museums.

Bastian, however, not only collected things, he also collected people, talented people
like Eduard Seler, who became the leading authority on the archaeology, ethnology,
and linguistics of Mexico, Karl von den Steinen, an equally talented Americanist who
focused on South America, particularly Brazil, but who worked in and on other parts
of the world as well, and Felix von Luschan, whom I discussed above and at much
greater length elsewhere.””

Even historians of these cultural sciences tend to forget these fundamental points
about the joint emergence of these fields or the importance that objects played in all
of them. They also tend to forget the Humboldtian vision that drove the people who ani-
mated them, not to mention the many insights of the formidable intellects who spent life-
times pursuing questions that still animate our research today, but which took them into
a kind of interdisciplinarity that few of us embrace.

Consequently, many scholars remain unaware that neither the first generation of
German ethnologists nor their ethnographic museums were ever limited to a focus on
non-European cultures, or the systematic study of things collected from other parts of
the world. Thus it also is worth bearing in mind that when Virchow set out to create
his Museum fiir Volkskunde [Museum of European Ethnology] in Berlin, based on col-
lections of European material culture from places such as isolated villages in the Bavarian
Alps and the Tyrol, he hired Adrian Jacobsen to do the collecting—the same person
Bastian had used to secure a huge percentage of the objects that flowed into his
Museum fiir Vilkerkunde (today the Berlin Ethnological Museum) during the last two
decades of the nineteenth century, including the stunning collections from Alaska and
Canada’s Pacific coast.”® While collecting in Europe, Jacobsen used the same methods,
encountered similar problems, and acted for the same reasons; because Virchow and
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others had identified places such as the Tyrol, like British Columbia, as locations in the
throes of radical cultural transformations. We forget this all the time.

The fact that nineteenth-century German ethnologists were pursuing a total history of
humanity is also captured in the organisation of Bastian’s museum when it opened in
Berlin in the 1880s. If you were to have walked into Berlin’s Museum fiir Volkerkunde
at that time, you would have been greeted by a giant courtyard where they placed all
the objects too large to fit in other locations. From there, you could turn either right
or left to enter the hallways that essentially circled that courtyard, and which would
have taken you through the ancient history of central Europe and then into Heinrich
Schliemann’s collections from Troy. Aside from some of the large objects in the court-
yard and the vestibule, all the non-European collections were on the upper floors, and
eventually in the stairwells. Most of what visitors initially encountered in the museum,
in other words, was from German-speaking Europe.

In part, that is because these scientists’ goal, and the point of creating this museum,
was to pursue a vast, comparative history of humanity across space and time; including
the space we call Europe. The split in the fields and the museum’s collections, which, for
example, begat Berlin’s Museum of Prehistory, only came after World War I. Moreover,
Bastian’s museum was never intended to only display highlights or exemplary artefacts
from particular peoples in order to entice or educate a lay public about alterity; rather
the goal was to create a workshop, a space for the comparative analysis of the physical
traces of human history, a place for the production of knowledge based on inductive
science, not its mere articulation.

In part, German ethnologists’ original goals and German ethnographic museums’
original purposes have been easy to forget because it was only decades after the creation
of these museums that they stopped being workshops for inductive science and became,
instead, places in which singular objects were used to illustrate narratives packaged for
visitors. Neither that shift toward didactic exhibits, nor the separation of European
and non-European collections, however, was driven by intellectual itineraries. Rather,
they resulted from institutional, professional, and political agendas that completely
undermined the museums’ purposes and transformed the character of their displays.
As a result, they became much like those institutions of alterity that had already
emerged across other places in the West, and which also became ubiquitous in
Germany by the 1930s.

As we rethink now what museums can do, and as we ponder how we might do anthro-
pology in these museums, we can benefit a great deal from thinking about and with the
people like Adolf Bastian who filled those museums with the collections that are still
largely awaiting our attention today. They were clearly onto something, something
that got lost, as ethnologists in general moved away from working with material
culture and amassing collections. Because they devoted so much time to thinking
about and with objects in global contexts, however, I am convinced that Bastian’s gener-
ation of German ethnologists can help us identify the great potential of the collections
that have long been hidden away in these many museums’ basements, depots, and
storage rooms.

As I suggested above while discussing the broader importance of Barnes and Warren’s
work, the objects in the collections amassed by Bastian’s generation can teach us not only
about the cultures and histories of the places from which the individual objects came but
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also the multiplicity of histories that make up the overarching history of a unitary
humanity. I realise that delving more generally into the human condition is no longer
fashionable in either ethnology or ethnological institutions. Yet one of the arguments I
began making together with Philipp Schorch a few years ago, is that the collections in
these museums can be excavated much like archaeological sites, and that in many
cases the individual items can reveal a multitude of insights into human cultures and his-
tories when they are juxtaposed with others in ways that allow them to affect each other
as well as viewers ranging from scholars to laypeople.”” Such juxtapositions can arouse
viewers’ immediate curiosity and activate empathy and even a willingness to act. Even
the smallest item offers access to different worlds, to relationships, for instance,
between people and their environments, which often only first emerge when those
items are freed from their cold storage and allowed to act upon us.

So how do we do that? Here again, we can take lessons from the past. Many people
might view the endless rows of glass and steel cases in Bastian’s museum as a quintessen-
tial marker of salvage anthropology, a blast from the past better forgotten. For Adolf
Bastian, however, those cases had comparative purpose and were meant to facilitate pro-
ductive juxtapositions. His vision was to create geographically organised displays of
objects from all over the world, housed in glass and steel cases so that they were essen-
tially displayed suspended in space and could be viewed from multiple angles. The idea
was that as one moved through them, one could see juxtapositions of objects that could
facilitate comparative analyses—but not just one or two, and not only those envisioned
by curators and scholars. Essentially, moving around the room was like twisting a kalei-
doscope, with every angle offering up new juxtapositions, perhaps new interconnections,
and, if you were open to it—wonder. And from wonder, as Bastian, Boas, and many of
their contemporaries knew, the next step was always questioning, and that is often fol-
lowed by the production of knowledge, which, I hope is already clear by now, must
always be a co-production, a collaborative effort between the many people seeing (not
just the professionals) and the objects being seen.*

Today, we can do more effectively what Bastian envisioned in the past; but only if we
are willing to free the objects confined in museum depots and let them work with us as we
glean new ways to release the fugitive knowledge sequestered in European museums’ vast
collections and use it to better understand the multiplicity of human cultures that have
long animated human histories.
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