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CLARK WISSLER

September 18, 1870-August 25, 1947

BY STANLEY A. FREED AND RUTH S. FREED

W ISSLER LIVED his professional life when anthropologi-
cal theory in the United States was dominated by

the Boasian paradigm of historical particularism. Franz
Boas (1858-1942) was chiefly concerned with studying par-
ticular cultures as distinctive units without comparing them.
Wissler's theoretical ideas provided a basis for going be-
yond the bounds of Boasian anthropology and developing
a nomothetic approach to ethnological data.

Wissler's major theoretical contributions are: 1) a note-
worthy development of the concept of culture; 2) a de-
tailed formulation, in which environmental factors are given
prominence, of the nature and meaning of the culture
area; 3) the age-area concept as a basis for inferential his-
torical reconstruction; 4) the culture pattern; and 5) the
universal pattern of culture, which encompasses ideas
about the origin of culture, the psychological nature of
mankind, and the relation of psychology and anthropology.

Wissler's contributions to the definition of culture have
become standard, if largely unacknowledged. His concept
of the culture area as a descriptive and classificatory device
has been widely used, and the dynamic aspect of the con-
cept was picked up thirty years later by Kroeber in his
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influential Cultural and Natural Areas of Native North America.1

Wissler's ideas concerning culture and the environment
have been assimilated into modern anthropological theory.
Some of his influence has been largely unperceived, par-
ticularly concerning the culture pattern, later made famous
by Ruth Benedict in Patterns of Culture.2 His innovative and
sophisticated concept of the universal pattern of culture
was misunderstood and largely overlooked for decades af-
ter he proposed it, although its classificatory aspect was
routinely used in ethnographies. However, analogues of the
theory can be identified today in sociobiology.

Wissler's important contributions to ethnological theory
account for only part of his formidable scientific reputation.
He also did ethnographic fieldwork; directed research proj-
ects of major scope, both in ethnology and archeology;
built up impressive museum collections; planned exhibi-
tions; did psychological research and founded the first psy-
chological laboratory at The Ohio State University in 1897;
encouraged the early development of dendrochronology;
and during much of his career was the principal organiza-
tional figure in American anthropology. His work was of
considerable interest to geographers and psychologists as
well as to anthropologists.

EARLY LIFE

The eldest of seven children of Benjamin F. Wissler and
Sylvania (Needier) Wissler, Clark Wissler (christened Clarkson
Davis Wissler) was born in a rural house near Cambridge
City in Wayne County, Indiana, on September 18, 1870.
His maternal relatives came from England in the early 1700s
and settled in east-central Indiana soon after the American
Revolution. His paternal ancestors reached the same gen-
eral area in 1808, having migrated to Pennsylvania early in
the 18th century from a part of Swabia, now in Switzerland.
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Wissler's father was at various times a farm laborer, farmer,
carpenter, school superintendent, and editor of a country
newspaper. He served in the Civil War. Wissler's first two
or three years of schooling were in his father's school. His
father had only a little training above the elementary school
level, but he spent much of his spare time studying one
subject after another. Wissler recalls that at one time his
father tried to make a naturalist of him, but he was too
much interested in historical events, heroes, and antiqui-
ties to spend much time on birds and animals.

Wissler remembers his mother as a handsome woman
with wonderful hair. She had little schooling but was quick,
hard-working, sensible, moral, exacting, capable, and every-
thing a .mother should be. Every year Wissler made a pil-
grimage to the little country churchyard where she was
buried. Although his mother was not particularly religious,
finally ceasing even to attend church, Wissler was brought
to church in infancy and childhood. It made a strong im-
pression on him, especially the revival meetings where some
people temporarily entered altered states of consciousness,
"shouting and tearing around." Wissler "steeled [himself]
against yielding to the urge, in which I was encouraged by
my parents. To this day I dislike mass emotionalism." Nev-
ertheless, he closely observed the behavior of the chief
actor and later when he "read about abnormal behavior
and religious extravagance, it all sounded very real and
natural."3

One of the strongest influences in Wissler's life was a
neighboring farmer, a man of high intelligence but little
schooling, who aroused Wissler's interest in anthropology.
Wissler worked for him as a boy. An ancient Indian village
site was located on his property. The farmer was inter-
ested in archeology and collected artifacts, and he encour-
aged Wissler to do likewise. On rainy days and Sundays
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Wissler visited him. His neighbor would take one artifact
after another, explain its use, and give it a technical name.
"Little that I learned from him in this, my first museum,
was afterward found incorrect."4 From then on, Wissler
always felt at home with a collection.

Wissler received his elementary education in Cambridge
City. He graduated from nearby Hagerstown High School
when he was seventeen years old. He taught in local rural
schools for five years (1887-92), studying at Purdue Uni-
versity after the six-month school term ended. The next
summer Wissler and a local school superintendent under
whom he had worked opened a normal school for the training
of teachers. Sixty students enrolled, giving Wissler "a real
thrill, for I had a chance to teach on a higher level."5 He
spent a year as principal of Hagerstown High School (1892-
93) and then, having made up his mind to follow an edu-
cational career, boldly resigned and entered Indiana Uni-
versity. He majored in experimental psychology, receiving
his A.B. in 1897 and his A.M. in 1899. He spent one sum-
mer at Clark University working under G. Stanley Hall.
During his last two undergraduate years, he held an assis-
tantship and conducted experiments on individual differ-
ences in mental and muscular abilities. He combined his
graduate study and research at Indiana University with teach-
ing, serving as instructor in psychology and education at
The Ohio State University from 1897 to 1899.

By this time, Wissler's university experiences had made
him aware that his future depended on a higher degree.
Also, he married Etta Viola Gebhart on June 14, 1899, and
the responsibility of marriage was an additional incentive.
The couple eventually had two children, a son, Stanley
Gebhart Wissler, and a daughter, Mary Viola Wissler, who
for many years was a librarian at the American Museum of
Natural History.



CLARK WISSLER 473

Wissler was appointed assistant in psychology (1899-1900)
at Columbia University in the same year that he received
his A.M. from Indiana University. A year later, he became
university fellow in psychology (1900-01). He continued his
graduate studies under the psychologist James McKeen Cattell,
receiving his Ph.D. in psychology in 1901. From 1901 to 1903,
he pursued his laboratory research on individual mental
and physical differences under Cattell and also served a year
(1901-02) as instructor in pedagogy at New York University.

Wissler regarded his early psychological work as impor-
tant and took pride in it. He was interested in the math-
ematical methods used in psychology and claimed to be
the first to use Pearson's correlational formula in psycho-
logical testing. His psychological work clearly influenced
his approach to anthropology, which is peppered with
psychological insights, as in the concept of the universal
pattern of culture, the culture pattern, and the culture
area. Wissler "had a feeling that [anthropology and psy-
chology] belonged together."6 His background in psychol-
ogy also influenced his later career, playing a part in his
appointment to the Institute of Psychology at Yale.

Shortly after graduating from Columbia, Wissler aban-
doned psychology for anthropology. In later years, he was
at some pains to explain his rather abrupt change of ca-
reers. He recalled his boyhood when he fell under the in-
fluence of his archeologically inclined neighbor and read
everything that came to hand about Indians and antiqui-
ties. He mentioned that during his summer at Clark Uni-
versity he took a course from the anthropologist A. F. Cham-
berlain. At the University of Indiana, Wissler studied under
William L. Bryan and George E. Fellows. Once Fellows
took his class to Chicago to visit the University of Chicago
and the Field Museum. They were given a talk by Profes-
sor Starr, an anthropologist, and saw the anthropological
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collection at the Field Museum. The visit made a deep
impression on Wissler. During Wissler's last year at Co-
lumbia, he took three full-term courses in anthropology
taught by Boas and Livingston Farrand. Although Wissler
emphasizes the intellectual influence of his mentors, espe-
cially Fellows, practical considerations were probably deci-
sive in his choice of careers. At the time, there were more
openings for anthropologists than psychologists "owing to
a burst of expeditionary activity at the American Museum.
Wissler received opportunities there first for field work,
and then of a curatorial position."7

PROFESSIONAL LIFE

Wissler joined the American Museum in 1902 as assis-
tant in ethnology under Franz Boas. At that time, the De-
partment of Anthropology had been reorganized into two
departments: ethnology and archeology. In 1904, Wissler
was advanced to assistant curator of ethnology; by 1905,,
when Boas resigned from the American Museum, Wissler
was listed as acting curator of ethnology. In 1906, he was
named curator of the Department of Ethnology, and in
1907, when archeology and ethnology were administratively
recombined, curator of the Department of Anthropology,
which rank he held until his retirement in 1942. In short,
he was virtual head of the Department of Anthropology at
the American Museum for thirty-seven years.

At the beginning of his career in anthropology at the
American Museum, he also held a position at Columbia
University. He was assistant (1903-05) and eventually lec-
turer (1905-09) in anthropology. However, he had a short
teaching career, whether because of a grievous (unspeci-
fied) illness that he contracted in 1907 or because of un-
pleasantness with Boas that was the residue of Boas's
resignation at the American Museum. Although there were
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short relapses, Wissler's health took a turn for the better
about 1912. "With good medical care and the heroic efforts
of my wife, I was able to hold my own.. . .It has been a sore
trial, but I accepted it as inevitable and tried to do the best
I could. Really there is no just ground for complaint."8

After his health improved, Wissler wanted to do some
lecturing, but an offer of an honorary appointment at Co-
lumbia came to nothing as the American Museum refused
permission. However, in 1924, in the "greatest surprise" of
his life, Yale University offered Wissler a research appoint-
ment in the newly founded Institute of Psychology.9 Wissler's
training and interest in psychology made him the logical
anthropologist for the position. Within a few years, the
Institute of Psychology was expanded into the Institute of
Human Relations, and Wissler maintained an association
with it until he left Yale. Wissler became professor of an-
thropology when the Department of Anthropology was es-
tablished in 1931 under Edward Sapir. Harry L. Shapiro,
Wissler's colleague at the American Museum, recounts that
Wissler would go to New Haven Saturday mornings, lec-
ture and meet with students during the day, and return to
New York in the evening.10 William N. Fenton, who was a
student of Wissler, recalls that at least later in his affilia-
tion with Yale, Wissler was at New Haven two days a week
and that he had anthropology students before the Depart-
ment of Anthropology was founded. His teaching in later
years emphasized acculturation studies and ethnohistory.
Fenton emphasizes Wissler's humanity, remembered by col-
leagues and former students, such as J. C. Ewers, W. W. Hill,
F. M. Keesing, D. G. Mandelbaum, S. Mekeel, W. Z. Park, and
F. Rainey, all of whom became prominent anthropologists.11

Wissler became Professor Emeritus at Yale in 1940.
Wissler made his principal scientific and administrative

contributions during the thirty-seven years that he was head
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of anthropology at the American Museum. His field re-
search, lasting only from 1902 to 1905, concerned the Da-
kota, Gros Ventre, and especially the Blackfoot. He pub-
lished eleven monographs based on his fieldwork. He believed
that a fieldworker should attempt to provide as compre-
hensive an ethnography as possible, and his seven publica-
tions on the Blackfoot approximate that ideal. Thereafter,
Wissler directed a number of other field projects on the
northern plains which made that region the best known
ethnographic area in the New World at the time. In addi-
tion, he sponsored both ethnological and archeological
fieldwork in other areas of the New World, especially the
southwestern United States, encouraged physical anthro-
pology, built up collections of worldwide scope, planned
exhibitions, and oversaw the publication of about thirty-
eight volumes of the Anthropological Papers of the American
Museum of Natural History. He himself published at least
365 tides, chiefly in ethnology, but including a few in pedagogy,
psychology, physical anthropology, and archeology.

Wissler developed his major theoretical ideas against the
background of his Plains Indian research. His first field
trip, in 1902 to the Dakota, stimulated his interest in the
concept of culture. Although from reading during his stu-
dent days, he "began to sense what a culture was like. . . .the
real experience came when I was offered a summer field
trip. . . .to the Dakota Indians. . . .1 fell into the spirit of
the culture [and] now had the feel of the phenomena... .Some
of the finest human experiences came while engaged in
this work: they have always remained the most treasured."12

Definition of Culture

Wissler's interest in culture led to attempts to expand
and refine its definition. He was the first anthropologist
to perceive the normative aspect of culture, to define it as
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learned behavior, and to describe it as a complex of ideas,
all characteristics of culture that are today generally ac-
cepted. His background in psychology and pedagogy and
his interest in statistics are apparent in his contribution to
the definition of culture. A definition of culture as rigor-
ous as possible was essential for a cross-cultural nomothetic
approach to ethnological data. If aspects of culture are to
be compared cross-culturally, culture itself must be defined.

Culture Area

Although the culture area, the best known of Wissler's
concepts, was around long before Wissler, it was he who
developed the full potential of the concept and advanced
it to the point where it could be used analytically. In
Wissler's hands, the culture area became more than just a
geographical grouping of social units with similar cultures;
it was a significant theory of culture change and, as he was
well aware, offered an alternative to the Boasian style of
anthropology. What the concept did was to shift analytical
focus from the culture and history of the specific social
unit to a concern with the trait-complex viewed in cross-
cultural perspective. Although the usefulness of the cul-
ture-area concept has been very great for ethnology, its
theoretical significance, especially for the period in which
it was formulated, has been generally unappreciated.

The correspondence of a well-defined geographical area
with a group of cultures that share many features is the
basis of the concept of the culture area. The tribes of one
culture area are prevented by physical barriers, cultural
habits, and psychological characteristics from close rela-
tions with the tribes of other culture areas. The principal
barriers that preserve the distinctiveness of a culture area
are physical: surface, climate, fauna, and flora. Culture
areas are internally dynamic. In each culture area there is
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a culture center where innovation takes place and from
which cultural influences diffuse to the margins of the cul-
ture area. One result is a group of typical tribes and an-
other of marginal tribes. Wissler's view of the relation of
culture and environment with its emphasis on the culture
center, environment as the medium of culture growth, the
selection of a limited number of the possibilites offered by
the habitat, and the stability derived from social habits,
attracted favorable attention from human geographers.

Culture Pattern

Wissler proposed the concept of the pattern phenom-
enon, or tribal pattern, to explain the rejection or the in-
corporation and modification of diffused trait-complexes
by receiving societies. Wissler alluded to the basic idea of
the pattern phenomenon in 1912. Four years later, he
substantially developed the concept in his paper on the
shamanistic and dancing societies of the Plains Indians and
adjacent tribes, dealing especially with the processes of in-
corporation and modification. The pattern phenomenon
refers to the fact that in a tribe or region there are domi-
nant concepts that retard diffusion or serve to modify bor-
rowed trait-complexes. "The conception is that in certain
phases of culture each social unit develops a style, or pat-
tern, for its traits and that borrowed traits will be worked
over to make them conform to this pattern."13 Although
the concept of the culture pattern, like the culture area,
may have been in the air at the time that Wissler wrote, we
have found little evidence that any other anthropologist
had established clear priority. In any case, Wissler appears
to have done with the culture pattern approximately what
he did with the culture area: he developed the idea, exam-
ined its meaning, applied it to a large body of data, and
incorporated it into a theory of culture change. Reviewing
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Wissler's General Discussion of Shamanistic -and Dancing Soci-
eties (1916), A. L. Kroeber observed, ". . . studies such as
this are uncovering principles of broad applicability—prin-
ciples of a psychology that is truly social, and that. . . must
ultimately be. . . recognized by every historian or analyst of
human civilization."14

Age and Area

The culture-area concept, as a theory of culture change,
offers the possibility of making historical inferences. In
general, new traits repeatedly originate at the culture cen-
ter and diffuse outwards to the margins of the culture area
in more or less concentric circles. If traits tend to spread
at generally similar speeds then there will be a relation
between the geographical extent of traits and their age. A
widely spread trait within a culture area will in general be
older than a more localized one. In his Introduction to
Social Anthropology (1929), Wissler referred to the relation
of time and space as "age and area"; it is often called the
age-area concept. Although the age-area concept was se-
verely criticized, much of the criticism was misdirected.
While noting that the concept must be used carefully, A.
L. Kroeber wrote, "[Wissler] has done enough with the
age-area concept to show that it is not a mere instrument
of speculation but a legitimate means of inferential recon-
struction when other data fail."15

Universal Pattern of Culture

The major importance of the universal pattern of cul-
ture at the time it was proposed was probably in the con-
text of particularism versus comparison. The culture-area
concept had furnished a historical basis for cross-cultural
comparison; trait-complexes could be abstracted from cul-
tural context and compared because they were historically
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connected. Historically unrelated traits can be compared
because they are various manifestations of the universal
pattern of culture. Although the universal pattern of cul-
ture lays a theoretical basis for the comparison of histori-
cally unrelated trait-complexes, it deals with many other
matters as well, such as the origin of culture, its nature, its
acquisition, and the relation of psychology and culture. It
is a complex sophisticated theory, and sixty-five years after
it was proposed in Man and Culture (1923), it still merits
attention in any consideration of the relation of biology,
psychology, and culture.

The concept of the universal pattern of culture distin-
guishes between culture content and pattern. Content consists
of trait-complexes. Cultures differ concerning their inven-
tories of trait-complexes, but, viewed as wholes, they are all
seen to conform to a basic general plan or pattern. This
plan, or outline, features nine principal subdivisions, called
culture complexes, such as language, material traits, reli-
gion, and government. Each culture complex can be sub-
divided to the extent that one wishes, but the general scheme
fits all cultures known to history.

The universal culture pattern is the essence of human-
ity, for culture appears only in the form of the universal
pattern. By the phrase, human being, we usually mean a
primate that possesses a culture conforming to this basic
pattern. Thus, the universal pattern is deeply involved in
what Wissler considered the fundamental problem in edu-
cation, psychology, zoology, and anthropology, namely, the
analysis of humanity's original biological equipment for
culture. The capacity for culture, that is, for the universal
pattern, is rooted in the genes. The universal pattern is an
expression of inborn behavior, but the specific content is
not so determined, depending instead on the nature of
the environment and fortuitous events. Cultural evolution
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must proceed along the lines of the universal pattern of cul-
ture. Each culture complex can be enriched or made more
complex, but it cannot be transcended. All cultures are pre-
destined to keep within the bounds of the universal pattern.
Yet the universal pattern has within it the potential for won-
derful flexibility and tremendous expansion, qualities which,
in Wissler's view, make it nature's masterpiece.

There is a general psychophysical basis for culture, namely,
the making of responses and the ability to learn, which is
essentially a conditioning of responses. Besides this gen-
eral basis for culture, Wissler proposed more specific
psychophysical functions (responses) that are related to
various culture complexes. For example, the use of tools
is based on the grasping response and the power of reflec-
tion; language, on the production of vocal sounds and re-
flection. Reflection (thought) is the conditioning of the
cause-effect response. It is basic to all culture complexes.
Wissler asserts that "The universal pattern for culture is
then largely determined by the number and kind of these
inborn responses. . . . " The details of the trait-complexes,
in turn, "are largely variants in the conditioning of inborn
responses."16

Archeology and Physical Anthropology

Wissler made noteworthy contributions to archeology
through his long vigorous promotion of field research over
much of the New World. Among the more noteworthy
investigations that he backed was work in and near New
York City by A. Skinner, L. Spier, M. R. Harrington, and
others; prolonged surveys and excavations in the south-
western United States by L. Spier, A. L. Kroeber. N. C.
Nelson, E. H. Morris, and G. H. Pepper; the excavations
and explorations of R. Olsen, W. C. Bennett, andj. B, Bird
in several regions of South America; the excavations of
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G. Vaillant and G. F. Ekholm in Mexico; the Ipiutak (Alaska)
excavations by H. Larsen, F. G. Rainey, and H. L. Shapiro;
and V. Stefansson's work in the Arctic. Physical anthro-
pologists were active in the Department of Anthropology
during Wissler's tenure as head, most notably L. R. Sullivan,
H. L. Shapiro, W. K. Gregory, M. Hellman, F. Weidenreich,
and Wissler himself.

The archeological work in the Southwest deserves spe-
cial attention. Jonathan E. Reyman notes that "although
the Southwest was neither his area of special interest or
expertise, Wissler was responsible, to a significant extent,
for the early prominence of the Southwest in American
archeology."17 Reyman points out that during Wissler's
tenure as editor of the Anthropological Papers of the American
Museum of Natural History, N. C. Nelson, A. L. Kroeber, and
L. Spier published studies in that series from 1914 to 1919
that revolutionized American archeology. It is also note-
worthy that Kroeber's monumental study of Zuni social
organization was published during the same period.18 Other
work of great importance in Southwestern archeology was
carried out by Earl Morris at Aztec Ruin and George H.
Pepper at Pueblo Bonito, the reports of which were pub-
lished by the American Museum under Wissler's editorship.

Wissler was responsible for the application of dendro-
chronology to the problem of dating sites in the South-
west. He asked A. E. Douglass if it would be possible to apply
dendrochronology to wood from archeological ruins. Doug-
lass was enthusiastic and asked for some samples. Ultimately
Douglass constructed a 250-year chronology of relative dates
for Aztec Ruin and Pueblo Bonito and another separate
chronology of 160 years for Chaco Canyon. Douglass could
not cross-identify his chronologies with living trees and
therefore could not establish calendar dates.
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Clark Wissler died in New York City on August 25, 1947.
He received little scholarly attention after his death owing,
in all likelihood, to the fact that his principal base was in a
museum where he did not have the chance to build a large
following among students. However, in the last decade,
his work has been reappraised and his contributions more
properly evaluated. Two of the greats of American anthro-
pology, A. L. Kroeber and C. Kluckhohn, credit Wissler
with "an exploratory and pioneering mind," and he left
an enduring legacy.19 He was one of the three or four
leading American cultural anthropologists of his time.
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Adult Education.
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