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In a striking though seldom noted story published 
in 1845, Edgar Allan Poe offers a nuanced commentary on early efforts 
toward the scientific production of otherness. In "Some Words with a 
Mummy," an unnamed narrator is summoned, just after retiring for 
the evening, to join his friend Dr. Ponnonner and a select company 
to dissect an Egyptian mummy on loan from the City Museum. The 
men begin at 11 P.M., and by 2 A.M. have only finished unwrapping 
the mummy and examining his three coffins (where they discover his 
name, Count Allamistakeo). Deciding to reconvene the next night, 
the men are preparing to retire when someone half-jokingly suggests 
applying electric jolts to the body. To their surprise, they resusci­
tate the mummy, who excoriates them for their incivility and their 
primitive scientific abilities. 

Stunned by the mummy's response, the group, which includes 
the famous Egyptologist George Gliddon, question him at length. In 
sweeps narrow and broad, the mummy tears down the modern men's 
sense of cultural, political, scientific, and racial progress, suggest­
ing that-far from advancing-the civilization and civic order they 
represent has degenerated from earlier ages. They think otherwise 
only because of their inferior ability in historiography, which follows 
directly from their inferiority in science, technology, and political 
organization. "In imminent danger," as the narrator puts it, "of being 
discomfited," the men are left grasping at straws-clothing fashion 
and humbug patent medicines-to "prove" the superiority of their 
world to Allamistakeo's.1 Happily, the mummy has not heard of "Pon­
nonner's lozenges or Brandreth's pills," and thus the modern men 
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find cause for celebration: "Never was triumph more consummate; 
never was defeat borne with so ill a grace" (170). Indeed, the narrator 
avers, "I could not endure the spectacle of the poor Mummy's morti­
fication. I reached my hat, bowed stiffly to him, and took leave." Once 
departed, though, the narrator reveals that contrary to the seeming 
triumph of his departure, he has been plunged into a kind of despair. 
He goes home and records his account of the evening, bitterly de­
nouncing his wife and his family-and indeed the entire age-in what 
reads like a suicide note. The narrator reveals at the close his inten­
tion to be embalmed for 200 years: "The truth is, I am heartily sick 
of this life and of the nineteenth century in general. I am convinced 
that everything is going wrong. Besides, I am anxious to know who 
will be President in 2045" (170). 

This story raises intriguing questions about the attitudes on "race" 
of an author whom we otherwise know to be committed to what Terry 
Whalen has recently characterized as an "average racism." This story, 
featuring a prominent proponent of polygenesis (Gliddon) and one of 
its patent efforts to document "separate racial origins" (by proving 
that civilization arose from "white" and not "black" Egyptians), in­
vokes the racist "science" of polygenesis only to leave its questions 
unresolved, if not actually refuted. I want to suggest, though, that 
Poe's position on "race" is hard to account for in this story only if 
we understand "race" in its narrowest sense. If, that is, we read this 
story for evidence of Poe's attitudes about blackness, we are left with 
the puzzle of the story's ending, with the defeated narrator threat­
ening a suicidal emulation of Allamistakeo. But by complicating our 
framework and examining this story as an interrogation not so much 
of the identity of blackness but of whiteness, and more particularly 
of white scientific-professional manhood, the story's logic becomes 
clearer. "Some Words with a Mummy" lampoons a particular frater­
nal construction of white manhood as it diagrams the short circuiting 
of that construction's affective structure.2 

The story's concern is with the rupture in an emerging form of U.S. 
manhood that stakes its privileged civic status not just through race 
but through gender, class, and political exclusions. U.S. democracy 
was abstracted as a fraternal, homogenous space. Its reassuring grant 
of equality, however, was always unsettled in practice, not only by 
the vicissitudes of citizens' professional, political, and working inter­
actions with other "white" men but also, and as insistently, by citizens' 
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daily encounters with democracy's "Others": "white" women, Afri­
can Americans, Native Americans, and a growing underclass fed by 
poor immigrant Europeans. In John Brenkman's words, "the synthe­
sis of civic equality and [white] masculinity is disturbed" constantly 
by the repeated claims of these other groups to civic entitlement, to 
democratic access.3 These repeated, challenging encounters had be­
come a symptom within the privileged spaces of civic fraternity by 
the mid-nineteenth century, a kind of haunting that Poe's story neatly 
delineates. Before returning to consider Poe's story in detail, I want to 
contextualize his fictional treatment by analyzing the symbolic nego­
tiation of democratic haunting in actual instances, first in the rituals 
of nineteenth-century fraternal orders and then in the professional 
circulation of friendship engineered by Samuel George Morton, a key 
polygenesist and associate of George Gliddon. Read against these ma­
terials, Poe's elliptical story, rather than seeming an odd, antiprogres­
sivist science-fiction hoax, becomes important to our understanding 
of American culture as a diagnostic of the intersecting identities of 
white manhood, fraternity, and rational professionalism. 

Fraternal Order 

The narrator's desire to be revived to see a future president suggests 
the importance of the fraternal imaginary in linking citizenship with 
the abstract identity of professional white manhood. The period just 
prior to Poe's story marks the concurrent emergence in the United 
States of "universal" white male suffrage, middle-class professional­
ism, and a reinvigorated fraternal movement. Indeed, this era of fra­
ternal organization arguably represents an attempt to capture, locally 
and "in reality," the promised relief from managerial responsibilities 
for self and other as they were being assumed by middle-class pro­
fessionals. Fraternalism structured a privileged space for select men 
while democratically appealing to the fraternal "sameness" of the 
white male citizen. 

Freemasonry had been active in the American colonies since the 
early 1700s. The late 1700s saw an important development, when a 
new group composed largely of mechanics and militia men estab­
lished itself as "Ancient" Freemasons, breaking with the Freemasons 
they termed "Moderns" and inducting "tens of thousands of mem­
bers." 4 Soon infamous for their drinking and carousing habits, and 
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earning a more serious notoriety in the Morgan affair of 1826, the 
Freemasons suffered a strong and organized backlash throughout the 
1830s.5 By the late thirties and early forties, though, old orders were 
being revitalized and new ones were springing up. As Mark Carnes 
explains in his analysis of secret fraternal rituals in the nineteenth 
century, this new generation of orders diverged significantly from 
the tavern brotherhood of the early Freemasons.6 Groups like the 
Odd Fellows placed a ban on alcohol at lodge activities and began 
revising initiation rituals. The Freemasons would shortly follow suit. 
Carnes notes that "from 1840 to 1860 American Masonry was entirely 
transformed," so much so that their British counterparts denounced 
the revised rituals as "'too long, too complicated, and too theatri­
cal"' (28). 

While it is hard to be sure now precisely what it was about these 
sober and obscure rituals that attracted millions of (mostly middle­
class) white men,7 it is clear that by midcentury the success of various 
orders-groups with such diverse orientations as labor, profession, 
temperance, and religion -rose and fell over the appeal of their ritu­
als. Though many relied on religious imagery and rites, they tended 
to downplay explicitly Christian references in favor of a universalist 
emphasis. Theoretically inclusive and structured to initiate the mem­
ber into ever higher levels of an all-male universal family, the cere­
monies "promised to reveal 'great mysteries,' 'impenetrable secrets' 
or equally arcane forms of religious knowledge" (Carnes, 56).8 

Beyond the raw silliness of men dressing up like Indians, Egyptian 
Pharaohs, and Knights on a regular basis, there are other reasons to 
ask why this mystic form of fraternalism attracted so many men from 
the middle classes.9 One is the heavy and constant expense; in addi­
tion to dues, a member was constantly called on to contribute other 
monies. Each new level entailed more costuming, more equipment, 
another initiation fee. Oddly, too, the rituals became so long that they 
left little time for members to enjoy friendship or even casual asso­
ciation. For instance, like other increasingly successful orders, the 
revisionists in the Odd Fellows insisted on lengthy (as long as an 
hour), solemn, and elaborate rituals recited and enacted from mem­
ory-so much to the exclusion of fellowship that the Odd Fellows 
eventually split with their British brothers over their differing sense 
of purpose (Carnes, 27-28). 

Perhaps intensifying imperatives for male self-discipline led men 
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to make sacrifices of time and money in order to gain purchase on a 
"pure" space of formal masculine affiliation. There does seem to be 
a strong correlation between the rise of Male Purity movements and 
fraternal men's desires for intensified ritualism; Carnes notes that the 
midcentury "infusion" of newly prosperous professionals and trades­
men into the orders "coincided with new demands for sobriety and 
self-restraint and with the rise of emotionally intense rituals" (24).10 

The more nineteenth-century culture emphasized the importance of 
men disciplining their bodily flows, insisting that they practice sexual 
abstention, dietary regimentation, and temperance in order to con­
serve energy for proper (business) pursuits, the more necessary­
repeatedly and formally necessary-it became to consolidate an ideal 
form of properly channeled manhood. Or, to approach this point from 
a slightly different angle, if, as Mary Douglas has argued, rituals 
work to contain fears of social formlessness, we can see how strong 
imperatives for men's self-control, for maintaining bodily and iden­
tity boundaries ("individualism"), responded to the massive social 
and economic changes accumulating at midcentury.11 Fraternal ritual 
offered men a formally and emotionally focused time during which 
they could experience themselves as part of a controlled male body. 

The various rituals-of Freemasons, Odd Fellows, Knights of 
Pythias, the Fraternal Order of Red Men, and others-structured 
spaces in which men could feel symbolically reconstituted within the 
abstract and pure body of brotherhood. These rituals emphasized the 
degraded nature of the initiate's worldly self and of the world outside 
the fraternity.12 Elaborating a symbolic death and rebirth, initiations 
exterminated a debased, sinful, unmanly, and dirtied self. In a Scottish 
Rite ceremony, the candidate began wearing a spotless uniform, only 
to have each item replaced with "more common clothing." Eventually, 
the ceremony's official would declare that "'these marks of indig­
nity are not sufficiently humiliating' " and would cover the initiate 
"with a black cloth sprinkled with ashes" (Carnes, 51). Ceremonies 
described death in lurid details featuring dismemberment and putre­
faction. Humiliation seems to have been central to the ceremonies. 
Carnes observes, "as if skeletons, skulls, bloody daggers, execution­
ers' devices and funereal accouterments were not enough, ritualists 
frequently employed other mechanisms to unnerve the initiate" (54). 
With the candidate sufficiently soaked in his own shame and embar­
rassment, the ritual proceeded to rescue or rebirth the candidate into 
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a new family, his all-male secret brotherhood. The rituals, according 
to Carnes, "affirmed that, though woman gave birth to man's body, 
initiation gave birth to his soul, surrounding him with brothers who 
would lavish on him the 'utmost affection and kindness'" (120). 

Fraternal structures were not, however, egalitarian. An adult man's 
symbolic humiliation in fraternal initiations reminded him to iden­
tify with vertically structured male power: the rituals established and 
maintained a hierarchy among members, teaching initiates that the 
grant of "manhood" and lodge-family membership depended on their 
earning approval from lodge patriarchs. As Mary Ann Clawson ex­
plains, the hierarchy expressed within rituals and in the succession of 
degrees, "upheld a version of a social mobility available to all indus­
trious men. "13 But more than a structural analogue to the work world, 
ritually instituted fraternal hierarchy worked affectively to install in 
"brothers" a desire for the "intimate inequality" that Julie Ellison has 
argued increasingly represented the emotional organization of male 
homosocial culture by midcentury.14 Thus, while Carnes concludes 
that the rituals contain symbols and metaphors that help men "effec­
tively confront" the difficult conflicts of the "outside world" (144), I 
am suggesting somewhat differently that fraternal rituals mirrored, 
distilled, and provided a kind of narcotic for the conflicts men faced 
outside the lodges. In other words, ritualism seems to have provided 
men not so much the equipment to "confront" the disparities of the 
world outside (if we take "confront" in the sense of engaging criti­
cally) as a standpoint that naturalized the emotional dissonances they 
experienced because of political and economic imbalances "outside" 
the lodge. 

Let me elaborate briefly. Fraternal rituals allowed groups of men 
to act in unison, as a single, coherent body. This body exemplified 
the purpose and order they had been taught to long for-by emer­
gent capitalism and its deacons, the temperance campaigns and male 
purity movement-and it was precisely their formalized, emotion­
ally intense, affectively gratifying subordination to group leadership 
that allowed fraternal orders to function in a way that satisfied these 
needs.15 Brotherhood was grounded-as Christopher Newfield so pre­
cisely phrases it-in "rewarding subjection. "16 The pleasures men 
experienced as part of a hierarchicalized, rigidly ordered fraternal 
"body" worked forcefully to naturalize the hierarchical entitlements 
white men enjoyed outside the lodge, as citizens/representatives of 
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democracy. At the same time, the lodges' hierarchies worked power­
fully to rationalize the uneven distribution of wealth, the gains and 
losses, the pleasures and humiliations, that the men themselves ex­
perienced in economic competition.17 

Above all (for my analysis, at least), fraternal brotherhood provided 
a paradigm of internally ordered, hierarchically managed "sameness." 
It is in such symbolic spaces that we can begin to discern the cul­
tural emergence of homophobia. As Newfield trenchantly observes, 
"[h]omophobia's sexual regime takes its modern structure by mim­
ing the shape of a national imperative" -representative democracy as 
it was symbolically expressed in vertically ordered relations among 
white men.18 Increasingly, as scholars like Newfield, Ellison, and 
Michael Moon have argued, "homosexuality" was conceptualized as a 
kind of radical equality, a mob-equivalent, a de-individualizing same­
ness, a danger to democratic order that threatened to emerge from 
the ranks of the citizens.19 The "rewarding subjection" of fraternal 
brotherhood, with its imperative for stratified sameness, mirrored and 
arguably intensified emerging middle-class (national) phobias about 
unmanaged sameness-the haunting specter of a mob united by their 
desire for equalizing social change. 

In a chapter describing the counterintuitive way the highest levels 
of the various orders tended to culminate in ceremonies that empha­
sized not combative manliness but peaceful homecoming, a reconcilia­
tion of man's "masculine passions" with his "feminine identifications," 
Carnes questions the role of secrecy: "if all men could benefit from 
the truth of the rituals, why were they concealed at all?" He con­
cludes that the secrecy of these orders points toward the men's deep 
concerns about the "gender bifurcations of Victorian society"-their 
sense that they were forbidden to "express nurturing and paternal 
emotions" (149). I would insist, differently from Carnes, that lodge 
secrecy was symptomatic of members' simultaneous desires for and 
fear of the radical impulses represented by "Fraternity," its specific 
promise of a universal Good. In their rituals, they learned to love their 
"Others," but only in the most denatured, evacuated form-the sym­
bolic pure mother, the symbolic noble Red Man, the symbolic mystic 
"primitive." In such ritualized contact, they exercised their sense 
that they stood, like Poe's narrator, for the "hopes of humanity," for 
the Good of the Whole. But these symbolic encounters kept the men 
who participated in them away from their homes with real women 
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and real children; they kept the men who joined occupied in homo­
genous racial and class company and mostly homogenous ethnic and 
religious company. These rituals did work to redress men's rightful 
sense that they were being deprived of something in the world outside 
the lodge. But I would say that rituals were like an opiate, allowing 
men to experience the "traumatic pleasure" of their social power20 

as their own "innocent" victimization, as their exclusion rather than 
their exclusiveness.21 Thus, as victims, men turned to mystic rituals 
to regain a sense of social "wholeness"-a structure that reinforced 
existing power imbalances rather than encouraging social change in 
the form of democratic expansion.22 They could not access a sense of 
wholeness, however, without invoking their (many) Others. As I will 
argue in the next section, democracy's excluded Other(s) becomes 
a melancholy revenant at the heart of the white fraternal imaginary, 

) 

a haunting we can see even outside the space of fraternal ritual, in 
practices of professional affiliation and male friendship. 

Sanctum Sanctorum 

Mary Ann Clawson has commented on the widespread influence of 
Masonic-style fraternalism in nineteenth-century culture: it "served 
as an organizational model for trade unions, agricultural societies, 
nativist organizations, and political movements of every conceivable 
ideological stripe, as well as for literally hundreds of social organiza­
tions." 23 Observing that the model extends even further, to "profes­
sional societies and business partnerships, combinations, and trusts," 
Mark Kann notes that "efforts to strengthen male bonds were espe­
cially refined among middle-class professionals who participated in 
occupations and associations that claimed to reunite masculine vir­
tues and commercial interests. "24 Most recently, E. Anthony Rotundo 
has noted that" [h]istorians who have studied the structure and habits 
of the middle-class workplace have always approached it as a product 
of economic rationality, class interest, or professional imperatives. We 
also need to understand it as the product of its own masculinity." 25 

Locating professional boundaries both geographically and associa­
tionally, professional men moved work spaces away from the home 
and sought to define themselves as a group in terms of narrowing, 
specialized criteria. In structures that evoke the "work" of fraternity 
ritual, professional domains developed courses of study and certifi-
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cation rituals that determined a candidate's eligibility for entry into 
his chosen career.26 Indeed, the anxieties that Rotundo highlights as 
characterizing a young white man's choice of and entry into a career 
sound much like those that Carnes describes for fraternal initiates, 
writ large.27 

Our culturally guided conception of men in the nineteenth-century 
workplace tends to envisage them as isolated actors; we might, for 
instance, conceptualize Samuel George Morton's work analyzing his 
massive collection of crania (known as the "American Golgotha") as 
the lonely but dedicated work of the scientific lab. But Rotundo re­
minds us that "male work and sociability mixed promiscuously" 28 -

for Morton as for other scientists-in local university settings (Mor­
ton was Professor of Anatomy at the Pennsylvania Medical College), 
in professional organizations that held regular meetings (like the 
Academy of Natural Sciences), and at formal and informal profes­
sional and socializing networks like dinner gatherings and parties. 
Professional culture was a multi-layered male culture in which men 
spent time in the company of other white men not just during the day 
but during the evenings and on weekends as well. Men distinguished 
themselves in all these subcultures, as Rotundo explains, through 
professional expertise, personal discipline, and successful competi­
tiveness.29 A man's ability to compete, though, was always conditioned 
by his ability to affiliate successfully in cooperative networks of fellow 
professionals. 

Morton provides us with a particularly rich example of a figure 
who consolidated professional respect and cultural authority through 
a carefully built system of formal and informal relations with other 
men. First, he cultivated an enormous web of correspondents who 
supplied him with crania (he obtained none on his own). As Morton's 
manuscript collection at the Historical Society of Pennsylvania indi­
cates, he was a thoroughgoing networker. These are uniformly warm 
correspondences, mainly with men who seem to value their affiliation 
with the cordial, attentive, and generous Philadelphia scientist. His 
files are littered with letters from one- and two-time correspondents 
the world over writing to thank Morton for his kind letter, copies of 
his most recent work, and casts of crania, and to offer further informa­
tion on the location and disposition of the crania they sent in response 
to his queries. These range from scientists of international repute to 
casual scientists, from Ohio and Kentucky, Massachusetts and New 
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York, Dublin and Lima, and virtually all stops between. As William 
Stanton informs us, casual scientists on the frontiers in particular 

recognized Morton's pre-eminence in the study of crania and were 
proud to contribute to his famous cabinet. In this manner, Morton 
was able to gather at the Academy of Natural Sciences the largest 
collection of crania in the world .... That army surgeons stationed 
at remote western outposts and explorers of the world's deserts 
took the trouble, often at great hazard to themselves (for some 
tribes had strong taboos against the desecration of the dead [!]), 
spoke eloquently of the wide reputation that Morton's collection 
had acquired.30 

Morton used this network to construct a veritable army of research­
ers who wrote with additional support for arguments he was working 
on -including offers of supporting quotations and logical analogies. 
In this way, Morton's craniological research and racial arguments be­
came a corporate project with a reach both national and international. 
Corresponding and supplying Morton with materials for his scien­
tific researches offered men an imagined affiliation with Morton and 
the science that he represented and lent them some of the growing 
cultural prestige of science as a profession. We might also imagine 
that for frontier correspondents association with Morton and his pro­
gressivist/rationalist/ categorical scientific project conditioned their 
attitude toward local native peoples whom they encountered. 

In Philadelphia Morton made himself the center of another impor­
tant social network for men of science and ideas. As Stanton notes, 
Morton made a custom of holding " 'weekly soirees' to which he in­
vited friends and 'strangers distinguished in the various departments 
of learning and philosophy.' "31 In a practice registered by other men 
as a professional service,32 Morton engineered a social space that 
offered a mannerly reprieve from the pressures of daily work, a private 
retreat where a select company could build acquaintance, exchange 
information, and experience an emotionally charged professional con­
firmation before an audience of important friends and distinguished 
visitors.33 

The most important of these professional and social networks for 
Morton was an inner circle of friends, Josiah Nott (1804-1873), George 
Gliddon (1809-1857), and Ephraim Squier (1821-1888), his core group 
of fellow combatants in the battle over polygenesis. Morton had so-
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licited a correspondence with Gliddon in 1837, two years before the 
publication of Crania Americana, hoping that the U.S. Vice-Consul to 
Cairo would be able to supply him with samples of Egyptian crania. 
As William Stanton notes, Morton's friendship with Gliddon "was of 
great value, for he was able now to verify his growing suspicion of 
the great antiquity of the races through his own researches. "34 Mor­
ton indicated his debt to Gliddon by dedicating Crania Aegyptiaca 
(1844) to him. Nott, whom Morton first contacted in 1844, served as 
point man. Aggressive and argumentative, he engineered attacks in 
the name of polygenesis on the authority of natural theology. Nott's 
work on hybridity predated and paved the way, in inflammatory and 
colorful fashion, for Morton's more cautiously worded, carefully built, 
and scientifically validated arguments. Squier, who introduced him­
self to Morton in a fund-raising tour for his mound-excavation project 
in Ohio, was like the younger brother in the group. Stanton observes 
that the crania Squier supplied to Morton were pivotal in cementing 
Morton's arguments that racial differences were "aboriginal. "35 When 
Squier found his first whole crania, the sketches he sent immedi­
ately to Morton were answered by an enthusiastic letter from Morton 
declaring it the "perfect type" of its "race" (thus steering Squier's 
own interpretation of it).36 The group offered steady support (and 
Gliddon his usual advance promotion) as Squier dealt with the Smith­
sonian Board of Regents in the production of his book (written with 
his excavation partner, Edwin H. Davis), Ancient Monuments of the 
Mississippi Valley (1848). In their correspondence, these men shared 
scientific materials, arguments, and even a group vocabulary-coined 
by Gliddon and Nott in particular-including terms like "niggerology" 
for polygenesis, "moundology" for Squier's work excavating Indian 
mounds, and "parson-skinning" for successful shots against natural 
theologians. 37 

As a group of men with diverse talents and interests, they adeptly 
generated a widespread cultural and scientific interest in polygenesis. 
Their consolidation as a group, though, is by no means exceptional 
in the history of modern science. Robert V. Bruce observes that "the 
development of American scientific institutions in the nineteenth cen­
tury cannot be fully understood without looking at a small group of 
men known ... as the Florentine Academy, [or] the Lazzaroni. "38 This 
was a group of roughly a half-dozen scientific men living in Washing­
ton, Philadelphia, and Boston in the mid-1800s who were instrumental 
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in "organizing, raising support for, and guiding scientific institutions" 
(217). It is a group that has long been legendary as a scientific "cabal," 
though their actual influence has been widely contested.39 Bruce iden­
tifies them as "a natural phenomenon in the development of organized 
science": 

So natural does such a pattern of association seem, in fact, that 
sociologists have generalized it for twentieth-century scientists. 
Small, close-knit, informal groups form, they say, quite consciously 
about an acknowledged leader, who usually serves as a model for at 
least the younger members. Such groups tend to generate "tribal 
folklore," with mock ceremonies. Held together best by the be­
lief that they are advancing a radical new view in science, they 
may go beyond scientific objectivity in pushing it. And the impres­
sion they give of arrogance and exclusiveness often sets outsiders 
against them.40 

While Morton and his colleagues, Nott, Gliddon, Squier, and eventu­
ally the Swiss scientist Louis Agassiz,41 were never to wield the finan­
cial clout of the Lazzaroni, in many other respects their group func­
tioned similarly. The five men were all variously in correspondence 
by 1848, sharing sources, promoting each others' works, and collabo­
rating on publications. Morton was central to cementing alliances 
between these four men and many others less centrally involved. 

A host of productive interrelations link the public arena of profes­
sional science and this private discursive domain. Morton's network, 
as the correspondence of its members frequently affirms, is most 
prominently a space that ameliorates the competitive abrasions the 
men suffer in making their controversial, scientific arguments. Their 
correspondence also reveals a great tenderness for one another struc­
tured around their mutual admiration for Morton. In this aspect, the 
group is a haven where they can feel an almost familial support, where 
they can worry, for instance, over the illnesses of fathers and sons. 
It is a site where the professional, objective pursuits of the group 
interpenetrate with emotional, subjective ones. 

That Morton served as the "heart" of the group is clear in Nott's 
letter to Squier on the news of Morton's death in 1851: 

I recd. a letter today from Gliddon giving me the melancholy news 
of Morton's death-I am really overwhelmed by this affliction and 
have not the spirit to write-He was our leader and I look around in 
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vain for one to supply his place-all men of science knew his talent 
and learning and I need say nothing to you of his virtues-human 
nature can be no better than he was.42 

Nott and Gliddon memorialized Morton's importance, professional 
and personal, in their 1854 compendium of arguments for polygenesis, 
Types of Mankind, which begins with Henry S. Patterson's "Memoir 
of the Life and Scientific Labors of Samuel George Morton." Patter­
son opens with a testimony to Morton's ability to inspire fraternal 
devotion: 

[A]lways there was this peculiarity to be noticed, that wherever a 
man had known Morton personally at all, he mourned not so much 
for the untimely extinction of an intellectual light, as for the loss of 
a beloved personal friend. Certainly the man who inspired others 
with this feeling, could himself have no cold or empty heart. ... 
Quiet and unobtrusive in manners, and fond of the retirement of 
the study, it was only in the privacy of the domestic circle that he 
could be rightly known; and those that were privileged to approach 
nearest the Sanctum Sanctorum of his happy home, could best see 
the full beauty of his character. That sacred veil cannot be raised 
to the public eye but beneath its folds is preserved the pure mem­
ory of one who illustrated every relation of life with a new grace 
that was all his own, and who, in departing, has left behind him an 
impression on all hearts.43 

In her recent analysis of Emerson's Conduct of Life, Julie Ellison ar­
gues that "sentimental or domestic configurations in men's texts are 
not necessarily, or not only moments in which men are 'feminized.' ... 
They are also specific to masculine culture. "44 I want to draw upon 
Ellison's insight in considering the ways Morton's social networking 
structured reassuring and empowering experiences of affiliation for 
scientific professionals and casual scientists not just in Philadelphia 
but all over the nation. His genial habits provided circulatory paths 
for scientific theories, materials, and fellow feeling that led, in trea­
sured moments of professional intimacy, to his study and his heart. 
In this sentimental space men could enjoy the "overflow" of "gentle 
affections." In this space they could presumably hope, like Morton, to 
be "rightly known." 

A careful reading of this passage suggests that the fellowship men 
enjoyed within Morton's Sanctum Sanctorum depended structurally 
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and symbolically on excluded Others. The confluence of metaphors of 
difference, figured by race and gender, circulate in this passage in nu­
merous ways. We can see how Morton's scientific reputation, which 
Patterson describes as a "white radiance," offers access to a scien­
tific brotherhood both sexually purified and racially dominant. The 
womblike metaphors of that "domestic" space relocate procreative 
power from the kitchen (or parlor) to the study, the home/heart of 
the masculine scientific enterprise. The scientific identity formation 
Patterson memorializes in Morton suggestively manages to evacuate 
actual femaleness while absorbing its domestic functions. Morton's 
study, seen from this vantage, operates as an emotionally charged, 
intellectually reproductive space that is pointedly, in David Noble's 
phrase, a "world without women. "45 It culminates the professional ar­
rogation of power and knowledge to science in the private regions of 
male affiliation. 

Patterson eulogizes Morton in a language that appeals to interiority, 
to a private wholeness revealed in select companies of men. Refus­
ing to describe for the curious masses this space in which Morton 
displayed the "full beauty of his character," Patterson keeps Morton 
protected, in an area symbolically cordoned off from the "public." His 
observance here provides suggestive confirmation of Gillian Brown's 
arguments about the domestic construction of nineteenth-century 
individualism. According to Brown, "[i]n the midst of change the do­
mestic sphere provided an always identifiable place and refuge for the 
individual: it signified the private domain of individuality apart from 
the marketplace. "46 Morton's Sanctum Sanctorum thus promises a 
privileged access to an individualizing and pure world protected from 
abrasive encounters with "otherness"-from, for instance, the black 
waiters that so upset Agassiz in his Philadelphia hotel,47 from women 
who were challenging the rights, spaces, and habits of manhood, from 
the frictions, the woundings professional men experienced among 
other white men in scholarly and marketplace competitions. 

But its value depends precisely on the space culturally associated 
with women-the domestic circle and its sentimental symbol, the 
heart-to demarcate the highest and most intimate form of profes­
sional men's association. Like fraternal orders' highest degrees, Mor­
ton's privileged space of friendship returned professional men to a 
feminine domain. In this sense, Patterson's paean to Morton and his 
Sanctum Sanctorum evokes the "hermaphroditic figure of the father" 
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that Eric Cheyfitz has outlined in The Trans-Parent. In this study 
Cheyfitz situates an analysis of Emerson's gendered language prac­
tices through a reading of Tocqueville's delineation of reconfigured 
father/son relations in the post-Revolutionary era: 

Tocqueville characterizes this new, or natural, relation as more 
"intimate" and "sweeter," or "softer" ... than its aristocratic 
counterpart. It is a relation marked by "tenderness" and "affec­
tion." When contrasted to the relationship between a father and his 
sons in an aristocracy, the relationship between a father and his 
sons in a democracy, as Tocqueville describes it, appears as a ma­
ternal one. It would seem then, that the democratic father at whom 
we are looking, if we are to see him as natural, must appear before 
us clothed, at least partially, in one of the figures of nature, that of 
the mother, or Woman.48 

In this sense, Cheyfitz suggests, post-Revolutionary manhood comes 
to be, in Tocqueville's depiction and Emerson's handling, haunted by 
its relation to the "not me": "At the moment she appears as a figure of 
repose, a figure of that natural place of repose, the home, woman also 
appears as an ironic figure, representing the contradictions within the 
word freedom that threaten to bring revolution. "49 

It is in just this way that I want to pressure Patterson's evocation 
of the "sacred veil" that "cannot be raised," the "folds" that shield 
Morton from "the public eye." This veil implies a suggestive range 
of metaphors for an explicitly feminized purity-Morton as muse, as 
vestal virgin, as bride-threatened with symbolic penetration by a 
male (public) gaze. But this is a bride (or virgin or muse) who is 
dead (this is the occasion of Patterson's "Memoir," after all). In this 
figure Patterson conveys the haunting of the "not me" that plagues 
and challenges the fraternal imaginary. It is a haunting that betrays 
the instability of white masculinity's self-sameness, its declaration of 
independence, its constitutional authority to stand for the Good. This 
is a "haunting" that works spatially and symbolically. The culture of 
middle-class manhood, having claimed a sphere apart, compulsively 
returns to the domestic space, attempting to recreate it in the inner 
circle of lodge rituals or through the physical occupation of domestic 
spaces emptied of actual women. In the evocation of women (and Indi­
ans, Egyptians, and primitives), these brotherly practices signal the 
extent to which the foreclosed domestic space of democratic human 
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connectedness-foreclosed by men's identification with civic, repre­
sentative power-haunts the fraternal imaginary of white manhood. 

I would urge, then, that we think about the way Patterson's eu­
logy memorializes a kind of white male melancholy that registers 
the multiple foreclosures of human exchange that structure white 
brotherhood in U.S. culture. This is a melancholy that simultaneously 
symptomatizes a longing for human interconnection and an identifi­
cation with the power that demands its renunciation. It is precisely 
this melancholy that returns me to Poe's distressed narrator in "Some 
Words with a Mummy." 

Allamistakeo 

In light of my analysis of Morton's Sanctum Sanctorum, we cannot 
overlook the site of the unwrapping of the mummy-not a labora­
tory or an office but Ponnonner's dining room; the mummy is laid out 
on the dining table late at night. The secretive hour and the select 
company place the event in science's domestic space, an exclusive 
domain-within-a-domain where professional men congregate by invi­
tation only to gain access to special knowledge (presumably acquir­
ing professional and cultural advantage thereby). Ratification of their 
precedence comes through the "Other," its historical authorization 
abstractly expressed through their ritual, professional "recognitions" 
of the mute "facts" of the mummified Egyptian's bodily difference 
(thicker skull, primitive stature, alien features). 

Given that this science depends on the silence of the mummy, 
it should not surprise us that when this mummy speaks, it speaks 
to refute, indeed to devastate, the anticipated pleasures of science's 
rational vantage. This story, which has a great deal of fun spinning out 
what science's "Other" might say if given an opportunity to respond, 
demonstrates above all Poe's attention to the converging popular and 
scientific appeals of Egyptology. Gliddon, a widely recognized public 
figure, was pivotal both in cultivating public, museum interest in the 
"wonders" of ancient Egypt and in promulgating its research value 
for racial science. As Thomas Gossett notes, Gliddon was "one-half 
serious student and one-half P. T. Barnum. "50 Born in England in 
1809, Gliddon spent his childhood in places like Malta and Alexandria, 
Egypt. After his schooling in England, he worked as his father's agent 
in Greece, Syria, and Cairo. In 1832 he was appointed U.S. Vice-Consul 
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in Cairo, whence he cultivated a large "expertise" in Egyptology. In 
the 1840s Gliddon traveled to the U.S. with a collection of Egyptian 
materials and began a lecture tour with exhibits. 

As Stanton notes, Gliddon's timing was perfect: "P. T. Barnum 
and Peale's Museum had popularized Egyptian relics, and during 
the thirties and forties the Egyptian influence became apparent in 
American architecture .... [W]ell-to-do Americans began to include 
Egypt as part of the Grand Tour." 51 Growing fascination with Egypt 
was intimately bound up with discourses of national, class, and racial 
progress.52 Drawing on Walter Benjamin, who has commented on the 
ways nineteenth-century industrial capitalism employed contrasting 
images of the "archaic" in order to consolidate the experiential "new­
ness" of commodities, Anne McClintock delineates how the growing 
cultural fixation 

with origins, with genesis narratives, with archaeology, skulls, 
skeletons and fossils-the imperial bric-a-brac of the archaic-was 
replete with the fetishistic compulsion to collect and exhibit that 
shaped the musee imaginaire of middle-class empiricism. The mu­
seum ... became the exemplary institution for embodying the 
Victorian narratives of progress. In the museum of the archaic, the 
anatomy of the middle-class took visible shape.53 

Ancient Egyptian artifacts offered a fascinated American public a way 
to conceptualize U.S. culture in the contrastive terms of progress, a 
way to experience the U.S. social body as historically, nationally, and 
racially exceptional. 

Gliddon may have been the first to lecture publicly in the United 
States on Egyptology.54 His role in spectacularizing remnants of the 
ancient civilization was complemented by his work at turning the at­
tention of scientists toward ancient Egypt's pivotal importance. As 
Gliddon showed, Egyptology was critical not only to achieving sci­
ence's definitive break with biblical interpretation by pushing human 
chronology back beyond theological consensus but also to emerging 
theories of separate racial origins. In 1843, when Gliddon gave his 
Lowell Institute Lectures in Boston, he provided timely publicity and 
indeed stood as the public focal point for a nexus of arguments coming 
out of the scientific community that were tending toward claiming 
separate racial origins. Morton's Crania Americana (1839) had ges-
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tured toward but not committed to a theory of polygenesis. In 1843 the 
rebarbative Josiah Nott published his essay "The Mulatto, a Hybrid," 
which was to touch off waves of scientific speculation and controversy 
through its arguments that mulattos, though more intelligent than 
their black progenitors, were more sickly and less fertile, tending 
ultimately toward infertility and thereby documenting the claim he 
would later make (in his Two Lectures, 1844) that blacks and whites 
were separate species.55 

Gliddon seemingly nerved Morton to make that claim explicitly as 
well. Providing the embalmed Egyptian heads Morton would use in 
arguments before the American Philosophical Society in the spring 
of 1843 to demonstrate that differences in internal crania capacity 
between ancient Caucasian and ancient Negroid skulls correlated sig­
nificantly with contemporary differences, Gliddon also urged Morton 
to dispute theological arguments about chronology.56 Taking up Glid­
don's challenge, Morton began, within the year, publicly arguing in 
anatomy lectures for the doctrine of polygenesis, an argument he 
obliquely forwarded in the 1844 publication of his Crania Aegyptiaca. 
However unwilling he might have been at that point to argue explic­
itly in print for polygenesis, his conclusions, on the basis of his cranial 
measurements as well as his examination of ancient paintings, that 
"the valley of the Nile, both in Egypt and in Nubia, was originally 
peopled by a branch of the Caucasian race," that "Negroes were nu­
merous in Egypt, but their social position in ancient times was the 
same that it now is, that of servants and slaves," and that" [t]he physi­
cal and organic characters which distinguish the several races of men, 
are as old as the oldest records of our species" provided ample fodder 
for Gliddon's more aggressive public proclamations.57 

Because of widespread attention to archaeological remains in 
Egypt, the achievements of that ancient civilization and suggestions 
that ancient Egyptians were "black" had become an important ob­
stacle to those who argued for the permanent inferiority of the black 
"race." As Young writes, evidence that ancient Egypt was the product 
of a "black" or even "mixed" culture had to be decisively refuted: "for 
the polygenesists, it had to have been a white civilization. "58 Recog­
nizing this earlier than most, Gliddon-a bit like Ponnonner in the 
story-gathered a likely circle of friends, offering them various kinds 
of encouragement in the form of a steady stream of "raw" materials, 
public support for their professional reputations, his constant (if some-



Poe, Fraternal Ritual, and Polygenesis 533 

what manic) friendship and correspondence, and his own sympathetic 
arguments and encouragement for their (similarly oriented) work. 

Eric Lott has commented on the "revealing continuity" between 
discourses of sciences (biology, geology, anthropology) and museum 
culture's fascination with racial difference and antiquities.59 But Rob­
ert Young argues that Gliddon participated with Nott and Morton in 
engineering that continuity: "The significance of their work was the 
way they brought the scientific and the cultural together in order to 
promulgate an indistinguishably scientific and cultural theory of race. 
Biology and Egyptology thus constituted together the basis of the new 
'scientific' racial theory. "60 

Poe's story both highlights that symbiotic connection and exposes 
the cultural logic of this "science," its social desire. The story, which 
begins with the removal of a mummy from the sensationalist public 
space of the museum to the objective, private space of a scientific 
gathering, not only stages the spectacle of a revivified mummy dis­
crediting modern science,61 but also foregrounds the character of sci­
ence's social investment through its depiction of men entirely unpre­
pared to countenance evidence that contradicts their presumptions 
about their privileged place in history, their privileged relation to 
knowledge and progress. The unwrapping is a fraternal ceremony of 
professional white manhood: a brotherly rehearsal of sameness and 
coherence in the ritualistic unveiling of otherness. 

But the symbolically hollowed mummy turns literal revenant, and 
his return severely interrupts the privileged invocation of white man­
hood. From the first moment that the mummy comes to life, it speaks 
as the haunt of professional manhood, chiding Gliddon and the char­
acter "Silk Buckingham" for their disrespectful treatment of his body 
and his feelings: 

I really did anticipate more gentlemanly conduct from you. What 
am I to think of your standing quietly by and seeing me thus un­
handsomely used? What am I to suppose by your permitting Tom, 
Dick and Harry to strip me of my coffins, and my clothes, in this 
wretchedly cold climate? In what light (to come to the point) am I to 
regard your aiding and abetting that miserable little villain, Doctor 
Ponnonner, in pulling me by the nose? (159, emphasis in original) 

As the mummy's first comments indicate, this science works only 
by keeping otherness on display, exempting the body and culture of 
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the scientist from uncontrolled comparison. Once the mummy can 
speak, he can challenge the terms of the comparison: the result in 
Poe's story is at once humorous for the reader and embarrassing­
even devastating-for the scientific narrator and his compatriots. 

Gliddon responds to the mummy's charges in the depersonalized 
language of modern science. According to the narrator: 

Mr. Gliddon's discourse turned chiefly upon the vast benefits ac­
cruing to science from the unrolling and disemboweling of mum­
mies; apologizing, upon this score, for any disturbance that might 
have been occasioned him, in particular, the individual Mummy 
called Allamistakeo; and concluding with a mere hint, (for it could 
scarcely be considered more) that, as these little matters were now 
explained, it might be as well to proceed with the investigation 
intended. (161, emphasis in original) 

The mummy refuses that devivifying hint, jumps down from the table, 
and, shaking hands with each member of the scientific party, installs 
himself as their speaking equal rather than their mute object. The 
men are thus forced to divert from their monologic investigation to a 
more dialogic interrogation. 

The mummy reveals in short order that these scientists have incor­
rect understandings of ancient Egyptian life spans (anywhere from 
five hundred to one thousand years), chronology (the mummy had 
been entombed over five thousand years, not the two to three thou­
sand the scientists had guessed), embalming practices, and religion. 
Far more significantly, Allamistakeo details the absolute unreliability 
of historical transmission, recounting how ancient Egyptian histori­
ans would have themselves embalmed alive and then resuscitated a 
couple centuries later so that they could rectify the always mistaken 
interpretations of their historical accounts. Indeed, the scientific mod­
erns standing before him seem to offer support for the Egyptian 
method, since their understanding of ancient Egypt, when compared 
to the mummy's account, is as "totally and radically wrong" as the 
ancient Egyptian historical lessons to which the mummy refers (165). 

Most devastatingly, Allamistakeo ridicules these men's attempt to 
date the Creation. Though Ponnonner presents this as a topic of "uni­
versal interest," the mummy ridicules it as a provincial, laughable 
speculation: 
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During my time I never knew any one to entertain so singular a 
fancy as that the universe (or this world, if you will have it so) ever 
had a beginning at all. I remember, once, and once only, hearing 
something remotely hinted, by a man of many speculations, con­
cerning the origin of the human race; and by this individual the very 
word Adam (or Red Earth) which you make use of, was employed. 
He employed it, however, in a generical sense, with reference to 
the spontaneous germination from rank soil ... of five vast hordes 
of men, simultaneously upspringing in five distinct and nearly equal 
divisions of the globe. (166, emphasis in original) 

Allamistakeo's glancing (and indeed, trivializing) reference to the 
theories of "a man of many speculations" triggers an association that 
gives life back to the scientists. Seemingly nerved by the mummy's 
allusion to Egyptology's pet theory, the separate origins of the "five 
races," and responding to the gestures of "one or two" of the men who 
"touched our foreheads with a very significant air," Buckingham goes 
on the offensive. Imputing the amazing knowledge demonstrated by 
the mummy simply to "the long duration of human life in your time," 
Buckingham trots out a favorite craniological "fact" as his coup de 
grace: "I presume therefore that we are to attribute the marked inferi­
ority of the old Egyptians in all particulars of science, when compared 
with the moderns, and more especially, with the Yankees, altogether 
to the superior solidity of the Egyptian skull" (166). 

The associative link that Buckingham makes, from the mention of 
five races to the craniological studies that "document" their separate 
origins, leads him to the suggestion that ancient Egyptian skulls evi­
dence a "primitive" thickness. This chain of association highlights 
the contradictory demands Egyptology placed on the mute(d) body of 
the mummy. This science simultaneously seeks a "white" Egyptian 
body to serve as a classical exemplar of white/"Yankee" civilization 
and a primitive Egyptian body to serve as an anthropological Other to 
modern science. For his part, Allamistakeo refuses to be baited by an 
essentialist argument correlating bodily differences with intellectual 
and cultural ones; instead, professing not to understand Buckingham, 
he requests more information about the "particulars of science." On 
that (relative, argumentative) ground, the Yankee moderns cannot 
prevail, though they bring out all the ammunition, from phrenology, 
astronomy, and architecture to modern transportation, Transcenden-
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talism, and democracy. (Regarding the last, Allamistakeo recalls ex­
periments in democracy during his age: "For a while they succeeded 
remarkably well; only their habit of bragging was prodigious.") 62 Alla­
mistakeo's refusal to engage as either classical exemplar or anthropo­
logical Other reveals the limited conceptual basis of both impulses, 
their hierarchical and teleological orientation. The mummy takes a 
direct swipe at the latter: "As for Progress," Allamistakeo opines, "it 
was at one time quite a nuisance, but it never progressed" (169). 

The extent to which these scientists were counting on the mummy's 
(mute) corporeality to validate their manly-scientific incorporation 
under such signs as modernity, whiteness, and above all progressive 
rationality is underscored in the narrator's emotional unraveling after 
leaving the gathering. We can best comprehend the narrator's evi­
dently troubled response by reading it as the story's index to the 
emotional short-circuiting of self-making scientific white manhood. 
As Poe's story reveals, this identity depends on the excavated Other, 
here not just the excavated body of the mummy but also the evacuated 
domestic space. 

The tale of the mummy's interview is framed by the narrator's at­
tempt to demarcate his relation to the domestic. He introduces the 
story by recounting his evening at home before being summoned by 
Ponnonner. He narrates his desire to eat a "light" supper and retire 
in order to recover from a demanding evening the night before. In 
what looks suspiciously like a series of jabs at Ben Franklin, Poe's nar­
rator inadvertently reveals himself in advertising his self-discipline. 
Though he is "exceedingly fond of Welsh rabbit," he sagely opines 
that "[m]ore than a pound at once ... may not at all times be ad­
visable" (154). This ideal of moderation is quickly followed by the 
narrator's defensive rationalizing of his own lack of self-discipline: 

Still, there can be no material objection to two. And between two 
and three, there is merely a single unit of difference. I ventured, 
perhaps, upon four. My wife will have it five- but, clearly, she has 
confounded two very distinct affairs. The abstract number five, I 
am willing to admit; but, concretely, it has reference to bottles of 
Brown Stout, without which, by way of condiment, Welsh rabbit is 
to be eschewed (154). 

Attributing any "miscalculation" about the meal to his wife, the narra­
tor concludes his account of "a frugal meal" and retires to bed "with 
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the aid of a capital conscience." Despite his "wretched head-ache" 
and firm conviction that the "wiser thing" is to sleep through "till 
noon the next day," the narrator is more than happy to answer Pon­
nonner's summons: "I leaped out of bed in an ecstacy, overthrowing 
all in my way; dressed myself with a rapidity truly marvellous [sic]; 
and set off, at the top of my speed, for the Doctor's" (154-55). 

The narrator's eager retreat from the compromised domestic space 
associated with his wife-whom he labels a "shrew" at the close of 
the story- to the all-male enclave of his scientific friends models 
(spatially and affectively) the trajectory of the narrator's plan at the 
end of the story at the same time that it reveals the inadequacy of 
the "separate spheres" for consolidating a secure sense of identity 
for white middle-class men. The story's opening associatively con­
nects the narrator's self-loathing over his lack of self-discipline to his 
domestic space, emblematized by the allegedly argumentative, mis­
calculating wife. The particular appeal of Ponnonner's invitation to 
examine the mummy is that it allows the narrator to escape the space 
where his Other can "talk back" for one where it can't. This safer 
space is one of antiseptically ritualized sameness, where the scien­
tific rehearsal of the "corporeality and disincorporation" of the Other 
promises to restabilize the narrator's interrupted sense of self.63 

Unfortunately, the plan doesn't work, and when it doesn't-when 
science's carefully engineered space is interrupted by the revenant 
Other-the narrator pathetically retools his original strategy. Now, 
the abjected and rejected domestic space expands to include not just 
the shrewish wife and his family but his entire milieu: "The truth is, I 
am heartily sick of this life and of the nineteenth century in general. 
I am convinced that everything is going wrong" (170). Projecting his 
own sense of self-division onto his wife has not proved an adequate 
defense against the onslaught of the mummy; what disappoints him 
about his own self-control, about the limitations of what he stands 
for, he now projects outward onto the world around him. He will 
transcend the haunting that has spoiled "everything" by using the 
mummy's technique, escaping to an idealized fraternal space, with 
the "President in 2045" (170). 

Thus Poe's story diagrams the affective rupture of white manhood 
as a haunting of democratic fraternal identity. In the story the mummy 
literalizes this rupture, this haunting. But the narrator himself enacts 
the pattern of emotional response that is key to understanding the 
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tale's more serious cultural diagnosis. His desire for redemptive con­
firmation in the fraternal sighting of a future president is revealed as a 
literal dead-end; the narrator's final resort is to occupy the excavated, 
deadened space of his Other. "Some Words with a Mummy" unwraps 
that Other to reveal at its ghostly center the melancholic, emotional 
hollowness of self-making scientific white manhood. 
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