
THE WALL STREET JOURNAL. * * * * Saturday/Sunday, June 19 - 20, 2021 | C9

Undreamed Shores
By Frances Larson
Granta, 337 pages, $25.99

BY CHARLOTTE GRAY

F
IVE HUNDRED MILES
north of the Arctic Circle,
in a bitter winter gale, a
team of reindeer collapsed
with exhaustion on the

Siberian tundra. It was midwinter 1914.
The sun had not risen for weeks; the air
was hazy with diamond-hard snow. 
A fur-clad figure pulled her numb legs 
out of a buckskin bag, then struggled to
get off her wooden sled as her guide 
admitted they were lost. Chilled and 
starving, Maria Czaplicka fantasized 
about killing one of the reindeer so that
she could drink its warm, nourishing 
blood. She wondered if there was any 
hope of achieving her goal: to make 
contact with the Tungu people, known
today as Evenks—nomadic reindeer-
herders who had never met a European
woman.

Czaplicka is one of five fascinating,
intrepid women pulled from the 
shadows of history by Frances Larson
in “Undreamed Shores: The Hidden 
Heroines of British Anthropology.” Ms.
Larson is an honorary research fellow
in anthropology at Durham University
in England. After completing her doc-
torate, she was a research associate 
at Oxford University’s Pitt Rivers Mu-
seum, home of an extraordinary ar-
chaeological and anthropological col-
lection. The museum was established 
in 1884, and a condition set by its 
benefactor, Gen. Augustus Henry Lane-
Fox Pitt-Rivers, was that the university
should appoint a lecturer in the new 
science of anthropology. 

The discipline’s male founders were
eager to chart and categorize the 
world’s cultures. At first, these mu-
seum-based anthropologists relied on 
travelers’ reports and letters from mis-
sionaries for details of “primitive” peo-
ple’s beliefs, ceremonies, appearance, 
houses, food and artifacts. They rarely
thought it necessary to spend time with
the people they studied. But once an-
thropology became a university course
with its own lecturer, it needed stu-
dents. Those students would help 
change the way that anthropological 
research was conducted. 

As a new program, the anthropology
diploma was more accessible to women
than the established programs were. 
Between 1907 and 1918, 27 women 
(compared with 103 men) registered, 
joining the few hundred women study-
ing at Oxford in the early 20th century
who were barely acknowledged by their
male peers and who could attend lec-
tures only in chaperoned parties and on
condition of silence. They were ex-
pected, Ms. Larson tells us, to be “pe-
ripheral, clerical and grateful.” The five 
women of “Undreamed Shores” over-
came these attitudes and became Brit-

Yet Ms. Larson has no doubt that 
Czaplicka “was liberated by her 
strangeness and found a sense of auton-
omy” in her “voluntary exile.”

Blackwood was similarly fearless.
Hysteria about native attacks on white
women permeated colonial outposts 
in the Solomon Islands, and although 
there were no reported incidents of 
women anthropologists being molested,
a colonial administrator refused her 
requests to travel inland. She ignored 
him and, in homemade breeches (skirts
proved impractical in the jungle), strode
off beyond the government-controlled 
area to visit villages where tribesmen 
still used stone axes. “She did suffer 
from anxieties,” writes Ms. Larson, but
“only about her academic work.”

Sometimes, as with Blackwood, quiet
persistence was the most effective 
weapon. In contrast, Routledge was 
bossy, demanding and insufferable; only
her private income and determination 
allowed her to overcome the difficulties
she faced. 

Perhaps the most poignant aspect of
these stories is that only one woman 
was able to pursue a career in anthro-
pology. Blackwood would become a 
legendary curator and teacher at the 
Pitt Rivers Museum. The others found 
their ambitions stymied: One commit-
ted suicide, one was committed to a 
psychiatric hospital by a husband eager
for her capital, and two quietly with-
drew. Apparently none had children.

Meanwhile, far from the Pitt Rivers
Museum, a new generation of anthro-
pologists was also discarding the histor-
ical-collection methodology in favor of 
more systematic study of contemporary
foreign cultures. The star of this ap-
proach was Bronisław Malinowski, a 
dashing figure whose prose was imagi-
native and seminars were legendary. 
Malinowski insisted that anthropolog-
ical knowledge had to be generated in 
the field. This was the kind of work 
these five women were already doing, 
but, Ms. Larson points out, Malinowski’s
“clear sense of his own destiny was 
a privilege available only to men.”

Disinterring the stories of long-
forgotten women is challenging when 
there are few letters, journals or pub-
lished papers available, and the women
didn’t achieve the star status that 
generates headlines. So group biogra-
phies—building a composite picture 
through several disparate lives—make 
sense. There have been several such 
biographies recently, including “Square
Haunting: Five Writers in London Be-
tween the Wars” by Francesca Wade 
and “Virginia Woolf and the Women 
Who Shaped Her World” by Gillian Gill.
“Undreamed Shores” is a particularly 
absorbing, well-constructed addition 
to the genre.

Ms. Gray is the author of 11 books   
of nonfiction, including “Sisters in  
the Wilderness: The Lives of Susanna 
Moodie and Catharine Parr Traill.”
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ain’s first female anthropologists, achiev-
ing groundbreaking research in some of
the most remote corners of the world.

Katherine Routledge, the daughter
of a North England industrialist, com-
missioned her own boat and sailed to 
Easter Island, in the South Pacific, one
of the most isolated communities in the
world. There she compiled the first sys-
tematic map of the great stone statues
that covered the island. Barbara Freire-
Marreco, from a comfortable and con-
ventional middle-class home in Surrey,
worked and lived in the adobe pueblos
of New Mexico and Arizona. She im-
mersed herself, as no male anthropolo-
gist could have done, in the work ex-
pected of women in those communities
—maize-husking, needlework, the pre-
paring of traditional medicines—even 
as their way of life was eroded by white
settlers. Polish-born Czaplicka trekked
3,000 miles through the Siberian winter
to learn the traditions of hunters who 
spent much of the year in darkness. She
observed a culture in flux, changed for-
ever in 1904 by the completion of the 
Trans-Siberian Railway. Winifred Black-
man, from a genteel but impoverished
Anglican vicar’s family, spent 19 seasons

living with the agricultural peasants of
Upper Egypt. Fights between villages 
were common, and her most reliable 
guide was murdered. But instead of 
fleeing from such conflicts, she dodged
about, making notes and taking photos.
Beatrice Blackwood, the single-minded
eldest child of a widow, traveled into 
the unmapped jungles of New Guinea. 
She also met, and heartily distrusted, 
the reigning star of female anthropol-
ogists, Margaret Mead.

These women would have wanted to
be remembered for their professional 
achievements alone, but, as Ms. Larson
writes, “before they were adventurers 
and intellectual pioneers, they were 
women, and as women they faced 
entrenched prejudice and constraint at
every turn.” Compared with their male
peers, most of them hadn’t attended an
academic high school. They also had to
work much harder to find funding for 
their fieldwork trips and found upon 
their return that their career paths 
were barricaded against them. The few
jobs available went to men.

Ms. Larson’s subjects handled such
obstacles with teeth-gritting persever-
ance as they defied social expectations

and “escaped their own society in the 
name of scholarship.” Ms. Larson is an
elegant writer not given to hyperbolic 
gush. Her primary sources are scanty, 
but she animates her subjects by careful
reading and close observation, and she
draws out their complexities with deli-
cate sympathy. I found myself gasping
at the sheer nerve of these women. 

Czaplicka’s Arctic travels are per-
haps the most hair-raising. In one 
nightmare episode, she and her com-
panions took 10 freezing hours to cross
a foaming, roaring river in a small 
wooden boat. She became so exhausted
while bailing that she vomited blood. 

WOMEN OF CONSEQUENCE Clockwise from top left: Winifred Blackman, Beatrice Blackwood, Barbara Freire-
Marreco, Katherine Routledge and Maria Czaplicka.

The discipline’s male 
founders studied their 
subjects at arms’ length. 
These five women were 
among the first to insist 
on the importance of 
fieldwork.

BOOKS
‘Every time we liberate a woman, we liberate a man.’ — M A R G A R E T  M E A D

ON ELECTION NIGHT in 2016,
the intellectual classes of Europe 
and North America were ready  
to turn out books and think 
pieces on the inexorable advance 
of transnational progressivism. 
Instead they were obliged to 
write about a reinvigorated 
nationalism, and they were ill-
prepared for it. I don’t know 
how many times over the past 
five years I’ve read breezy 
discussions of post-’16 politics 
that simply assumed racial 
bigotry and police-state thuggery 
to be necessary components of 
any sort of nationalism. 

The subject was treated 
carefully and sympathetically 
from the right by Rich Lowry    
in “The Case for Nationalism” 
(2019). It was treated with 
similar care from the left by    
the journalist John B. Judis in 
“The Nationalist Revival” (2018). 
The latter work is now collected 
with two others by the same 
author in “The Politics of Our 
Time: Populism, Nationalism, 
Socialism” (Columbia Global 
Reports, 430 pages, $27.95).  
Mr. Judis begins with what 
should be, but among many 
allegedly smart commentators 
isn’t, the obvious point that  
some nationalisms are healthy 
and some are pathological. 
“Abraham Lincoln and Benito 
Mussolini were ardent nation-
alists” is his terse summation. 

Mr. Judis rejects the idea, 
tacitly accepted by many on 
today’s left, that transnational 
elites can be trusted to manage  

a globalized economy for the 
benefit of all. Accordingly he 
wants to “reclaim what is valid  
in nationalism . . . from both   
the cosmopolitan liberals who 
believe in a borderless world  
and from the rightwing populists 
who have coupled a concern for 
their nation’s workers with 
nativist screeds against 
outgroups and immigrants.” 

Mr. Judis writes, as usual, 
with clarity and wit, and his 
knowledge of modern politics    
in Europe and North America    
is vast. As in his volume on 
populism, also collected here,   
he makes a strong economic case 
for the nationalist impulse and 
all but ignores cultural conflicts 
leading sensible people to vote 
for nationalist candidates.       
Put otherwise, he favors trade 
protections not because they are 
economically rational (I'm not 
sure he cares if they are) but 
because they bolster organized 
labor and foster social cohesion; 
and he regrets untrammeled 
immigration not because it 
changes the culture but because 
it exhausts the welfare state.

I remain unconvinced, how-
ever, that the rise of Donald 
Trump had primarily to do    
with economic circumstances. 
His candidacy was helped by 
blue-collar workers angered by 
closing factories and unchecked 
immigration, to be sure. But we 
have had anti-immigration and 
protectionist presidential 
candidates before, and they 
made little progress. Mr. Trump 

The belief that inhabitants of
the New World bore a covenantal 
duty to God to create a nation 
rooted in liberty dominated the 
American imagination from the 
Puritans to the turn of the 19th 
century. Over time, Mr. Goldman 
explains, blood lineage began to 
replace religious profession as 
the defining trait of American-
ness. The covenantal view 
worked as long as large numbers 
of people didn’t immigrate to 
America, which from about 1640 
to 1800 very few did. It made    
no sense from about 1815 on. 

Which is about when 
Americans began thinking of 
their nation as—the metaphors 
were many and varied—a 
crucible, a melting pot or a field 
yielding a thriving crop. The idea 
here was that America would 
turn a disparate array of people 
from all over the world into a 
new breed of democratic citizens. 
The disproof of that concept was 
painfully evident: Americans’ 
treatment of Indians and black 
slaves. Mr. Goldman relates a 
piercing observation made by 
Lincoln in a letter of 1855: “As a 
nation we began by declaring ‘all 
men are created equal.’ We now 
practically read it, ‘all men are 
created equal, except Negroes.’ ”

The crucible eventually gave
way to the formulation with 
which we in the 21st century   
are most familiar: America as an 
idea or creed. There must be few 
high-level American politicians 
today who haven’t claimed that 
the country was founded as an 

idea, or ideas: As long as you 
believed in certain ideals—liberty, 
equality, the rule of law—you 
could be an American. At home, 
Mr. Goldman writes, the creedal 
vision “pointed toward the 
realization of racial equality 
through gradual but consistent 
reform. Abroad, it involved the 
defense of democracy against 
totalitarian enemies.”

What happens when we fight
a totalitarian enemy and basically 
lose, as we did in Vietnam, and 
when racial equality turns out to 
be, as it often seems, unattainable? 
The creed loses its cogency and 
dissolves into a meaningless 
political talking point. 

In this slim and elegantly 
written volume, Mr. Goldman   
has distilled an immense array   
of arguments about America’s 
meaning. The book is a pleasure 
to read. But its conclusion is 
rather too dry and pessimistic. 
“Attempts to impose a monolithic 
understanding of national unity 
risk undermining the legitimacy 
of the political system,” he writes. 
Mr. Goldman plumps for a bare 
procedural consensus: America   
is a place where the Constitution 
and the rule of law count for 
something. That may meet the 
demands of a rationalist consis-
tency, but a vibrant nation needs 
people who are ready to fight and 
die for it. Lots of countries have 
functional constitutions and the 
rule of law. What’s special about 
our country? Why should I care  
if it survives? I’m not sure “we 
follow the rules” will do the trick. 

Covenant, Crucible and Creed
himself was one of those 
candidates in 2012, and his 
campaign, such as it was, fizzled 
early. He would have fizzled 
again in 2016 without the insane 
aggressions of cultural leftism: 
campus riots, militant political 
correctness, overt anti-
Americanism in the media, 
transgender-bathrooms 
directives and all the rest. 
Liberals who interpret the 2016 
election as a protest against 

economic globalization, “neo-
liberalism” and “post-industrial 
capitalism” may have a point,  
but they minimize the impor-
tance of Obama-era cultural 
radicalism—for the simple 
reason that they’re partial to it.

Whether American nation-
alism is good or bad is one 
question. Whether it’s even 
possible is another. Samuel 
Goldman poses the latter question
in “After Nationalism: Being 
American in an Age of Division 
(Penn, 148 pages, $24.95). Mr. 
Goldman, a professor of political 
science at George Washington 
University, posits three forms of 
nationalism in American history: 
covenant, crucible and creed. 
Each of them fell apart.
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