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Preface

DURING the middle years of the nineteenth century, ‘race’, like ‘civilization’, became one of the great catchwords of those Victorians who concerned themselves with events outside Britain. Superiority of the white race justified increasing intervention in Africa, continuing British rule in India, the savage repression of the Jamaica revolt of 1865, and acid comments on the racial experiments of the United States during Reconstruction. The innate inferiority of coloured — and especially Negro — races made such intervention and such comments not only practicable but excusable, in the interests of religion, progress and truth. But, as the President of the London Anthropological Society, James Hunt, complained in 1863, ‘hardly two persons use such an important word as “race” in the same sense’.1

1 Introductory Address on the Study of Anthropology Delivered Before the Anthropological Society of London, February 24th, 1863, by James Hunt (London, 1863), p. 13.
The word ‘race’ was first used in English literature as denoting a class of people, even a family. In eighteenth-century usage it was possible to speak of a race of animals or birds. By the nineteenth century this imprecision was fully recognized, and it was suggested that the term was purely subjective, and illuminated the ‘opinion of the investigator rather than … the object of his investigation’.2

2 Encyclopaedia Britannica, 8th Ed., IX (1855), p. 341.
Such confusion was to be deplored, not merely from a scientific point of view, but because, according to Hunt, the fate of nations depended on a true appreciation of anthropology. Were not ‘the causes which have overthrown the greatest of nations’, he asked, ‘to be resolved by the laws regulating the intermixture of the races of man’? Did not ‘the success of our colonisation depend on the deductions of our science’? And was not ‘the composition of harmonious nations entirely a question of race’?3

3 Anniversary Address Delivered Before the Anthropological Society of London, January 5th, 1864, by James Hunt (London, 1864), p. 16.
The question of race cropped up endlessly in Victorian speeches and writings, and all too often prejudice perverted reason, while racist and philanthropist alike described what they hoped rather than knew to be true. Many useful studies have been produced on racial attitudes in different parts of the Empire, at different times, during the nineteenth century.4 Little has so far been done to draw this research together: to provide a comparative survey of the most characteristic Victorian opinions about coloured races.

4 See, for instance, P. D. Curtin, The Image of Africa (London, 1965); H. A. Cairns, Prelude to Imperialism (London, 1965).
In attempting such a work, I have taken 1850 as my approximate point of departure. The decade which followed was one of tension: improvements in medicine facilitated Britain's growing — if reluctant — involvement in the Gold Coast, Zanzibar and Central Africa; the turbulence between blacks, Boers and British in South Africa could not safely be ignored; in the United States racial animosity aggravated political and economic grievances and threatened to divide the Union; while in 1857 news of the Indian Mutiny shattered the Anglo-Indian community, the Victorian reading public, and the whole world. During the 1850s dwindling membership, shrinking funds and public indifference bore witness to the decline of the British antislavery movement.

Britain's industrial, financial and maritime pre-eminence at this time, associated with the triumph of free trade, rendered colonies temporarily unfashionable (as opposed to the ‘interests’ which were cultivated in, for instance, North Africa). Fear, the product of unhappy experiences in India, the Cape Colony and New Zealand, undermined the Romantic view of the Noble Savage and the complacent concept of the peaceful child of Nature. A leader writer in the Daily Telegraph in 1866 captured this new mood exactly with his confession that ‘Of all human tasks, the most hopelessly difficult is that of governing wisely, humanely, and justly a community in which unequal and antagonistic races are largely intermingled’.5 But ironically, during a period of apparent recoil from overseas commitment, the aggressive assertion of white superiority which is such a pronounced feature of the 1850s and 1860s prepared the way for the next great phase of British expansion towards the end of the century.

5 512 September 1866.
This study is concerned primarily with opinion, not with establishing new historical facts or illuminating government diplomacy, and is based upon materials obtainable in Britain. The main areas here under review are Jamaica, Africa, India and the United States. To reduce the volume of material a little, in the chapter on Jamaica attention has been focused on the revolt of 1865, which crystallized Victorian thinking about the West Indian Negro. Inevitably many of those whose observations I have used had no first-hand experience of the races they described. Some were the armchair philanthropists who, as the eminent Victorian explorer Sir Richard Burton cynically put it, so loved Africa that they ‘avoid it as a pestilence’. In Burton's opinion, ‘ignorance, not knowledge, sentimentality not sense, sway the public mind’ on racial questions.6 But the testimony of the ignorant may be the most typical, may tell us a great deal about Victorian, if not primitive, society. British attitudes and responses to colonial and American developments, in fact, have a logic of their own, and, however inaccurate and biased it may have been, public opinion frequently influenced public policy or resulted in some sort of practical activity in the areas concerned.

6 A Mission to Galele, King of Dahome. With Notices of the So Called ‘Amazons’, the Grand Customs, the Yearly Customs, the Human Sacrifices, the Present State of the Slave Trade, and the Negro's Place in Nature (London, 1864, 2 vols.), II, pp. 184–5, 183.
The French political commentator Louis Blanc, in his Letters on England published in 1866 and 1867, noted that ‘in this country opinion rules’. Writing at the same time, the Rev. J. Macnaught likewise commented on the importance of public opinion, which ‘is, we are assured, the great force of the present day’.7 The anti-slavery crusade in the early part of the century had served to demonstrate the power of middle-class opinion mobilized by skilful and persistent propaganda.8

7 Translated by J. Hutton and L. J. Trotter (2nd Series, London, 1867, 2 vols.), II, p. 55; and The Future: or Ten Years Hence (London, 1867), pp. 8 and passim.
8 See F. Thistlethwaite, The Anglo-American Connection in the Early Nineteenth Century (Philadelphia, 1959).
The problems involved in measuring popular attitudes are, however, considerable (without the assistance of the statistics, polls and interviewers used by historian and sociologist equally in the present century). Such attitudes represent the reactions of particular individuals to their social environment — in other words, always have some objective reference. The ultimate proof of the existence of any attitude lies in the behaviour to which it gives rise, whether in the form of overt actions or opinion (that is, verbal or written behaviour). Opinion has the advantage over overt response in that the latter may, by its specific nature, misrepresent the attitude if it is at all complex.9

9 I. D. MacCrone, Race Attitudes in South Africa. Historical, Experimental and Psychological Studies (Johannesburg, 1965), pp. 142–6.
Then, too, there is the problem of detecting misrepresentation and insincerity, and of distinguishing a point of view independently arrived at from the ‘official mind’ on racial issues. Those appealing for public funds, for instance, have a powerful motive for slanting their evidence. Thus an eminent anthropologist dismissed as scientifically valueless the reports of missionaries who indulged in ‘self-glorifying accounts of their own labours’. ‘Some fear shocking public opinion’, he remarked, ‘while others indulge in exaggerations for the sake of the excitement which their narrative produces in the reading public’.10

10 James Hunt, Introductory Address, op. cit., p. 12.
The materials available for a study of public opinion in the nineteenth century are not, of course, equally representative of all sections of British society. E. D. Adams has suggested that as late as the 1860s, ‘nearly all vehicles of British expression, were … “in the hands of the educated classes, and these educated classes corresponded with the privileged classes”. The more democratic element of British society lacked any adequate press representation of its opinions’ and was forced to express itself publicly through meetings and demonstrations.11

11 Great Britain and the American Civil War (London, 1925, 2 vols.), I, pp. 40–1.
By the end of Victoria's reign, as a result of changes in the franchise, the improvement of primary education, and the ending of the stamp tax and duties on paper, which encouraged the growth of a cheap Press, the ‘vehicles of expression’ were at last becoming available to articulate men in all walks of life. But the journals, newspapers, books and documents which have proved most vocal on the issue of race are not working-class, even though the anti-slavery and freedmen's aid movements organized workers' auxiliaries, and missionary societies published papers for ‘our friends in the humbler ranks of life’.12 Opinion as interpreted here is predominantly middle-class, referring in the main not to what the masses actually thought and believed, but to the writings of the literate minority about what they thought and believed their contemporaries to feel.

12 The Church Missionary Intelligencer, a Monthly Journal of Missionary Information (London, 1850), I, 1, p. 2. (In future C.M.I.).



Notes on Press Source

Among newspaperas nd periodicalsf requentlyu sedi n this book, the following tended to Liberalism in politics and a sympathetic approach to race questions: the Daily News, Spectator, Economist and Bee-Hive (all London); the Freeman’s Journal (Dublin), Northern Whig and Banner of Ulster (both Belfast), Manchester Examiner and Times and the North British Daily Mail (Glasgow). The Daily Telegraph and Scotsman (London and Edinburgh respectively), though Liberal in politics, were rather conservative on matters of race. Conservative alike on these questions and in politics were the Saturday Review, the Morning Post, The Times (all London); the Edinburgh Evening Courant, Manchester Courier, Dublin EveningM ail andt he Irish Times. Journals which contained a wide variety of signed articles - the Contemporary Review, Fortnightly Review, and Nineteenth Century, for instance - defy classification as far as their approach to racial issues is concerned.

The most important London journals in terms of circulation and influence were the Daily Telegraph (circulation 175 to 190,000 in 1870, claimed to be the largest in the world); the Saturday Review (its circulation rose from 10 to 20,000, 1860-70); The Times (circulation around 63,000 by the mid 1860s); the Daily News (from the 1870s a circulation of about 90,000). Of the newspapersp ublished outside London, the Irish Times was Ireland's foremost journal; The Scotsman was supreme north of the border (circulation around 40,000 in 1871), but was strongly challenged by the Edinburgh Evening Courant; in the North the Manchester Examiner and Times was the most influential Radical paper, and the Manchester Courier the most noted Tory journal, a Northern counterpart of The Economist in its coverage.
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I The Scientific View
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Race is everything: literature, science, art — in a word, civilization depends on it.

ROBERT KNOX.1

1 Races of Man: a Fragment (London, 1862 ed.), p. v.


BEATRICE WEBB once commented that ‘the belief in science and the scientific method [was] … certainly the most salient, as it was the most original, element of the mid-Victorian Time-Spirit’.2 This scientific spirit was duly applied to the study of man. In 1843 the English Ethnological Society was founded, growing out of the activities of the Aborigines Protection Society, which had been established in 1837 by Dr Thomas Hodgkin. By 1847 ethnology had been recognized as an independent discipline by the British Association for the Advancement of Science, and in a little over a decade the Anthropological Society of London was formed. Philological studies were begun in 1842. All three societies issued specialist publications. Many of those who contributed were conscious of the wide significance as well as the difficulty of their investigations. (Part of the reason for the London Anthropological Society's breakaway from the Ethnological Society in 1863 was a desire to popularize its discoveries, even if this meant involvement in public controversy, though the two associations ultimately reunited as the Anthropological Institute of Great Britain and Ireland, in 1871.)

2 My Apprenticeship (London, 1946 ed.), p. 123.
The first difficulty arose from ‘the public indifference to man not fully “up to date”’.3 Travellers' books, the journals of the missionary societies and of the Royal Geographical Society (founded in 1831) enjoyed a wide readership, but the information they provided was often either unscholarly or irrelevant from the point of view of the anthropologist. But when the drama, the personalities and the discoveries were removed, the public was indifferent. The modern traveller, observed explorer and collector Augustus Pitt-Rivers, though he once wrote with care, now ‘writes for a circulating library, and for the unthinking portion of mankind, who will not be bothered with details’.4

3 Anthropological Essays Presented to Edward Burnett Tylor in Honour of his 75th Birthday, October 2nd, 1907 (London, 1907), p. 1.
4 A. Lane-Fox Pitt-Rivers, The Evolution of Culture and Other Essays (Oxford, 1906), p. 188.
Even when intentions were honourable, the obstacles were great. As Sir John Lubbock testified, ‘Travellers naturally find it far easier to describe the houses, boats, food, dress, weapons, and implements of savages, than to understand their thoughts and feelings. The whole mental condition of a savage is so different from ours, that it is often very difficult to understand the motives by which he is influenced.’ Any judgement on matters of race would depend ‘at least as much on the character of the writer as on that of the people’ under discussion.5

5 The Origin of Civilization and the Primitive Condition of Man. Mental and Social Conditions of Savages (London, 1870), pp. 3, 259–60.
Travel in remote parts of Africa and India remained hazardous to the end of the century, and language difficulties were con-stantly emphasized. Speaking at a British Association meeting in the early 1890s, Professor Max Müller stressed how essential it was for the individual writing of savages to have lived long among them and mastered their vernaculars, otherwise he would misinterpret what he saw; but this for long remained simply an ideal.6 A typical criticism of anthropology, quoted by Alfred Haddon in his history of its progress during these years, was that7

6 Journal of the Anthropological Institute of Great Britain and Ireland (in future J.A.I.), XXI (1892), p. 187.
7 History of Anthropology (London, 1910), pp. 128–9.
It was not until the 1880s that the scientist and explorer, Sir Francis Galton, pioneered anthropometric laboratories in Britain, and modern field work also developed slowly: 1898 saw the first trained experimental psychologists investigating, with laboratory equipment, people in a primitive stage of culture under their ordinary conditions of life, as part of the Cambridge Anthropological Expedition to the Torres Straits.8 Comparative anthropology was established as the result of work by Lubbock and the self-taught Edward Tylor, and by the 1890s teaching was under way at Oxford, Cambridge and London. Even so, as Professor W. H. Flower complained, in contrast with almost every other country in Europe, Britain had no national anthropological museum (though the collections of Pitt-Rivers at Oxford and Farnham, Dorset, of the British Museum, and the College of Surgeons were extremely valuable).9

8 Ibid., pp. 85–6.
9 Address to the Department of Anthropology of the British Association, delivered at the York Meeting, September 1st, 1881, J.A.I., II (1881–2), pp. 185–93.

Anything you please … you may find among your useful savages. … You have but to skim a few books of travel, pencil in hand, and pick out what suits your case…. Your testimony is often derived from observers ignorant of the language of the people whom they talk about, or who are themselves prejudiced by one or other theory or bias. How can you pretend to raise a science on such foundations, especially as the savage informants wish to please or mystify inquirers, or they answer at random or deliberately conceal their most sacred institutions, or have never paid any attention to their subject?



The Anthropological Institute operated on an inadequate financial basis and library facilities were limited. Urging the need for a State-aided Museum of Anthropology in 1907, C. H. Read, Keeper of the Department of Ethnography at the British Museum, was not hopeful that funds would be forthcoming, since ‘In England, almost all great enterprises, from the possession of the Indian Empire downwards, have had their origin in the adventurous spirit of private individuals’, and only very slowly forced the attention of the British Government.10 Read also favoured the publication of scientific studies, such as those issued by the Smithsonian Institution in America. The Anthropological Society, in conjunction with the British Association, had in 1874 and 1892 put out a pamphlet called Notes and Queries on Anthropology, for the Use of Travellers and Residents in Uncivilized Lands; both regularly published their proceedings, which helped to disperse public ignorance a little, but scarcity of funds ruled out more ambitious projects.11

10 Anthropological Essays, op. cit., p. 278; also pp. 277, 279, 282–3.
11 Testimony of James Reddie, Edinburgh University, Anthropological Review (in future A.R.), II (1864), p. 290.
Edward Tylor admitted in 1889 that ‘Strict method has, … as yet, only been introduced over part of the anthropological field’, and in fact throughout the Victorian period anthropology was compounded of the ‘leavings of the historian, of the adventurer, of the missionary’, and constituted the ‘favourite playground of dilettanti of various degrees of seriousness’.12

12 J.A.I., XVIII (1889), p. 245; and A. C. Haddon, op. cit., p. 2.
But in spite of difficulties the sense of solemn purpose remained. ‘Need we say’, asked an article in the Anthropological Review in 1863, ‘that the [Imperial] responsibility of British statesmen and of the British nation is most solemn? In two or three centuries a larger population than exists in the whole of Europe will curse or bless us according as we have given a bias of good or evil to their infant institutions.’13 It was essential to understand the practical importance of race distinctions, argued James Hunt, as long as Britain possessed an Empire, because of

13 I (1863), p. 316.

the impossibility [as yet unrealized] of applying the civilization and laws of one race to another race of man essentially distinct. Statesmen may ignore the existence of race-antagonism; but it exists nevertheless. They may continue to plead that race-subordination forms no part of nature's laws; but this will not alter the facts.14

14 Third Annual Address of James Hunt, Journal of the Anthropological Society of London (in future J.A.S.), IV (1866), p. lxxviii.


Though not sharing Hunt's racist views, Professor Flower was equally concerned about the criminal neglect of anthropology on the part of a nation whose subjects represented ‘almost every known modification of the human species whose varied and often conflicting interests have to be regulated and provided for’. Addressing a British Association meeting at York, he especially deplored
It was vital, in Flower's opinion, that statesmen should not look upon human nature in the abstract and endeavour to apply universal rules, but rather consider ‘the special moral, intellectual, and social capabilities, wants and aspirations of each particular race’ with which they had to deal.16

16 J.A.I., XIII (1884), p. 493.

the great inconsistency [resulting from this neglect] between a favourite English theory and a too common English practice — the former being that all men are morally and intellectually alike, the latter being that all are equally inferior to himself in all respects: both propositions egregiously fallacious. The study of race is at a low ebb indeed when we hear the same contemptuous epithet of ‘nigger’ applied indiscriminately by the Englishman abroad to the blacks of the West Coast of Africa, the Kaffirs of Natal, the Lascars of Bombay, the Hindoos of Calcutta, the aborigines of Australia, and even the Maoris of New Zealand!15

15 op. cit., p. 185.


The influential leader of the eugenics movement in Britain, Sir Francis Galton, held essentially the same views, commenting in 1885 that ‘the English do not excel in winning the hearts of other nations. They have to broaden their sympathies by the study of mankind as they are, and without prejudice.’ This was what anthropologists aimed to do, thus discovering unsuspected links between past and present, barbarous and civilized peoples. The latter, in consequence, came to be regarded as ‘kinsmen rather than aliens’, and herein lay the political value of anthropology.17

17 Ibid., XV (1885), pp. 337–8.
One of the reasons for the misconceptions entertained about race was the unfamiliarity, among the mass of the British people, with ‘representatives of the many people whom we governed’. ‘They seldom appeared in … [anthropological] meetings … they did not come to England. We did not see them in the streets. It was very different in ancient Rome, where the presence of foreigners from all parts of the then known world was a characteristic feature of every crowd.’18 This remained substantially true throughout the century, in spite of the visits of ex-slaves, foreign seamen, students, and distinguished petitioners from all parts of the Empire.

18 J.A.I., II (1881–2), p. 353.
Falsehood feeds upon the credulity of the ignorant. Though some narrators who were familiar with distant races confined their more lurid revelations to discreet Latin appendices, the majority, when depicting ‘a monster class of which nothing yet is known’, felt free to indulge in sensational reporting—especially of Africa, ‘distinguished from every country under heaven by its misery and degradation … [and lying] as of old, in the outer darkness’.19 Inadequate knowledge, as we have seen, also hampered the learned societies; writing in 1910, Alfred Haddon confessed that for his history of anthropology he had been compelled to rely too much on ‘the arm-chair workers, and too little … [on] the labourers in the field’.20 It is therefore no surprise to find British anthropologists initially using most debatable material and involved in some unedifying controversies.

19 Charles Dilke, Greater Britain (London, 1868, 2 vols.), I, p. 20; and C.M.I., V, 1 (1869), p. 53.
20 op. cit., p. 2.
The first President of the London Anthropological Society, because of his views on ‘the Negro's place in nature’, was attacked as a racist, a charge which had earlier been levelled, with complete justice, against the American school of anthro-pology.21 Hunt, however, was well able to defend himself, ridiculing his critics as individuals afflicted by ‘rights-of-man mania’, who made ‘the gigantic assumption of absolute human equality’, an assumption which indicated ‘defective reasoning power’ and should be exposed through the presentation of scientific evidence as a ‘sham and a delusion’.22 Sir Richard Burton, who put in regular appearances at anthropological meetings, supported Hunt, and testified that his own works on Africa had been attacked as prejudiced by ignorant and emotional philanthropists. Fortunately, an improved acquaintance with coloured races would still the voice of the abolitionists, for years ‘a power steadily influencing national policy’, and diminish the prestige of the Negro.23

21 Introductory Address, op. cit., p. 3.
22 Farewell Address, Delivered at the Fourth Anniversary of the Anthropological Society of London, January 1st, 1867, by James Hunt (London, 1867), pp. 15–17.
23 Op. cit., I, p. viii; II, pp. 177, 180, 182–3.
Although Hunt was careful to disassociate himself from American racists, it is interesting to note that on his premature death in 1869 an obituary in an American newspaper — headed ‘Death of the Best Man in England’ — described him as achieving, through the brave assertion of his controversial views, more ‘for humanity, for the welfare of mankind, and for the glory of God, than all the philosophers, humanitarians, philanthropists, statesmen, and, we may say, bishops and clergy of England together’.24

24 Quoted in A. C. Haddon, op. cit., pp. 67–8.
During their early years the anthropological societies encountered particularly heavy fire from the missionary Press. Controversy was sparked over the publications of William Winwood Reade, another Victorian traveller who contributed to the scientific literature of race. Having travelled widely in South-West Africa, explored the Niger and gold-mines of Bouri under the auspices of the Royal Geographical Society, and covered the Ashanti War for The Times from 1873, Reade was no armchair philosopher, but — like Hunt — a man of decided opinions who was not afraid of offending the conventional.25 In his view, Christianity was doomed in Africa, since polygamy, slavery and similar practices were indispensable to the African mind. The Negro in general had no religion, and certainly no equivalents in his vocabulary of such civilized, Christian con-cepts as mercy, pity, fatherly love or conjugal affection.26 Thus it was possible to assert ‘the absolute futility of Christian missions’ among savages. Even the culture of the much-vaunted converts of Sierra Leone remained basically unchanged, basically corrupt.27

25 See Charles Reade's biography, Put Yourself in His Place (London, 1922); Winwood Reade wrote The Outcast, a story of a man whose religious faith was shattered by the discoveries of science, and The Martyrdom of Man, a work inspired by Darwinian theory.
26 A.R., II (1864), p. 343.
27 J.A.S., III (1865), pp. clxiv–clxvii.
This evidence was supported at a meeting in London by a ten-year resident in the colony, Mr J. M. Harris, by one R. B. Walker, who had lived for fourteen years in the Gaboon, and by Burton. Both Burton and Reade maintained that the Moslem faith won far more converts in Africa by accepting and restraining rather than trying to eradicate Negro vices. Dr R. S. Charnock added that Christian missionaries were further hampered by doctrinal divisions among themselves.28 Sectarianism flourished, reminiscent in its narrow pride of that of Parson Thwackum in Tom Jones, who declared: ‘when I mention religion I mean the Christian religion; and not only the Christian religion, but the Protestant religion; and not only the Protestant religion, but the Church of England’.29

28 Ibid., pp. clxviii, clxix–clxxv, ccv–ccx and ccxx.
29 Philadelphia and Toronto, 1948 Ed., p. 41.
While conscious of their own shortcomings, anthropologists were even more acute in detecting the intellectual weaknesses of others. Thus the Anthropological Review dismissed the findings of David Livingstone as unscientific and inaccurate, though no doubt appealing to ‘Nigger Worshippers, missionary exporters, and other Exeter Hallitarians’. ‘A Burton may be allowed to reason’, the article continued, ‘but a Livingstone must only describe’, and even then was likely to be in error. Elsewhere there are references to the explorer's ‘poor naked mind bedaubed with the chalk and red ochre of Scotch theology, and with a threadbare, tattered waistcloth of education hanging around him’.30 For their part, the missionaries charged such opponents with atheism, although, as T. H. Huxley pointed out, anthropology ‘has nothing to do with the truth or falsehood of religion’.31

30 IV (1866), pp. 144–6.
31 Quoted in A. C. Haddon, op. cit., p. 112.
Nevertheless, according to the Church Missionary Intelligencer, the heathen of Abbeokuta were more attuned to the teachings of Christ than men like Burton and Reade. The missions they singled out for criticism were of recent origin and had scarcely had the chance to prove themselves; and it was impossible to claim any spiritual success for the Moslem faith, since it condoned practices so ‘intensely revolting’ and unacceptable to civilization. The sceptical failed to realize that the true purpose of European missions was ‘to prepare the leaven, and introduce it into the mass’; not to convert the masses by their own unaided efforts, but to raise up those ‘by which the more extended work shall be done’.32 Some representation of such views can be found, however, in the anthropological journals, where the missionaries were also defended on the grounds that Christianity was an evangelical religion whose adherents were bound to spread the gospel throughout the world, and that only the churches of Britain had concerned themselves with the moral and educational needs of savage races.33 To this entire acri-monious debate we shall have occasion to return in later chapters.

32 July, 1865, I, 7, pp. 193, 195; and October, 1865, I, 10, New Series, p. 290.
33 J.A.S., III (1865), pp. clxxiv, ccxiii, ccxxiii ccxxiii, ccxxiv, ccxxxv, ccxxxvi, ccxxxvii.
If all could agree that anthropology was the science of man, the proper methods of anthropologists, however, aroused considerable disagreement. Both cultural characteristics, such as language, and physical features were used to classify the different divisions of man. Ultimately the two became confused, so that something called ‘race’ came to be seen as the prime determinant of all the important traits of body and soul, character and personality, of human beings and nations. In other words, race became far more than a biological concept: race and culture were dangerously linked.

Before the end of the eighteenth century, when the first serious challenge to the slave traffic made the question of the status and relation of the varieties of man a subject for fierce controversy, racial theory was relatively simple. There was little speculation about the biological causes of racial differences. All interest centred round the problem of origins.

This focus gave rise to two distinct theories — those of poly-genesis and monogenesis. The latter, based upon an acceptance of the literal truth of Christian revelation, was hampered by the need to derive all the races of man from a single stock within a very short period of time. (Orthodox Christians still believed that the world was only about 6,000 years old.) The mono-genesists also believed in eugenesis — that is, the theory that all men were and always had been fertile with each other.

The first blow to the teachings of the Church came with the discovery of the New World, since in De Civitate Dei Augustine had discounted the possible existence of antipodal man as ‘excessively absurd’.34 Polygenesists gained strength steadily from the sixteenth century, especially in America and France, but also to some extent in England.

34 A. C. Haddon, op. cit., pp. 51–2.
The fertility of hybrids — which we would undoubtedly accept today — was denied by the polygenesists. Where sexual relations took place between races widely different from each other, it was argued, either the relationship proved barren or the offspring proved so in due time. Furthermore, such mixing, where successful, led to the deterioration of the superior race and produced a vicious type of half-breed, useless alike to himself and the world. In the opinion of the idiosyncratic French racist De Gobineau, hybrids were either ‘beautiful without strength, strong without intelligence, or, if intelligent, both weak and ugly’.35

35 The Inequality of Human Races (London, 1915 Ed.), p. 209.
Language appeared to support the theory of man's descent from a plurality of races. Although the early monogenesists argued that all languages could be traced to three sources, Indo- European (or Aryan), Semitic and Malay, which in turn derived from a single parent language long vanished, the wide differences existing between the three branch languages soon made it apparent that this was a test which could be put to more effective use by their opponents.36

36 A. C. Haddon, op. cit., p. 53.
The impact of evolutionary theory on these early beliefs was, during the nineteenth century, supremely important. Although the most influential work here was produced by Charles Darwin in his Origin of the Species, published in 1859, and the Descent of Man, which appeared twelve years later, the doctrine of evolution had already been applied in astronomy and geology by men like Laplace, Hutton, Lyell, Agassiz and Buffon. The first application to biology came in 1809 with Jean Lamarck's Philosophie Zoologique, which presented a picture of the species of the animal world as forming a connected series, a graduated chain from monad to man. In Britain early anticipations of Darwinian theory can be found in the writings of Robert Chambers and Herbert Spencer.37

37 L. J. Henkin, Darwinianism in the English Novel, 1860–1910 (New York, 1940), pp. 24, 27, 29.
Darwin only hinted in the Origin of the Species that, by its publication, ‘light will be thrown on the origin of man and his history’, confessing in the introduction to the Descent of Man that he had no wish to ‘add to the prejudices against his views’.38 By the time the latter work was published, however, and influenced by less cautious individuals, including T. H. Huxley, Sir John Lubbock, Ernst Haeckel, Spencer and Lyell, Darwin had accepted the application of his findings to man.

38 The Descent of Man, and Section in Relation to Sex (London, 1871, 2 vols.), I, p. 1.
The doctrine of natural selection, based upon the Malthusian theory of population, and assuming among men a constant multiplication and struggle for existence, in which only the best individuals out of each generation survived and passed on their desirable qualities, was taken further, in 1882, by Professor August Weissman. In his opinion, natural selection constituted the sole cause of organic evolution: the only kind of variations that could be transmitted were those defined as congenital. Lamarckian factors were thus excluded.39 In his later writings Darwin emphasized the importance of sexual selection in human evolution.

39 L. J. Henkin, op. cit., pp. 47, 59–60.
Although he maintained that an attack upon religion was no part of his purpose, Darwin's work crucially undermined the position of the monogenesists. The theory of natural selection, as popularized by Spencer, appeared to emphasize the differences existing between human varieties, and the defenders of polygenesis temporarily gained ground in Britain.

The old debate over language differences was reopened. Although today we should incline to the view of A. H. Sayce, Professor of Comparative Philology at Oxford, that ‘language is no test of race, only of social contact’, many scholars continued to apply this test.40 Languages were divided into three basic types, isolating, agglutinative and inflectional, the last-named being the type familiar among Europeans and supposedly representing the summit of linguistic achievement. As Sayce put it: ‘The spirit of vanity has invaded the science of language itself. We have come to think that not only is the race to which we belong superior to all others, but that the languages we speak are equally superior.’41 Sayce himself maintained that the isolating languages were in fact superior to others in ‘terseness and vividness’, though he also suggested that the dialects of modern savages, which came into this category, were strictly limited — ‘have few words, because they have few ideas to express, and such ideas as are expressed are wonderfully simple’.42

40 See Saturday Review, 3 February 1877, p. 134.
41 Introduction to the Science of Language (London, 1880, 2 vols.), I, p. 75; II, pp. 66, 318, 324.
42 Ibid., I, pp. 375–6, 56; II, pp. 101, 270.
However, there were those, notably Latham and Müller, who still supported classification systems based on language, which was seen to be in various stages of evolution, Latham favouring three main races, the Mongolidae, Atlantidae and Lapetidae, even though this meant grouping together, on the basis of language, peoples clearly not comparable in physical characteristics.43 Müller's classification was sevenfold, and he began with the Australian race, ascending through the Papuan, Malayo-Polynesian, Negro, American, High Asiatic, to the Mediterranean, Semitic, Indo-German group.44

43 Natural History of the Varieties of Man (London, 1850), p. 14.
44 A.R., VIII (1870), pp. 93–4.
Writing about the same time as Sayce, E. B. Tylor was similarly reluctant to see language used as a test of race, and this was later the view of Edward Clodd. Although he accepted most of Sayce's findings, however, J. G. Romanes, as an exponent of cultural evolution, was not entirely convinced that the polysynthetic and isolating languages were little more primitive than those of the inflectional or agglutinative type.45 This whole question was further aggravated by the arguments over polygenesis and the old Aryan controversy.

45 E. B. Tylor, Anthropology: an Introduction to the Study of Man and Civilization (London, 1881), p. 152; E. Clodd, The Story of ‘Primitive’ Man (London, 1885), p. 158; J. G. Romanes, Mental Evolution in Man — Origin of Human Faculty (London, 1888), p. 256.
When Latham wrote the contribution on ethnology for the Encyclopaedia Britannica in 1855, he believed that the doctrine of the separate creation of different species of men was still worth debating, though he personally believed in monogenesis, mainly on the grounds of the common origin of all the world's languages.46 By the time the 9th Edition of the Encyclopaedia appeared in 1878, the author of the ethnography section, Elie Reclus, felt that while philologists might argue from diversity of languages to the polygenesist position, ethnologists could see that the differences were not of nature, but degree.47 In spite of the support of French writers like Pictet, Hovelacque and Chavée, the absurdities of the language test ultimately became apparent. As Professor Keane remarked, when summarizing the controversy in 1896, quod nimis probata nihil probat. Acknowledging the existence of at least 1,000 distinct languages (albeit divided into less than 100 basic families), was it sensible to claim for all the races which spoke them a separate creation?48

46 IX, pp. 353–4.
47 Ibid., VIII, p. 622.
48 Quoted in A. C. Haddon, op. cit., p. 54; J. G. Romanes, op. cit., p. 245; and A. H. Sayce, op. cit., II, p. 323.
Nor, even, were all racists happy with the language classification. On that basis, argued James Hunt, the inhabitants of the West Indies might be grouped with Europeans rather than with Negroes. Physical characteristics and psychological differences were, in his opinion, far more important.49 John Crawfurd, President of the London Ethnological Society, criticized the Aryan theory on similar grounds. On the basis of a number of root words common to most of the languages of Europe and Western Asia,

49 A.R., I (1863), p. 383.
As well as comments on an Aryan language, references to an Aryan race were not infrequent. Max Müller was one of the first to equate the two, but G. L. Gomme and Sayce also accepted the fact that the Aryan languages are those ‘of a civilized race; the parent-speech to which we may inductively trace them back was spoken by men who stood on a relatively high level of culture, and was as fully developed, as inflectional, … as Sanskrit and Latin themselves’.51 The French, British and Germans alike claimed to be the only true descendants of the original Aryans; in fact, as W. Ripley put it in 1899, ‘No other scientific question, with the exception, perhaps, of the doctrine of evolution, was ever so bitterly discussed or so infernally confounded at the hands of chauvinistic or otherwise biased writers’.52

51 A. C. Haddon, op. cit., pp. 144–8, on Müller, G. L. Gomme, Ethnology in Folklore (London, 1892), p. 18, and A. H. Sayce, op. cit., I, p. 56, and II, p. 270.
52 The Races of Europe (London, 1900), p. 453.

and as if language were always a sure test of race, people bodily and intellectually the most incompatible — the black and the tawny, and the fair; the ever strong and enterprising, the ever weak and unenterprising — are jumbled into one undistinguishable mass, and, with extraordinary confidence, pronounced to be of one and the same blood… . But the Aryan is but a language of the imagination, of the existence of which no proof ever has been or can ever be adduced.50

50 Transactions of the Ethnological Society of London, New Series (in future T.E.S.L.), I (1861), pp. 268–86, and A.R., I (1863), pp. 173–4.


Linguistic differences seemed to confirm the vast gulf which separated the various races of man. The Negro, for instance, was said not only to have invented no alphabet, but to be incapable of borrowing the letters of other nations.53 The Aryan race, according to the Rev. F. W. Farrar, had produced all that was worthwhile in the sciences and the arts, including writing. In the opinion of H. Creswich, speaking at a London Ethnological Society meeting, The art of writing is held in the greatest reverence by all Africans', who did not possess it, ‘and nothing elevates the European so high in their estimation as his facility in that art’.54 The absence of numerals and abstract terms in those native languages which were grasped by Europeans was widely held to prove their inferiority. Complexity of structure was further evidence of this.55

53 J.A.S., II, pp. xxvi–xxvii; T.E.S.L., I (1861), p. 78, and IV (1866), p. 215.
54 T.E.S.L., V (1867), p. 124, and VI (1868), p. 260.
55 Sir J. Lubbock, op. cit., pp. 3, 278, 282; W. Reade in A.R., II (1864), p. 337; G. J. Romanes, op. cit., pp. 347–53; J.A.S., III (1865), p. cclxxxviii; F. W. Farrar, Chapters on Language (London, 1865), pp. 53–4.
However, as Tylor, Pitt-Rivers and other more detached observers admitted, the changeability of primitive languages made them very difficult to master.56 In spite of the pioneering studies undertaken by philologists in the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, many of those who reported to the learned societies in Britain never surmounted the language barrier. (In his autobiography, colonial administrator and traveller Sir Harry Johnston commented that one of his main interests in Africa was a study of the huge variety of native dialects, with which most whites were unconcerned. It was partly for this reason that Johnston greatly enjoyed his meetings with Sir Richard Burton, whose linguistic abilities matched his own.57) Those who pointed out that the understanding of native languages often produced a new appreciation of native intelligence, or that the African could learn the languages of other nations, as witness the Negro in America and the West Indies, were in a tiny minority.58

56 A. H. Sayce, op. cit., I, p. 191; E. B. Tylor, op. cit., p. 142; A. Lane-Fox Pitt-Rivers, op. cit., p. 13.
57 The Story of My Life (London, 1923), pp. 157, 213–5.
58 See, for instance, James Bonwick, reported in J.A.I., XVI (1887), p. 207; and Pliny Miles, reported in J.A.S., II (1864), p. xiii.
Another aspect of Victorian racial theory which was reexamined in the light of evolutionary teaching was the classification of man according to physical features — in particular, skull measurements. Craniometry had been pioneered in Europe by Blumenbach, Camper, Retzius and Tiedemann, and in America by G. R. Gliddon, S. G. Morton and George Combe. The length and breadth of the skull, facial angle, the interior capacity of the skull and especially the dimensions of the brain were all taken into account. The work of American phrenologists in particular was thought to prove that Negroes had a smaller cranial capacity than Caucasians, and thus, it was assumed, were less intelligent. But these findings were spurious, not least because of the inadequate number of skulls examined, and as late as 1892 Professor Alexander Macalister, in a speech to the British Association, was deploring the lack of general principles underlying craniometry and the inconclusive evidence which derived from it.59

59 A. C. Haddon, op. cit., pp. 41–2.
Even so, James Hunt was prepared to accept Gratiolet's threefold division of man, according to skull type, into ‘the Frontal (European), Parietal (Mongol), and Occipital (Negro) races-these cranial distinctions being coincident with the mental and moral characters which were solely dependent on man's physical structure’.60 In his view, the brain of the Negro (like those of the European woman or child) closely approached that of the ape — though Hunt was prepared to admit that brain size was not the sole test of intellectual power.61 In recent times, since it has been demonstrated that the Japanese, American Indians, Eskimoes and Polynesians all frequently have brains larger than those found among Europeans, this line of argument has lost its appeal for the racist.

60 A.R., I (1863), pp. 382–3.
61 Memoirs Read Before the Anthropological Society of London (1863–4), I, pp. 13, 16–17.
Alfred Haddon and Robert Dunn, the latter a frequent contributor to British ethnological journals, both emphasized facial angle. The receding forehead and projecting jaws of the Negro, according to Dunn, ‘speak a language which cannot be mistaken…. For whenever and wherever ignorance and brutality, destitution and squalor, have for a long time existed, this prognathous type invariably prevails.’ By contrast, the appearance of the Saxon, the Celt or the Scandinavian was far less primitive, a broad forehead, upright jaws and symmetrical features ‘clearly indicating a harmonious development of the whole brain, and a special fullness in the intellectual and moral regions’.62 Gratiolet, Carl Vogt and Pruner Bey were all quoted in support of these views, in which man's physical structure was seen as determining his mental and moral characteristics, and we find the typical nineteenth-century confusion of race with culture.

62 T.E.S.L., IV (1866), pp. 18–19, 25–6.
Writing in 1898, Haddon, though doubtful about the value of craniometry and by no means a racist, believed that the prog-nathous jaws of the Negro were specially adapted to cope with the coarse food consumed by men in a primitive condition. A change in the shape of the jaw was generally associated with a rise in culture, greater mental activity and an increase in the volume of the brain.63 Dunn was also convinced that brain size directly affected brain capacity, by allowing a greater structural complexity, but from the end of the nineteenth century most British anthropologists were coming to accept the view of Professor R. H. Woodworth, that, although the sensory and motor processes of the brain differed in degree from one individual to another, they were approximately the same from one race to another.64

63 The Study of Man (London, 1898), pp. 60–5.
64 T.E.S.L., III (1865), p. 21; and A. C. Haddon, op. cit., p. 86.
Craniometry also came under fire, not simply because of its inaccuracies, but because it perpetuated the grouping together of the Indo-European races. The well-known geographer, explorer and ethnologist, John Crawfurd, complained that classification according to brain type would result in equating Hindus with Europeans, whereas he believed that the former were not only inferior in mental capacity to the latter, but also to the races inhabiting central and western Asia.65

65 T.E.S.L., I (1861), pp. 77, 80; also R. Mann in ibid., V (1867), p. 287.
Language and skull measurements were not the only aids to anthropologists in defining different races. The early classifiers, Bernier, Linnaeus and Blumenbach, had used skin colour, but although this was still taken into account, it was not now emphasized as a test of race in scientific circles, even though it was during the nineteenth century that the word ‘racism’ came to acquire its most common meaning — namely, the ‘hostility that one man feels for another because of his colour alone’.66

66 R. Segal, The Race War (London, 1967), p. 13.
William Craft, an American Negro, speaking at a London anthropological society meeting in 1863, maintained that physical characteristics were the result of climate rather than innate superiority or inferiority, something which Crawfurd denied, pointing out that Europeans could and did live and multiply in hot climates, without any marked change in physical or mental features.67 Indian administrator Sir George Campbell was of the opinion that neither language nor colour offered the keys to an understanding of race, while Crawfurd emphasized the importance of a favourable environment. Sparse vegetation and animal life combined with aridity and isolation helped to explain the backwardness of the New Zealand or Australian aborigine, just as the ‘great advantages of superior physical geography’ in part, at least, explained the ‘superior quality of race’ which distinguished the European.68

67 T.E.S.L., 1(1861), pp. 84–9.
68 Journal of the Ethnological Society of London (in future J.E.S.), II (1870), p. 410; and T.E.S.L., II (1863), pp. 5, 16–17.
Most British anthropologists accepted either the threefold classification of the Swiss, Cuvier (the three races of man being held to have descended from the three sons of Noah), or Blu-menbach's earlier, fivefold grouping. Both systems were plainly hierarchical, and racialist by implication.

Following Cuvier, in 1867 C. O. Groom Napier published his own ‘Table of Human Races’, which consisted of the Semitic-Indo-European, the Mongolian and the Ethiopian. Various mental characteristics were associated with each group. The whole system was somewhat complex, since of the three types of mental qualities recognized — moral, intellectual and passionate — the Indo-European group combined the first two (though only the west Europeans equally) and drew strength from the third, while the passionate family included both Mongolian and Ethiopian types. The qualities awarded to the different physical types of man by Napier clearly underlined the superiority of the European group — ‘the ruling race, for they possess in a larger degree than any the qualities of all races’.69

69 J.A.S., V (1867), pp. clxi–clxii.
Two other British anthropologists of this period, Professor Flower and James Dallas, also adapted the Cuvier classification scheme, but refrained from emphasizing the implied differences in capacity between the three groups, as did Professor T. H. Huxley. In his modified version of Blumenbach's system, Huxley described Australoids, Negroids, Xanthochroi (the fair peoples of central Europe — the term ‘Caucasian’ he dismissed as meaningless), Mongoloids and Melanochroi (or ‘dark’ whites, possibly a mixture of the first and third groups).70 It is clear, however, that the central Europeans held pride of place, from a chance admission that some — but only some — of the Melanochroi could perhaps ‘in point of physical beauty and intellectual energy be the equal of the best of the Xanthochroi’.71

70 J.E.S., II (1870), pp. 404–9.
71 Flower, incidentally, maintained that his system of classification was arrived at on the evidence of hair type; this curious test was also applied (often along with other factors) by Bory de Saint Vincent, Saint Hilaire, Ernst Haeckel, Friedrich Müller, Paul Broca and T. H. Huxley.
The ancient arguments over polygenesis and monogenesis were temporarily revitalized during the 1850s and 1860s in Britain, with Robert Knox, the Scottish anatomist, and James Hunt putting forward, most strongly, the polygenesist view. Knox, like De Gobineau, based his conclusions on a denial of the doctrine of eugenesis; Hunt was more outspoken, and was particularly interested in the position of the Negro. Between 1863 and 1866, at meetings of the London Anthropological Society and the British Association, Hunt argued against the existence of ‘a permanent hybrid Euro-African race’, in favour of classifying the Negro as a separate species of man.72 These views were supported by another member of the London society, C. Carter-Blake, during a debate on the subject in 1864 (though at the same meeting the Rev. J. Dingle maintained indignantly that the theory of polygenesis had, for over a century, been used to ‘justify the most outrageous oppression, and to palliate the most disgusting cruelty’ towards uncivilized races).73

72 Introductory Address. op. cit., p. 3; J.A.S., II (1864), p. xv.
73 Ibid., pp. xxviii, xxx.
Speaking on hybridity, also in 1864, and clearly influenced by the writings of French and American polygenesists, the Rev. F. W. Farrar alleged that the fertility of hybrids offered no clear proof of the unity of mankind; on another occasion, from the standpoint of a Churchman, Farrar acknowledged the common humanity and hope for redemption of all men, but denied that such would involve in addition physical or genetic identity, the descent of all races from a single pair.74

74 T.E.S.L., V (1867), pp. 116, 126.
John Crawfurd, generally less explicit in his views, none the less concluded in an article on the ‘European and Asiatic Races of Man’ that between them ‘there is a broad and innate difference, physical, intellectual, and moral; that such difference has existed from the earliest authentic records, and is most probably coeval with the first creation of man’.75 A contributor to the Popular Magazine of Anthropology, J. McGregor Allan, arguing in the light of Darwinian theory, had no reservations, for if one compared ‘a low-browed, flat-nosed, woolly-headed, ebony-hued, long-headed Negro with a fair-skinned, blue-eyed, yellow-haired, large-brained Caucasian, … the natural conclusion would seem to be that types of humanity so opposite to and distinct from one another, were not descended from the same primitive stock’.76

75 Ibid., p. 81. See also I (1861), p. 354.
76 I (1866), p. 124.
It is noticeable that those Britons who believed in polygenesis normally took the appearance and material condition of the Negro to prove their point, although by anthropologists at least he was not cast in the role of ‘the missing link’ between ape and man (a theme taken up with relish by certain minor Victorian novelists).77 There were also in Britain more opponents than supporters of the views of Hunt: Robert Dunn, for instance, who suggested that all men had basically the same animal, intellectual, moral and religious nature, even though a number of races might be exceptionally degraded, often for reasons outside their control.78

77 T.E.S.L., IV (1866), p. 221, and E. Clodd, op. cit., p. 13.
78 T.E.S.L., I (1861), pp. 186–202. See also The Popular Magazine of Anthropology, I (1866), pp. 128–32 (in future P.M.A.).
By 1869, in fact, the London anthropological society was able to report the decline of polygenesis, popular since Prichard's day, and the triumph of evolutionary teaching, ‘which, by regarding races as divergent varieties settled into comparative permanence, meets the problem of the existence of different races more rationally than could be done by the old monogenist theory, hampered as this was by the insuperable difficulty of deriving all the races of mankind from a single stock within a very short period of time’.
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