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Sherwood Washburn, 1911–2000

Sherry Washburn died on Sun-
day, April 16, 2000, in Berkeley,
California, at the age of 88, hav-

ing outlived the field of biological an-
thropology in his own department.

Washburn grew up to privilege in
New England, attending Harvard in
the 1930s.1 Participating in the fa-
mous Asiatic Primate Expedition to
Thailand led by Harold Coolidge, C. R.
Carpenter, and Adolph Schultz,
Washburn came to recognize the im-
portance of nonhuman primate biol-
ogy to a comprehensive understand-
ing of human behavior in an
evolutionary framework. In 1940 he
completed his Ph.D. on langur and
macaque skeletal material under Ear-
nest Hooton, with whom he main-
tained a respectful, if sometimes
strained, relationship. He would, for
example, recall Hooton’s publicly

dressing him down for failing to men-
tion Piltdown Man in one of his early
publications in human evolution, but
nevertheless continuing to write glow-
ing letters on his behalf.

Washburn’s first academic job was
at Columbia University Medical
School, where he fell in with the ge-
neticist Theodosius Dobzhansky. But
his work on the growth of the skull in
rats was sufficiently un-anthropologi-
cal to alienate him thoroughly from
the American Museum’s anthropology
curator, Harry Shapiro.

What Washburn was trying to do
was to introduce laboratory experi-
mental methodology into physical an-
thropology, an idea that was suffi-
ciently radical at the time that he had
trouble publishing in the American
Journal of Physical Anthropology.
Later, he recalled the great anatomist
Franz Weidenreich asking him di-
rectly, “But what have rats to do with
anthropology?”2

The relevance of the rats did im-
press someone else, namely Paul Fe-
jos, to whom Washburn had been in-
troduced by Ralph Linton. Fejos
happened to be in the position of de-
veloping a legitimate philanthropic
outlet for the fortune of a Nazi vacu-
um-cleaner mogul named Axel Wen-
ner-Gren. With the aid of this new
so-called “Viking Fund,” Washburn
was able to generate support for sum-
mer seminars in physical anthropol-
ogy, as well as to keep himself abreast
of developments in general anthropol-
ogy at Viking Fund dinners hosted by
Fejos.

In 1947 he moved to the University
of Chicago, replacing Wilton Krog-
man, with the promise of a joint ap-
pointment in anthropology and anat-
omy. At the last moment the anatomy
department reneged on their offer,
and it was through the intervention of
Robert Redfield that the anthropology
department was able to pick up his
full appointment. But Washburn no

longer would have the medical facili-
ties to do experimental work on skulls,
and so his primary research interests
began to shift to primate behavior and
its role in illuminating aspects of hu-
man evolution.

In 1948 Washburn visited Africa for
the first time, and made the acquain-
tance of Raymond Dart and Robert
Broom. It was at about that time that
Washburn crystallized a plan for the
reformation of physical anthropology.
He and Dobzhansky organized a Cold
Spring Harbor symposium in 1950,
attempting to refocus the field around
real populations instead of Platonic
racial types. The following year he
published his most famous and influ-
ential paper, “The New Physical An-
thropology,” in which he argued for
the replacement of the static typolog-
ical approach to human variation by a
dynamic, evolutionary, adaptive ap-
proach.3 In so doing, he lived out ev-
ery graduate student’s fantasy, effec-
tively driving a stake through his
thesis advisor’s heart. Washburn re-
called Hooton saying to him at the
conference, “Sherry, I hope I never
hear the word ‘population’ again!”

Washburn’s visit to southern Africa
in 1955 afforded him the first oppor-
tunity to study baboon behavior. He
developed an approach to primate be-
havior that was, for all intents and
purposes, a structural-functionalist
“Chicago school” model of baboon so-
ciety.

His first-generation students at Chi-
cago included Irven DeVore, Phyllis
Dolhinow, and Clark Howell. In 1957,
while he was a fellow at the Institute
for Advanced Study in the Behavioral
Sciences, Washburn was invited to
lunch by Ted McCown, who broached
the subject of adding a second physi-
cal anthropologist to the Berkeley fac-
ulty. When McCown asked Sherry for
a recommendation, Sherry recom-
mended himself. Shortly thereafter he
headed west, passing, on the way, so-
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cial anthropologist David Schneider,
who was heading to Chicago from
Berkeley. To Schneider, what Wash-
burn was doing wasn’t anthropology.4

In the early 1960s, Washburn was in
the right place at the right time. Sput-
nik stimulated the federal government
to fund American science, Louis
Leakey was making human evolution
a glamour field, and Sherry Washburn
was a man with a vision. He organized
two major international conferences,
The Social Life of Early Man, the pro-
ceedings of which were published in
1961, and Classification and Human
Evolution, in 1963.

To Washburn, biological anthropol-
ogy was a kind of anthropology, a
kind of anthropology informed by bi-
ology. He was also a great innovator
in what we can now see as evolution-
ary epistemology. He saw Misia Lan-
dau’s work on narrative as highly res-
onant with his own, although her
degree was done at Yale.2,3

It is important here to digress and
observe that Washburn’s vision of
physical anthropology would carry
the seeds of its own destruction. Com-
mitted to the proposition that physi-
cal anthropologists needed to learn
more modern evolutionary biology,
Washburn forged a discipline in
which, unconsciously, one could eas-
ily to lose sight of the anthropology
ostensibly giving it form. He began to
realize this with the publication of So-
ciobiology in 1975, where suddenly a
human-evolutionary discourse in-
volved way too much biology and not
nearly enough anthropology. Wash-
burn wrote and taught eloquently
against sociobiology, but by that time
he was swimming against a biologistic
tide he himself had paradoxically
helped to create.

As president of the American An-
thropological Association, Washburn,
in 1962, condemned the racism of a
book called The Origin of Races, by
Carleton Coon, for whom he had once
been a teaching assistant at Harvard.
The book was being invoked by segre-
gationist activists; it was alternately
vilified and praised by different seg-
ments of the scientific and anthropo-
logical communities. Washburn’s ad-
dress, published as “The Study of
Race,”7 was a work he was proud of,
and with good reason. In the face of

controversy, Sherry rose up and spoke
out courageously and tried to do the
right thing—an act sufficiently rare in
academics to be worthy of note. There
can be little doubt that Coon and
other reactionary senior colleagues
perceived him as a traitor to his race
and class.

At Berkeley he was keen to nurture
the use of genetic technologies within
anthropology. His students there in-
cluded Vince Sarich, along with stu-
dents of primate anatomy and behav-
ior such as Russell Tuttle, Ralph
Holloway, Adrienne Zihlman, Ted
Grand, Shirley Strum, and Jane Lan-
caster. Ironically, Washburn would
criticize his advisor Hooton for “not
wanting students, but disciples,” yet
would himself recruit several of his
former students as colleagues, engen-
dering inevitable conflicts as they sub-
sequently attempted to assert their in-
tellectual independence. It was with
and through his students, however,
that Washburn’s most profound im-
pact would be exerted on biological
anthropology. With Dolhinow, for ex-
ample, he edited the highly influential
Perspectives on Human Evolution.5

Donna Haraway’s9 analysis of phys-
ical anthropology in the 1960s makes
Sherry Washburn the pivotal actor in
an attempt to reinvent a unified hu-
man condition in the wake of the di-
visive Nazi anthropological ideologies
of World War II. Washburn, under the
philosophical guidance of UNESCO,
helped establish Man the Hunter as a
guiding paradigm, replacing the Über-
mensch with an Ürmensch. Ulti-
mately, he saw the paradigm sup-
planted, or rather augmented, by a
feminist revision spearheaded by his
own students, thinking his way. Had
his old professors had the opportunity
to witness Sherry’s role as godfather
to feminist biological anthropology,
they would doubtless have seen him
as a traitor to his race, class, and sex.

Washburn was not a public intellec-
tual, and was largely unknown beyond
the ivory tower. He wrote neither pop-
ular articles (Scientific American was
as popular as he got) nor full-length
books. In 1960, before the contro-
versy, Carleton Coon was asked about
Sherry by a prospective book pub-
lisher. Coon responded: “Sherry
Washburn is working on baboon be-

havior, and doing very well with it, but
he has never written anything more
than 6 pages long and probably never
will” (Coon to Harold Strauss, 27 Jan-
uary 1960, Carleton S. Coon Papers,
National Anthropological Archives).
Instead, Washburn exerted his influ-
ence through scientific journals and
societies and through his students, a
true academic insider.

His honors and awards were legion.
The Viking Fund Medal was presented
to him in 1960, the Huxley Medal in
1967, and the Distinguished Service
Award of the American Anthropologi-
cal Association in 1983. When the
American Association of Physical An-
thropologists instituted their Charles
Darwin Lifetime Achievement Award
in the mid-1980s, they presented it
first to Sherry Washburn. The statu-
ette was displayed prominently in his
living room.

His last two public lectures were
both lectures about his life and work,
given in the fall of 1997 and 1998, in
my class at Berkeley on the history of
anthropology. A perfectionist to the
end, Washburn chided himself after
his final lecture for briefly losing his
train of thought, a sin he considered
unpardonable even though he was in
failing health at the age of 87 years.
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