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SHERWOOD LARNED WASHBURN

November 26, 1911–April 16, 2000

B Y  F .  C L A R K  H O W E L L

FOR CLOSE ON TO FOUR decades Sherwood Washburn sought
to encourage, urge, insist, and cajole practitioners of

biological anthropology—particularly the core of human
evolutionary studies—to shift away from outdated method-
ologies, abandon outmoded or questionable precepts, adopt
modern perspectives of an emergent evolutionary biology,
and practice analytical, comparative, and experimental meth-
ods relevant to elucidation of the nature and roots of the
human condition. His epiphany emerged progressively and
sweepingly across prevalent biological and social science
and wrenched but did not utterly revolutionize scientific
praxis in biological anthropology as he sought and overtly
intended it should. The expansion and elaboration of a
number of attendant natural sciences relevant, indeed criti-
cal, to such study did play the requisite roles and thus ex-
emplified the transformation essential to paradigm shift.
Nonetheless Washburn played a unique and manifestly in-
valuable role in the refashioning—even restructuring—of
human evolutionary studies as they emerged, diversified,
and ultimately flourished in the later twentieth century.

Sherwood Larned Washburn (always known as “Sherry”)
was born on November 26, 1911, and grew up in Cam-
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bridge, Massachusetts. His father, a minister and one-time
professor of church history, was dean of the Episcopal Theo-
logical School in Cambridge. Washburn always had an
advantaged upbringing and youth, private school educa-
tion in Cambridge and at Groton (1926-31), and ready ad-
mittance to Harvard, attended by his elder brother (Henry
Bradford, a junior) and following on the Washburn male
elders. He graduated summa cum laude (B.A., 1935), con-
tinued on to graduate studies, and subsequently received
the doctorate in anthropology in 1940. His undergraduate
honor’s thesis was supervised by the mammalogist Glover
M. Allen, who a few years later would produce the first
exhaustive checklist of African mammals. Always short and
wiry, Washburn at times lamented his lack of participation
in sports (or performance of “feats of physical prowess”),
although he performed superiorly in his weight class at col-
lege wrestling and had played soccer at Groton, suffering
successive broken wrists as a consequence, which forever
constrained his writing, driving, and dissecting proficiencies.

As boy and youth he pursued varied interests in natural
history, both in mammalogy and in ornithology, including
enhancing the Groton Museum with discarded stuffed mounts
and keeping of captive raptors, both hawks and great horned
owls. As a youngster he had familiarity with and entrée to
Harvard’s Museum of Comparative Zoology (MCZ), its ex-
hibits and collections, where the director was a family friend
and staff was encouraging, and where he happily worked
over secondary school vacations. Upon entering Harvard’s
graduate school his projected major was zoology, possibly
ultimately even medical school. An introductory general
anthropology course, taught there by a close family friend
and stimulating lecturer, Alfred Tozzer, served to reveal its
cross-disciplinary roots and to capture permanently his in-
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terest in its breadth of scope and scientific relevance for
the human condition. He never looked back thereafter.

Following completion of his initial graduate year, 1935-
36, an opportunity was afforded him to participate as an
assistant in a zoological collecting expedition to southern
Asia. This Asiatic Primate Expedition was formulated, pro-
moted, and largely funded by Harold J. Coolidge, zoologist
and conservationist, and included primate morphologist
Adolph Hans Schultz (1891-1976) of Johns Hopkins Uni-
versity, comparative psychologist Clarence Ray Carpenter
(1905-1975) then at Columbia University, and MCZ techni-
cians. The experience was to have a profound effect on
Washburn’s perspective on and approach to evolutionary
problems not unlike experiences of naturalists a century
earlier. A university (Sheldon) traveling fellowship enabled
him a year’s freedom to indulge himself in the necessary
endeavors of human and then comparative anatomy, hav-
ing just finished a year’s immersion in the later and in
vertebrate paleontology with A. S. Romer at Harvard. An
intensive summer course at the University of Michigan af-
forded in-depth experience of human gross anatomy, much
facilitated by an obliging laboratory assistant, W. T. Dempster,
who then and subsequently was interested in human loco-
motion and was a proponent of joint functional mechanics.
This experience was followed by an autumn term at the
University of Oxford in the United Kingdom and an oppor-
tunity to gain from the masterly lectures of Wilfred Le Gros
Clark (1895-1971), a major contributor to systemic (“pat-
tern”) approaches to primate and human morphology, par-
ticularly the central nervous system and tissue systems of
the human body.

A stint of collecting in Ceylon (now Sri Lanka), then
over four months in northern Siam (now Thailand) focused
on the collection of lar gibbons and in observations of their
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naturalistic behavior, was followed by several months of fur-
ther collection in Sabah in eastern Malaysia devoted to col-
lection of diverse colobine monkey species, several macaque
species, and even a few orangutans. Here was a splendid
opportunity to acquire from freshly obtained material first-
hand experience of structure and morphology within and
between lesser and greater apes and both arboreal and more
terrestrial cercopithecoid monkeys. This experience afforded
insights fundamental to Washburn’s perceptions of primate
evolution as it had in years past in some similar circum-
stances equally to Arthur Keith and to Wilfred Le Gros
Clark. Washburn was to continue preparation work on these
extensive collections upon return to Harvard, often assisted
by Gabriel Lasker, where he also had an opportunity to
teach a course on primates upon an offer to do so by his
major advisor, E. A. Hooton (1887-1954).

Washburn accepted a position in anatomy at Columbia
University’s College of Physicians and Surgeons in 1939 and
remained there for eight years. He had married Henrietta
Pease, daughter of an academic in the classics and college
president, in 1938. His doctorate at Harvard was awarded
the following year, the first there in anthropology to be
focused on nonhuman primates, in this instance metrical
appraisal of adult skeletal proportions among Asian macaques
and langurs. At Columbia, Samuel R. Detwiler (1890-1957)
headed the department and was himself a major practitio-
ner of developmental biology. This environment encour-
aged the young instructor to practice and ultimately to urge
others to implement experimental procedures to garner
further insights and comprehension of body structure and
links to adaptation, and thus to attack the nature of evolu-
tionary transformations among primates, human and non-
human.

A series of papers between 1941 and 1948 dealt with
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matters of both research procedure and with efforts to elu-
cidate morphology through experimental approaches. Some
of these and associated efforts directed to the elucidation
of development and growth of bone were to be pursued by
his own students subsequently. Other figures with whom he
became well acquainted at this time in New York and who
played influential roles in his intellectual development in-
cluded Theodosius Dobzhansky (1900-75) of Columbia Uni-
versity; William King Gregory (1876-1970) and George
Gaylord Simpson (1902-84), both at the American Museum
of Natural History; and particularly Paul Fejos of the na-
scent Viking Fund, founded in 1941. Fejos (1897-1963), of
Hungarian background, a doctor of medicine, ex-cavalry
officer of the Great War, and former cinema and ethno-
graphic film director, became both a fast friend and major
supporter of matters anthropological, when the field was
still limited in practitioners and in scope. In 1946 under
the auspices of Columbia University’s summer school and
with the underwriting of the Viking Fund (to become the
Wenner-Gren Foundation for Anthropological Research in
1951) and the strong support of its director of research,
the first of a succession of summer seminars in physical
anthropology were held in New York City. Washburn was
then secretary of the American Association of Physical An-
thropologists; with former Harvard classmate and close friend
Gabriel W. Lasker (1912-2002) (anatomy, Wayne State Uni-
versity) as supporter, twice-weekly discussion gatherings and
demonstrations were held over a six-week period. At
Washburn’s encouragement Lasker consequently inaugurated
a series of attendant annuals, titled Yearbook of Physical
Anthropology, offering reportage on such workshop gath-
erings and re-publication in lithographic form of signifi-
cant and relevant recently published contributions to the
field. The summer workshops continued through 1951. (The
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yearbook was to continue for 22 volumes, until 1979, where-
upon it became an important and welcome annual supple-
ment to the association’s official serial American Journal of
Physical Anthropology.)

This quotation, excerpted from the overview of their
initial summer seminar, drafted by Lasker’s subsequent wife,
Bernice Kaplan, encapsulates the mood and underlying in-
tent behind the organization of this seminal gathering.

For the most part the emphasis was on the advisability of redefinition of
problems and reorientation of the methodology with which to approach
the several facies of the field in general. It was believed that the older
methods of approach to the overall problems, while yielding valuable infor-
mation, had now reached a point where redundancy rather than additional
insight was resulting from their use. The need for an intensive investiga-
tion of a specific problem chosen for study was frequently brought out as
probably more fruitful than the approach through surveys of the physical
characteristics of the people of this or that geographic region. Although
historically all sciences, physical anthropology included, had begun with
description and then proceeded to analysis, the opinion was advanced and
supported that it would now be better first to analyze problems, to define
what was being looked for and why, and then to organize the technical
procedures to the closer understanding of what is to be analyzed—moving
from this to those larger, more inclusive and more meaningful descriptions
which can best be done when the analytic work has been completed.

In 1947 Washburn joined the anthropology faculty at
the University of Chicago, where he was to remain over the
ensuing 11 years. He succeeded Wilton Marion Krogman
(1903-87), who held a doctorate in anthropology from Chi-
cago with a thesis devoted to an analysis of craniofacial
growth in anthropoid apes, the first such done within that
department. Krogman held a joint appointment in anthro-
pology and anatomy at Chicago, as he had previously at
Case Western Reserve. In spite of a thwarted promise of a
joint appointment in anatomy (cum laboratory facilities)
Washburn continued and accelerated his efforts at rejuve-
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nation and redirection in human evolutionary studies through
the practice of biological anthropology. (Subsequently when
Washburn served as editor of the association’s professional
journal [1955-57], he sought among the association mem-
bership repeatedly, and failingly, to change its title to Hu-
man Evolution; ultimately two other serials were to bear
that name.) Facilities of a laboratory nature were scarcely
even minimal at Chicago; nonetheless laboratory-oriented
work was pursued and doctoral dissertations on cranial growth
and development, aspects of cranial bone structure and ad-
aptation, on chimpanzee growth, on brachiation and its
adaptive correlates, among others, were forthcoming. Sev-
eral graduate students were holdovers from Washburn’s pre-
decessor, and others—including myself—were newly
demobbed veterans at war’s end.

The first of three journeys to sub-Saharan Africa by
Washburn occurred over some months in the spring of 1948.
All these field trips were supported by the Wenner-Gren
Foundation and encouraged by its director, Dr. Paul Fejos.
The first included visits to South Africa and an opportunity
to see and examine australopithecine fossils in Pretoria and
in Johannesburg and to meet with those who were charged
with their retrieval, preparation, and study. A following stay
in Uganda, hosted at Makerere College in Kampala, en-
abled the observation and particularly the collection of a
large series of cercopithecine monkeys of several taxa on
which Washburn was able to make substantial quantitative
assessments of muscle weights, proportions, and morphol-
ogy in the course of their preparation. This activity fol-
lowed directly his similar activity in Southeast Asia a decade
earlier. This and later journeys led to reciprocal visits to
the United States, particularly Chicago, by Africa-based sci-
entists and others from elsewhere for as much as an aca-
demic term. Among them were Robert Broom (1866-1951),
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Raymond Dart (1893-1988), Alexander Galloway (1901-65),
John Robinson (1923-2001), Ronald Singer, Phillip Tobias,
and Kenneth Oakley (1911-81), all of whom were assisted
in their travel by the foresaid foundation and often were
associated with our departmental seminars and made courses
and other visits at institutions elsewhere.

In June 1950 a major international symposium of the
Cold Spring Harbor Biological Laboratory was devoted to
the “origin and evolution of man.” The program was devel-
oped by Washburn and Theodosius Dobzhansky, and its 37
principal participants (among 129 people who registered)
were drawn from cultural and biological anthropology, pri-
matology, genetics, evolutionary and paleobiology, and medi-
cine. Three of the major contributors to the “Evolutionary
Synthesis” were present as were a number of outstanding
scientists from abroad. This assembled mix of scientists, the
focus and scope of the symposium, and near immediate
publication of the resultant volume in the laboratory series
unquestionably had a major effect on its consequent im-
pact on an emergent biological anthropology, perhaps even
more so than the summer seminars (which were largely
restricted to practitioners within that field). Similarly in
1952 the Wenner-Gren Foundation’s conference “Anthro-
pology Today,” held in New York City, was both critical
examination and stocktaking, coupled with an envisioning
of developments to come and worthy directions to pursue.
Washburn played a significant role there in its planning,
along with colleagues Sol Tax and Alfred Kroeber (Univer-
sity of California, Berkeley). In a contribution there (“The
Strategy of Physical Anthropology”) and another a year pre-
viously at the New York Academy of Sciences (“The New
Physical Anthropology”) Washburn sought to set the course
for the ultimate emergence of a full-fledged program of
human evolutionary studies. Such was not to emerge fully
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for another several decades, but its components were to
grow and even to diversify in the interim.

Washburn served as president of American Association
of Physical Anthropologists (1951-52) and as department
chair at Chicago (1952-55) in those years. The venue of the
Third Pan-African Congress on Prehistory in Livingstone,
Northern Rhodesia (now Zambia), in 1955 occasioned for
him a second and summer visit to central Africa. He sought
there to assemble a collection of baboon skeletons, which
was duly accomplished, as the animals were then and there
considered vermin in agricultural settings. Moreover, it also
led to substantial time spent by him in naturalistic observa-
tions near Victoria Falls in the Hwange (formerly Wankie)
Game Reserve (Zimbabwe) on baboon troops already some-
what conditioned to human presence due to the touristic
circumstance. Washburn gained an appreciation of diet, feed-
ing behavior, sleeping practices, predator avoidance, social
structure, dominance, and local environmental adaptation
such that the hook was already well set for his near future
shift toward concerns with the social behavior of primates
in natural habitats, as an especially important comparative,
if analogical, window into events in human evolution. He
was able to pursue this perspective further in the course of
two multidisciplinary symposium gatherings in 1955 and 1956,
which eventuated in the volume Behavior and Evolution
(1958) in which many aspects of evolutionary biology were
explored with reference to adaptation and behavior.

This perspective was elaborated in the later part of 1959
during a third visit to Africa, in this instance Kenya, where
a graduate student, Irven DeVore, had initiated a field study
of olive baboon (Papio anubis) troops in Nairobi National
Park. There and later at Amboseli National Park, near the
Tanzanian border, Washburn was enabled to observe
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primates and associations with other large mammals in natural
settings and to develop further perspectives on adaptations
of mammal communities in African savanna environments.
His wife, Henrietta, and son Stanley accompanied him on
this trip; during this period her first symptoms of Parkin-
sonism were evidenced, to which she succumbed many years
later. Washburn had spent an earlier year, 1956-57, at the
Center for Advanced Study in the Behavioral Sciences in
Palo Alto, California, at which time his African field experi-
ences of animal behavior were refined and expanded both
in cross-disciplinary seminar contexts and in due course
with his developing collegial relationship with David Ham-
burg, a psychiatrist with wide-ranging interests in stress, coping
behavior, human adaptation, and ultimately evolutionary
biology. Hamburg, after medical school and military ser-
vice, had served at the National Institute of Mental Health
and then joined the faculty of Stanford’s School of Medi-
cine; he subsequently presided over the Institute of Medi-
cine from 1975 to 1980, founded a new division focused on
health policy and education between the Kennedy School
of Government and the Harvard Medical school; he ulti-
mately became president of the Carnegie Corporation and
served as well as president of the American Association for
the Advancement of Science in 1984-85.

Washburn joined the faculty of anthropology at the Uni-
versity of California, Berkeley, in 1958 and served just over
two decades until retirement in 1979. Thus, his overall ca-
reer in anthropological academia was to span 32 years. At
Chicago Washburn had elaborated his perspectives on a
concern with human evolutionary studies within the emerg-
ing concepts of a modern evolutionary synthesis. A major
yearlong survey course there involved joint teaching across
the range of biological, prehistoric, and archeological as-
pects of the human evolutionary career. Undergraduate
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enrollments were minor and the audience therefore mini-
mal within the prevalent Robert Maynard Hutchins college
structure. At Berkeley a major attraction in a larger (and
growing) departmental framework was the opportunity to
confront a larger, and undergraduate, body of over a thou-
sand in the course structure of a year, in a course of one’s
own design, offer a few chosen graduate seminars or labs as
wont, and to seek to expand and refine the scope of pri-
mate and human evolutionary studies within a very much
larger university context. A live-animal facility suitable for
the maintenance and observation of primates was also de-
veloped jointly with a member of the department of psy-
chology. It was to expand ultimately.

Washburn’s success in undergraduate education proved
unparalleled, as reflected in greatly enlarged enrollment,
forthcoming financial support of teaching assistance, and
consistent appreciation of his charismatic lectures. A pool
of new doctorates emerged from an expanded cadre of gradu-
ate students. In 1958-61 he quickly established a program
on the evolution of human behavior with extramural finan-
cial assistance of the Ford Foundation; subsequently there
was a longtime program on primate behavior underwritten
by the National Institutes of Health. A fellowship in the
campus Miller Institute for Basic Research in Science af-
forded released time for this undertaking. The anthropo-
logical faculty was progressively diversified and strengthened
with appointments to represent various aspects of biologi-
cal anthropology, prehistory, and paleoanthropology, very
much at his counsel and urging. Washburn served briefly
(1961-63) and grudgingly as department chair, resigning
after disputations on proposed faculty appointments.

Washburn participated from the beginning in the Wenner-
Gren Foundation’s overseas activities at their splendid castle
Burg Wartenstein, situated in southern Austria. He first
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chaired a conference on “The Social Life of Early Man” in
1959 (published 1961), the conception of which originated
largely with others, and whose format and composition he
only partially controlled. Nonetheless its 19 participants con-
stituted a significant cohort of international scientists and a
good mix of scientific disciplines. He succeeded vastly bet-
ter at another significant gathering, in 1962, for another
conference, “Classification and Human Evolution” (published
1963), that proved to constitute a landmark in the develop-
ment of modern primate evolutionary studies within the
time of the emergence of molecular biology.

At this time, in 1960, Washburn received the Viking Fund
Medal of the Wenner-Gren Foundation (among the last
awarded), was elected a fellow of the American Academy of
Arts and Sciences in 1961 and a member of the National
Academy of Sciences in 1963. He served as president of the
American Anthropological Association, and at its 1962 an-
nual meeting his insightful and definitive presidential ad-
dress on the meaning and meaninglessness of the concept
of race and of racial categorization among humans elicited
both praise and shock. Early in his career, during the war
years, he had spoken out in an educational journal on the
use and misuse of race concepts. This was not, however,
either his interest or area of expertise, although his grasp
of the problem was surely substantial enough. Moreover,
he had long ago overcome the still frequent affliction of
typological thinking and use of stereotypes. In this instance
he returned to the subject, at the insistence of the
association’s board and on the occasion of a major trade
publication, The Origin of Races (Knopf, 1962) by Carleton
S. Coon (1904-81), which presented an ill-conceived and
poorly founded perspective on human evolutionary processes,
events, and trajectories. His address was thoughtful, direct,
and courageous at a time of national unease, controversy,
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and a resurgence of active segregationists; it constituted
another landmark event at a moment too critical to be missed.
Washburn noted and demonstrated that “racism is based
on a profound misunderstanding of culture, of learning,
and of the biology of human species” and “is equally a relic
supported by no phase of modern science.” Mark Twain
long before had nailed it “a fiction of law and custom.” On
another occasion Washburn received that association’s Dis-
tinguished Service Award.

Washburn and David Hamburg encouraged formation
of a major study group devoted to an extensive survey of
current primate field studies convened at the Center for
Advanced Study in the Behavioral Sciences in 1962-63. This
nine-month effort, in which 20 investigators were to partici-
pate, resulted in the first major volume, Primate Behavior:
Field Studies of Monkeys and Apes (I. DeVore, ed., 1965),
to represent this field in an evolutionary, inclusive, and
widely accessible perspective. Its impact on anthropology,
ethology, and primatology was timely and momentous. Simi-
larly Washburn played an important role in a wide-ranging
study dedicated to The Teaching of Anthropology (pub-
lished 1963), a major effort directed to the current status
and future direction of the burgeoning field and its grow-
ing, and fissioning subdisciplines. In a conference in 1969
on coping and adaptation (published, 1974), Washburn co-
authored with David Hamburg, as was the case on several
other occasions as well, an important paper on social adap-
tation among nonhuman primates. Here as elsewhere the
effort was directed to place aspects of the human condition
and its disaffections in a comparative and phylogenetic per-
spective. In 1965 Washburn received in London the Ciba
Foundation Annual Lectureship Medal on the occasion of
a conference there dedicated to aggression. Two years later
he received the Huxley Medal of the Royal Anthropological
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Institute (London) and in 1968 he was an invited lecturer
on “The Study of Human Evolution” for the Condon Lec-
tures at the University of Oregon.

Washburn played a central role in planning and urging
development of national primate research centers through-
out the country. His national and international impact on
the growth of primatology was formally recognized at the
fourth International Primatological Congress in Portland
in 1972. This expansive meeting was dedicated to Washburn,
as was a hefty issue of the American Journal of Physical
Anthropology (vol. 38, no. 2, 1973). In 1975 the University
of California honored him with the title of University Pro-
fessor, a prized and indeed rare recognition. He retired as
emeritus University Professor in 1979 and was awarded the
Berkeley Citation for meritorious service. In subsequent years
he was to receive a Walker Prize of the Boston Museum of
Science, an honorary D.Sc. from Witwatersrand University,
Johannesburg and the Charles Robert Darwin Award of the
American Association of Physical Anthropologists.

This retrospective concerning Sherwood Washburn re-
flects in great measure my own experience and association
with him over a period of some 50 years. We met momen-
tarily when he first visited the University of Chicago in the
spring of 1947 before his acceptance of a faculty position in
anthropology later that same year. I was a newcomer to
college after naval service in World War II and was infused
with a renewed hope to study biological anthropology as a
profession with a focus on the study of human evolution.
Washburn was to become my principal advisor, although I
worked closely with others in prehistoric archeology (R. J.
Braidwood, 1908-2003), paleontology (E. C. Olson, 1910-
93), and various natural sciences. My initial instructorship
in anatomy, at Washington University, after the doctorate
in 1953, was cut short by a request to return to the anthro-
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pology faculty at Chicago. We served together there for
three years. In 1970 we again came to be associated on the
anthropology faculty at the University of California, Berke-
ley, when I accepted a proffered position, recently open
consequent to the death of Theodore D. McCown (1908-
69).

Washburn made a lasting and singularly important im-
pact on biological anthropology throughout his career. This
is of course reflected to an extent in the recognition and
honors afforded him, but most particularly it stands by the
changes and transformations effected as a consequence of
his presence and the positions he espoused. He was neither
shy nor deferential; the postures he assumed and the stances
and beliefs he opposed were always serious, even pressing
matters and thus warranted outright proselytism on his part.
He was surprisingly skeptical and iconoclastic, given his back-
ground. In my experience he was open to suggestions, wel-
comed information pertinent to his position(s) and
interest(s), but scarcely gave quarter against open opposi-
tion to views he adamantly upheld. Washburn was a mine
of ideas, often showered in profusion like sparks from an
anvil, often times surprisingly innovative and fruitful, al-
ways provocative but sometimes off the mark. On an occa-
sion early in our acquaintance I recall he carried a copy of
Richard M. Weaver’s newly published Ideas Have Conse-
quences (Chicago, 1948), and which Washburn then ex-
tolled at great length, adding that “our own science” sorely
needed “house cleaning” and such new “envisionings.” Af-
ter that moment of revelation I had a real grasp of his own
perspectives and intentions; it enabled a relationship of near
parity despite our 14-year age difference. As our birthdays
were only a day apart, for some years we shared in their
celebration.

Washburn’s initial focus was directed at overall body
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structure and transformation of its components within the
course of primate evolution, and particularly that of higher
anthropoids and mankind. Of course he recognized the
necessity to approach and delineate scientific problems fea-
sible of solution given available knowledge and technologi-
cal capacities. Hence, it was incumbent to define evolution-
ary complexes (rather than mere isolated traits); to compare
and contrast variations in such complexes and their adap-
tive correlatives; to elucidate underlying biology, including
functional mechanics, and genetics of such complexes; to
recognize conditions propitious for selection of such adap-
tations; and thus to improve capacity and quality of phylo-
genetic inferences (reconstructions) through better theory,
better methods, and scientific responsibility. I do not recall
him to be unduly preoccupied with all the niceties of scien-
tific method; some history of science may have afforded
grist for his mill, whereas the (formal) philosophy of sci-
ence largely did not. Gabriel Lasker, in his autobiography,
Happenings and Hearsay (1999), considered that transfor-
mations attendant on redirections toward “new physical an-
thropology” resulted in a “true paradigm shift within the
discipline.”  Washburn was ultimately to direct his (and
others’) attention to many other concerns, including natu-
ralistic behavior of primates, cultural learning through edu-
cation, citizenship, values, and society, all espoused in an
evolutionary framework, and as well early on the value and
implications of work in molecular genetics. He deprecated
the emergence and called out the evils and limitations of
sociobiology.

Washburn’s approach was both analytical and reductionist.
He dismissed trivia, minutiae, (much) given truth or re-
ceived wisdom. In all these respects I gained vastly from
knowing him. Over his career his interests broadened in-
creasingly, exploring and ultimately engulfing other areas
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of relevance as he sought to comprehend and to explicate
the origin and nature of the human condition within a
naturalistic framework. As a consequence his encourage-
ment of many aspects of the practice of what was indeed to
become a new physical anthropology was meaningful and
repeatedly fruitful. This is to say his success rate was high,
in spite of the fact that he hardly ever had a personal re-
search record in depth in any particular topic, problem set,
or technology. He neither established laboratory facilities
nor pursued a rigorously defined research agenda after leav-
ing Columbia. At those times institutional structure was defi-
nitely a limiting factor toward such resources. His focus was
programmatic across a general concern, fortunately having
at best fuzzy boundaries; in fact his mode of thought (or
play) was to ignore, to transgress such traditional limits and
to usurp or to engulf the useful and the relevant, regardless
of disciplinary and historical priority. He was openly and
frankly iconoclastic in such respects and thus pan-disciplin-
ary in vision. Such are the features that Washburn brought
so effectively and individually across social and natural sci-
ences, and as have a number of the many students he
mentored. He is remembered for all his efforts directed
toward the growth and realization of a field of scientific
study still nascent upon his appearance on the scene.

FOR THIS MEMOIR I have relied largely on my own acquaintance with
Washburn for some 50 years. I have also profited from obituaries by
R. H. Tuttle (American Anthropologist 102[4]:865-69, 2002), J. Marks
(Evolutionary Anthropology 9[6]:225-26, 2000), and A. L. Zihlman (American
Journal of Physical Anthropology 116:181-83, 2001). Washburn’s full
bibliography appears in the volume The New Physical Anthropology:
Science, Humanism and Critical Reflection (S. C. Strum, D. G. Lindburg,
and D. Hamburg, eds., pp. 277-85. Upper Saddle River, N.J.: Prentice-
Hall, 1999) and it contains appreciations of him and his work by
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most influential papers. His activities and intellectual influences
are also explored at length by Donna Haraway in a chapter titled
“Remodeling the Human Way of Life: Sherwood Washburn and the
New Physical Anthropology, 1950-1980” in Bones, Bodies, Behavior:
Essays on Biological Anthropology (George Stocking, ed. Madison: Uni-
versity of Wisconsin Press, 1988). Two further resources were “S. L.
Washburn. Evolution of a Teacher” in Annual Review of Anthropology
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Irven DeVore (Current Anthropology 33(4):411-23, 1992). In his own
autobiography (Happenings and Hearsay: Experiences of a Biological
Anthropologist. Detroit, Mich.: Savoyard Books, 1999), Gabriel Ward
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thoughts about his colleague and the state of the discipline in those
earlier days.
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