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Chapter Four

Bias, Brains, and Skulls

Tracing the Legacy of Scientific Racism in 
the Nineteenth-Century Works of Samuel 
George Morton and Friedrich Tiedemann

Paul Wolff Mitchell and John S. Michael

“He [Samuel George Morton] established, with unusual rapidity, a wide-
spread scientific fame, upon the white radiance of which he has, dying, 
left not a single blot.”

—Henry Patterson, 18541

“. . . There is a want of exactness in the manner Morton gives the facts 
[. . .] In conclusion, therefore, I do not think Dr. Morton a safe man to 
quote from.”

—Charles Darwin, 18472

RACE, SCIENCE, AND BIAS:  

THE CASE OF SAMUEL GEORGE MORTON

In his trenchant study, Racial Hygiene: Medicine Under the Nazis, historian 
Robert Proctor points out that one of the major functions of science his-
torically has been that of apology, the naturalization of the contingent and 
changeable social order by appeal to laws of nature. “It has long been recog-
nized that if people can be convinced that the social order is a natural order,” 
Proctor writes, “and that the misery (or abundance) they find around them 
derives from the will of God or Nature or both, then attention can be diverted 
from those parts of the social order that are the true source of that misery (or 
abundance).”3 The line between explanation and apology may be a fuzzy and 
a contested one, but certainly science has been used to excuse, whether for 
political, economic, or other reasons, those features of the world which call 
out for justification. Although religion, political power, personal conviction, 
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and “common sense” can be marshalled into the same service, science’s per-
ceived objectivity, and its apparent freedom from subjective bias, can lend a 
tenacious facticity to the conclusions it is made to serve.

The concern of this chapter is objectivity and bias in race science, a defini-
tion of which may be the systematic study and comparison of human variation 
as organized into distinct demographic units, bounded by shared physical and 
genetic traits. There is often not much, if any, sunlight between race science 
and scientific racism, although the latter necessarily involves the denigration 
or elevation of some races in relation to others. At different points during the 
last few centuries, scientific racism was an important ideological organ of, 
for example, the Atlantic slave trade, colonialism, and the long legacy of ra-
cial discrimination in the United States and beyond. Below, drawing on new 
findings from his private correspondence and published works, we argue for 
a reinterpretation of the role of bias in the works of prominent race scientist 
Samuel George Morton (1799–1851). In particular, by contrasting Morton 
with the anti–race supremacist anatomist Friedrich Tiedemann (1781–1861), 
we show how bias has been consciously hidden in one of the foundational 
works of race science.

More generally, we observe, supported by many other scholars, that sci-
entific racism is neither dead nor dormant, but is today at work.4 Indeed, 
whether openly or not, many domains of contemporary science either tacitly 
rely on assumptions of fundamental racial difference, or misconstrue recent 
research in population genetics to reconstitute race as a biologically valid 
category, despite decades of research showing its invalidity.5 In particular, 
since the 1960s, a series of studies by hereditarian-minded psychologists has 
asserted that racial differences in IQ (Intelligence Quotient) are innate and 
largely ineradicable.6 Arising in the wake of such studies have been argu-
ments that taxpayer-funded educational programs for low-income Black and 
Brown children should be reduced or scrapped, and that the mentally inferior 
should be incentivized to reproduce less.7

However, such claims have not gone unchallenged. For example in 1981, 
Stephen J. Gould (1941–2002), Harvard paleontologist and historian of sci-
ence, published The Mismeasure of Man as an attack on the claim of racial 
differences in intelligence. As part of his pushback, one of Gould’s claims 
was that unconscious bias has been altogether rampant in studies of race 
and intelligence. Consequently, Gould’s Mismeasure explicated a harrowing 
history of bias through the figure of nineteenth-century naturalist Samuel 
George Morton. Morton was a craniologist; he collected and studied human 
skulls so as to define racial differences in brain size and intelligence. He 
published his results in a series of influential publications between 1839 and 
1849. In Morton’s case, his work followed then-common assumptions about 
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straightforward links between brain size and intelligence, and suggested the 
intellectual inferiority of non-White races on the grounds of smaller average 
skull size. This result was read in Morton’s time as a natural justification for 
the U.S. American institution of slavery.8

According to Gould, Morton’s various published errors—from miscal-
culations, to shifting criteria for including measures of some skulls and not 
others—tended to support Morton’s a priori position of White superiority, 
suggesting that Morton was unconsciously biased. Gould wrote that while 
conscious bias can be identified and expunged, leaving the image of scien-
tific objectivity intact, the “prevalence of unconscious finagling, on the other 
hand, suggests a general conclusion about the social context of science.”9

In Gould’s hands, Morton’s case was an assault on the objectivity of nine-
teenth- and twentieth-century race science. Gould suggested that if bias in-
fected research on race years ago, then bias may also reside in contemporary 
research on racial differences in intelligence; the remainder of his Mismea-
sure documents the twentieth-century reverberations of such bias. Exactly 
defining the impact of Gould’s work is difficult, but he was widely consid-
ered among the most influential and popular science writers of his generation. 
Mismeasure won many awards and was perhaps his most politically relevant 
and widely read book. Since then, two direct critiques of Gould’s historical 
methods and claims about Morton have appeared, and a bevy of defenses and 
further criticisms of Gould has followed in their wake.10

Due to the Morton-Gould affair, the work of Morton, a once influential but 
(until recently) rather obscure naturalist from the first half of the nineteenth 
century, has come to matter in the sociopolitical context in which Gould and 
those who responded to him wrote, for at least two reasons. First, the as-
sumption of distinct human races with different innate intellectual capacities 
has again reared into public consciousness.11 Second, through the various 
critiques and responses to Gould’s examinations of Morton’s work, the stakes 
of the debate have been heightened; contesting Gould’s analysis of Morton, 
whether tout court or à la carte, has tended to generate suspicion of Gould’s 
other scholarship.12 While there may be good reason to contest some of 
Gould’s claims about Morton’s unconscious bias, this does not ipso facto val-
idate the work of Gould’s detractors and the targets of his critique, nor does 
it invalidate Gould’s other research. Nonetheless, because the objectivity of 
Morton’s work has become a matter of debate with symbolic significance 
beyond the case itself, we concern ourselves in this chapter with presenting 
new historical findings on the objectivity of Morton’s work.

In this chapter, we argue there is ample evidence that Morton was, in fact, 
consciously biased. We provide updated scrutiny of his private correspondence 
and notes, contextualizing these in conjunction with records of his life, and 
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historical accounts on the context and methodology of his research. Altogether, 
this new assemblage of data on Morton and his nineteenth-century research 
undermines the image of a disinterested, impartial scientist whose methods and 
research were rigorously sound, even by the standards of his day. Ultimately, 
these findings prevent us from assenting to recent commentaries on Morton’s 
“having been sinned against more than sinning,”13 which attempt to salvage 
his image in the historical record. Furthermore, our evaluation suggests on 
the whole that conscious bias is as perfidious and hard to detect in science as 
unconscious bias, particularly when scientists actively attempt to conceal their 
own biases in a cloak of objectivity. In the end, the same vigilance and scrutiny 
that Gould suggested as antidotes to unconscious bias are probably the only 
route to dismantling the conscious variety, and just as necessary.

In what follows, we trace a history of scientific racism, showing how 
evaluations of the size and other characteristics of human heads came to be 
associated with measures of intelligence, and with fundamental racial differ-
ences. Then, we show how Morton’s work emerged in response to that of 
another race scientist, Friedrich Tiedemann, who used skull measures to sup-
port theories of monogenism, racial equality, and abolition. Next, we detail 
aspects of Morton’s life and times which clarify the overt biases borne out in 
his scholarship. In so doing, we reveal his conscious bias. Finally, we reflect 
on the implications of our new findings on the history of race science, and the 
significance of Morton’s legacy.

RACE ON THE BRAIN: THE RISE OF CRANIOLOGY

Drawn from the writings of travelers, missionaries, and colonial officials, 
European racial classifications were largely the product of secondhand re-
ports and casual observation until modern comparative anatomy’s rise at 
the end of the eighteenth century.14 The dissection and study of bodies and 
bones allowed for repeated observation and measurement, and was thus more 
consistent with the Enlightenment’s epistemological aims than conflicting, 
uncertain reports from the European colonies and beyond. In 1795, German 
anatomist Johann Friedrich Blumenbach’s (1752–1840) division of the hu-
man species into five interrelated, but cranially categorized, racial “varieties” 
(Americans, Caucasians, Ethiopians, Malays, and Mongolians) both insti-
tuted enduring categories and prefaced nineteenth-century studies of brain 
size.15 Others would share an attention to the skull as a locus of racial dif-
ference, including Dutch anatomist and artist Petrus Camper (1722–1789),16 
German anatomist Samuel Thomas von Sömmerring (1755–1830),17 and 
French naturalist Georges Cuvier (1769–1832). Cuvier’s 1817 report on a 
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dissection of the “Venus Hottentot” Sara Baartman in Paris asserted her small 
brain and resemblance to a monkey, undergirding his claim of the inferiority 
of Africans and their incapacity for civilization. For Cuvier, there proved “no 
exception to this cruel law which seems to have condemned to eternal inferi-
ority the races with cramped and compressed skulls.”18

The link between brain size and intelligence was a common supposition 
of nineteenth-century naturalists, as it continued a long-inherited legacy in 
Western thought further bolstered by the practice of phrenology (see also 
chapter 2 by Wright in this volume, which describes the brain-centric legacies 
of anatomy before Western thought regarded racial difference as a problem). 
Phrenology was the attempt, begun by German doctor Franz Joseph Gall 
(1758–1828) in the late eighteenth century, to determine character and intel-
ligence from the brain’s shape and size, as reflected through the skull’s ex-
terior.19 Phrenological principles were afforded apparency by cases of small-
brained “idiots” and large-headed “geniuses” documented by physicians 
through plaster casts, paintings, and sustained phrenological observation.20 
Although phrenology was used to serve both reform and discrimination, its 
popularity into the mid-nineteenth century across Europe and the United 
States entrenched an increasingly anatomized view of racial difference.21

Through the anatomized body, the “capacity for civilization” and racial 
hierarchy were made legible, as was the theorized evolution of racial dif-
ference. Initially, a belief in biblical chronology and the divine creation of 
all life was common among European naturalists. Many tended to attribute 
racial differences to the effects of lifestyles and environments emerging after 
Noah’s flood, but accepted the fundamental unity of the human species. Their 
view, called monogenism, was contested by polygenism, which held that hu-
man races did not, in fact, share common ancestry. For polygenists, racial 
differences were heritable, fixed, static, and innate. Polygenism was first pos-
ited by French philosopher Voltaire (1694–1778) and Scottish historian Lord 
Kames (1696–1782) and began to take root in the late eighteenth century. 
By the mid-nineteenth century, an increasing emphasis on the collection of 
bodies and their measurement had made the polygenist view one of scientific 
racism. Indeed, both monogenists and polygenists used skull measurements 
to support their opposing racial theories.

OF TWO MINDS: CRANIOLOGY AND THE  

IDEOLOGIES OF TIEDEMANN AND MORTON

In 1836, German anatomist and physiologist Friedrich Tiedemann (1781–
1861),22 conducted a large, systematic comparison of the skulls and brains 
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of orangutans and humans from Blumenbach’s five races, with particular 
attention to the comparison of the “Aethiopian” (or “Negro”) race and that of 
the European.23 For his studies, Tiedemann filled skulls with millet, weighed 
them, then subtracted from that the skulls’ tare weights. He concluded that 
his measurements of 489 human skulls, far more than those ever measured 
and compared before, showed no significant differences between Africans 
and Europeans. Refuting claims of African animality, he declared Africans 
no closer to the orangutan than Europeans. He opened his essay, submitted in 
English to the Royal Society, by suggesting that the work had “great impor-
tance in the natural history, anatomy, and physiology of Man; interesting also 
in a political and legislative point of view.”24 With the first large, systematic 
study of brain size in different “races,” Tiedemann forwarded an argument 
for equality on the basis of cranial form.

After publishing his essay, Tiedemann received no retort with a comparable 
set of skull measurements until three years later in 1839, when Morton pub-
lished the first of his two major studies of skulls, entitled Crania Americana.25 
The new publication revealed that Morton had attempted a comparative study 
similar to Tiedemann’s; Morton used Blumenbach’s racial classification and 
a measure of the volume of seed that would fit into a skull’s braincase. How-
ever, rather than travel across Europe to the various anatomical collections to 
measure a wide assortment of crania, as Tiedemann did, Morton leveraged 
his central position as an administrator in Philadelphia’s budding Academy of 
Natural Sciences (ANSP) to acquire the “skulls of all nations”26 sent to him 
by explorers, military and colonial officials, and other naturalists, and through 
trade with other skull collectors. Thereby, Morton amassed one of the world’s 
largest cranial collections, the “American Golgotha,”27 that would eventually 
grow to encompass some nine hundred human skulls before his death.28

Importantly, Morton’s conclusions starkly contrasted with Tiedemann’s. 
Morton’s measurements of 256 skulls showed that Caucasians had larger 
brains than all other races, followed by Mongolians, Malay, Americans, 
and Negroes, respectively. However, Morton refrained from spelling out the 
implications of his 1839 findings. Instead, it was the Scottish phrenologist 
George Combe (1788–1858) who wrote a “phrenological appendix” to Mor-
ton’s Crania Americana, and stated, “The aggregate natural mental power 
(animal, moral, and intellectual) of the individuals composing any nation, 
will (other conditions being equal) be great or small in proportion to the size 
of their brains.”29

At the time, Tiedemann was among the most celebrated anatomists in Eu-
rope,30 and he was also going blind.31 Though Tiedemann never responded in 
print to Morton’s work, he surely knew of it; his anatomist son-in-law, The-
odor Ludwig Bischoff (1807–1882), eventually published a critical review of 
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Crania Americana. It is also certain that Tiedemann, an avowed monogenist 
and abolitionist, ardently disagreed with Morton. Remarkably, however, even 
as Tiedemann and Morton both produced similar results regarding race and 
brain size, it was their interpretations which differed.32

As his Crania Americana shows, Morton averaged his measurements for 
each racial category and ranked them accordingly, despite great overlap in 
the ranges for these groupings, upon which he did not comment. Tiedemann’s 
measurements also demonstrated overlap across racial categories. However, 
for Tiedemann this was evidence of the fundamental unity of humanity, and 
as a result, he did not average the skull volumes of races. Calculating aver-
ages of Tiedemann’s data produces a table which matches Morton’s rankings 
(see Morton’s 1839 table of measurements in Figure 4.1 and one of Tiede-
mann’s 1836 tables in Figure 4.2). Together, their works illustrate how their 
prior assumptions about racial difference structured their respective methods 
of data presentation and interpretation.

Although Morton’s work is a definite response to Tiedemann’s (see be-
low), Morton only publicly mentioned Tiedemann in three brief passages 
about digestion and circulation in his 1849 textbook on human anatomy.33 In 
fact, only in a posthumously published manuscript penned by Morton circa 
1850 does he mention Tiedemann’s craniological research. Morton noted that 
“Prof. Tiedemann, of Heidelberg, a learned and accomplished anatomist” had 
investigated the difference in brain size between men and women.34 Morton 
then faulted Tiedemann’s writings on racial differences for flawed measure-
ment, despite admitting results “of great value.”35

Figure 4.1. Morton’s table of cranial capacities from his Crania Americana (1839, 
260). Note that Morton only reported individual measurements for “Americans” in his 
1839 work. For every other racial group, he reported only the sample size, average, 
and range.
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Figure 4.2. Tiedemann’s table of “Æthiopian” cranial capacities from his article “On 
the Brain of the Negro, Compared with That of the European and the Orang-Outang” 
(1836, 505). This is one of five such tables in his 1836 article, with each table reporting 
measurements pertaining to racial groups originally identified in Blumenbach’s classifi-
cation. Note that Tiedemann measured skulls by the weight (of millet)—rather than the 
volume—that could be contained in the braincase. For all “races” but the “American,” 
Tiedemann’s 1836 sample was larger than Morton’s 1839 sample (see Figure 4.1).
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MORTON’S CRYPTIC MOTIVATIONS

Since, unlike Tiedemann, Morton did not publish his opinions on the political 
significance of the scientific questions he was pursuing, attention to the ar-
chive of his private correspondence and other records gives important context 
to Morton’s motivations. Whereas Tiedemann was obviously interested in 
providing a craniological grounding for racial equality, and is explicit in his 
views, Morton is, by contrast, cryptic.

Indeed, Morton seems to have held the political question of slavery as 
imponderable. One of the few references to slavery in his private writings, a 
journal of his visit to Barbados in 1834, reveals that while he thought gradual 
emancipation might be best, “The subject of slavery is trite and exhausted, 
nor if the wisdom of Solomon were to speak now would it avail any thing 
(sic) . . .”36 In both public and private writings, Morton appears to have stayed 
carefully aloof of the debate as to whether slavery was a brutal crime against 
Africans, or a permissible way to treat incapable inferiors. Perhaps because 
he did not wear especially politically cumbersome convictions on his sleeve, 
Morton was professionally associated with colleagues on both sides of the 
issue. In fact, in his earlier years, many of his teachers and friends were out-
spoken abolitionists, such as physician Joseph Parrish (1799–1840).37

After receiving a medical degree from the University of Pennsylvania in 
1820,38 Morton sailed to Clonmel, Ireland, to visit his uncle James Morton, a 
successful merchant. James was so impressed by his nephew that he enrolled 
him as a medical student at the University of Edinburgh.39 At that time, Ameri-
can universities were viewed as inferior institutions, and a European diploma 
would do more to help Morton build a practice.40 While at Edinburgh, Morton 
befriended Thomas Hodgkin (1798–1866), a devout English Quaker, who at age 
twenty-one wrote an essay criticizing European abuses of Native Americans.41

Later, Morton traveled with Hodgkin to Paris for advanced training in 
anatomy.42 Though former classmate Hodgkin and Morton remained friends 
in the decade following Edinburgh, their letters show sentiments straining as 
priorities diverged.43 Eventually, in 1836, Hodgkin retired from medicine to 
focus on philanthropy, founding the Indigenous Protection Society and trav-
eling around the world to relieve poverty and racial oppression.44 This was 
around the same time Morton was devising his first craniological treatise.

Upon earning his M.D. from Edinburgh, Morton returned to Philadelphia, 
where he established a successful medical practice, taught classes in anatomy, 
and became a noted naturalist and active member of the Academy of Natural 
Sciences (ANSP). At the ANSP, Morton maintained close relationships with 
steadfast abolitionists and vocal anti–race supremacists.45 Morton knew John 
Speakman (1783–1854), a Quaker apothecary who helped found the ANSP 
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in 1812, and was the “zealously religious” son of a fervently abolitionist fa-
ther who “refused to use any article known to be a product made with slave 
labor.”46 Further, William Maclure (1763–1840), the ANSP’s first president, 
wrote that slavery was a “disgrace to the civilization and knowledge of the 
day” which arose from “prejudices against color, arising from the false sup-
position of superiority being in the skin.”47 Interestingly, Maclure donated the 
funds Morton used to hire lithographer John Collins (1814–1902) to illustrate 
Crania Americana.48 Collins was himself an activist Quaker (and a cousin of 
Morton’s wife, Rebecca) who published antislavery poetry.49

In ensuing years, as his craniological work took off, Morton also main-
tained close relationships with some of America’s most outspoken race 
supremacists, including anatomist Charles Caldwell (1772–1853), whose 
Thoughts on the Original Unity of the Human Race (1830) has been described 
as “the first explicitly polygenist book written in English.”50 Morton was also 
a friend and colleague of Josiah Clark Nott (1804–1873), a Paris-trained sur-
geon and Alabama plantation owner. A vocal White supremacist, Nott gained 
notoriety as a popular lecturer on what he called “niggerology,” arguing that 
“the negro (sic) attains his greatest perfection, physical and moral, and his 
greatest longevity, in a state of slavery.”51 After Morton’s death, Nott com-
piled The Types of Mankind, arguably the most extensive statement of poly-
genism and pre-Darwinian scientific racism. The book’s dedication was “To 
the Memory of Morton” and included posthumous publication of Morton’s 
unfinished manuscripts, given to Nott by Morton’s widow. Nott’s coauthor 
was another of Morton’s virulently race supremacist colleagues, Egyptolo-
gist George Gliddon (1809–1857). In the 1840s, Morton had also befriended 
Louis Agassiz (1807–1873), the Swiss-born naturalist and influential Harvard 
professor of natural history, who had shifted from an egalitarian position to 
one of polygenism and White superiority after moving from Europe to the 
United States.52

This evidence of Morton’s professional relations suggests his ambiva-
lence on slavery as a moral and political issue, although nowhere in his 
writing does Morton record a convinced opinion on the institution of slav-
ery. His associates, however, were aware of the relevance of his studies. 
In particular, Gliddon, the Egyptologist, attempted to personally deliver a 
copy of Morton’s works to the pro-slavery South Carolina Senator John 
C. Calhoun.53

While Morton’s lack of an expressed opinion on slavery might provide 
the basis for an inference of impartiality, his close associations late in life 
with polygenist slaveholders suggest either a thinly veiled approval of the 
institution, or at least a willingness to hold his nose in the service of making 
a name for himself. Other archival evidence provides clear documentation of 
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Morton’s conscious dissembling with his data, suggesting that whatever he 
was, Morton was not impartial.

MORTON’S CONSCIOUS BIAS

In order to study the “skulls of all nations,” Morton relied on a network of 
global connections.54 By having doctors and military men collect Native 
American skulls from battlefields and graveyards in the Americas, Morton 
could trade these for difficult-to-acquire crania from collectors in Europe.55 
For example, in 1848, Morton sent Comanche and Peruvian skulls to Swed-
ish craniologist Anders Retzius (1796–1860) in exchange for those of Finns 
and Scandinavians.56

The scope and opportunistic nature of Morton’s collecting practices are 
suggested in his 1836 letter to U.S. Army surgeon Thomas Lawson, M.D., 
of Fort Mitchell, Alabama. Morton notes that his collection includes only 
sixty-three skulls of “American tribes,” of which “but twenty-three of these 
are North Americans.”57 This letter was not handwritten, but was printed on a 
press, with a blank space for the name of the addressee, indicating that Mor-
ton sent out many reproduced copies of this same form letter. Through this 
particular correspondence, Morton was likely attempting to acquire skulls of 
the Creek Nation, because Fort Mitchell was the established U.S. Army gar-
rison under use during the Second Creek War, or Creek Alabama Uprising, 
of 1836–1837.58 As Morton sent the letter about a month and a half after the 
conflict’s start, he likely knew that recently deceased Creek bodies would 
be available. Lawson, who would later become Surgeon General under U.S. 
President Andrew Jackson, never sent any crania, but Morton eventually ac-
quired the skulls of Creek people through other contacts.59

All in all, Morton’s skull-collecting, even if opportunistic, was organized 
by certain priorities. For his first book, Crania Americana, Morton was in 
need of Native American crania, as his printed correspondence suggests. 
After Crania Americana was released, however, Morton evidently became 
very concerned with acquiring “native” skulls from the African continent. 
To satisfy this priority, circa 1840 some fifty skulls of African-born en-
slaved were shipped to Morton by one Don José Rodriguez Cisneros (fl. 
eighteenth century), a physician of Havana, Cuba, whom Morton may have 
come to know through other naturalists or through a trip that he undertook 
to the Caribbean in 1834. In a July 1840 letter to Morton, Cisneros ex-
plained that what he had sent Morton were the skulls of enslaved “bozales 
negros”60 whose skeletons had been dug up at the Vedado Farm on the 
outskirts of Havana. These enslaved Africans had likely died following a 
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cholera epidemic that swept through the region in the early 1830s (adding 
to the hardship of their enslavement).61 Enclosed with the skulls he sent, 
Cisneros also included a letter thanking Morton for the copy of Crania 
Americana sent to him, remarking: “I received your appreciated letter in 
which you charge[d] me to procure 50 rare African skulls . . .”62

Morton’s desire for these skulls is also discussed in an earlier May 1840 
letter he wrote to George Combe. In this letter, Morton emphasized that he 
was in the process of collecting:

At least 50 skulls of Native Africans (sic). The results obtained from such 
sources will of course be beyond cavil, and will compete fairly with Prof. Ti-
edemann’s experiments.63

This passage from his correspondence demonstrates that Morton intentionally 
took measures to collect the skulls of “native born” Africans with the specific 
intent of “competing with” Tiedemann.

What might Morton have meant in writing that he wanted to “compete 
fairly” with Tiedemann’s research? The claims extending from Tiedemann’s 
research were strengthened by the fact that Tiedemann (1836) had actually 
measured more crania than Morton had in 1839. Tiedemann’s work had also 
included the skulls of continental Africans. By contrast, Morton had studied 
only a few such Africans—nine of the twenty-nine Africans in his sample. 
Why the need for the skulls of continental Africans? Tiedemann’s 1836 claims 
refuted findings of smaller African brain size, a research result Tiedemann 
explained as relating to the sampling of “Negro” skulls impacted by the condi-
tion of enslavement: “[The] miserable remains of an enslaved people, bodily 
and spiritually degraded and lowered by ill treatment.”64 Influenced by then-
common theories that the manner of one’s life and environment had profound 
anatomical consequences, Tiedemann claimed that only the skulls of free, “na-
tive” Africans could assist in the investigation of sound anatomical research.

Morton’s intention to compete with his German monogenist rival led him 
not only to acquire the bozales to add to his collection, but to omit a major 
detail about their provenance in print. In his next major work, Crania Ae-
gyptiaca (1844), after reporting on the small size of “Negroids” in Ancient 
Egypt as proof of African inferiority throughout all of known history, Morton 
inserts a footnote: “I have in my possession seventy-nine crania of Negroes 
born in Africa . . .” He thanks doctors in Liberia for sending the skulls, and 
“especially” thanks the Havana-based Cisneros, before noting that the re-
cently acquired skulls have “eighty-five cubic inches for the average size of 
the brain . . .” and the “smallest but sixty-five.” Morton never mentions that 
the skulls sent by Cisneros (the large majority of his “Native Africa” mea-
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surements in Crania Aegyptiaca) were those of the enslaved—lest he give 
Tiedemann’s supporters a grounds to dismiss this research.

With that very footnote, Morton was strategically addressing Tiedemann’s 
call for the study of non-enslaved Africans, while serving his own goal to 
prove their cranial—and thereby mental—inferiority. As mentioned above, 
nowhere in Morton’s published writings (except in posthumously published 
manuscripts) does he address Tiedemann’s craniology. Even so, Morton’s 
private correspondence is clear about his intention to compete with Tiede-
mann’s claims describing evidence of racial equality, as in: “The principal 
result of my researches on the brain of the Negro, is, that neither anatomy nor 
physiology can justify our placing them beneath the Europeans in a moral or 
intellectual point of view.” Thus, behind Morton’s superficial empiricism and 
objectivity was the methodical, conscious construction of a scientific apology 
for the slave trade. This bias led Morton to actively mislead in publication 
about the sources of his data.

CONCLUSION: THE CLOAKED INTENTIONS AND 

CONSCIOUS BIAS OF SAMUEL GEORGE MORTON

Morton spends several paragraphs in his publications detailing his methods 
of measurement, assuring readers of their accuracy, and suggesting the toil 
that he and his assistant undertook in checking their own analysis.65 Although 
Morton’s craniological work is, in volume, much more a labor of textual 
description and visual representation than it is of measurement, his measures 
and interpretations of skull size have long been at the center of debate about 
the value of his research. While opinions remain mixed on the objectivity of 
his measurements of cranial volume, what seems apparent from closer ex-
amination of Morton’s correspondence and the political and scientific context 
in which he worked is that Morton was not an impartial, unbiased scientist. 
Even if his data of cranial capacity are accurate, the manner in which he pre-
sented his data was biased by his desire to refute the abolitionist arguments 
of Tiedemann, his peer and principal rival.

The details we have presented in this chapter, which are drawn from Mor-
ton’s personal papers, reveal a man mindfully curating which evidence he 
would present and how he would present it. Also revealing is Morton’s choice 
to withdraw from overt political statements that competed with the apparent 
objectivity of his claims, as well as his attempt to obfuscate the sources of his 
“specimens.” Contextualizing Morton within the contemporary nineteenth-
century debate on slavery in the United States and other slaveholding territo-
ries shows his work to be deeply invested in that debate, despite the apparent 
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disinterested stance of his writings on the question. Crucially, Morton’s 
position significantly diverged from that of Tiedemann, who completed his 
seminal article by commending Great Britain on its abolition of the slave 
trade, declaring, “The chain which bound Africa to the dust, and prevented 
the success of every effort to raise her, is broken.”66 We can therefore con-
clude that Morton’s bias was conscious and purposefully intended. This may 
have been even more pernicious than the unconscious bias of which he has 
been accused by Gould, particularly as he evidently attempted to obscure his 
bias from scrutiny.

It is also significant that craniology as a basis for arguments about racial 
difference outlived Morton’s preeminence. In the aftermath of the American 
Civil War and the rise of Darwin’s (1859) theory of evolution by natural 
selection, little more than two decades following the publication of Crania 
Americana, Morton’s work began to suffer diminished political and scientific 
reception. Still, scientific apologies for racial hierarchy and discrimination on 
the basis of race lingered. As a result, modern fixations on embodied racial 
difference remain haunted by the legacies of foundational scientific racists 
like Morton, who exploited the bodies of the dead to entrench justifications 
for racial oppression.

Also important is how Morton’s views on race were carefully cloaked in his 
writings. However, Morton’s veiled intentions only tell part of the story. That 
abolitionists and egalitarians found no succor in his works on race and craniol-
ogy, although pro-slavery advocates did, is telling. In subsequent years, Nott, 
Gliddon, and Agassiz, among others, would go on to elaborate on Morton’s 
craniological corpus to fashion increasingly baroque and dogmatic arguments 
about the fundamental inferiority of non-Whites and their threat as social de-
viants and “polluters” of the White race.67 Revisiting the history of Morton’s 
labors, as we have done in this chapter, having combed through a unique, mul-
tilingual assemblage of historical texts, provides a careful examination of his 
dour legacy for lessons on the impacts and dangers of conscious, but discreetly 
hidden, bias in science.
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