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A Note about Terminology

this book analyzes ideas, government policies and practices, 
and language that are offensive to twenty- first century readers. I have there-
fore placed terms such as mulatto, half- breed, half- caste, and white Australia 
ideal in quotation marks when first used in each chapter. I do this out of 
respect for the people objectified by the ideas and policies analyzed in 
this book and to underscore the historically constructed, and contested, 
nature of racial and gendered categories. However, so as not to clutter 
the text with quotation marks I have chosen not to use such markers 
after first indicating the offensive and constructed nature of these terms.
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Introduction

on july 23, 1933, the new york times reported that australia’s 
tropical north— a vast “uninhabited” land stretching from the Indian to 
the Pacific Ocean— “are to be open to settlers.”¹ Thirty years after historian 
Frederick Jackson Turner declared the United States’ western frontier 
“closed,” Americans looked to far- flung parts of the world for hitherto 
unexplored frontiers and untapped natural resources.² For American 
readers schooled in tall tales of life on the Great Plains, the New York 
Time’s description of northern Australia’s “inland savannahs [which] offer 
potential opportunities to white settlers” must surely have captured the 
imagination of many readers.³

During the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, the New 
York Times was one of a number of major American newspapers to carry 
regular news from Australia. Indeed, since the Spanish- American War of 
1898 announced the United States’ arrival as a major colonial player in 
both the Atlantic and Pacific worlds, a steady stream of reporting from 
the Asia- Pacific had reached American readers.4 From Australia, American 
newspapers included reports on everything from the game of cricket to 
the settlement of land in the Australian tropics and government policies 
toward Aboriginal people. Despite, or perhaps because of, the convulsive 
revolutionary war that gave birth to both the United States and ultimately 
led to the establishment of the penal colony of New South Wales, along 



2 | Introduction

the southeastern coastline of Australia, white Americans and Britons 
shared much in common from the 1780s and into the twentieth century.5

American newspapers like New York Times recognized these similarities, 
the sharing of an Anglo heritage, a frontier history, and a common belief 
in the superiority of the white races over those of indigenous, Asiatic, 
and African ancestry. In fact, it’s revealing that the New York Times did 
not mention the Aboriginal Australians who’d called the lands between 
the Indian and Pacific Oceans home for tens of thousands of years. To 
most white Americans, as to their white contemporaries in Australia, 
Aboriginal people were part of the landscape; such creatures were part 
of the frontier wilderness and awaited the “white man’s” containment, 
domestication, and if necessary, extermination. Only then could settler 
civilization take root and flourish.6

Such ideas did not emerge suddenly in the 1930s; they were several 
centuries in the making.7 Nonetheless, the above ideas bound white 
Americans and white Australians together in what many referred to as 
the “crimson thread of kinship.”8 This book is about the scientific, sexual, 
and racial ideas that bound white Americans and their Australian coun-
terparts together in an imagined sense of transnational racial solidarity 
amid settler societies characterized by frontier and borderland regions 
that contained what seemed at times to be a confusing biological and 
cultural mixture of dissimilar people. How could such heterogeneity be 
contained, perhaps even harnessed, to elevate settler frontiers and bor-
derlands to the status of civilized and stable settler societies?

If the United States and Australia shared such abstract colonial ideals in 
common by the early twentieth century, understanding how these ideals 
entered, gained intellectual validity, and punctuated the transnational 
scientific, sexual, and racial discourses shared by white Americans and 
Australians requires that we recognize the common cultural, legal, and 
political foundations on which both settler societies were built.

The United States and Australia share a number of important fea-
tures. Both inherited from their English forebears a deeply felt concern 
for genealogy and lines of inheritance. In medieval and early modern 
English common law, the language of “breeding,” “extraction,” and “descent” 
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presaged a confused (and confusing) mixture of laws, statutes, and local 
customs that determined one’s allegiance, identity, and ability to inherit 
land. When the English began to colonize what became Great Britain 
and Ireland during the sixteenth century, an interest in the nurturing of 
compliant and well- ordered settler populations dovetailed with English 
anxieties about the purity of their own bloodlines.9 Slowly but surely, 
racial ideologies subsumed religious understandings of “blood” in English 
(and subsequently, British) culture during the seventeenth century and 
beyond.¹0

That the United States and Australia began as English colonies is there-
fore no small matter. English legal and political traditions (and traditions 
of governance), English economic structures and traditions of territorial 
inheritance, and English social and cultural belief systems contributed 
mightily to settler colonial rationalizations aimed at engendering the 
territorial dispossession of indigenous peoples and the exploitation of 
indentured laborers, convicts, and slaves and at defining who could become 
members of the settler colonial body politic.¹¹ Importantly, both the 
United States and British colonial Australia were at the forefront of efforts 
to nurture stable white settler societies from the late eighteenth century.

In our own time, it is commonplace for Americans and Australians to 
openly celebrate mixed- race identities. This is not to suggest that racial, 
sexual, and gendered prejudices don’t still exist in the United States and 
Australia— they do— rather, it reflects a willingness on the part of large 
portions of the population to embrace as a matter of pride the multiracial 
heritage that created these two twenty- first- century democracies.

The celebration of hybrid racial identities is a fairly recent phenom-
enon. Indeed, for much of their settler colonial histories, the colonial 
experience in North America and Australia was defined by acute anxiety 
about mixed- race people. Being biracial, much less multiracial, was a 
mark of dishonor, a sign of bad breeding, and a threat to the social order.

Little wonder, then, that from the age of revolutions in the Atlantic 
world in the eighteenth century to the outbreak of the Second World War 
in 1939, political leaders, medical professionals, scholars and scientists, and 
Christian missionaries from Great Britain, the United States, and British 
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colonial Australia routinely exchanged ideas about science, sexuality, and 
race.¹² These transnational dialogues informed the social and scientific 
contours of white supremacy in the Anglo world during the nineteenth 
and early twentieth centuries. Moreover, the comparative application of 
scientific, sexual, and racial theories about how to reproduce the right 
kind of white people in settler societies gained greater attention as so- 
called scientific racism hardened.¹³ Over the course of the nineteenth 
and early twentieth centuries, white Americans and Australians shared 
a similar language but ultimately traveled divergent paths in their quest 
to reproduce white settler populations.¹4

Whiteness buttressed both American and Australian efforts to protect 
and nurture settler societies. The English, and subsequently British, culture 
that Americans and Australians built on eventually ascribed to whiteness 
some very specific meanings. Whiteness, however, proved difficult to define 
prior to the twentieth century. So what is whiteness?

Linguists argue that the word white is likely derived from a now extinct 
proto- Indo- European language. Linguists also hypothesize that the word 
white has a proto- Germanic root and was once spelled khwitaz. In roughly 
the fifth century in the Common Era (ce), khwitaz morphed and became 
the Old English word hwit, denoting brightness, clarity, and fairness.¹5 
By at least the medieval period in England, we can see the word white 
being used in conjunction with bleach, meaning “to make white.”¹6 Addi-
tionally, the term whitewash defined a “wash for making the skin fair,” 
while whiteness denoted the “the state of being white; freedom from any 
darkness on the surface.”¹7

These evolving definitions reflect how terms like white, whitewash, 
whiteness, and bleach derived their meaning on the basis of human sensory 
perceptions and in differentiating dissimilarities among two or more 
objects. By the early modern period, English men of letters were fully 
conscious of how such cognitive processes informed the ways in which 
human beings perceived one another. In fact, reflections on the mechanics 
of human cognition had some in English society considering the meaning 
of whiteness in relation to the people who formed their nation.

One question that English intellectuals struggled with during the early 
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modern period was that of how to square emerging concepts of national 
purity with what most agreed was the mixed ethnic and linguistic nature 
of the English populous— and, after the Act of Union in 1707, the British. 
Great Britain was anything but a racially pure society; its people were a 
tangled web of Norman, Saxon, Gaul, and Danish genealogies, among 
others.¹8 Wilkie Collins, the nineteenth- century English novelist, saw 
the humor in these mixed genealogies when he wryly compared “a great 
nation” with the “cleverest of dogs,” quipping that the “English are a people 
who represent different breeds: Saxons, Normans, Danes.”¹9

Language, and the language of genealogy (or blood) in particular, was 
at the heart of philosophical and political understandings of science, 
sexuality, and race in Britain by the early eighteenth century. Indeed, the 
language of nation and blood helped political leaders stitch together a 
union among disparate ethnic, linguistic, and religious communities. 
Thus the British invented for themselves a history in which a composite 
people became a cohesive national populous.²0

Purity could therefore be forged out of difference, or so the brightest 
minds in England, Scotland, and Wales contended during the seventeenth 
and eighteenth centuries. In politics, as in science, man could harness 
mixture to good effect. Mixture, the English philosopher John Locke 
observed, was capable of producing a higher order of things if harnessed 
by humankind. To Locke, it mattered little whether such human manage-
ment occurred in the exercise of civil government or in marriage between 
a man and a woman; properly managed, mixture could elevate society. 
As Locke observed of marriage, for instance, industry was “encouraged” 
when a man and woman joined together in matrimony. Without the 
guiding moral hand of marriage, conjugal relationships produced only 
“uncertain mixture.”²¹

Building on the empirical insights of the Scientific Revolution of the 
seventeenth century and the Enlightenment in the eighteenth, white 
purity emerged as an ideal (though certainly not the reality) by which 
civic and intellectual leaders in the United States and Australia measured 
settler civilization and culture. There are many examples of this through-
out this book. One example of how whiteness permeated the popular 
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consciousness in Anglo- settler societies can be seen in the writings of the 
American novelist Herman Melville. In his most famous novel, Moby- Dick 
(1851), Melville devotes an entire chapter to the meaning of whiteness. 
Revealingly, Melville defines whiteness not as a product of mixture but in 
monolithic terms. He explains that whiteness “refiningly enhances beauty, 
as if imparting some special virtue of its own, as in marbles, japonicas, 
and pearls.” According to Melville, the association of whiteness with 
beauty, intelligence, and culture penetrated the minds of even the most 
savage human beings. Melville explains, “Various nations have in some 
way recognised a certain royal preeminence in this hue; even the barbaric, 
grand old kings of Pegu placing the title ‘Lord of the White Elephants’ 
above all their other magniloquent ascriptions of dominion.”²²

How did whiteness acquire its association with racial purity in the 
United States and Australia between the late eighteenth century and the 
outbreak of the Second World War? This question guides my analysis. 
It’s worth noting, however, that while Britons, Americans, and Austra-
lians shared a common cultural heritage and language about race, the 
transnational exchange of ideas about whiteness and race were applied 
to the law, public policy, and day- to- day culture in different ways in the 
United States and Australia.

How did this happen? How was it that in Australia a small but politically 
influential group of scholars, scientists, politicians, and missionaries shared 
a belief that they could take a select group of indigenous people and “breed 
out the colour,” while most of their contemporaries in the United States 
agreed upon a very different path to the preservation and reproduction of 
white purity? And importantly, how did subaltern people— African Amer-
icans, American Indians, and Aboriginal Australians— view such ideas?

To begin to understand how ideas about science, sexuality, and race 
were applied differently in the United States and Australia it is also worth 
observing some basic historical comparisons between these two sites of 
settler colonialism. In what became the United States, the most obvious 
difference was chronological. The first successful English settlements 
were established in northeastern America during the early seventeenth 
century. By the 1770s and 1780s, colonists in North America fought a 
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successful war for independence from British colonial rule. American 
success on the battlefield paved the way for the eventual ratification of a 
new constitution that famously spelled out the rights and responsibilities 
of American citizens. The United States, a republic independent from 
British rule, had arrived on the world political stage. This political trans-
formation, however, did not alter the fact that the land occupied by the 
newly created United States remained a colonized space. Former colonial 
Americans therefore became colonizers themselves during the nineteenth 
century, settling in southwestern and western North America and ulti-
mately engaging in imperial conquest in Hawai’i and the Philippines. As 
Alan Taylor presciently observes, the American “colonial encounter with 
native peoples was just beginning on the Pacific rim” in 1776.²³

American and European encounters with people from different racial 
and ethnic groups, religious backgrounds, and socioeconomic ranks 
became one of the hallmarks of colonial life along the southeastern coast 
of British Australia. Founded as the penal colony of New South Wales in 
1788, in Australia Britons— and the American merchants, whalers, and 
scientists who regularly visited Southeastern Australia— encountered naked 
Aboriginal people and the “vilest and most bestial of human creatures.”²4 
These vile creatures were the gaunt and half- starved convicts of Botany 
Bay, white men and women who were treated, according to eyewitnesses, 
worse than America’s “Negro” slaves. Quite simply, British convicts in 
colonial Australia seemed to tarnish the splendor of the whiteness that 
Melville so eloquently described.²5

Historians, particularly American historians, have until recently over-
looked the historical importance of encounters between white Americans 
and Britons in the nineteenth- century Pacific.²6 With the exception of 
Margaret Jacobs’s recent work, very few American historians engage in 
comparative or transnational histories of the United States and colonial 
Australia.²7 Australian historians have therefore been at the forefront of 
comparative historical analysis of settler colonialism in the United States 
and Australia. In particular, Katherine Ellinghaus’s and Ann McGrath’s 
work on interracial marriage in nineteenth-  and early twentieth- century 
Australia and the United States and Lisa Ford’s insightful legal comparisons 
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of the American South and Southeastern Australia have offered new 
and important insights into the intimate histories of settler societies.²8 
Even these studies, however, neglect the significance of eighteenth-  and 
nineteenth- century ethnology and racial science.

It is true, as historian Alison Bashford observes, that a world informed 
by post- Mendelian genetics led natural scientists to focus much of their 
attention on the quality and quantity of human breeding by 1900.²9 How-
ever, the ideas of these early twentieth- century natural scientists were built 
on the work of eighteenth- century ethnologists and nineteenth- century 
scholars who scoured scientific travel writings from both North America 
and Australasia (in addition to Southeast Asia and Africa) in search of 
empirical observations to support the formulation of racial taxonomies 
and theories about human reproduction. The Western intellectual drive 
to categorize human beings ultimately placed white people at the apex of 
all racial hierarchies. That said, American encounters with the wretched 
convicts of colonial Australia highlighted how not all white people were 
equal in physical and mental endowments.

This book therefore analyzes the ethnohistorical development of white-
ness as a racial category in the settler colonial contexts of the United States 
and British Australia. The following analysis reveals how the scientific, 
political, economic, and cultural ties between white America and British 
Australia between the late eighteenth and the early twentieth centu-
ries were much closer than is generally acknowledged.³0 The book also 
gives primacy to “science,” not in the rigid empirical terms in which we 
understand that word in the twenty- first century but as a shorthand to 
refer to the sometimes confused blending of qualitative and quantitative 
observations and calculations of ethnographers, naturalists, biologists, 
medical practitioners, colonial officials, sociologists, and anthropologists 
in relation to human reproduction and theories about racial “purity.”

In the Pacific Rim, from the west coast of North America to Australia 
and New Zealand in the southwest Pacific, scientific expeditions led to 
the formulation of new ideas about the natural world and about human-
kind’s place in that world. True, scientific expeditions opened the path 
to settler colonial expansion, economic exploitation of natural resources, 
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and the displacement of indigenous peoples, but it was the search for 
new knowledge that first bound white Americans and British Australians 
together in a transnational web of information that ultimately imbued 
whiteness with privileged politico- economic, cultural, and scientific qual-
ities. In the North American and Australian settler colonial contexts, the 
scientific discourse of race presented whiteness as the height of civilized 
accomplishment. The association of whiteness with civilization became 
a “scientific” truism that was ultimately embedded in the “legal texts” that 
structured social interactions, land use patterns, and institutional efforts 
to govern “nonwhite” peoples.³¹

Over the course of the nineteenth century, colonial Australia and the 
expanding continental frontier of the United States emerged as important 
zones of scientific inquiry into the white “man’s” place in, and over, nature. 
Settler colonial frontiers were typically associated with rapid change, 
disease, and violence, a milieu that tested the civilized qualities of the 
“white man” in relationship to other human groups.³² For nineteenth- 
century ethnologists, racial scientists, and political leaders, the moral and 
empirical lessons of the Scottish Enlightenment proved pivotal in shaping 
settler colonial thinking about the reproduction of whiteness. As chapter 1 
demonstrates, the United States and Australia became important colonial 
laboratories for testing Enlightenment empiricism, as “experts” applied 
the moral lessons of Scottish thinkers in a quest for social stability and to 
determine what biological and cultural qualities went into defining the 
ideal white person. In the United States and colonial Australia, changes in 
human migration, territorial expansion, and coerced labor, all key factors 
that made nineteenth- century settler colonialism possible, contributed 
to the shaping and reshaping of ethnological definitions of whiteness.

How did nineteenth-  and early twentieth- century Americans and British 
colonial Australians define the ideal “white” person? What biological and 
cultural qualities did the ideal “white” person possess? In the chronology 
covered in this book, answers to these questions changed over time and 
varied depending on geography, demography, and changes in culture 
and politics.

It’s possible to begin to answer these questions, however. If we move 
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back in time and to the seventeenth century, we’ll find John Locke, one of 
England’s greatest philosophical minds, setting out an intellectual foun-
dation upon which future generations of scholars, social reformers, and 
political leaders would base their formulations for human improvement 
and/or the separation of the races. In Some Thoughts Concerning Education 
(1693), Locke defined an ideal that over time morphed and had far- reaching 
ramifications for millions of people. That ideal was “good breeding.”

Locke argued that “good breeding” was the product of the nurturing 
of inner moral character. Attaining the highest levels of inner moral 
character required the continual cultivation of English civility, manhood, 
self- sufficiency, and physical self- restraint. By developing these qualities, 
Locke insisted, a man would eventually attain self- improvement and 
advance to higher stages of good breeding.³³

Eighteenth- century Scottish Enlightenment philosophers elaborated 
on Locke’s ideal of good breeding. Using stadial theory, Scottish thinkers 
articulated a version of human progress that defined progressively higher 
stages of civilized living and thought. By the nineteenth century, many 
ethnologists looked to the racially and ethnically diverse settler colonial 
spaces of the United States and Australia as the ideal laboratories for testing 
the progressivism of Locke’s and the Scottish Enlightenment’s theories of 
human progress. That seventeenth-  and eighteenth- century philosophical 
ideas proved crucial to “scientific” understandings of sexuality and race 
reflects how science— and empirical analysis generally— was informed 
by the historical and cultural milieus in which scientific work is done.³4

In early nineteenth- century America and Australia, Locke’s ideal of good 
breeding underwent an interesting transformation: it became synonymous 
with whiteness, specifically, Anglo- Saxon whiteness. In literature, novelists 
such as Melville and Wilkie Collins used the phrase good breeding liberally, 
rarely pausing to define the term. Similarly, personal letters, diaries, and 
newspaper columns from the nineteenth century are replete with seem-
ingly oblique references to good breeding, references that contemporaries 
understood implicitly to be associated with Anglo- Saxon settler colonial 
populations.³5 In contrast to these increasingly racialized understandings 
of good breeding, nonwhites were alleged to lack the intellectual capacity 
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to cultivate Anglo- Saxon standards of whiteness because they possessed 
an emotional nature that required constant surveillance. As Melville 
wrote of American “Negresses” in Billy Budd (published posthumously 
in 1924), “Like most uncivilized women, they seemed at once tender of 
heart and tough of constitution, equally ready to die for their infants or 
fight for them. Unsophisticated as leopardesses, loving as doves.” Where 
white people had the intellectual capacity to cultivate good breeding and 
build modern civilizations, “Negroes” were overly emotive, a romantic 
racial stereotype that in the minds of ordinary white Americans— and 
Australians for that matter— placed nonwhite people in an inferior racial 
category.³6

Throughout this book, reference is made to white and nonwhite peo-
ple, a racial binary that helped American and Australian officials govern 
their respective settler colonial spaces. On the face of it, this binary logic 
is crude, effacing the social fluidity that was implicit in Locke’s defini-
tion of good breeding. However, as analysis of early nineteenth- century 
ethnology and racial “science” demonstrates (see chapter 2), ideas about 
racial categories, and the reproduction of whiteness in particular, were 
formed in an international discussion that often effaced human agency, 
not to mention racial and ethnic particularities. Therefore, in referring 
to “nonwhites,” it is not my intention to homogenize African American, 
American Indian, and Australian Aboriginal peoples; rather, it is to high-
light the reductive racial logic that buttressed settler colonial regimes of 
power and that placed these groups outside the analytical boundaries of 
nineteenth- century whiteness. While racial boundaries were in truth a 
social construct, and thus highly permeable, the political discourse, pop-
ular culture, social mores, and economic structures of United States and 
Australian settler colonialism strove to control socioeconomic mobility— 
especially so for blacks, Indians, and Aborigines.³7

The association of Anglo- Saxonism with the reproduction of white-
ness and good breeding therefore became encoded in the language and 
culture of the British Empire and the United States during the early 
nineteenth century.³8 Such a definition made it temporarily difficult for 
non- Anglo- Saxon immigrants— for example, Irish, Italian, and Jewish 
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immigrants— to attain Anglo- Saxon standards of whiteness.³9 However, a 
rigid Anglo- Saxon definition of whiteness provided European immigrants 
in both the United States and Australia with clear cultural and biological 
standards to aspire to. These standards, while periodically causing social 
discord, generally united white settlers against the cultural and biological 
alterity of dark- skinned “savages.” As the nineteenth century moved toward 
the twentieth, fresh waves of southern and eastern European immigrants 
to the United States and Australia led to subtle changes in the definition 
of the ideal white person. But in these two racially charged settler colo-
nial milieus, differentiating one’s self from darker- skinned and/or Native 
peoples remained an important route to social mobility.

These changes in the racial boundaries separating white and nonwhite 
highlight the enduring power of race and racial thinking. Thus race, 
as John Solomos, Les Back, and George Fredrickson correctly observe, 
operated as a “scavenger ideology, which gained its power from its ability 
to pick out and utilize ideas and values of other sets of ideas and beliefs 
in specific socio- historical contexts.”40 The power of race in nineteenth-  
and twentieth- century settler colonies was its malleability— evident in 
the way it latched on to scientific methodologies and became intimately 
associated with reproductive sexuality. In the hands of the politically, 
economically, and socially powerful this meant an ability to define and 
redefine the racial “other” and at the same time to broaden the definition 
of whiteness from its early nineteenth- century Anglo- Saxon definition, 
thereby restricting the social mobility of African Americans, American 
Indians, and Australian Aborigines.

This book is therefore designed to do two things: chart changes in the 
biological and cultural definition of whiteness in international scholarly 
and political debates about racial formation, and compare how these 
transnational ideas about the reproduction of whiteness and racial dif-
ference were applied in the United States and Australia and critiqued 
by subaltern peoples between the 1780s and the early twentieth century. 
After the Second World War, when the global community was forced 
to reflect on the horrors of the Nazi Holocaust of European Jewry and 
reevaluate theories of racial difference, the racial “science” that led to the 
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rigid classification of human groups for much of the nineteenth and early 
twentieth centuries came under close scrutiny.

Since the end of World War II, racism, sexism, and reproductive exploita-
tion have been continually critiqued and rethought. unesco statements 
on race in the decade after the war, the work of cultural anthropologists, 
and the impact of decolonization and civil rights movements around the 
world resulted in racial determinism coming under intense scrutiny.4¹ 
However, the analysis in this book is presented at a time when ideas 
about science, sexuality, and race have once again inspired outbursts of 
racial and ethnic intolerance, a woman’s reproductive choices are scruti-
nized by the state and patriarchal interest groups, and some professional 
scholars, such as sociobiologists, harken back to a bygone era to insist 
that human behavior and human characteristics are products of biology 
and inheritance.4²

For these reasons alone, the analysis in this book should serve as a 
reminder of how ideas about science, sexuality, and race can be used for 
oppressive and discriminatory reasons. At the same time, it’s important 
to point out that the rationale for this book originally built on Louis 
Hartz’s long- forgotten argument that the United States and Australia 
represented “fragments” of Europe in which the liberal bourgeois tradi-
tions of seventeenth- century England produced societies modeled after 
the legal, political, economic, and cultural traditions of Britain. As settler 
colonial civilization extended its geographical domain in the United States 
and Australia, and race and control of reproduction became dominant 
organizing structures, the tension between individual freedom and the 
liberal state often came to loggerheads.4³ For these reasons, American 
and British Australian scholars, political leaders, and missionaries shared 
similar understandings of race, reproduction, and whiteness but defined 
these understandings in strikingly different demographic and geograph-
ical settler contexts.44 Thus the United States and Australia became more 
than European “fragments,” they emerged as autonomous settler colonial 
sites in which international ideas about race (among which I include the 
category of whiteness) and reproduction acquired specific meanings at 
different times and in different places.
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The most obvious difference to keep in mind when comparing nine-
teenth-  and early twentieth- century America and colonial Australia is 
political structure and demographic disparity. Throughout the period 
of this study, the United States, an independent republic as well as an 
expanding settler colonial society, had a much larger population and 
more robust economy than the Australian colonies. The 1800 Census put 
the United States’ population at 5,308,483. By 1890 the American popula-
tion had grown to 62,947,714. In comparison, the population of British 
mainland Australia was only 5,100 in 1799, and by 1900 the population 
had reached a mere 3,765,339.45

But statistics can be deceptive; indeed, to get bogged down in the 
demographic spreadsheets that informed old- fashioned social histories 
and economic structures runs the risk of reinscribing the cold, empirical 
logic used to rationalize colonization in North America and Australia, 
without reference to the personal stories and cultures that were both lost 
and developed during racial and cultural encounters. While they form 
an important component of historical study, demographic and economic 
analyses often obscure as much as they reveal and therefore fail to cap-
ture the emotional turmoil that settler colonialism’s different forms of 
knowledge and politico- economic structures imposed upon peoples of 
vastly different races and ethnicities.

This book is divided into three parts. Part 1 (chapters 1– 3) analyzes the 
international debate about race and the reproduction of whiteness. In the 
United States and Australia, this debate involved gaining knowledge of— 
or, to borrow from Edward Said, “knowledge over”— “nonwhite” peoples. 
The racial discourse of white/nonwhite peoples led to the emergence of a 
dual and contradictory vision of whiteness.46 For early nineteenth- century 
evolutionary ethnologists, like the influential but now largely forgotten 
James Cowles Prichard (see chapter 2), knowledge of white and nonwhite 
races empowered them to argue in favor of interracial marriage as a means 
of eliminating racially distinct groups in settler societies. For Prichard and 
the abolitionists and missionaries in the United States and Australia who 
attempted to apply his ideas (see part 2), whiteness was a powerful, trans-
formative category. Combining, as most nineteenth- century ethnologists 
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did, culture and biology into a single analytical category, Prichard posited 
an evolutionary argument in which language and culture were external 
signs of humanity’s ability to intermarry and reproduce progressively 
whiter and more civilized people.

Prichard’s evolutionary definition of whiteness presented a serious 
scientific challenge to American scholars who defined whiteness as a bio-
logically fragile category. Led by the American School of Ethnology, racial 
scientists in the United States echoed popular prejudices by arguing that 
whiteness could be corrupted by nonwhite blood, a pollution that led to 
the biological degradation of white Americans and threatened American 
civilization with destruction.47 Thus chapter 2 highlights that in the United 
States, racial conservatism held sway. Whiteness was defined as a fragile 
biological category needing protection from the perceived “pollution” of 
black and Indian blood. In comparison, key colonial officials, missionaries, 
and gentlemen scholars in British Australia followed Prichard’s model, 
defining whiteness as a powerful cultural and biological category capable 
of transforming morally depraved convicts and nonwhite peoples.

Chapter 3 analyzes the materialist focus of evolutionary debate fol-
lowing the publication of Charles Darwin’s On the Origin of Species. In 
colonial Australia, a number of missionaries, anatomists, government 
officials, and professional scholars in the emerging academic field of 
anthropology became convinced that the elimination of racial difference 
through interracial marriage (and the complete corporeal reform of the 
Aborigine’s body) would ease the financial burden on colonial govern-
ment and prove the panacea to the emotional strain caused by encounters 
between people of vastly different races. By the late nineteenth century, 
scholars such as the Australian Lorimer Fison and the American Lewis 
Henry Morgan corresponded regularly, sharing ideas about the physical 
and cultural evolution of humankind. Correspondence between American 
and Australian scholars thus increased during the late nineteenth century. 
Academics exchanged crania, they searched for the origins of humanity 
and discussed the significance of indigenous cultures and languages, and 
they debated the significance of Darwin’s theory of evolution and how, if at 
all, it might apply to racial formation and the evolution of white identity. 



16 | Introduction

By the early twentieth century these debates came to a head. For example, 
the former president of the United States, Theodore Roosevelt, urged 
Americans to heed the warnings about race suicide that were contained 
in the work of the Australian writer Octavius Charles Beale. Roosevelt 
warned the English- speaking world to reproduce before the world’s white 
races became swamped by a “rising tide of color.”48

The nineteenth- century United States and Australia therefore repre-
sented two settler societies born of English cultural and legal traditions 
and tied by trade, migration, and an abiding intellectual faith in human 
progress that could be achieved by enforcing racial separation in one 
settler colonial context and biological and cultural amalgamation in the 
other. Children born to white, well- mannered, hard- working parents, 
irrespective of wealth or occupation, were expected to make something of 
themselves and help settler society achieve greater heights of civilization. 
This intergenerational belief in the reproduction of white supremacy and 
its ability to possess and civilize uncivilized places united white Ameri-
cans and British Australians, creating an Anglo- Pacific cultural diaspora 
with whiteness at its core. For many white Americans and Australians, 
this enormous colonial laboratory represented an opportunity to use the 
power of the state to redeem and remake nature for the benefit of white 
people, while in Australia a small but vocal group of reformers argued 
that it was scientifically possible to transform the biological makeup of 
nonwhite people.49

Part 2 (chapters 4– 8) analyzes American and Australian efforts to apply 
changing biological ideas about whiteness among different races within 
specific cultural and geographical settler colonial contexts. These efforts 
often resulted in heated local debates about the nature of whiteness and 
the coexistent (and sometimes contradictory) application of laws and 
missionary programs. This tension was clearly demonstrated in the context 
of white American and Australian interactions with Cherokee Indians, 
free and enslaved African Americans, and Australian Aborigines, the lat-
ter occupying land coveted by British settlers and widely considered the 
lowest example of the African race during the early nineteenth century. 
For these groups, race constituted more than a social construction; race 
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was very real. As the sociologist William Isaac Thomas argued, “If men 
define situations as real, they are real in the consequences.”50

Chapter 4 discusses the striking similarities between early nineteenth- 
century missionary programs among the Cherokee Indians and the 
Aborigines of Southeastern Australia. My focus in this chapter is driven 
by the comparative history of frontier expansion and the concomitant 
political and racial concerns of white Americans and colonial Australians 
prior to the 1850s. The expansion of the slave frontier in the American 
South and the settler and pastoral frontier in Southeastern Australia left 
historians with vast collections of archival documents. These documents 
shed light on debates about the dispossession of Native- held land, mis-
sionary reform, and coerced forms of labor. In both the United States and 
Australia, evidence suggests that both American and Australian mission-
aries attempted to take indigenous children from their native families and 
place them in mission schools in the hope of instilling Western forms of 
thinking. Missionaries hoped that the knowledge imparted to “native” 
children would lead these young people not only to become acculturated 
to Western civilization but to assimilate to white society through inter-
marriage. This was seen as a particularly urgent program in Australia, 
where Aboriginal blackness was routinely defined in terms akin to those 
used to describe the American “Negro.” The jarring way in which whites 
saw black skin as an impediment to social stability in expanding settler 
societies meant that the “problem” of the Australian Aborigines needed 
a radical “solution.” As for African Americans in the United States, slave 
women encountered a “breeding” mentality designed not to whiten the 
black population but to reproduce new generations of slaves. This placed 
African Americans outside the reach of missionary reform programs for 
much of the early nineteenth century.

Chapter 5 compares early nineteenth- century Cherokee Indian, Afri-
can American, and Australian Aboriginal attitudes about whiteness and 
whitening. For African American and Aboriginal leaders, whiteness was 
not synonymous with well- bred, Christian- educated, and industrious 
individuals. African American and Aboriginal leaders used political 
speeches, pamphlets, and newspapers to assert that skin color did not 
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represent intellectual capacity and inner moral virtues— as white scholars 
and missionaries often claimed— but was an incidental consequence of 
environment. Thus African American and Aboriginal leaders, highlighting 
the points at which they encountered settler colonial power, called on 
whites to live up to their allegedly civilized white nature by abolishing 
slavery and protecting Aboriginal land rights and indentured laborers. 
Cherokee Indian leaders, on the other hand, felt many of the same settler 
colonial pressures that Australian Aborigines felt over the dispossession of 
land, but at the same time a politically influential contingent of Cherokees 
appropriated numerous cultural and racial values associated “white” iden-
tity in the United States. This chapter analyzes how the Cherokee people 
found themselves in the path of an aggressively expanding slave South. 
Despite the rise of a mixed- race Cherokee leadership who asserted their 
cultural and biological affinity with whites, the Cherokees were removed 
to Indian Territory— located in modern- day eastern Oklahoma— in the 
trans- Mississippi West. The removal, even of phenotypically white Cher-
okees, demonstrated the early nineteenth- century American belief that 
race was not only displayed on the skin but reproduced in the blood. 
The Cherokees, for all their civilized accomplishments, were seen as not 
belonging in Anglo- American society no matter how white they looked.

Chapters 6 and 7 analyze the appropriation of Darwinian evolutionary 
thinking and its application among American and Australian missionar-
ies and educators to the Cherokees, African Americans, and Australian 
Aborigines after 1860. I argue that despite efforts to segregate Cherokee 
Indians in Indian Territory, scores of Cherokees worked to define their 
own destiny in diaspora during the late nineteenth century. Composed of 
“full- blood” and “half- breed” Cherokees, the latter of whom missionaries 
and Indian educators such as Richard Henry Pratt held up to other Native 
Americans as paragons of civilization, Cherokee people carved out lives 
for themselves in states from Virginia to California, in addition to Indian 
Territory. This proved especially true after the passage of the Dawes Act in 
1887 and the Curtis Act in 1898. However, while a number of well- educated, 
mixed- race Cherokees became receptive to missionary whitening during 
the late nineteenth century— that is, living by Western cultural standards, 
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and often in interracial marriages and families— they and their progeny 
found it difficult to navigate between traditional indigenous communi-
ties and white American society. This was not what missionaries wanted. 
White missionaries blamed the lack of a coherent federal government 
policy for not fostering the whitening and assimilation of American 
Indians into American society.

African Americans faced enormous racial challenges after the Civil 
War (1861– 65). Most white Americans remained vehemently opposed 
to interracial marriage with blacks, seeing such marriages as a source of 
white racial decay. Among African Americans, white “blood” was a cause 
of much intraracial debate. I analyze the tensions that developed between 
leaders who emphasized “race pride” on one hand and the emergence of a 
“mulatto” elite whose cultural advice and behavior can best be described as 
racially pragmatic. Race pride leaders, many of whom took pride in their 
dark skin, adhered to Booker T. Washington’s program of self- help as a 
means of building African American race pride. Such leaders lampooned 
what they saw as the airs of the mulatto elite, calling instead for African 
Americans to be proud of their African heritage and “black” blood. The 
mulatto elite were light- skinned— some were able to “pass” as white— and 
encouraged their followers to adhere to their own version of self- help. At 
the same time, this segment of the African American population was not 
against encouraging the biological and cultural mixing of African Amer-
icans and whites on the basis that the Christian theory of monogenesis 
meant all races were “God’s children.”

Chapter 7 analyzes how a number of Australia’s colonial governments 
moved toward an Aboriginal policy to breed Australia’s Aborigines white. 
The colony of Victoria took substantial steps toward a policy of biological 
and cultural assimilation after the 1870s. These steps involved teaching 
Aboriginal people trades and self- sufficient habits while encouraging 
Aboriginal people— particularly women— to marry whites. After 1901 
the Commonwealth Government of Australia encouraged efforts to bio-
logically assimilate and acculturate indigenous children during the first 
three decades of the twentieth century (although no official federal pol-
icy was ever proclaimed). For Aborigines, however, practices that aimed 
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to whiten black skin became a symbol of the worst excesses of settler 
colonial power. Indeed, an increasingly literate Aboriginal leadership 
rejected the “eliminationist” aspects of assimilation theory and practice.5¹ 
Aboriginal creation narratives (which whites caricatured as “childish”), 
social practices, tribal laws, and migration theories contained political 
messages as much as they were examples of cultural revivalism. These 
different forms of expression and behavior helped Aboriginal leaders to 
articulate their rejection of the aggressive and often violent expansion of 
white settlers into the west and north of Australia. Thus a growing sense 
of pan- Aboriginal consciousness, rooted in the sufferings of Aboriginal 
peoples under settler colonial rule, emerged at a political level during the 
late nineteenth century. At a social and cultural level, local Aboriginal 
communities mediated, as they continue to do, the pressures of colonial 
society and the obligations of tribal life.

Part 3 (chapters 9 and 10) focuses on the early twentieth century 
and efforts to control race and demography. Despite the efforts of mis-
sionaries, social reformers, and eugenicists to define and control racial 
identities, these chapters reveal the malleability of race— its “scavenger” 
nature— led to whiteness meaning different things to different people 
during the nineteenth century. Greg Dening, the Australian historical 
anthropologist, has argued that the human condition is “in- between.” 
By “in- between” Dening suggests that human identities are in a constant 
state of creation and re- creation, a contested process that results from 
encounters with people of different races and cultures and positions of 
political power and/or powerlessness.5² But to most nineteenth- century 
ethnologists and anthropologists, “in- between” connoted human hybridity, 
giving rise to fears that a person biologically alienated from whiteness 
or his or her nonwhite racial group lacked “race pride” and presented a 
potentially destabilizing influence in the settler colonial spaces of the 
United States and Australia. For this reason, nineteenth- century Ameri-
cans and Australians had a choice to make: apply Prichardian, and later 
Darwinian, evolutionary theories and view whiteness as a powerful and 
transformative racial essence, or embrace the rigid racial conservatism of 
the American School of Ethnology’s racial categories.5³ Both schools of 
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thought agreed, however, that civilization required racial homogeneity 
and human progress demanded whiteness. When eugenic ideas about race 
and reproduction gained both scholarly and popular appeal during the 
late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, competing perspectives on 
the relative power and/or fragility of whiteness gained added urgency. 
Debates became increasingly passionate, the “scientific” language of race 
and reproduction punctuated with broader social and political anxieties. 
As these debates revealed, just as earlier nineteenth- century debates had, 
preserving human beings in imagined “scientific” categories, or even 
attaining racial homogeneity, tested the limits of white settler colonial 
power in both the United States and Australia.

This book, then, adds new insights into the history of whiteness by 
analyzing “white” identity in the context of changes in ideas about the 
science of race and reproductive sexuality. Excellent histories of whiteness 
have previously focused on issues of labor, gender, and cultural studies.54 
This book expands on these works, demonstrating the transnational impor-
tance of sexuality— and its biological and reproductive implications— and 
culture (language, the arts, and the political culture that civil governments 
foster), to structuring settler colonial life.

This book is also a comparative history that analyzes the specific histor-
ical and sociocultural contexts in which ethnological and scientific ideas 
about race and whiteness were applied, focusing on specific government 
policies, missionary programs, and legal decisions made in the United 
States and Australia in regard to the racial ordering and reproduction of 
settler society. Studies of missionary reform in the Americas, Africa, Asia, 
Australia, and New Zealand have expanded our historical knowledge 
of mission life in colonies of settlement over the past thirty years.55 In 
addition to placing whiteness in a transnational and comparative context, 
this book reveals the pivotal role played by missionaries in helping settler 
colonial societies to expand in the United States and Australia and the way, 
despite the best of intentions, that missionaries and the white educators 
of indigenous people and African Americans reinforced white supremacy.

If white Americans and Australians thought they were simply going to 
impose their versions of an idealized white society on subaltern peoples, 
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they underestimated the agency of Cherokee Indians, African Americans, 
and Australian Aborigines. As the following chapters demonstrate, and 
as a Victorian delegation of Aborigines made clear in 1863, “Blackfellows 
now throw away all war- spears. No more fighting but live like white men 
almost.”56 Thus between the 1780s and the outbreak of the Second World 
War a cultural and biological struggle emerged in the United States and 
Australia over the scientific and social meaning of whiteness and the 
racial importance of reproductive sexuality.



PART I



the united states and australia are settler colonial societies 
that share a history defined by efforts to eliminate indigenous populations.¹ 
In recent years a number of scholars have argued that the logic behind 
settler colonialism was or is the elimination of indigenous peoples and 
not their exploitation as laborers.² Such interpretations are not incorrect, 
but they are incomplete.

In the United States and throughout the Americas and Caribbean, 
Native American people were both systematically dispossessed of their 
land and violently forced into slavery by European colonizers. This unfree 
labor was expanded on with the introduction of racial slavery into the 
colonies of the Americas, itself a form of dispossession as millions of 
Africans were stolen from their families and communities, transported to 
what Europeans called the New World, and compelled to toil as chattel.

In Australia, a history of indigenous dispossession and coercive labor 
practices also characterized the social and economic development of set-
tler societies. Unlike the British colonies that became the United States, 
however, the Australian colonies did not participate in the African slave 
trade. Foreign labor was brought to Australia by means of coercion— 
most famously in the form of convict labor and the abduction of Kanaka 
laborers from the Pacific Islands— but the absence of African slavery in 



Australia is a significant point of comparison in the history of British 
settler colonialism in North America and the antipodes.

Nonetheless, the chapters in part 1 reveal how the United States and 
Australia became important colonial laboratories for the formation of 
ideas about science, sexuality, and race. From the late eighteenth century, 
a transnational exchange of ideas about the importance of reproductive 
sexuality in settler colonies punctuated the writings of colonial officials, 
missionaries, settlers, and scholars in the United States, in Australia, and 
back in Europe. How these ideas evolved, their demographic importance, 
and what they meant for the future of settler colonialism in Australia and 
the United States had profound implications for the types of societies 
that emerged on opposite sides of the Pacific by the end of the nineteenth 
century and the beginning of the twentieth.
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1
On the Importance of 

Good Breeding

in eighteenth- century england, a debate began among the 
nation’s learned elite. This debate would ultimately have far- reaching 
consequences for the types of settler societies that emerged in the United 
States and Australia. However, in the eighteenth century the focus of this 
debate was on the nature of human character, intellect, and social status 
in England. In a biting satire of this debate, Daniel Defoe’s The Compleat 
English Gentleman (1729) lampooned the increasingly popular idea that 
genetic ancestry determined one’s character and social status. In a conver-
sation that Defoe claimed to have witnessed between the Earl of Oxford 
and “a certain modern Nobleman,” the earl exclaimed, “I am Aubrey de Vere 
Earl of Oxford; my Grandfather was Earl of Oxford, my Great- grandfather 
was Francis de Vere, Lieutenant- general to Queen Elizabeth.” In response, 
Defoe’s “modern Nobleman” announced, “I am William Lord _____ my 
Father was Lord Mayor of London and my Grandfather was the Lord knows 
who.” Defoe’s wit was designed to register his disdain for a growing chorus 
of eighteenth- century elites who, in Defoe’s mind, insisted that within a 
gentlemen’s lineage was contained “some Globules in the Blood, some 
sublime Particles in the Animal Secretion” that produced civility and 
virtue. Search beyond three generations of any family, Defoe contended, 
and one’s lineage, like that of the Nobleman, dissolved into the “Mist and 
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Cloud” of the forgotten past. According to Defoe, a true gentleman, a man 
of good breeding, was a man devoted not to ancient bloodlines but to the 
cultivation of “Honour, Virtue, Sense, Integrity, Honesty, and Religion.”¹

Defoe’s 1729 satire captured the contentiousness of debate about the 
meaning of “blood”— something that consumed the attention of scholars 
and the Catholic Church as they debated whether it took three or four 
generations to purge an inferior “race” of its polluted blood— and char-
acteristics of a gentleman of good breeding. In Defoe’s rendering of this 
debate, the Earl of Oxford embodied the arrogance of English aristocrats, 
a class whose members were convinced that civility and morality were 
genetically acquired. The “noble gentleman,” on the other hand, registered 
Defoe’s disdain for the idea of a genetic aristocracy. In fact, Defoe’s satire 
aimed to convince his readers that good breeding and its qualities of intel-
lect, character, and ease of manners were acquired only after a lifetime of 
diligent cultivation. As the eighteenth century witnessed the tumult of 
the Age of Revolutions and neared the nineteenth, the debate over the 
relationship between biological inheritance— or “blood”— and the role 
of education in shaping human development intensified.²

Historians have observed that the English debate over the meaning 
of good breeding gripped intellectual discourse in eighteenth- century 
Britain. Scholars such as Paul Carter, George Brauer, and Julie Flavell have 
noted that seventeenth-  and eighteenth- century English philosophers 
framed good breeding in cosmopolitan terms. This cosmopolitanism 
emphasized the universal nature of the values ascribed to a gentleman 
of good breeding.³ According to Brauer, eighteenth- century intellectuals 
instructed young men to travel abroad and mix with “good company.” 
Brauer argues that travel was seen as a way to cultivate the principles 
of good breeding, helping a budding gentleman to hone the universal 
characteristics of virtue and ease.4

As overseas travel was considered important to the cultivation of good 
breeding, it was unsurprising that the tenets of good breeding traveled 
with European migrants as they settled in North America during the 
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. With the historiographic analysis 
of good breeding focused primarily on Britain, the historical significance 
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of this concept in late eighteenth-  and early nineteenth- century America 
has not been fully developed. American historians have generally limited 
their analysis of identity formation to how elite Americans sought models 
of ideal behavior from England. Historians label this process “Angliciza-
tion,” a phenomenon that involved colonial Americans reading, observing, 
and attempting to apply lessons in English and Scottish virtue, style, and 
religious practice to America.5

However, the ideals of good breeding that Americans studied acquired 
a distinctly American interpretation over the course of the eighteenth 
century. By the 1790s American lawmakers, building on colonial prece-
dents, attempted to associate good breeding with free white citizens. For 
example, the 1790 naturalization law, which remained the law of the land 
until 1952, prescribed “whiteness” as the prerequisite for citizenship.6 The 
naturalization law also had implications for the reproduction of the nation, 
with the children of naturalized citizens under the age of twenty- one being 
eligible for citizenship if they were also resident in the United States.7

Building on these laws, early nineteenth- century lawmakers sought to 
reaffirm the colonial prohibition on such practices as interracial marriage. 
The legal and social taboos placed on interracial sex and marriage, and 
their “spurious issue,” meant that the qualities associated with well- bred 
citizens in the early republic remained reserved strictly for white citi-
zens.8 To produce mixed- race children, either in casual sexual affairs or 
interracial marriages, was to blur the line between citizen and noncitizen 
and to compromise the white supremacist foundations of the United 
States.9 Despite this, prominent Americans like Thomas Jefferson went 
against popular racial prejudices and speculated that interracial marriage 
had the potential to produce a unified and homogenous body politic by 
eliminating ill- bred elements of American society.

America’s revolutionary elite, for all their political rhetoric about inde-
pendence, continued to look to Britain for guidance in forming the ideal 
social order. After exploring eighteenth- century arguments about good 
breeding in Britain, this chapter will analyze how the ideals of good breed-
ing were applied in the early American republic. The racial speculation of 
American leaders— most notably Thomas Jefferson— aimed to prescribe 
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the parameters of good breeding and mold American whiteness to abstract 
Enlightenment ideals of inner virtue and aesthetic beauty. Specifically, 
Jefferson speculated that interracial marriage whitened “colored” races, 
something that Jefferson viewed as a positive development. After analyzing 
Jefferson’s speculations about good breeding among white Americans, 
Native Americans, and African Americans the chapter compares how 
Jefferson’s cosmopolitan contemporaries in British colonial Australia 
addressed the issue of good breeding among white convicts, free colonists, 
and Aboriginal peoples. In this broader settler colonial context, Jefferson’s 
speculation about race mixing as a productive factor in the cultivation of 
good breeding appears less unusual. Jefferson’s musings on the benefits 
of interracial marriage were therefore part of a transnational discussion 
about the cultivation of good breeding and human perfectibility. In this 
context, whiteness came to be seen as a malleable biological and cultural 
category.¹0 For men who shared Jefferson’s convictions, whiteness had the 
potential to transform the biological makeup and cultural practices of 
nonwhite races. Thus human hybridity was not celebrated but seen as a 
marker of racial uncertainty and social disorder. In the United States and 
British colonial Australia, the importance of the “globules of blood” that 
Defoe satirized became part of an earnest debate about the cultural and 
biological composition of a well- bred body politic.

The Scottish Enlightenment Idea of Good 
Breeding in a Comparative Context

John Locke’s Some Thoughts Concerning Education (1693), was a critically 
important text for developing understandings of good breeding in England. 
Some Thoughts Concerning Education was published in the years after the 
Glorious Revolution (1688– 89), the passage of the Toleration Act (1689) 
under King William III’s reign, and the Reformation of Manners, in 
which reform society’s allegations of rampant sexual immorality— such 
as prostitution and sodomy— led government officials to work more 
diligently to police public morality.¹¹ In this context, Locke argued that 
good breeding constituted a series of qualities that had the potential to 
produce a gentleman. A gentleman of good breeding was humble and 
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honest, he exhibited ease in his carriage, and he projected a “well fash-
ioned” image in his dress, speech, and behavior. According to Locke, the 
qualities of a well- bred gentleman required constant cultivation through 
formal education, travel, and avoiding the “tincture” of ill company. Locke 
insisted that good breeding was not simply a ceremonial performance; 
instead, ease of carriage and speech and refinement of manners and dress 
should be external displays of an internal civility.¹²

Locke therefore added his voice to debate about public and private 
morality by arguing that education was critical to the cultivation of good 
breeding. He argued that transforming a child into a well- bred gentleman 
occurred in distinct stages. Locke instructed that from early infancy the 
practices of good breeding should be stressed on the young mind of the 
budding gentleman by instilling awe and respect for authority figures.¹³ 
He contended that the first stage of a child’s education was critical to 
the cultivation of virtue. A virtuous gentleman should ultimately possess 
mastery over his passions; he was neither a slave to his temper nor a captive 
of his baser lusts. Indeed, a truly virtuous gentleman was a disciplined 
individual who was a “useful” member of society.¹4

In the second stage of human development, a young gentleman con-
tinued his education by observing the social etiquette and manners of 
others. Such knowledge was attained by traveling to foreign countries. 
By traveling abroad, an aspiring gentleman became a truly cosmopolitan 
individual capable of adapting to foreign cultures and customs with ease.¹5 
Thus, through travel and observation, a gentleman honed his rationality 
and wisdom. As Locke defined it, a gentleman of wisdom manages “his 
business ablely, and with fore- sight in this World. This is the product of 
good natural Temper, application of Mind, and Experience together.”¹6 
Such qualities made the cosmopolitan gentleman “valued and beloved 
by others, acceptable and tolerable to himself.”¹7 In short, a polished and 
mature gentleman was a man of good breeding who was a useful member 
of global society.

Locke’s theory of good breeding was not intended to take the children 
of lowly farmhands or mechanics and transform them into an elite class 
of gentlemen. Instead, Locke’s man of good breeding performed the tasks 
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assigned to his rank with the “freedom and gracefulness, which pleases,” 
thereby ensuring that good order was maintained in society at large.¹8 
Following Locke’s Some Thoughts Concerning Education, Hume, Kames, 
Reid, Stewart, and a host of other well- known and not- so- well- known 
philosophers contributed to the debate over the Reformation of Manners 
and good breeding in Britain. These scholars elaborated on theories of 
good breeding by combining empiricism with Scottish Common Sense 
philosophy to argue that a stable and modern body politic was possible 
if individuals cultivated the principles of good breeding best suited to 
their station in society.¹9

Adam Smith, best known for his economic theories, argued that human 
happiness resulted when men cultivated the principles of good breeding. 
Smith asserted that the actions of virtuous and generous men, when benev-
olently bestowed on society, produced a “beauty superior to all others, so 
the want of it, and much more the contrary inclination, communicates 
a peculiar deformity of whatever evidences such a disposition.” Smith 
concluded, “Pernicious actions are often punished for no other reason 
than because they shew a want of sufficient attention to the happiness 
of our neighbour.”²0 Underlying Scottish Common Sense philosophy 
was the reformist impulse to remake society for the happiness of all. For 
example, Henry Home, Lord Kames, a popular Enlightenment thinker 
among Americans such as Thomas Jefferson, insisted that “moral sense 
[is] . . . rooted in the nature of man.” With education, Kames posited, man 
“improves [moral sense] gradually, like other powers and faculties.” Kames 
believed that the man of moral sense should apply his knowledge to the 
scientific betterment of humankind and society. He argued that “man is a 
beautiful machine, composed of various principles of motion, which may 
be conceived as so many springs or weights, counteracting or balancing 
one another. When these are accurately adjusted, the movement of life is 
beautiful, because regular and uniform. But if some springs or weights be 
withdrawn, those which remain, acting now without opposition from their 
antagonists, will disorder the balance, and derange the whole machine.”²¹

The Common Sense thinkers of the Scottish Enlightenment built on 
the empiricism of the Scientific Revolution of the seventeenth century. 
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Scottish Common Sense philosophers drew on observations of human 
societies to formulate their theories of human improvement and social 
order, coining the phrase the “science of man.” Rejecting Rousseau’s asser-
tion that civilization corrupts people, Scottish Enlightenment thinkers 
echoed Locke in their belief that through experience, observation, and 
calculation the “science of man” proved that all “ranks” or “orders” of men 
in society had their usefulness. If people performed to the best of their 
ability within their rank, social stability ensued and society prospered.²² 
In eighteenth- century Britain, social rank and order was the foundation 
for a well- bred human society— a “beautiful machine.”

Thomas Reid, a popular Common Sense philosopher among literate 
colonists in mainland North America and Australia, developed educational 
theories for the cultivation of good breeding. As with most Common 
Sense philosophers, Reid’s analyses were based on his observations of 
Britain and Europe, never explicitly addressing the social context of North 
America or New South Wales. In North America’s expanding heteroge-
neous social milieu of the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, 
unfamiliar landscapes, ethnically and racially diverse populations, and 
rapidly changing economic and political structures, Reid’s Common Sense 
philosophy proved particularly appealing to America’s elites. America’s 
literate audiences saw Reid’s theories as a neat fit with Locke’s idea about 
good breeding, providing a language with which to forge a stable body 
politic of well- defined ranks and order. For example, Americans learned 
from Reid that a “man of sense is a man of judgment. Good sense is 
good judgment. . . . Common sense is that degree of judgment which is 
common to men with whom we can converse and transact business.”²³

The historian Gordon Wood has argued that America’s revolutionary 
leaders saw virtue, or the “willingness of the individual to sacrifice his pri-
vate interests for the good of the community,” as essential to the stability of 
the early American republic.²4 Men such as Washington, Adams, Madison, 
and Jefferson, all students of the Scottish Enlightenment, applied Thomas 
Reid’s Common Sense philosophies in the context of unprecedented 
social and political change in North America. The writings of Common 
Sense philosophers provided the founders of the United States with the 
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confidence to transform the British colonies, re- creating American soci-
ety as a living example of an independent, sober, and practical society 
structured around the principles of good judgment and good breeding. 
However, as the evidence from the following two sections suggests, reports 
of Native American assaults on frontier farms and towns undermined this 
confidence. Indeed, the fear of Native American men kidnapping, keeping 
captive, and sexually exploiting white women and children tortured the 
imagination of white Americans. Even more troubling, however, was 
the presence of African Americans, who most white Americans agreed 
required the strict discipline of slavery, lest they develop ideas about calling 
for their own independence and attempt to integrate into white society. 
The America of the Revolutionary Era and early republic was, therefore, 
characterized by specifically American racial anxieties. In particular, white 
Americans feared unrestrained interracial sex— an anxiety that framed 
a myriad of social, cultural, and political concerns— and the mixed- race 
progeny of these illicit unions. Mixed- race people had the potential to 
dissolve the markers of rank and order in white society. The fears of 
sexual depravity and sodomy that drove the Reformation of Manners 
among British reformers was, in North America, interpreted through 
the increasingly focused lens of race. As Winthrop Jordan has observed, 
sexual intermixture between white and African American people had the 
potential to produce a “darkened nation,” which white Americans saw 
as “incontrovertible evidence that sheer animal sex was governing the 
American destiny and the great experiment in the wilderness had failed 
to maintain the social and personal restraints which were the hallmarks 
and the very stuff of civilization.”²5

Good Breeding in the United States

The republic of the United States burst onto the world political stage 
in the 1780s as a product of both the Enlightenment and modernity. 
Jefferson and the Founding Fathers of the United States believed that a 
society atomized by racial or tribal divisions represented a premodern 
chaos.²6 Such a society was assumed to lack laws and basic civilized prac-
tices (such as monogamous marriage), and could not progress up the 
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scale of civilization. Thus the United States needed a system of laws and 
education to ensure the good breeding of its white citizens, the stability 
of its social ranks and orders, and the economic progress and happiness 
of the white body politic. As Hugh White and William Baker, the chair 
and secretary of the Aliens of Beaver County, Pennsylvania, wrote in a 
letter to Thomas Jefferson in 1801, a well- bred Virginian like Jefferson 
himself was not simply a citizen of his beloved state; he was “a Citizen of 
the World, Whose Philanthropic Bosom generously Glows With ardent 
desire to promote happiness of all Men.”²7

Thomas Jefferson was indeed a cosmopolitan “Citizen of the World,” 
traveling throughout the Atlantic and reading European literature and 
philosophy. Jefferson was also a Virginian and an American, and he knew 
that the lessons of virtue and good breeding must be applied to the 
uniquely American context. Historian Peter Onuf explains that Jeffer-
son’s educational vision for a well- bred republic was tied to his espousal 
of a layered system of governmental authority. Jefferson believed that 
autonomous local, state, and federal spheres of government would work 
best to ensure the stability of white America’s ranks and orders and, as a 
result, promote peace and happiness for all.²8 In query 14 of Notes on the 
State of Virginia, Jefferson outlined his education plan, arguing that the 
instruction of young Americans ought “to provide an education adapted 
to the years, to the capacity, and the conditions of everyone, and directed 
to their freedom and happiness.” To obtain this end, Jefferson proposed 
three levels of education: an elementary level of education, received gra-
tis for three years, in which students learned the rudiments of reading, 
writing, and arithmetic; a grammar school education, where students 
cultivated their language skills, knowledge of geography, “and the higher 
branches of numerical arithmetic”; and finally, the best and brightest 
minds should attend college, acquiring and honing those scientific skills 
deemed most useful— and therefore virtuous— to American society.²9 In 
Jefferson’s vision of social stability in the American republic, the influence 
of Locke’s theory of good breeding and the Common Sense philosophy 
of the Scottish Enlightenment proved critically important.

Jefferson never missed an opportunity to inform his correspondents of 
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the individual and social benefits associated with his theory of education. 
For example, Jefferson urged his nephew, Peter Carr, to avail himself of 
the “strict discipline” required in formal schooling. Jefferson informed 
the young Carr that “you will find [such discipline will] contribute to 
your happiness in the end.”³0 Four years later, in 1787, Jefferson again 
instructed his nephew, on this occasion encouraging Carr to cultivate 
the cosmopolitan qualities of good breeding by traveling abroad because 
“this makes men wiser.”³¹ Indeed, Jefferson reflected his cosmopolitan 
hope that Americans would acquire the good breeding needed to give 
pleasure to others. Writing to Charles Bellini, the first professor of mod-
ern languages in the United States, Jefferson stated, “I would wish [my] 
countrymen to adopt just so much of European politeness as to be ready 
[to] make all those little sacrifices of self which really render European 
manners amiable, and relieve society from the disagreeable scenes to 
which rudeness often exposes it.”³²

Jefferson went to great lengths to emphasize the importance of formal 
education conforming with one’s social rank. He insisted that the “mass 
of our citizens may be divided into two classes— the laboring and the 
learned.” According to Jefferson, the former class needed little more than 
an elementary education to perform the tasks that made them useful to 
society.³³ Jefferson’s speculations on how to cultivate a stable, well- bred 
society thus reflected the influences of Enlightenment empiricism on his 
social and political thought. As Alan Taylor observes, the triumph of the 
Jeffersonian vision in the early republic was made possible by emphasizing 
the importance of local “leading men” to ameliorate tensions between the 
varying ranks in American society. This system obscured the rigidity of 
the early republic’s ranks and orders by giving the impression that each 
individual’s notion of freedom and happiness was being legally protected 
by leaders concerned with local political issues.³4

Jefferson’s writings thus acknowledged that instability existed among 
the ranks and orders of white American society. Whiteness, quite simply, 
constituted a fragile social identity. Political disputes had the potential to 
splinter white racial solidarity, just as divisions between gentleman and 
yeoman landowners divided white Americans politically and economically. 
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However, the most potent factor in fracturing the stability of the white 
republic was racial difference. Much has been written about Jefferson’s 
complex definition of race.³5 The analysis that follows suggests that Jef-
ferson understood that whiteness was a fragile, malleable racial identity. 
Jefferson’s speculations on marriage— particularly interracial marriage— 
highlight his acknowledgement that for a stable society of ranks and 
orders to persist, uncontrolled interracial mixing must yield to the legal 
and social discipline attached to marriage. The available evidence suggests 
that Jefferson was not against interracial unions per se, he simply believed 
that they must be controlled by government authorities with a scientific 
eye to whitening Native Americans and, although unlikely in his mind, 
African Americans.³6

Recent historical studies of Jefferson’s racial views focus overwhelmingly 
on the implications of his sexual relationship with the slave Sally Hem-
ings.³7 By taking a broader view of Jefferson’s sexual and racial speculations, 
it is possible to gain a clearer picture of how he viewed the reproduction 
of American whiteness. One of the most revealing statements of Jefferson’s 
sexual views appeared in a letter he penned to John Adams on October 28, 
1813. Jefferson wrote to Adams in the context of their intellectual debate 
about Theognis, an ancient Greek poet who addressed, among other things, 
issues of procreation. Jefferson informed Adams that he believed sexual 
intercourse should occur only to reproduce children. “For the powers, 
the organs and desires for coition have not been given by God to man 
for the sake of pleasure,” Jefferson instructed, “but for the procreation of 
the race.”³8 Jefferson’s sexual musings echoed the population concerns of 
Thomas Malthus and the political arithmetic of William Petty, both of 
whom tied national well- being to population growth.³9 As Peter Onuf 
observes, many of Jefferson’s racial views were formed from the assump-
tion that human races corresponded to national groups.40 The racially 
heterogeneous population of the United States forced Jefferson to rethink 
his racial framework, and the role of reproductive sexuality within that 
framework, for the young republic. These changes brought Jefferson closer 
to the ideals of the biological inheritance of good breeding that Defoe 
so loathed. For Jefferson, sexual selection was critical to the future virtue 
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and good breeding of America’s white population. Therefore, Jefferson 
saw sexual intercourse as a duty, performed within marriage, and for the 
sole purpose of producing future generations of white Americans.4¹ This 
helps to explain Jefferson’s belief that “experience proves, that the moral 
and physical qualities of man, whether good or evil, are transmissible in 
a certain degree from father to son.”4²

Jefferson’s speculation on the patrilineal inheritance of character and 
good breeding reflected the growing influence of biological theories about 
gender and racial formation at the end of the eighteenth and beginning 
of the nineteenth centuries. Indeed, Jefferson counseled members of his 
own family to select a marriage partner carefully. For example, historian 
Fawn Brody observes that Jefferson “encouraged his daughters to marry 
‘within the family,’” as a marriage partner “imprudently” selected had the 
potential to destroy a family. Indeed, when Jefferson decided to marry 
Martha Wayles Skelton, he received council from his associates who tes-
tified to her good breeding and her endowment of “the greatest fund 
of good nature.”4³ As Jefferson revealed in his 1813 letter to Adams, his 
belief that virtue and good breeding were passed down from father to son 
overlapped with his political belief in the efficacy of a layered political 
society and his system of education, all of which supported rank and order 
among white Americans. According to Jefferson, “science is progress,” and 
Jefferson drew upon the nascent science of human reproduction to argue 
that it was theoretically possible to breed a homogenously white Amer-
ican populous.44 A racially homogenous United States would eliminate 
the racial threat of a biologically fragmented whiteness by separating or 
systematically breeding out the various shades of mulattoes, octoroons, 
and quadroons.

Jefferson’s evolving views on marriage and the inheritance of human 
character traits reflected the geographically specific application of ideas 
about good breeding. Indeed, Jefferson was not alone in warning that 
the prudent selection of a marriage partner was critical to the virtue and 
good breeding of American society. In 1805 “Rules of Civility; or, the Art 
of Good Breeding,” appeared in the American Academy of Compliments. 
This publication provided American readers with guidelines for how 
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to become well- bred citizens. The anonymous author repeated Locke’s 
stages of education and concluded that the cultivation of good breeding 
enabled a white man to court a marriage partner best suited to his rank 
in society. With the emphasis on white men as the active sexual agents in 
American society, the well- bred gentleman, having mastered his passions, 
was now qualified to court a potential wife. The gentleman won his bride’s 
affections with “presents and accompliment [sic] a letter . . . to be delivered 
to her by some trusty female hand, who has interest in her affections, and 
can mould her into good humour.” In this way, the courted woman, “an 
ornament that ought to be held in great esteem,” entered a relationship 
that advanced not only the happiness of the young couple but the racial 
stability of white society as a whole.45 In the racially heterogeneous early 
republic, such advice had profound implications for the future happiness 
and social stability of the United States.

Native Americans and Good Breeding in the United States

The American Revolution provided white Americans with an opportunity 
to apply seventeenth-  and eighteenth- century thought and reshape the 
racial composition of American society. Creating social and economic 
opportunities to ensure liberty and equality of opportunity for whites 
proved of utmost importance to Euro- Americans. In the new republic, 
white Americans jockeyed for class and social status, locking Native Amer-
icans and people of African descent out of this contest. William Manning’s 
Key to Libberty (1798) made this point. When Manning asserted, “Diversity 
itself is of the essence of excellence,” he referred to a nation composed of 
white people with skills and expertise that benefited white society as a 
whole. Manning claimed, “Men are born and grow up in this world with 
a vast variety of capacityes, strength & abilityes both of Body and Mind.” 
Men who cultivated their capacities and controlled their passions by 
rejecting “Selfishness . . . [and] Selfe Love” rose to leadership and protected 
the common good from “the depravity of the human hart.”46

By no means an elite, Manning demonstrated the pervasiveness of the 
Scottish Enlightenment’s Common Sense concepts of education and 
government to a well- bred white body politic.47 With wartime memories 
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fresh in the minds of early republican Americans, whites of all classes 
remembered the attempts of American Indians to stifle their fight for 
independence from Britain. In the early republic, memories of Native 
American “treachery” persisted as a reminder of the fragility of the white 
man’s republic. For example, Benjamin Franklin recalled that the British 
“excited the Savages to assassinate our innocent Farmers with their Wives 
and Children.”48 Similarly, John Adams lamented that the British had 
encouraged “hosts of Indians to butcher and scalp them [white Amer-
icans].”49 And J. Hector St. John De Crevecoeur, a French farmer who 
settled in the Hudson Valley, wrote in typically polemical fashion that 
his efforts to cultivate the soil, civilize the landscape, and contribute to 
American progress had been stymied by the fear of the “scalping- knife” 
and by the kidnapping and captivity of European women and children, 
who, when in Indian captivity, became “Indianised” and never “re- adopt 
European manners.”50 The young republic could ill afford such a violent 
and disruptive population of Natives. According to white Americans who 
shared such views, Native Americans would have to be excluded from 
the well- bred republic of whiteness.

Early republican Americans did not embark on an official war of indig-
enous extermination.5¹ Instead, America’s political leaders combined 
Lockean and Scottish Enlightenment concepts of education to advocate 
a policy of “expansion with honor.”5² This policy involved the Ameri-
can government working to incorporate indigenous communities into 
Anglo- American trade networks; the goal being to culturally assimilate 
Native Americans into the white republic. Locke’s thoughts on culti-
vating a well- bred citizenry proved particularly instructive to officials 
involved with this policy. Locke had written that “good company, and the 
Observation joyn’d together [means that] . . . Breeding is that, which sets 
a Gloss upon all [young men’s] other good qualities, and renders them 
useful to him, in procuring the Esteem and Good Will of all that comes 
near.”5³ The Scottish Enlightenment philosopher Thomas Reid developed 
Locke’s theory of good breeding. Tipping his hat to “the great Creator,” 
Reid instructed that the “faculties of man” improve with cultivation. Reid 
argued, “In their gradual progress, they may be greatly assisted or retarded, 
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improved or corrupted, by education, instruction, example, and by the 
society and conversation of men, which, like soil and culture in plants, 
may produce great changes to the better or to the worse.”54

With these sentiments influencing policy formation, a majority of 
American leaders believed that if Native Americans didn’t avail themselves 
of Anglo- American trade and Christian civilization it would result in the 
Indians’ reproduction of their own savagery. In theory, the federal gov-
ernment’s policy of “expansion with honor” aimed to reform individual 
behavior by introducing Native Americans to the cultural qualities of good 
breeding, qualities increasingly associated with white Americans alone.

The policy of “expansion with honor” required that Indians be placed on 
the scale of good breeding that divided white people into ranks and orders, 
something many ordinary Americans felt was beyond Native Americans. 
Although not specifically addressing the American context, Thomas Reid 
provided American leaders with a philosophical framework for teaching 
American Indians to adapt to the principles of good breeding and good 
judgment. Reid wrote that the “art of government is the medicine of the 
mind, and the most useful part of it is that which prevents crimes and 
bad habits, and trains men to virtue and good habits, by proper education 
and discipline.”55 American leaders and foreign travelers believed that 
Native Americans needed education and discipline because most indig-
enous people remained mired in immoral habits and controlled by the 
whims of nature. As the travel writer Alexander Ross recalled, a “mixture 
of Indians and Indian half- breeds, enervated by indolence, debauchery, 
and a warm climate” greeted him on his travels through North America 
in 1810.56 Such a disruptive, ill- bred population could not be tolerated in 
a well- bred white republic of ranks and orders.

Thomas Jefferson believed that a solution to the potentially disruptive 
Native American populations was achievable. According to Jefferson, 
unwieldy populations of “Indian half- breeds” should assimilate to white 
society. In the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, Jefferson 
became the most visible proponent of American Indians being incorpo-
rated into American biological and cultural standards of whiteness. As a 
man of the Enlightenment, Jefferson observed, quantified, and calculated 
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all that he saw and did not see, even devising a mathematical formula for 
happiness. Jefferson thus followed the “numbering urge” of the Scottish 
Enlightenment, insisting that government existed to ensure the “greatest 
happiness to the greatest numbers.” This inspired him to formulate ways 
to elevate Native Americans out of “savagery” and into white society. Jef-
ferson believed that a relatively homogenous population was needed for 
a civil government to rule with the consent of the governed. He argued 
that social happiness required that individuals “harmonize as much as 
possible in matters which they must necessarily transact together.”57 For 
this reason Jefferson transcended public sentiment, seeing the biological 
assimilation— not simply violent removal and acculturation— of Native 
Americans as a means of legitimating white American claims to the land 
and coordinating individual interests in one homogenous population.

Jefferson’s desire to assimilate Native Americans involved both cultural 
and biological adaptation. Culturally, most white Americans agreed with 
Jefferson that Native Americans desperately needed to adopt a more civ-
ilized lifestyle. American leaders touted European agricultural practices 
as “the true basis of national health, riches and populousness.”58 Writing 
in 1803, Jefferson instructed Benjamin Hawkins on the importance of 
promoting “among the Indians a sense of the superior value of land.”59 
Jefferson believed that Native Americans would happily adopt modern 
modes of living if they were exposed to American civilization and taught 
agricultural practices. Jefferson also insisted that American Indians pos-
sessed the capacity for good breeding. He argued that the “Indian of 
North America . . . is neither more defective in ardor, nor impotent with 
his female, than the white reduced to the same diet and exercise.” Clinging 
to the belief that environment shaped the biology of Native Americans, 
Jefferson argued that “favorable circumstances” would help American 
Indians fulfill their biological and cultural potential. Ultimately, Native 
Americans could assimilate to the well- bred republic of whiteness.60

Jefferson, like other men of the American Enlightenment, believed that 
“savage” peoples had failed to advance in the scale of civilization because 
they lived in uncivilized natural and social environments.6¹ By giving the 
American Indian opportunities for an education in European cultural 
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and economic practices and for mixing socially with white Americans, 
Jefferson hoped to teach Native American peoples how to master nature. 
According to Jefferson, instructing Native Americans to maintain civilized 
modes of living would aid indigenous people’s efforts to harness the nat-
ural environment to their advantage and elevate their own moral nature. 
Most significantly, Jefferson believed that biological absorption was the 
best and highest form of assimilation for American Indians. Jefferson 
argued, “In truth, the ultimate point of rest & happiness for them is to 
let our settlement and theirs meet and blend together, to intermix, and 
become one people. Incorporating themselves with us as citizens of the 
U.S., this is what the natural progress of things will of course bring on, 
and it will be better to promote than retard it.”6²

Jefferson insisted that a stable society required socially and biologically 
coherent elements. For Native Americans, phenotypically closer to the 
white aesthetic ideal than African Americans, this meant that they must 
accept both biological and cultural assimilation with white Americans or 
face a violent, painful extinction. Jefferson argued that “our strength and 
their weakness is now so visible” that the American Indians “must see that 
we have only to shut our hand to crush them, and that all our liberalities 
toward them proceed from motives of pure humanity only.”6³ This was 
“civilization with honor.” In the United States, this was a racialized form 
of good breeding.

Whether the leaders of the early republic subscribed to Jefferson’s 
theories about Native American assimilation— which most did not— all 
agreed that racial and cultural heterogeneity was a bad thing for the nation. 
Indeed, human hybridity made little sense to America’s elites except to 
define abnormality and fuel fears about social instability. For men like 
Jefferson, though, Native Americans belonged to the same human species 
as whites. His belief in monogenesis— the providentially ordained, single 
origin of all human beings— made biological assimilation a “scientifically” 
viable, socially desirable, and culturally acceptable policy.

And Jefferson’s views on this matter did have some influential support-
ers. The Philadelphia physician and botanist Benjamin Smith Barton shared 
Jefferson’s views on this matter. Barton subscribed to the reformist vision 
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of the Enlightenment, arguing that in the “empire of rational liberty . . . 
[it] is the theatre on which mankind are to act the part of wisdom and 
virtue . . . from motives of pure humanity.”64 Barton argued that white 
Americans had the capacity, and therefore a responsibility, to transform 
the “unhallowed passions” and “shocking painted visages and savage shout-
ings” of the Native Americans into well- bred, civilized Americans.65 Other 
leading Americans, such as the reformer Jonathon Carver, added that the 
Indian possessed the capacity to biologically cultivate white standards of 
good breeding. Carver observed that Native Americans displayed a high 
degree of chastity, suggesting that they had the intellectual potential to 
assimilate to the cultural and sexual mores of white America.66

In the minds of American leaders like Thomas Jefferson, ensuring that 
Native Americans assimilated to white society required that indigenous 
people learn to control their sexual desires. But in the early republic, with 
social distinctions seemingly blurred, sexual restraint appeared absent not 
only from Indian sexuality but from that of educated and well- traveled 
white men too. In a classic example of projection fantasy, William Bartram 
observed that Indians “are given to adultery and fornication.”67 Bartram’s 
moral condemnation of Indian sexuality was quickly forgotten, however, 
when he was traveling through the South and spotted a number of bare- 
breasted Cherokee women. Bartram wrote about witnessing “White and 
red men and women without distinction” engaging in “frolicks.” On one 
occasion he spotted a number of Cherokee beauties and recalled that he 
“crossed the rivulet” into Cherokee country and “penetrated . . . [a] grand 
forest of stately trees,” which revealed an “enchanting” scene of “primi-
tive innocence.” Bartram saw Cherokee women “collecting strawberries, 
or wantonly chasing their companions tantalising them, staining their 
lips and cheeks with rich fruit.” With “nature prevailing over reason,” 
Bartram joined the erotic scene, hoping to “have a more active part in 
their delicious sport.”68

Sexual restraint, an important component of good breeding in the 
American republic, required reasoning skills so that one could recognize 
when to restrain one’s passions. As Bartram discovered, this proved no 
easy task when the temptation looked so “delicious.” However, by the early 
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nineteenth century white Americans possessed the political and economic 
power to explain away their own sexual indiscretions while culturally 
defining the inferior moral scruples of Native American people. In the 
opinion of most white Americans, Native Americans were “regarded as 
inherently the equals of whites and yet as culturally inferior.”69 Quite 
simply, Native Americans needed lessons in good breeding and sexual 
restraint, not the white man. The Philadelphia physician Benjamin Rush 
argued that teaching American Indians the importance of gender- specific 
roles was the first step toward assimilating them to white society. Rush 
argued, “Men and women were made to work together in different ways.” 
Like many white Americans, Rush believed the Indian “mode of life,” in 
which women labored as men leisurely hunted, prevented Indian prog-
ress. Educating Native Americans in European agricultural techniques 
and the importance of gendered responsibilities and Christian morality 
would break the “tyranny of custom.” Rush concluded that this would 
give Indians the intellectual skills to control their passions and ultimately 
amalgamate with white Americans and assume a rank in society that was 
beneficial to the republic.70

The idea of biologically and culturally incorporating Native Americans 
into the body politic of the nation did not bear fruit in the initial decades 
of the republic. Jefferson’s vision for the biological absorption of Native 
Americans faced a skeptical white body politic. This hostility had been 
developing for over a century. Jefferson thus faced a difficult task con-
vincing the general public that a policy designed to biologically absorb 
the Indians would not endanger the republic. He faced an even tougher 
task convincing Americans of the efficacy of black- white amalgamation.

African Americans and Good Breeding in the United States

Benjamin Rush philosophized on most aspects of American life. This 
was particularly true of his idiosyncratic views on African American 
people. In many respects, Rush’s views on “blackness” tell us much more 
about the importance of whiteness than they do about African American 
identity in the early republic. For example, Rush defined “blackness” as a 
disease, a definition that conformed with English and colonial American 
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characterizations of blackness as “deeply stained with dirt; soiled, dirty, 
foul. . . . Having dark or deadly purposes, malignant; penetrating to or 
involving death, deadly; baneful, disastrous, wicked . . . Indicating disgrace, 
censure, liability or punishment, etc.”7¹ Speaking before the American Phil-
osophical Society in 1792, Rush claimed that the “Negro’s” color derived 
from leprosy. He highlighted the Enlightenment belief in the impact of 
external factors on human corporeality, arguing that an “unwholesome 
diet, . . . combined with greater heat, more savage manners, and bilious 
fevers, probably produced this disease in the skin among the natives of 
Africa.”7² Elite and common Americans alike might not have been able 
to articulate Rush’s relatively complex medical rationale for African skin 
color, but all agreed, blackness was not normal.

Rush’s belief that blackness constituted a disease meant that African 
American people should receive both compassion and medical treatment 
from white Americans. His commonplace books contain numerous entries 
that highlight his curiosity in cases of human beings acquiring a black 
complexion. In one example, Rush recorded that a “white woman in 
North Carolina not only acquired a dark color, but several of the features 
of a Negro, by marrying and living with a black husband.”7³ Rush saw 
such symptoms as ruinous to the health of the North Carolina woman, 
and to the republic. He prescribed an infusion of “oxygenated muriatic 
acid [into] the black wool of a negro” and the application of “the juice of 
unripe peaches” to the skin. In Rush’s mind, his remedies represented a 
medical path to improved health and the whitening of the darkened seg-
ment of the American population. He concluded that eradicating “Negro 
leprosy”— that is, “blackness”— would “add greatly to their happiness, for 
however well they appear to be satisfied with their color, there are many 
proofs of their preferring that of the white people.”74

A staunch opponent of slavery, Rush was a monogenist who believed 
that environment shaped human appearance and character. As such, 
he insisted that a combination of medical treatment and an improved 
environment held the key to alleviating African Americans of their 
blackness. Rush argued for the abolition of slavery, insisting that slav-
ery injured black people and magnified their natural tendency toward 
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melancholia and “venereal desires.” He instructed that the abolition 
of slavery demanded that white Americans assume responsibility for 
spreading the principles of Christian morality and economic self- 
sufficiency among African American people. As an example of the 
inevitable success of this strategy, Rush wrote that after he purchased 
the slave William Grubber, Grubber’s drunkenness, vice, and all forms 
of immorality disappeared. Eulogizing Grubber at his funeral, Rush 
remembered that the former slave died a “sober” and “moral” man. 
Like other men of his elevated learning and social status, Rush studied 
African American people in the search of a cure for blackness and the 
educational techniques for their cultural uplift. These two pursuits 
united in a single progressive search for social stability through whit-
ening and racial homogeneity. Rush’s racial environmentalism meant 
that he saw the abolition of slavery as the first step in teaching blacks 
the cultural principles commonly associated with the ordinary white 
American. He therefore emphasized an education in a skilled trade, 
Christian morality, and moral restraint to prepare African Americans 
for their social rank as laborers in the American republic, while his 
concoction of medical remedies promised a biological cure for what 
he saw as the disease of blackness.75

Rush’s biological cure for blackness did not address the benefits or 
disadvantages of interracial marriage. Indeed, historians have correctly 
observed that the American legal system refused to sanction mixed- race 
marriages between blacks and whites. Antimiscegenation laws, which 
dated back to the colonial era, represented a conservative application of 
Common Sense thinking, with an emphasis on separation over the more 
radical idea of amalgamation. In the early republic, the American legal 
system upheld and expanded on colonial precedent, helping to construct 
whiteness as a biologically fragile category that needed protection from 
the sexual taint of blackness. For instance, a 1785 Virginia law defined a 
person with a black parent or grandparent as a Negro. In other words, most 
white Americans saw both interracial sex and marriage as undermining 
the purity of whiteness.76 Ordinary white Americans therefore rejected 
any form of black- white mixing.
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By the early nineteenth century, supporters of selective mixed mar-
riages belonged to a small class of men with an intimate knowledge 
of Enlightenment thinking. For example, the Marquise de Chastellux 
observed of Jeffersonian Virginia that the “best expedient [to eradicat-
ing blackness] would be to export a large number of [black] males . . . 
and to encourage the marriage of white men with [black] females.”77 
Chastellux’s theory presented white men as the active sexual and cultural 
agents, engendering racial transformation and betrothing social status, 
while black women were seen as vessels who gave birth to progressively 
lighter- colored babies.

Thomas Jefferson gave mathematical precision to the idea of reproduc-
ing whiteness. Jefferson studied African Americans “as subjects of natural 
history.” He suspected that, “equally cultivated for a few generations,” African 
Americans might theoretically approach white standards of culture and 
physical appearance. In 1815 he clarified his position, informing Frances 
Gray that “a third cross clears the [African American] blood.”78 Another 
prominent American, Henry Laurens, agreed with Jefferson’s sentiments, 
if not his mathematics. Drawing on the Scottish Enlightenment’s stadial 
theory of human progress, Laurens claimed that with each cross between 
white and black, a more advanced “stage of whitewash, . . . of fairer complex-
ion” was reached. According to Laurens, “By perseverance the black may 
be blanched and the ‘Stamp of Providence’ effectually effaced.”79 However, 
convincing a majority of white Americans of the social and biological ben-
efits of interracial marriage seemed far- fetched in such a color- conscious 
society. Jefferson himself acknowledged the difficulty of the task. Echoing 
popular racial prejudices, Jefferson claimed that nature endowed African 
Americans with inferior reasoning skills, and they possessed a “disagreeable 
odour” were sexually “ardent,” and were given to “desire” rather than the 
cultivation of love. According to Jefferson, these qualities produced “deep 
rooted prejudices” among white Americans, most viewing interracial 
marriage as the antithesis of good breeding.80 Thus, while it was discussed 
as a biological possibility, the culture of racism in the American republic 
meant that Jefferson’s mathematical formula for reproducing whiteness 
through interracial marriage remained mere speculation.
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Whiteness and Good Breeding in British Colonial Australia

Or did Jeffersonian ideas simply require a new colonial location for 
their implementation to occur?8¹ The British gained a new opportunity 
to engineer a racially homogenous white population in the previously 
uncolonized lands of the southwest Pacific. British interest in the Pacific 
grew during the Seven Years’ War and after the signing of the Treaty 
of Paris in 1763. Captain James Cook’s voyages— 1768– 71, 1772– 75, and 
1776– 80— reflected the British desire to explore, expand, and solidify its 
position as Europe’s preeminent colonial power. The British settlement 
of New South Wales therefore represented an effort to solve the problem 
of overcrowded jails, reassert British preeminence as a naval and colonial 
power, and expand scientific endeavor. Unlike the American colonies, 
which took shape during the Scientific Revolution, New South Wales 
emerged in the age of Enlightenment and social reformism in England 
and Scotland, a coincidence in chronology that shaped efforts to improve 
and cultivate the land, discipline convicts, and most notably, reform the 
colony’s indigenous black inhabitants.8²

After the First Fleet arrived in Sydney Cove under Captain Arthur Phillip 
in January 1788, the British ruled New South Wales with a combination 
of brutal discipline and an Enlightenment drive to rehabilitate humanity. 
In fact, the British saw military discipline as an important rehabilitation 
tool.8³ Responsible for overseeing this discipline, Governor Phillip typified 
the cosmopolitan background of New South Wales’s colonial ruling elite. 
Phillip served with the Portuguese navy in the war against Spain between 
1774 and 1778 and returned to the British navy to fight the American colo-
nists between 1778 and 1781. This military experience, combined with the 
model of penal reform mandated by Britain’s Colonial Office, meant that 
officials in New South Wales applied the reformist ethos of the Scottish 
Enlightenment in a more authoritarian fashion than their American 
cousins.84 Moreover, as a new penal, and ultimately a settler, colony, New 
South Wales did not inherit the cultural and legal precedents that shaped 
American attitudes toward race and interracial mixing in the American 
republic. The British, inspired by the abolitionist and humanitarian zeal 
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of the Colonial Office, believed their government representatives in New 
South Wales had the power to transform the barren Australian landscape 
and breed a population of skilled and unskilled workers from former 
convicts that would lay a solid foundation for a stable white society of 
ranks and orders.85

Under Phillip’s command, the First Fleet included convicts who had 
originally been sentenced for transportation to North America. However, 
the American Revolutionary War led to the redirection of British convicts. 
In New South Wales, unlike British Virginia and Maryland, both free 
and convict workers experienced the same brutal discipline. Indeed, for 
the British to redeem the white convicts of New South Wales, colonial 
authorities felt that they had to avoid mistakes made in the colonization 
of North America. Comparisons between British North America and 
New South Wales were in this respect common.86 For example, in May 
1789 an anonymous correspondent wrote to Undersecretary Evan Nepean 
to inform him that New South Wales compared favorably to the English 
colonies in North America. Nepean received information that in “looking 
back to the tottering foundation of the colonies of Virginia and New 
England, I find the first settlers were much more unfortunate than the 
founders of the present settlement in New Holland” (the British did not 
begin referring to the colony as Australia until 1829).87

The boosterism of Nepean’s anonymous correspondent overlooked the 
starving times experienced in the colony during the 1790s. Officials also 
received regular complaints of drunkenness, sexual immorality (typically 
buggery), and idleness among emancipated convicts and settlers. These 
reports worried British officials in New South Wales because the popula-
tion that they had to found a new society had already been marked with 
the stamp of physical and moral degeneracy by the British legal system.88 
However, with the experience of governing American and other British 
colonies, officials moved quickly to establish a system of reform in which 
a well- bred white population of ranks and orders would emerge from a 
convict rabble. Colonial officials thus devised a three- pronged strategy 
for transforming convicts into useful members of a settler population. 
First, they punished convicts for displays of bad character by physically 
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segregating them from settlements around Sydney Cove. Second, officials 
encouraged industrious convicts with promises of reduced sentences and 
land. Finally, colonial officials and missionaries joined forces to promote 
Christian morality, encouraging marriage and instituting a system of 
education for the children of convicts and orphans.89 As the Reverend 
William Henry informed the London Missionary Society in 1799, the 
aim of these strategies was to reform the morality of the convicts and 
idle settlers, whom Henry saw as “buryed in ignorance and hardened in 
sin, and that immorality of every kind, yea, all manner of sin, and that 
abominations prevail in this colony . . . for [it is more common for] a 
man to keep a prostitute and have a number of children by her than it 
is for a man to have a wife and children in England.”90

To foster personal discipline and establish ranks and orders in New 
South Wales, colonial officials embarked on a systematic campaign of 
town planning and agricultural development. This type of government 
planning was driven in large part by the starvation experienced in the 
early years of colonial settlement. British officials understood from their 
experience in North America that hunger had the potential to send the 
colony into a spiral of crime. Therefore, officials instructed white convicts 
and settlers to grow “Indian corn” and other grains. The arrival of Amer-
ican whaling and trading vessels brought both Indian corn and Indian 
corn seed to New South Wales, constituting one half of a Pacific exchange 
that also included American interest in New Zealand flax cultivation in 
Georgia and George Washington’s inquiries into “Botany Bay grass- seed.”9¹

In New South Wales, colonial officials devised a plan to capitalize on this 
agricultural and economic exchange. Emancipated convicts were to receive 
thirty acres of land and an additional ten acres for each child produced in 
marriage. In this way, the development of Australian agriculture— which 
hastened the dispossession of Aborigines from their ancestral lands— was 
tied to marriage and the reproduction of white children.9² For those who 
refused to conform to this emerging system of land distribution in the 
1790s, physical segregation on Norfolk Island was mandated to prevent 
men of “very infamous character . . . mixing with the convicts.”9³

The distribution of land for agricultural purposes and the segregation 
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of immoral convicts was designed to produce a sense of order among 
the convicts and settlers. Thus colonial officials also saw town planning 
as an important mechanism for ensuring the good order of the colony. 
In 1796 a government and general order divided Sydney into districts. 
The order read, “In consequence of the very disorderly conduct and the 
frequent disgraceful breaches of the peace committed by many of the 
inhabitants of the town of Sydney and its neighborhood, the Governor 
has thought it necessary to number the houses, and to divide the town 
into certain portions or divisions.”94

Scholars such as James Scott and Peter Wagner have analyzed the limits 
of state power in constructing physical boundaries and inventing human 
categories to facilitate social control, but in the minds of colonial officials 
in New South Wales, the colonial plan of spatial classification was seen 
as a rational application of Jeremy Benthem’s panoptic vision of penal 
reform.95 Colonial officials felt confident that by ordering the homes and 
neighborhoods in which convicts and settlers lived and restricting their 
movements at night they would transform colonial society and bring 
“order and regularity for confusion and licentiousness.”96

British officials believed that they had to create a well- ordered colonial 
society by encouraging convicts and settlers to employ their skills in 
professional activity or acquire a trade. The pastoralist John Macarthur, 
who most likely had self- interest in mind when he encouraged settlers 
to acquire a trade, insisted on the importance of work to good breeding 
and usefulness in colonial Australia. Macarthur informed the Duke of 
Portland in 1796 that if a settler had been “obliged to employ themselves 
in the service of an industrious and vigilant master, they would not only 
have produced by their labour enough to maintain themselves, but there 
would have been a surplus to contribute to the furnishing the civil and 
military establishments.”97 Usefulness through skilled or agriculturally 
productive work was therefore vital to the maintenance of virtue and good 
breeding in New South Wales, and official records indicate that many 
former convicts and settlers embraced a virtuous existence.

John Irving, the first emancipated convict, was an example of the type 
of man British officials wanted to breed in New South Wales. Governor 
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Phillip explained that Irving “has been bred to surgery, and merited from 
his exemplary conduct what has been done for him.” Phillip reported that 
Irving “acts as an assistant to the surgeons, who find him a very useful 
man.”98 Similarly, Phillip wrote to Lord Sydney in May 1788, asking the 
secretary of state for the Home Department to free two men from public 
service because they were performing an invaluable service to the colony 
by successfully engaging in agricultural pursuits. Colonial officials thus 
demonstrated a determination to have rank and order prevail in New 
South Wales, as white men of “intelligent and industrious” habits were 
increasingly divided into skilled trades or encouraged to become hard-
working farmers.99

As a condition of a well- ordered colonial society, convicts and eman-
cipated convicts were expected to act with humility and deference in 
New South Wales. Instilling convicts with such discipline was not easy, 
so the process usually began en route to Australia. For example, in 1803 
Lieutenant Governor David Collins received instructions to “make the 
necessary arrangements for classing the convicts, according to their several 
trades and former employments in order to their being kept in some kind 
of occupation during the voyage.”¹00 Once in New South Wales, convicts 
of all ranks were meant to respect authority figures. The case of Maurice 
Maragot highlighted this point. Maragot was a Scottish convict sentenced 
to transportation to New South Wales. In 1797 Maragot, as was the practice 
with many convicts, claimed that his sentence had expired. He therefore 
petitioned the colonial authorities for his freedom. Invoking his legal 
rights under the British constitution, Maragot pled for the restoration 
of his freedom, arguing that “inasmuch as I conceive my sentence to 
be fulfilled on my arrival here, that sentence being transportation, not 
slavery.”¹0¹ In response, Major Francis Grose, commanding officer of the 
New South Wales Corp, warned Maragot to know his rank in the social 
order of New South Wales. Grose instructed Maragot that as a convict, 
“humility is expected” of him and that if colonial officials received further 
impudent communication “I have not the smallest doubt, neither shall 
I have the least hesitation, of forcing as much good order from you as 
from any other prisoner in this place.”¹0²
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The cultivation of good breeding among New South Wales’s white 
convicts involved a combination of either work— in the form of a skilled 
trade or manual labor— or farming and agricultural employment with 
marriage and respect for superiors. When such methods failed, colonial 
authorities enforced good order by resorting to corporal punishment. 
For example, if a convict was convicted of a misdemeanor he faced the 
prospect of as many as fifteen hundred lashes. These lashes were dispensed 
publicly to shame the convict— as was the case with slaves throughout 
the Americas— to reinforce to the public the level of conduct required 
from convicts in colonial society.¹0³

Public whippings represented the most brutal effort of colonial officials 
to discipline the bodies of convicts in New South Wales. In particular, 
colonial officials and a growing number of missionaries combined forces 
during the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries to encourage 
public morality through marriage and Christian education. In 1790 offi-
cial statistics estimated the British population of New South Wales and 
Norfolk Island at 2,545, of which 512 were women.¹04 By 1804, 1,356 convict 
and free women lived and worked in New South Wales out of a total 
population of 6,928.¹05 With men far outnumbering women, reports of 
sodomy, prostitution, and rape were numerous. In one case, Lieutenant 
Governor King reported that a former convict named Dring, who lived 
with his wife and young child, was found guilty of assaulting British 
soldiers. According to King, Dring’s rage erupted into violence after dis-
covering that numerous soldiers of the New South Wales Corp had been 
sexually intimate with his wife.¹06

To improve the sexual morality of the colony, officials and a growing 
legion of missionaries encouraged free migrants to settle in New South 
Wales. To induce the best quality of settlers to migrate to the antipodes, 
colonial authorities offered land that would support an independent 
livelihood.¹07 However, complaints soon arose in New South Wales that 
the free settlers were far from independent and well bred and were in fact 
a burden on colonial society. In August 1806 a report on the “Present State 
of His Majesty’s Settlements of the East Coast of New Holland, Called 
New South Wales” asserted the ill- bred character of many free settlers. The 
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report claimed that “as many of this class brought no other property to 
the colony than their large families, many who are infirm will continue 
a burthen to the public or stores.”¹08 These were not the sort of settlers 
who would give society in New South Wales the gloss of good breeding.

Instead, men such as Mr. John Anderson were required. According to 
Captain John Macarthur, Anderson was “a young gentleman of a liberal 
education, possessing some knowledge of agriculture, mechanicks, and 
other useful arts, and he would certainly be a great acquisition to the 
colony of New South Wales.”¹09 A well- bred society required free settlers 
possessing education, practical skills, and moral propriety (particularly as 
it related to drunkenness and sexual conduct) and exhibiting the ease of 
manners associated with well- connected gentlemen of good breeding.¹¹0

Colonial officials hoped that offers of land would encourage well- bred 
gentlemen to migrate to New South Wales and improve the moral well- 
being of the colony. Colonial leaders and missionaries also believed that 
they needed to promote marriage among convicts and settlers (and between 
convicts and settlers) to elevate the moral tenor of New South Wales. As 
early as June 1789 the Right Honorable William Grenville wrote Governor 
Phillip from the Home Office, urging Phillip to continue encouraging 
marriage. Grenville praised “the exertions you have hitherto so success-
fully made for the promotion of matrimonial connexion between the 
unmarried people— a measure which must tend to the improvement 
of their morals, and is indispensably necessary for securing the general 
peace and happiness of the settlement.”¹¹¹

Missionaries, inspired by their efforts to abolish the Atlantic slave 
trade and provide the world’s dark- skinned people a Christian education, 
were vocal participants in debates about colonial morality. Missionaries 
hoped to mold both the children of convicts and Aboriginal Australians 
into the type of well- bred citizens that Locke envisioned in his Thoughts 
Concerning Education. On the reform of convicts, the members of the 
Society for the Propagation of the Gospel worried that if the offspring of 
the “miserable wretches sent out to that country being lost to all sense of 
virtue and religion” remained with their convict parents, “all instruction 
will likely fail among them.”¹¹² The members of the London Missionary 
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Society believed that “the education and religious instruction of the 
children both of the convicts and the poor colonists” was essential to a 
well- bred white society. White colonists, the lms missionaries believed, 
had to be examples of “patient industry, humility, and contentment to 
all around them.”¹¹³ In short, white colonists, irrespective of their rank 
or usefulness to colonial society, had to be examples of good breeding 
to convicts and the most problematic element in colonial society: the 
Australian Aborigines.

Colonial officials and missionaries believed that if colonial society in 
New South Wales was to become an exemplar of moral and economic 
prosperity it needed sober, virtuous, and patient white men and women 
who were willing to assimilate the indigenous population into British 
colonial society. In disciplining white bodies and bringing order to white 
colonial society, British colonial officials and missionaries hoped to create 
the ideal society of ranks and orders, free from the racial and ethnic cleav-
ages that plagued the United States. To do this, the Australian Aborigines 
had to be assimilated into the lower ranks of white society.

Good Breeding and the Australian Aborigines

As British officials struggled to lay the foundations for a well- bred society 
defined by ranks and orders, the Colonial Office supplied the governors 
of New South Wales with explicit instructions about how to handle the 
“native” population. The first governor of New South Wales, Arthur Phil-
lip, received orders to live in “amity and kindness” with the Australian 
“natives.”¹¹4 However, from the beginning of British settlement in Australia, 
British soldiers, convicts, and settlers dispossessed Aborigines of their 
land, coerced Aboriginal men to labor for them, and raped Aboriginal 
women. These encounters sparked violence as Aboriginal people became 
particularly upset over how colonial expansion and exploitation broke up 
indigenous families. For example, J. H. Wedge of Hobart, in Van Diemen’s 
Land, informed the colonial secretary that Aboriginal women were “forc-
ibly taken from their husbands and families from the Southern Coast of 
New Holland by men employed in whaling.”¹¹5

While these types of reports worried British officials, colonists tended 
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to downplay their significance by magnifying allegations of Aboriginal 
“savagery.” British convicts and settlers preferred to emphasize Aboriginal 
nakedness, the absence of agriculture, and the indigenous “hunter and 
gatherer” lifestyle as a sign of their savagery, all of which was antithetical 
to a civilized society with clear ranks and orders. John Hawkesworth 
therefore spoke for many colonists when he described the Aborigines as 
“stark naked: they do not appear to be numerous, nor to live in societies, 
but like other animals were scattered along the coast, and in the woods.”¹¹6

David Collins, judge advocate and secretary of the colony, provided 
one of the most detailed descriptions of the Aborigines in early colonial 
New South Wales. Collins’s description of Aboriginal people echoed 
popular prejudices. For example, he likened the Aborigines to ill- bred 
beasts, writing, “The savage inhabitants of the country, instead of losing 
any part of their native ferocity of manner by an intercourse with the 
Europeans among whom they dwelt, seemed rather to delight in exhib-
iting themselves as monsters of the greatest cruelty, devoid of reason, and 
guided solely by the impulse of the worst passions.”¹¹7 Like most British 
officials, convicts, and settlers, Collins engaged in what Michel de Certeau 
calls the “panoptic practice” of observing and ordering. Collins observed, 
measured, and sought control over the landscape and its inhabitants 
by imposing an Anglocentric order in an unfamiliar environment.¹¹8 
According to Collins, the Australian Aborigines were simply part of 
Australia’s untamed frontiers.

Collins’s colonizing eye began by scanning the Australian land-
scape and establishing in his mind’s eye a categorical distance between 
the civilization of Britain and the wilderness of Australian nature. He 
described England as “the abode of a civilized people,” a stark contrast 
with Australia, which “was the residence of savages.” Collins argued 
that having taken “possession of Nature, as we had thus done, in her 
simplest, purest garb,” a civilizing power for the “first time since the cre-
ation, . . . interrupted [the Australian ‘bush,’ or wilderness] by the rude 
sound of the laborers axe, and the downfall of its ancient inhabitants.” 
The Australian Aborigines, Collins continued, lived “in that state of 
nature which must have been common to all men previous to their 
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uniting in society, and acknowledging but one authority.”¹¹9 To Collins, 
the Aborigines’ unorganized society could not coexist with a British 
settler society of ranks and orders.

The British distaste for people who did not live in an organized and 
orderly society held striking similarities with American attitudes about 
Native American and African American culture. In New South Wales 
these attitudes appear to have existed among all classes of colonial society. 
For example, Thomas Watling, sentenced to fourteen years in Botany Bay 
for forgery, recalled his disgust for the manner in which Aborigines took 
“a bone or straw stuck horizontally through the middle cartilege [sic] of 
the nose; and the body streaked over with red and white earth, completes 
the ton of dress of the inhabitants of N.S. Wales, either for war, love, or 
festivity.”¹²0 To the British, this physical manipulation heightened their 
distrust of the natives and reinforced perceptions of the Aborigines as 
ill- bred savages.

fig. 1. The Port Jackson Painter, Five Half- Length Portraits of Australian Aborigines, 
ca. 1790. This image reveals how the British saw Australian Aborigines in the early 
years of settlement. Image id 5576843, National Library of Australia, Canberra.
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Compounding British perceptions of the Aborigines as savages was 
their color: in the eyes of the British the Australian natives were “black.” 
Watkin Tench, one of the most perceptive observers of life in early New 
South Wales, described the Aborigines’ “blackness” in lucid detail. Tench, 
who entered Britain’s marine corps at the age of sixteen and saw active 
duty in the American Revolutionary War, traveled to Australia as part of 
the First Fleet in 1788. On the Aborigines’ color Tench left little room for 
doubt, writing that “all the washing in the world would not render them 
two degrees less black than an African Negro.” The conflation of Austra-
lian Aborigines and Africans was typical of early British and American 
observations of Australia’s indigenous people. In Australia, convicts and 
settlers used a number of epithets that borrowed from colonial rhetoric 
in other parts of the British Empire and North America. The Australian 
Aborigines were labeled everything from “niggers” to the more popular 
“blackfella.”¹²¹ However, the following chapters demonstrate that the 
British treated Aboriginal sexuality very differently than white Americas 
treated black Americans.

Despite the British ascribing negative characteristics to Aboriginal skin 
color, the influence of abolitionist and evangelical missionary sentiment 
on Colonial Office policy resulted in an optimistic belief that the natives 
could be assimilated into white society. Inspired by Enlightenment progres-
sivism, an influential group of British officials— most notably Governor 
Phillip and Governor Lachlan Macquarie, who established the Native 
Institute for Aboriginal children in 1814— insisted that the Australian 
natives should receive an education in the “arts of civilization.” Such an 
education included an emphasis on European agriculture and Christi-
anity. The British believed that these skills would enable the Aborigines 
to rise above their savage state of nature and assimilate to the cultural 
standards of British civilization.¹²² The early governors of New South 
Wales thus applied the language of the Scottish moral philosopher Hugh 
Murray, who stated, “The wide differences which we observe [between 
people], arise wholly from the influence of external circumstances.”¹²³ 
In this vein, George Barrington, the superintendent of convicts at Par-
ramatta, west of Sydney, noted that the “savage and insolent” behavior 
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of the Aborigines, their spear throwing, and the “unreasonable” practice 
of having two wives were symptoms of their unsettled habits and their 
having no fixed dwellings or foresight— as the British did.¹²4 The failure 
of the Australian natives to tame nature resulted in their savage practices 
and perpetuated their blackness as a synonym for bad breeding and, in 
British eyes, the absence of social order among them. By civilizing the 
Australian wilderness, the British hoped to provide the social context in 
which to elevate this inferior species of humans.¹²5

But did the Australian Aborigines possess the capacity to rise to a 
higher level of civilization? While the British knew from their experience 
governing the Americas and the Cape Colony that cultural and, if pos-
sible, biological homogeneity were important to social cohesion, British 
opinion remained divided over whether the Aborigines possessed the 
capacity for such progress. Physically, the British saw the Aborigines as 
weak. As evidence of this assumption numerous colonists reported that 
during the early years of settlement Aboriginal peoples in the vicinity 
of Sydney died after coming into contact with the British. Epidemics of 
smallpox killed hundreds and left survivors physically scared. Eyewitnesses 
recorded that “the coves of [the] harbour [lay] strewed with the dead 
bodies of men, women, and children.”¹²6

Colonial officials and missionaries struggled to alleviate the suffering of 
Aboriginal people. Their efforts, however, were hampered by an inability 
to gain control over Aboriginal communities. The case of the Sydney 
Aboriginal man Bennelong highlighted the limits of colonial power in the 
early years of settlement. In 1789 the British captured two Aboriginal men, 
Colby and Bennelong. Pockmarked from smallpox, the kidnapped men 
offered the British the possibility of gaining fresh insights into Aboriginal 
life. However, Colby escaped after a week, and Bennelong appeared most 
interested in mimicking British speech and mannerisms. The British saw 
Bennelong’s mimicry as a sign of his inferiority. Bennelong’s antics, though, 
can also be viewed as an effort to play the British for fools. Approximately 
twenty- six years old when the British kidnapped him, Bennelong was 
170 centimeters tall, with a wiry build. He had a ready smile and quick 
wit and theatrical skills that he used to flatter Governor Phillip with the 
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title of “father” and to manipulate the British into an alliance against the 
Cameragal (or Cammeraygal), enemies of Bennelong’s Wanghal tribe. In 
this world of rapid change, Bennelong’s theatrics also aimed to assert his 
manhood. He never missed an opportunity to accompany British soldiers 
and regaled anyone in earshot about his sexual prowess. Indeed, carnal 
desire reportedly prompted Bennelong to take his leave of the British after 
five celibate months among them, highlighting the relative powerlessness 
of the British to control his thoughts and behavior.¹²7

Despite such failures, missionaries remained convinced that benevolent 
government controls over British convicts, settlers, and Aborigines were 
desperately needed. This concern for social control was expressed in mis-
sionary anxiety about the spread of venereal disease, particularly among 
Aboriginal people. Missionaries framed venereal disease as both a public 
health concern and a moral failing of the colony’s inhabitants. Physical 
illness thus became associated with immorality in colonial New South 
Wales. In particular, interracial sex and concubinage between Aboriginal 
women and European and American whalers and merchant seamen 
and between indigenous women and unscrupulous male convicts and 
settlers was seen as particularly corrosive of efforts to establish a well- bred 
society. Throughout southeastern Australia and New Zealand reports 
of a “sex industry” involving European and American men having sex-
ual intercourse with indigenous women worried authorities, especially 
as these sexual encounters appeared to result in the spread of venereal 
disease and the emergence of a mixed- race population that occupied a 
peripheral status in both Aboriginal and British culture.¹²8 To colonial 
officials and missionaries, smallpox, venereal disease, and the emergence 
of a mixed- race population represented the biological consequences of 
settler colonial expansion and “a hardened and profligate and desperate 
state of mind” among all of the inhabitants of southeastern Australia.¹²9 
To theoreticians of colonial reform, these physical symptoms highlighted 
the importance of government prescriptions on the moral and physical 
conduct of Aboriginal and white people.

Colonial leaders, clergymen, and missionaries emphasized the impor-
tance of monogamous marriage practices as a means to elevate the moral 
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and physical condition of colonial society. Implicit in appeals for monog-
amous marriage was an acknowledgement that bonds of loyalty and 
love required cultivation. In a society that critics labeled as “profligate,” 
encouraging British convicts and settlers, let alone the Aborigines, to 
cultivate such bonds seemed far- fetched to skeptical observers of colonial 
development. In November 1798, for example, Governor Hunter com-
plained that “a more wicked, abandon’d, and irreligious set of people 
have never been brought together in any part of the wo’ld. . . . Order and 
morality is not the wish of its inhabitants.”¹³0 Many convicts and settlers 
were clearly ignoring the moral censures of officials, preferring to focus 
on rationalizing the alleged superiority of the British people over the 
Aboriginal Australians. The emerging belief that even the most degraded 
British convict had the capacity to cultivate the qualities of good breeding 
therefore magnified the racial divide between British settler society— both 
convict and free— and Aboriginal tribes. In letters sent home to Britain, 
convicts and free settlers described the Aborigines as ill- bred and immoral 
people. For example, frustration over Aboriginal raids on British property 
boiled over into condemnations of all Aboriginal people. The settler E. 
Macarthur gave voice to this frustration and moral disgust, writing to a 
Miss Kingston on March 7, 1791, that “the natives are certainly not a very 
gallant people.”¹³¹

The perception of Aboriginal people as immoral and ill- bred was 
hardened by reports of the sexual immorality of Aboriginal men and 
women. The British claimed that Aboriginal men treated their women 
like slaves, forcing them into polygamous sexual relations or, worse, into 
prostitution with Europeans and American seamen. The result was a 
growing population of mixed- race people that the British saw as confir-
mation of Aboriginal immorality. David Collins, for instance, reported 
that one native woman gave birth to a “half- caste” child, the progeny 
of an illicit union with a white man. Collins noted, “On its [the child] 
coming into the world she perceived a difference in its colour; for which 
not knowing how to account, she endeavoured to supply by art what she 
found deficient in nature, and actually held the poor babe, repeatedly, 
over the smoke of her fire, and rubbed its little body with ashes and dirt, 
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to restore to it the hue with which her other children had been born.”¹³² 
Such displays disgusted Collins, who saw the offspring of interracial 
unions as embodiments of bad breeding.

A growing number of people in New South Wales clearly did not share 
the missionary conviction that Aborigines were worthy of humanitarian 
benevolence and could be assimilated into British colonial society. David 
Collins’s recollections epitomize these attitudes, highlighting the belief of 
a large segment in British colonial society who doubted the intellectual 
ability of Aboriginal people to cultivate bonds of love or to grasp the 
responsibilities involved in a monogamous marriage. Collins maintained 
that despite the kindness of the British, Aborigines lacked the ability 
to rise to a higher level of civilization. He argued, “It was distressing to 
observe, that every endeavour to civilize these people proved fruitless. 
Although they lived among the inhabitants of the different settlements, 
were kindly treated, fed, and often cloathed, yet they were never found 
to possess the smallest degree of gratitude for such favours.”¹³³

By the early nineteenth century, British Australians and white Americans 
shared the general belief that blackness embodied sexual licentiousness, 
cultural savagery, and biological inferiority. All of these qualities were the 
antithesis of good breeding. Such beliefs marked the emergence of an ide-
alized whiteness. In the penal colony of New South Wales, the Aborigine 
represented a growing threat to public health and a well- ordered society 
with clearly defined ranks and orders.

Conclusion

In the United States and New South Wales, two colonial societies that owed 
much to the cultural and political traditions of Britain, good breeding 
defined a gentleman of liberal education, a man who had traveled broadly, 
and an individual who cultivated an unpretentious yet civilized elegance 
in his dress, manner, and speech. These qualities gave the gentleman of 
good breeding an aura of ease that made people want to associate with 
him in business and in social settings. The well- bred white American 
defined a person whose status in society was fixed only by his willingness 
to refine the qualities that earned one the reputation for good breeding. 
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In this context, whiteness became in the early republic an identity much 
coveted and therefore in need of protection. Thus, despite the specula-
tions of leading Americans like Thomas Jefferson, Native Americans and 
African Americans had by the 1820s been excluded from the definition of 
good breeding. Memories of Native American treachery during the Rev-
olutionary War remained all too fresh in the minds of white Americans, 
and a growing body of “scientific” literature was emerging that appeared 
to confirm colonial assumptions about “Negro” inferiority. To protect the 
white republic and its finely balanced— albeit malleable— structure of 
ranks and orders, the socially and biologically destabilizing threat posed 
by Native Americans and African Americans had to be excluded from 
political society and closely monitored in social life.

In comparison, colonial Australia entered the nineteenth century as 
a cesspool of disease, immorality, and political corruption. Political the-
orists, abolitionists, and missionaries all saw British colonial society in 
Australia in this dim light. Lessons in good breeding were encouraged, 
but missionaries and church leaders worried that British convicts and 
settlers were so mired in depravity that a well- bred society of ranks and 
orders would remain an unfulfilled ideal. Moreover, divisions in British 
society over how to categorize and govern the Australian Aborigines 
threatened to undermine rank and order in white Australia before the 
foundations for a settler society had a chance to take hold.

The first half of the nineteenth century was a period of rapid territorial 
exploration and expansion, economic growth, and cultural development 
in both the United States and colonial Australia. Amid these historical 
developments, racial thinking hardened. By the mid- nineteenth century, 
most white Americans and colonial Australians viewed Native Ameri-
cans, African Americans, and Australian Aborigines as so far beyond 
the pale of good breeding that their physical extinction or permanent 
enslavement was preferred to any scheme of social or political assimila-
tion. Despite the similarities in American and British Australian racial 
views, the association of whiteness with good breeding was anything but 
fixed. This was especially the case in colonial Australia, where specula-
tion about Aboriginal education and physical assimilation remained in 
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the foreground of colonial debates. This contrasted sharply with racial 
developments in the United States, which by midcentury was a society 
defined by stark racial divisions. In the first half of the nineteenth cen-
tury, then, debate between racial “scientists” and ethnologists thrust the 
ideals of good breeding, whiteness, and racial categorization into the 
forefront of Western intellectual discourse. This debate ultimately helped 
to explain why American leaders and colonial authorities in Australia 
defined whiteness in very different terms.
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2
Debating Race and the 
Meaning of Whiteness

in the 1830s troubling stories about the malleability of 
“whiteness” circulated throughout the United States and Australia. Two 
reports proved particularly sensational among white Americans and Aus-
tralians. John Tanner and William Buckley, two white men, had allegedly 
lived among North American Indians and Australian Aborigines for over 
thirty years. Tanner’s and Buckley’s tales of life among the “savage” tribes 
of North America and southeastern Australia both captivated and troubled 
readers. Tanner, a U.S. interpreter, was living with Native Americans when 
the travel writer Edwin James discovered him. According to James, Tanner 
“was originally rather handsome” but after decades among the North 
American Indians he “bears now the numerous traces of thought and 
passion, as well as of age” common to “a wild and lawless race.” In James’s 
opinion, Tanner was unlikely to reacquire the qualities that defined a man 
of good breeding because he was returning to “the pale of civilization, too 
late in life to acquire the mental habits which befit his new situation.”¹

In comparison, British authorities discovered William Buckley, a 
runaway convict, living among the Aboriginal inhabitants of Geelong, 
located in modern- day Victoria. Standing 198 centimeters (six feet six 
inches) tall, Buckley was a giant of a man. His story of life among the 
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Australian Aborigines quickly caught the attention of British inhabitants 
living in the infant colony of Port Phillip. Settlers raised concerns about 
Buckley’s loss of breeding, an anxiety that found expression in Buckley’s 
nickname, “the wild white man.” Observers also found his poor command 
of the English language to be “extremely irksome.” Despite this, colonial 
authorities and missionaries viewed Buckley as a resource. Despite his 
disheveled appearance and imperfect English, British officials turned to 
Buckley as a source of knowledge about Aboriginal culture and lifestyle.² 
Colonial officials hoped that this information would prove instrumental 
in future efforts to colonize the Australian landscape and to effectively 
engage with its indigenous inhabitants.

The stories of John Tanner and William Buckley provide a window 
into how early nineteenth- century Americans and colonial Australians 
constructed race and whiteness. The influence of environment on the 
human body and mind, which proved critical to studies of good breeding 
and human difference in the eighteenth century, remained an important 
element in explaining the apparent degeneracy of Tanner and Buckley. Few 
Australians, and even fewer Americans, would have read about Tanner’s 
and Buckley’s experiences among the “savage” tribes of North America 
and Australia and disagreed with the sentiments of the travel writer Est-
wick Evans, who observed, “Man when uncontrolled, is a tyrant; and no 
human being should for a moment, be without the protection of natural, 
or municipal law.”³ Without the rule of law to police what John Locke 
and the Scottish Enlightenment philosophers called “good breeding,” the 
physical and moral deterioration of an individual was deemed inevitable. 
Unfortunately for Tanner, Americans tended to see his degeneration as 
permanent and irreparable, whereas colonial officials and missionaries 
in Australia believed that William Buckley would eventually relearn the 
qualities of a well- bred colonial gentleman. Moreover, the information 
that Buckley provided about Aboriginal culture could potentially guide 
efforts to assimilate indigenous communities to colonial society.

Settler colonial encounters involving indigenous peoples and white 
men like Tanner and Buckley were also thought to result in interracial 
sexual affairs and to produce mixed- race children that environmental 
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theories of race could not adequately explain. For example, William Buckley 
recounted his brief marriage to an Aboriginal woman. Buckley recalled 
that he had been left feeling “very disconsolate” after his Aboriginal wife 
left him and eloped with an Aboriginal man. Buckley’s story reinforced 
British stereotypes of sexual promiscuity among “savage” races, something 
that missionaries wanted to correct.4 In both the United States and colo-
nial Australia, white citizens and colonists feared that if men like Tanner 
and Buckley married nonwhite women they would produce a mixed- race 
progeny of “half- breeds,” “mulattoes,” or “half- castes” who were destined 
to inherit the negative physical and mental traits of their darker- skinned 
parent and occupy a status that was potentially disruptive to a society of 
ranks and orders.5

In the United States and Australia, this fear was buttressed by emerging 
scientific explanations about the physical and mental inferiority of Native 
Americans, African Americans, and Australian Aborigines. However, while 
anxiety about interracial marriages and the reproduction of mixed- race 
children troubled Americans at virtually every level of society, British eth-
nologists, colonial officials, and missionaries in Australia saw the cultural 
and biological malleability of “whiteness” as an opportunity to engineer 
profound changes in the linguistic and cultural practices of Australian 
Aborigines. Whereas racial slavery provided the necessary cultural and 
economic stimulus to reinforce the black/white binary during the eigh-
teenth and early nineteenth centuries, in Australia no such pressure existed. 
Thus colonial leaders in Australia dared to entertain the possibility that 
they might devise public policy with the goal of ultimately transforming 
the physical appearance of Aboriginal people.6

In the southeastern United States, with its rapidly expanded slave fron-
tier, and in southeastern Australia, where a penal colony transitioned 
to become a settler colony, what did “whiteness” mean in the decades 
between the 1820s and 1850s? Historically, scholars have explored the 
development of scientific racism during this period by focusing on early 
nineteenth- century European and American studies that categorized 
people of non- European descent as culturally and biologically distinct 
and inferior.7 However, early nineteenth- century ethnological writing and 
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scientific treatises about human difference also reveal a great deal about 
the racial construction of whiteness in the nineteenth century. It’s possible 
to reveal the racial significance of whiteness during the early nineteenth 
century by analyzing the development of ethnology and “scientific” racial 
theory. In particular, the evolutionary ethnology of the British scholar 
James Cowles Prichard became a focal point for both his supporters 
and detractors as intellectuals attempted to frame their own analyses of 
racial difference and the meaning of whiteness. To adherents of Prich-
ard’s evolutionary thinking, whiteness, like racial categories generally, 
was malleable. Prichard’s ethnology was therefore grounded in a strict 
adherence to monogenesis and what he called the “plastic condition of 
nature.”8 Prichard’s ethnology attracted supporters in both the United 
States and colonial Australia. In Australia, in the absence of established 
universities to support intellectual speculation, missionaries and colonial 
officials dominated debate about the racial future of Aboriginal people. 
This early nineteenth- century context led to very different theories about 
the role that men like John Tanner and William Buckley should play in 
helping to reproduce racialized identities and whiteness in the United 
States and Australia.

Evolutionary Ethnology

Many of the early nineteenth- century’s most prominent ethnologists 
considered themselves staunch abolitionists and devout Christians. Anti-
slavery politics and evangelical Christianity certainly inspired ethnologists 
like James Cowles Prichard. In his books, essays, and political pamphlets, 
Prichard outlined ideas about monogenesis, human reproduction, and 
evolution. The biblical story of a single human creation was undoubtedly 
the foundation on which Prichard and like- minded ethnologists based 
their opposition to racial slavery. The ethnological belief in monogenesis 
also inspired a search for the origins of all humanity and, with it, clues to 
the assimilation and evolution of nonwhite peoples to Western standards 
of civilization.

An important component of early nineteenth- century monogenesis 
and evolutionary ethnology involved the identification of all humankind 
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with a geographical origin. University of Pennsylvania professor Benja-
min Smith Barton posited that Asia was the birthplace of all humanity. 
Writing to Dr. Thomas Biddoe in October 1803, Barton claimed that his 
analysis of Native American languages led him to the conclusion that 
“mankind was created in Asia.”9 The Asian origin thesis proved particu-
larly influential among evolutionary ethnological theorists. For example, 
Samuel Stanhope Smith, the president of the College of New Jersey, 
agreed that Asia constituted the cradle of civilization. Unlike Barton, 
however, Smith did not rely on linguistic evidence, arguing instead that 
“the earliest monuments of nations, as far as we can trace them, fix their 
origin about the middle regions of Asia, and present man to us in a 
state already civilized.”¹0 On the other side of the Atlantic, James Cowles 
Prichard developed a similar theory. Prichard was impressed with both 
Barton’s and Smith’s arguments; he therefore drew liberally from their 
work to craft his influential thesis for the “Asiatic origin” of all races and 
the ultimate assimilation of humanity into a single human form.¹¹

In the United States, Samuel Stanhope Smith’s An Essay on the Causes 
of the Variety of the Complexion and Figure in the Human Species provoked a 
generally hostile reaction from color- conscious American readers. Origi-
nally published in 1787, and followed by a revised edition in 1810, Smith’s 
ethnology drew on travel literature, the writings of Thomas Jefferson, 
Johann Reinhold Forster, and James Cook, and the biological analyses of 
John Hunter, Lord Kaimes, Linnaeus, Buffon, Blumenbach, and Camper, 
to name just a few. Smith’s assessment of this literature led him to argue 
that the original human inhabitants of Asia had migrated to the four cor-
ners of the globe. Smith claimed that cultural and biological differences 
developed over time because of the malleable nature of human beings. 
According to Smith, the “peculiar flexibility . . . [and] wonderful facility” of 
humankind to adapt to new environments accounted for racial diversity. 
In Smith’s ethnology, environment was critical to human evolution. As 
Smith put it, the “constitution of man moulds itself to the impressions of 
each [part of the world], and assumes the habits of every state of society.”¹²

Like most early nineteenth- century ethnologists, Smith’s definition 
of environment consisted of two elements: the natural climate and the 
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social milieu. Smith characterized natural environmental factors as “the 
solar and atmospheric influences” that, for instance, caused the darkening 
of the “Negro’s” skin. In speaking of the social milieu (or social environ-
ment), Smith referred to the man- made environment, which included 
social institutions and different forms of labor. For example, Smith argued 
that the “poor and laboring part of every country, are usually more dark 
in their complexion, more hard in their features, and more coarse and 
ill- formed in their limbs, than persons of better rank.”¹³ Environmental 
influences thus constituted both natural and man- made factors that altered 
the appearance of human beings.

Smith’s environmental thesis led him to the belief that in spite of 
enslavement and social marginalization, the exposure of African American 
people to American civilization was transforming their cultural practices 
and physical appearance. Smith argued that from New England to South 
Carolina, African Americans were “whitening up.” In a footnote to the 
1810 edition of his Essay, Smith claimed that the lightening of skin color 
was an inevitable historical process. As African Americans exposed them-
selves to American institutions and free blacks adapted themselves to the 
responsibilities of citizenship, Smith saw the gradual emergence of their 
“interior, or true skin.” According to Smith, this natural color “in people 
of all different grades of colour, is white.” As African Americans evolved 
toward their “interior, or true skin” color, the United States would become 
a uniformly white population. Smith therefore viewed the elimination 
of color differences as a formula for removing the “peculiarities offensive 
to our [white] eye” and fostering social harmony.¹4

James Cowles Prichard described Smith’s argument as an “ingenious” 
contribution to the evolutionary study of humankind. Prichard was born 
in England in 1786 and raised by devout Quaker parents in Bristol, England. 
During his education at the University of Edinburgh Prichard became 
enthralled by the social implications of Dugald Stewart’s lectures on 
moral philosophy. He set about adapting Stewart’s “Common Sense” 
philosophy on the soul and mental cognition with Scottish Enlighten-
ment metaphysics and his own theories of human physiology. Prichard’s 
devotion to Christian monogenesis and his synthesis of metaphysics and 
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physiology ultimately led him to reject suggestions that “the Negro and 
Australian are not our fellow- creatures and of one family with ourselves.”¹5

Prichard’s evolutionary ethnology influenced, and was influenced by, 
his political association with antislavery abolitionists and social reformers. 
In late eighteenth- century Britain a small but politically potent group of 
evangelicals emerged and began a coordinated assault on racial slavery.¹6 
Led by men such as Thomas Clarkson, Granville Sharp, and William Wil-
berforce, British evangelicals called for the abolition of the slave trade and, 
at a time when the British Empire was expanding, encouraged colonial 
officials to treat indigenous people with humanity and equality before 
the law. British evangelicals emphasized legal justice and a sense of moral 
stewardship, an ethos that dulled the more radical elements of British 
dissent. A number of historians have argued that the evangelical emphasis 
on justice and morality appealed to the conservatism of Britain’s middle 
class, a rapidly expanding segment of British society whose members 
encouraged social reform, not revolution.¹7 Middle- class evangelicals 
thus formed the core of Britain’s antislavery movement. These antislav-
ery protests were rewarded in 1807 with the Abolition of the Slave Trade 
Act and with the Slavery Abolition Act in 1833. After achieving this suc-
cess, British evangelicals turned their attention to what they saw as the 
immoral treatment of indigenous people in the British Empire, forming 
the Aborigines Protection Society in 1837, and from this organization 
establishing the Ethnological Society of London in 1843.¹8

Set against this historical backdrop, Prichard’s ethnology became influ-
ential among abolitionists and missionaries in England, the United States, 
and colonial Australia. Prichard’s most famous works, Researches into the 
Physical History of Man (originally published in 1813 and republished as 
Researches Into the Physical History of Mankind in 1826 and 1836– 47) and 
his multivolume Natural History of Man (1843– 48), drew, like all good 
ethnologies, on travel literature and more technical works by the likes of 
James Cook, John Hawkesworth, Johann Reinhold Forster, John Hunter, 
Johann Fredrich Blumenbach, Jean Baptiste P. A. de Monet, Buffon, and 
Chevalier de Lamarck. Prichard’s assimilation of biological theories of 
human development differentiated his evolutionary arguments from those 
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of Smith, making Prichard’s analysis an important precursor to Charles 
Darwin’s theory of evolution. Prichard’s theory of human evolution started 
from the premise that all human beings, irrespective of the color of their 
skin, were “varieties” of a single human “species.” According to Prichard, 
these human “varieties” represented providentially ordained sexual, or 
biological, adaptations to different natural and human environments. 
He also insisted that all human races originated in Asia’s fertile valleys 
and plains, from whence they migrated, intermarried, and transmitted 
through sexual selection “some characteristic peculiarity of organization” 
that now marks the world’s “races.”¹9

H. F. Augstein, Prichard’s most authoritative biographer, argues that 
Prichard struggled to “solve the problem of skin colour.” Augstein contends 
that Prichard had difficulty pinning down the color of the original humans. 
The best Prichard could do, Augstein observes, was to suggest that within 
a few generations of “the primeval couple” human beings were all white. 
Augstein does not see this as evidence that Prichard believed that Adam 
and Eve were white because of Prichard’s assertion that “‘primitive man’ 
was black.”²0 However, a reexamination of Prichard’s Researches reveals 
that original man and “primitive man” did not necessarily constitute 
the same thing in Prichard’s mind. On the “inference” that the original 
humans were black, Prichard wrote, “There may be some doubt of the 
universality of this law.” Indeed, Prichard exercised extreme caution on 
this issue, stating only that “a cautious induction . . . may be considered 
as affording a proof that the original stock of men were black.” This does 
not represent an unequivocal statement that the first humans were black; 
rather, such statements reflected Prichard’s uncertainty on the issue.²¹

Prichard remained unmoved in his conviction that whatever the color 
of the original humans, they had in fact migrated out of Asia, an area we 
know today as the Tigris and Euphrates drainage basin. He argued that 
through sexual selection in the different regions of the world, humans 
reproduced seven “varieties” of the human species, ranging from the 
“uncommonly fair” and “civilized” races of Western Europe to the “Black 
or tawny colours” of “primitive races” found throughout the Americas, 
Africa, and Australasia. Prichard’s use of the phrase primitive race, therefore, 
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was less a reference to original man and more a reflection of the migra-
tory history of humanity and a definition of the adaptive capabilities 
of human beings to natural and man- made environments. Therefore, 
while the “naked and dusky barbarians who wander the shores of the 
Mississippi, . . . [and the] black population of a negro hamlet” differed in 
culture and color, they still constituted a single human species. Austra-
lian Aborigines and “Negroes,” peoples considered by ethnologists to be 
“commonly black . . . [and possessing the] complexion of the savage tribes,” 
were physically and culturally adapted to life in the natural Australian 
and African environments.

Prichardian ethnology thus outlined a clear connection between 
migration, environment, culture, and biology. According to Prichard, 
biological reproduction was a physical marker of human adaptation to 
the natural and man- made environment of a given people.²² Thus, while 
historians are generally quick to differentiate between cultural (or ethnic) 
differences and racial (or biological) qualities, Prichard saw no need for 
such differentiation.²³ For Prichard, culture and biology constituted two 
intimately connected qualities of the human race that helped to explain 
the evolutionary trajectory of humankind.

Like most early nineteenth- century students of racial difference, Prich-
ard viewed people of African descent and the Aborigines of Australia and 
Van Diemen’s Land as members of the “Negro” race. Prichard explained, 
“Of the Negro race I mean to include, not only the natives of Africa, 
but the tribes of savages inhabiting New Guinea, New Holland, and 
many islands in the Pacific Ocean.” Prichard’s subsequent assessment 
of the cultural qualities and physical characteristics of “the Negro race” 
reflected the prejudices common to early nineteenth- century Britons, 
Americans, and colonial Australians. He wrote that the “Negro” peoples 
“are completely in the natural state, that is to say, almost entirely destitute 
of the improvements of life.”²4 However, Prichard’s staunch support of 
abolitionist politics, his faith in monogenesis, and his theory of sexual 
selection led him to believe that the evolution of “the Negro race” was 
both possible and underway.²5 Prichard’s proof lay in his observations of 
cultural advances and the lightening of skin color among the Griquas of 
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southern Africa and the Cufusos of Portuguese Brazil. In addition, Prich-
ard observed that the indigenous peoples of North America were mixing 
culturally and sexually with people of European descent, an intermixture 
that would ultimately make the American Indian “a cheerful and happy 
member of the community.”²6

Prichard’s evolutionary ethnology contributed to an emerging schol-
arship that understood human difference in reference to sexual selection 
and biological difference. However, whereas a growing body of scholars 
saw these biological differences as permanent (see below), Prichard saw an 
opportunity to encourage human evolution through sexual reproduction. 
He argued of sexual selection, “I believe . . . all races and varieties are equally 
capable of propagating their offspring by intermarriages, and that such 
connexions are equally prolific whether contracted between individuals 
of the same or of the most dissimilar varieties.” Prichard contended that 
in the course of recorded history all great civilizations flourished because 
intermarriage was practiced. Both cultural accomplishments and biolog-
ical beauty ascended to dizzying new heights because of intermarriage. 
Look, for example, at the history of intermarriages between the British 
and the Irish Celts. In these marriages Prichard saw the emergence of a 
“fairer complexion, red or yellow hair, and blue eyes.”²7

Prichard’s formula for human evolution reflected his cultural chau-
vinism and underscored the biological prejudices common to the early 
nineteenth century. As his ethnology matured in the 1830s and 1840s, largely 
in response to challenges from phrenological and polygenetic theorists, 
Prichard’s evolutionary theory continued to emphasize the culturally and 
biologically transformative effects of judicious intermarriages.²8 According 
to Prichard, the focus of intermarriage should remain the reproduction 
of improvements in the cultural and biological qualities among future 
generations of humankind. For Prichard such improvement meant the 
whitening of humanity. As Prichard put it, “Wherever we see any progress 
toward civilization, there we also find deviation towards a lighter colour 
and a different form, nearly in the same proportion.”²9

For the “Negro” races of the United States and colonial Australia, 
Prichard’s theory of evolution had profound implications. Prichard was 



Debating Race and the Meaning of Whiteness | 77

essentially suggesting that through intermarriage and exposure to a Western 
education the blackness of African Americans and Australian Aborigines— 
the physical marker of their limited cultural attainments— would become 
elevated through the whitening of successive generations. In the United 
States, Prichard claimed, the process of whitening had already begun. 
He observed that “by the third generation they [domestic slaves] have 
the nose raised, the mouth and lips of moderate size, the eyes lively and 
sparkling, and often the whole composition of features extremely agree-
able.” Highlighting the influence of scientific research on his ethnology, 
Prichard added, “Civilized life holds the same relation to the condition 
of the savages in the human race, which the domesticated state holds 
to the natural or wild condition among inferior animals.”³0 This was a 
direct attack on polygenesis and typical of the way that Prichard scoffed at 
arguments about African and European races being unable to intermarry 
and produce healthy offspring. Instead, mixed- race African Americans 
and Australian Aborigines constituted a transitional race that was being 
progressively whitened, “independently of the agent of climate,” through 
their cultural and sexual contact with Euro- Americans and British Aus-
tralians. Prichard concluded that colonial encounters between European 
and “Negro” races produced an evolutionary whitening of humanity. In 
Prichard’s words, “Instances are not unfrequently observed in different 
countries in which Negroes gradually lose their black colour, and become 
white as Europeans.”³¹

Prichard, of course, was not the first student of human difference to 
argue that blackness could be blanched white. In the United States, Thomas 
Jefferson outlined a mathematical formula for “breeding out color.” Jef-
ferson argued that “our canon considers two crosses with the pure white, 
and a third with any degree of mixture, however small, as clearing the 
issue of negro blood.”³² Jefferson did not state whether these “crosses” 
involved interracial marriage, but he did emphasize that the octoroon, or 
person possessing one- eighth or less “pure negro blood” should consider 
themselves white. In practice, Jefferson’s mathematics had little support 
among white Americans. Those who did espouse interracial marriage came 
either from the ranks of abolitionists, whom most Americans perceived as 
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dangerous radicals, or natural historians familiar with Prichard’s ethnology. 
For example, John Bachman, professor of natural history at the College 
of Charleston, argued in 1850 that the “laws of domestication” meant 
that intermarriage between African Americans and whites would “after 
a few generations of domestication” result in remarkable genetic changes. 
Bachman insisted that because black and white Americans belonged to 
the “one true species in the genus homo,” intermarriage would produce 
a beneficial impact on African Americans.³³

Most white people in the United States remained staunch opponents of 
interracial marriage, especially between blacks and whites. Echoing popular 
and scientific opinion, the writer William Ellery Channing argued that the 
“commixture of a better [white] with a worse [black] sample deteriorates 
the offspring of the former.”³4 Channing’s focus, like that of most white 
Americans, was on the biological fragility of whiteness and the need to 
protect it from black blood by preventing intermarriages. This was not 
the case in colonial Australia, where prominent colonial officials and 
missionaries debated the assimilation of Aborigines and Britons along 
lines discussed by Prichard. In a colonial milieu characterized by tensions 
between humanitarians, who wanted to educate and assimilate Aboriginal 
people into settler society, and settlers, the majority of whom preferred to 
see the Aborigines removed from the land they wanted, Richard Bourke, 
the governor of New South Wales between 1831 and 1838, emerged as one of 
the most powerful public figures for the espousal of Aboriginal education 
and interracial marriage between Aborigines and whites.

Born in Ireland in 1777, Bourke served as the acting governor of Cape 
Colony before arriving in New South Wales. His experience in southern 
Africa taught him that if British settler colonies were to prosper the indig-
enous peoples needed to be encouraged to adopt “civilized” habits.³5 In 
New South Wales, Bourke maintained this conviction. Bourke entered 
a colonial milieu, however, in which previous efforts to “civilize” the 
Aborigines resulted in stunning failures. For example, Governor Lachlan 
Macquarie’s Native Institute at Parramatta, west of Sydney, failed to attract 
indigenous students and closed in 1823.³6 Such failures did not dampen 
Bourke’s conviction that indigenous Australians had the potential to 
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assimilate into British colonial society. He believed that amalgamating 
Aboriginal Australians and British settlers “into one,” as he put it, would 
encourage agricultural development and industriousness among the 
colony’s lower classes and end racial tensions through the biological 
blending of the races.³7 The missionary George Longhorne explained 
Bourke’s scheme for assimilation: “Sir Richard was sincere, his efforts for 
the good of the black population originating in no mere courtly follow-
ing of orders from home (where considerable stir was then making in 
behalf of the aboriginal races of the Colony), He had a favourite theory 
of his own that the two races of the white and blacks (the lower class of 
whites) could be amalgamated and he was the last to ignore the idea that 
the New Hollander except in a few isolated instances was excluded from 
the pale of civilization.”³8

Bourke’s theory reflected the reformist zeal of colonial elites in Aus-
tralia.³9 Through employment in the fields and factories and a moral and 
practical education in the mission schoolroom, and by legally encouraging 
what nineteenth- century Britons saw as the civilizing effects of marriage, 
colonial officials and humanitarians strove to elevate the moral, cultural, 
and racial standing of the entire colonial populous.40 In the antipodes, then, 
influential colonial officials, missionaries, and social reformers believed 
that not only were white people capable of reform, but their more evolved 
whiteness could help in the evolution of Aboriginal people.

Phrenology, Polygenesis, and Human Evolution

The evolutionary speculations of early nineteenth- century ethnologists 
reflected the materialist nature of the “science” of human difference. Focus-
ing on head shape, bodily proportions, and skin color, a growing number 
of scholars in the Atlantic and Pacific worlds embraced polygenesis, or the 
theory that the world’s different races had separate origins. Phrenology 
emerged as a science of humankind in the universities of Europe and 
North America at the end of the eighteenth century. Its purpose was to 
provide scholars with a map of what Franz Joseph Gall called the “internal 
geography and operation of the brain” and the necessary material evidence 
to “prove” the theory of innate human differences.4¹
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Phrenology’s history is characterized by violent collection practices 
and colonial exploitation.4² Once human skulls were obtained by rob-
bing graves, trading with museums, or pressuring mortuaries to part with 
human remains, phrenologists measured them to determine intellectual 
capacity and character. Phrenology became the scientific companion to 
polygenesis and a precursor to physical anthropology, proving especially 
popular among the members of the American School of Ethnology in 
the United States.4³ For most devotees of polygenesis and phrenology, 
the empirical “science” of race proved that the “white alone possesses 
the intellectual and moral energy which creates that development of 
free government, industry, science, literature, and the arts, which we all 
call civilization.”44

The measurements that phrenologists made of human skulls were 
designed to show that the world’s white races possessed unique intellectual 
capabilities. However, how one applied this information to society differed 
markedly in the United States and Australia. In the United States, Samuel 
George Morton’s groundbreaking phrenological study Crania Americana 
(1839) quickly entered popular racial discourse. The Mobile physician 
Josiah Nott and his colleague George Gliddon cited Morton’s work and 
helped to popularize phrenology and polygenesis among white Americans. 
Nott and Gliddon were two of the leading lights in the American School 
of Ethnology, a loose collection of American intellectuals who drew on 
phrenology and polygenesis to rebut Prichardian theories of monogenesis 
and evolution and to defend racial slavery against abolitionist attacks.45

In Australia, theories of polygenesis and phrenology entered a very 
different social context. Since the founding of New South Wales in 1788, 
a committed group of colonial officials, missionaries, and British ethnol-
ogists had believed that colonial Australia should become a laboratory 
for the reform and evolution of both black and white people. According 
to the historian John Gascoigne, Jeremy Benthem’s theories for penal 
reform proved instrumental in guiding the reform and assimilation of 
former convicts to civil society.46 Phrenology in this context became a 
valuable guide to reformers.

By the 1830s phrenology was being popularized by Nicol Stenhouse, 
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a Scottish immigrant who founded the Sydney Mechanic School of Arts 
in 1833. Under the influence of the “Stenhouse circle,” colonial Austra-
lian phrenology followed George Combe’s phrenological theories for 
understanding and improving the human mind.47 Combe, who consid-
ered himself a middle- class liberal, was interested in reforming society 
through “gradual and progressive improvement.”48 To colonial Australian 
phrenologists, Combe’s ethos and theories complimented Prichard’s spec-
ulations on evolution, leading prominent antipodean experts to see the 
human brain as malleable and phrenology as a medical idea that could 
be applied to shape educational reform and guide improvements in brain 
size, intelligence, and character among both white and nonwhite people. 
As Combe stated in a lecture on the practical application of phrenology, 
“Man is obviously formed to live in society: his happiness is vastly increased 
by co- operation and interchange of ideas with his fellow creatures.”49 In 
southeastern Australia, colonial officials and missionaries debated how 
best to apply Combe’s ideal of human happiness and harmony.

In the United States it was Samuel George Morton’s Crania Americana 
that gave phrenology its scientific credibility. Born in Philadelphia in 
1799, Morton received his education from the University of Pennsylvania 
Medical School and the University of Edinburgh. After returning to the 
United States in 1824, Morton began a brilliant academic career. He first 
gained recognition in the scientific community with the publication of 
Synopsis of the Organic Remains of the Cretaceous Group of the United States 
(1834).50 However, it was the publication of Crania Americana that gave 
Morton a popular audience and established him as an expert on racial 
“science.” The public’s image of Morton as a detached, unbiased scholar 
belied his own racial prejudices. For example, on a trip to Barbados in 
the 1830s, Morton observed that the islanders “have in my eyes a very 
repulsive appearance. They have the genuine African face, are . . . stupid 
in their manner, and [?] uncouth in their deportment.”5¹ These prejudiced  
opinions influenced the scientific questions that Morton asked and the 
conclusions he reached in Crania Americana.

Morton’s research for Crania Americana was based on skull speci-
mens, travel narratives, and contemporaneous scientific and ethnological 
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literature. Assessing his evidence, Morton divided humankind between 
civilized (Caucasian) races and uncivilized peoples. After analyzing fifty- 
two Caucasian crania, with an average cranial capacity of eighty- seven 
cubic inches, Morton concluded that the Caucasian race had descended 
from the “valleys and mountains of Caucasus” and included the Germanic 
and Celtic families.5² Like Prichard, Morton observed striking affinities 
between the Germanic and Celtic peoples, the former being distinguished 
by their “large and spheroidal” head, a “middling stature,” and a “fair, 
florid complexion,” all of which marked the Germans as a courageous, 
resilient, and determined race. The Celts were “tall and athletic,” possessed 
of an elongated head, and were typically frank, generous, and grateful in 
temperament, although Morton also pointed to the Celtic tendency to 
a quick temper, pugnaciousness, and bravery. According to Morton, the 
more primitive tendencies of the Celtic race had been eliminated through 
their “long continued intercourse . . . with other and dissimilar nations.” 
Morton thus argued that the Germanic and Celtic families “are often 
inseparably blended,” their union advancing the march of the Caucasian 
race through Western Europe, Britain, and across the Atlantic to North 
America.5³

Morton’s phrenology gave eighteenth- century ideas about good breed-
ing a nineteenth- century scientific spin. His calculations suggested that 
the intermixture between Caucasian families produced evolutionary 
advances in physical appearance and intellect. This was not the case with 
intermarriage between Native American tribes. Morton’s measurements of 
147 Native American crania led him to argue that American Indians had 
an average cranial capacity of only eighty cubic inches.54 He described the 
Native Americans as a “Brown Race.” Like all “savage” races, the United States’ 
“Brown Race” was characterized by “acuteness in the organs of sense,” the 
“thralldom” that kept Indian women in “perpetual slavery,” and a natural 
laziness that had resulted in few advances in civilization. Morton argued, 
“They [Native Americans] have made few or no improvements in building 
their houses or their boats; their inventive and imitative faculties appear 
to be of a very humble grade, nor have they the smallest predilection for 
the arts or sciences.”55 According to Morton, even Indian tribes like the 
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Cherokees, who exhibited improvements in civilization and whose skin 
color “is brighter than that of the succeeding [darker, and less civilized] 
tribes, and somewhat of an olive cast, . . . [and] some of the young women 
are nearly as fair as Europeans,” still belonged to the “Brown Race.”56

The historian William Stanton has argued that Morton enumerated 
twenty- two families of humankind, all belonging to “one Race and one 
Species.”57 One might expect that if Morton held such staunch monoge-
netic views he might have supported marriages between Native Americans 
and Caucasian Americans. He did not. Morton said very little about 
interracial marriage, but what he did say was generally in opposition to 
the idea. Morton argued that the history of interracial sex— something 
that is quite different from intermarriage— had proven disastrous to 
the “Indian” race and degraded the already lowly class of white men 
who allegedly had intercourse with Indian “squaws.” There was nothing 
detached or scholarly in these opinions; in fact, Morton’s opposition to 
Indian- Caucasian marriages, like his characterization of Native Amer-
ican physique and character in general, merely echoed popular racial 
prejudices. Based on his phrenological evidence, Morton seemed intent 
on protecting American whiteness from the degenerative cultural and 
biological influences of the “Brown Race.”58

Turning his attention to the “Ethiopian family,” Morton was unequiv-
ocal in his opposition to the intermarriage of Caucasians and Africans. 
He based his opposition to black- white intermarriage on his examination 
and characterization of twenty- nine “Ethiopian” skulls. According to Mor-
ton, the average African cranial capacity was a mere seventy- eight cubic 
inches. Morton defined the African or “Ethiopian family” as including 
“Caffers and Hottentots,” in addition to the indigenous inhabitants of 
Papua, Australia, and Van Diemen’s Land. Morton’s “Ethiopian family” 
was characterized by the qualities of vengeance, stupidity, slothfulness, 
tractability, bravery, honesty, industry, avarice, indolence, deception, and 
a propensity to lie. To encourage the intermarriage of such a people with 
members of the Caucasian family, Morton suggested, was socially irre-
sponsible. Writing in his journal from Barbados, Morton observed what 
to him seemed the negative consequences of interracial sex and marriage. 
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He described Barbados’s black population as a “motley variety of human 
nature,” ranging in color from “the eboe negro to the light mulatto, and 
the white peach woman.”59

Morton’s public and private insinuations that the amalgamation of 
the “Ethiopian family” and the “Caucasian family” constituted a less than 
prudent reproductive choice reflected a maxim familiar to anatomists, 
botanists, and ethnologists: distinct species should not mate and attempt 
to reproduce because that would breach the rule of affinity. This was the 
reasoned opinion of Josiah Nott and George Gliddon, two of the leading 
figures in the American School of Ethnology. Nott and Gliddon echoed 
this generally accepted view of American racial “science,” arguing in 1857 
that “when two distinct species are brought together, they produce, like 
the ass and the mare, an unprolific progeny; or, at most, beget offspring 
which are prolific for a few generations and then run out.”60 Not unlike 
those of other early nineteenth- century racial “scientists” and ethnolo-
gists, Nott’s and Gliddon’s argument was based as much on analogy and 
racial prejudice as it was on hard scientific data. The message, however, 
was clear. The members of the American School of Ethnology believed 
the “Ethiopian family” to be a distinct and separate species from the 
Caucasian. Interracial marriage was out of the question.

In the bitter atmosphere of sectional politicking over the western expan-
sion of slavery, Josiah Nott emerged as a public intellectual determined 
to defend the institution of racial slavery. Born in South Carolina in 1804, 
Nott received degrees from South Carolina College and the University of 
Pennsylvania Medical School. He was eager to make a name for himself 
and framed his scientific work on the premise that all free and democratic 
societies needed slavery. Nott understood that while American slavery 
was first and foremost a brutal system of labor, it was also a mechanism 
for social control. To maintain the happiness of American society, the 
enslavement and racial subordination of African American people was 
essential. Fortunately, modern science appeared to be validating Nott’s 
quest for social cohesion by emphasizing the importance of clear racial 
distinctions. Nott insisted that African Americans and whites constituted 
separate and distinct racial species and should not mix. On the one hand, 
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he insisted that the American mulatto was little more than a reflection 
of the slave master’s power over his female slaves. On the other hand, 
the mulatto represented an unnecessary blurring of racial distinctions 
that compromised American happiness. Nott reassured readers that the 
blurring of racial lines was not permanent because mulatto children 
were hybrids, and like all hybrids in nature they “do not breed— as the 
mule for example.”6¹

Implicit in Nott’s scholarship was the popularly accepted ideal of white 
endogamy. In the United States, white endogamy rested on the racist 
assumption that interracial sex and marriage resulted in the breakdown 
of racial categories that American science was attempting to prove were 
fixed and innate. Moreover, a marriage contract implicitly represented 
an agreement between racial equals and was, most Americans felt, the 
hallmark of American civilization. Thus, in opposing the abolition of 
slavery southerners and their northern allies were protecting more than 
a system of coerced labor; they were defending the very basis for Amer-
ican settler civilization and its reproduction for generations to come. 
Distinct racial categories, policed and maintained by whites, meant, as 
one opponent of abolition wrote, that the idea “that a mixture of colored 
and white races would improve the physical and moral energies of both” 
blacks and whites was pure “humbug.”6²

Polygenesis and phrenology played an important role in shaping white 
America’s opposition to intermarriage. In a pamphlet entitled Intermarriage 
(1839), Alexander Walker argued that “a new science [phrenology] . . . , for 
the first time, points out and explains all the natural laws that, according 
to each particular choice in intermarriage, determine the precise forms 
and qualities of the progeny.”6³ American lawmakers attempted to spell 
out the likely consequences of two distinct species intermarrying. For 
example, Henry Clay, a prominent political supporter of the American 
Colonization Society, an organization committed to repatriating free Afri-
can Americans in Africa, referred to interracial marriage between blacks 
and whites as “unnatural amalgamation.”64 At the state level, Virginia 
lawmakers attempted to protect whiteness from biological dilution by 
demanding that freed slaves leave the state. In the Old Northwest, Illinois 
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and Ohio banned interracial marriage during the 1840s in an effort to 
protect the future of the white race in America by making illegal “any 
black, colored, or mulatto man or white woman from marrying.”65 And in 
an example of how American racial “science” knew no sectional bound-
aries, the Massachusetts state legislature rejected a petition to abolish 
colonial anti- intermarriage laws. According to the Massachusetts House 
of Representatives report, intermarriage between blacks and whites had 
“demoralizing and degrading effects” on American civilization. The House 
report concluded, “No statute can annul the law of nature, and bleach the 
skin of the Ethiopian or darken the face of the European.”66

In this political climate, few Americans were brave enough to risk 

fig. 2. “An Affecting Scene in Kentucky,” 1835, depicts a political attack on Demo-
cratic vice presidential candidate Richard M. Johnson. Such images were designed to 
show how race mixing could destroy a political career in antebellum America, the 
implication being that the participants were engaged in the most egregious form of 
immorality. Courtesy of the Library of Congress, Washington dc, lc- dig- ds- 06474.
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public censure by using phrenology, or any “science” related to humanity, 
to support black- white marriages. One of the few individuals who did, 
Alexander Walker, suggested that such marriages might have a beneficial 
impact on human intelligence if “the male parent” was of European 
descent.67 Walker’s gendered interpretation of black- white marriages was 
typical of scholars who believed that people of African American descent 
could achieve cultural and biological evolution through intermarriage. For 
example, Charles Hamilton Smith argued that the practice of racial amal-
gamation in Spanish America demonstrated that if the “Ethiopian” type 
was to improve, the continued participation of a white male parent was 
essential.68 O. S. Fowler, one of the few American phrenologists to embrace 
the reformism that was popular with Scottish phrenologists, concurred that 
any evolution among people of color required that the man involved in a 
mixed- race marriage possess a “high physical and cerebral constitution.”69 
Of course, most white Americans rejected these claims. In an explicit attack 
on Prichard’s evolutionary thesis, John Campbell, a member of the Social 
Improvement Society of Philadelphia, lampooned intermarriage as “negro- 
ology.”70 Those few Americans who spoke openly of limiting intermarriage 
to white men and black women, however, also expressed a form of racial 
chauvinism. If Walker, Smith, and Fowler were to be believed, only white 
men had the power to transform an entire race. Black men would have no 
reproductive role in such intermarriage experiments.

James Cowles Prichard kept abreast of the American debate over poly-
genesis and phrenology. His responses reflected the growing materialism 
of his ethnology but also highlighted his continued belief in monogenesis 
and the importance of sexual selection. Of polygenesis, Prichard insisted, 
“It is the more improbable that a plurality of races exist in one species with 
reference to man than with regard to any inferior tribe, as the locomotive 
powers of mankind, aided by the resources of human sagacity, are greater 
than those of brute animals.”7¹ Prichard believed that humanity’s intelli-
gence helped “mankind” adapt to different environments. Therefore, the 
American School’s polygenetic and phrenological propositions in support 
of the innate and fixed nature of cranial capacity and physical form were 
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bunk. Prichard argued, “It is well known that all those peculiarities in the 
forms of the skull which are most characteristic of particular races, are 
yet liable to variation and to a degree of uncertainty. . . . Little confidence 
can be placed upon one mode of measurement, or upon so limited and 
confined a character as the facial angle.”7²

Prichard thus rejected the harsher “scientific” interpretations of phre-
nology and argued that studies of cranial development proved that his 
thesis of human evolution was correct. He enumerated three malleable 
human varieties, starting with the prognatheous- headed Australian and 
African natives, the “broad and lozenge- formed faces” of nomadic races, 
and finally ascending to the “oval, or elliptical” heads of the civilized races 
of Asia and Europe.7³ Prichard’s scholarship in the 1830s and 1840s was 
the work of a mature and sophisticated scholar, confident in his ability 
to assimilate changes in the study of humankind to his core principles of 
monogenesis, sexual selection, and human evolution. The Mongolians, 
Prichard argued, constituted an example of a “nomadic nation” capable of 
evolutionary development. Prichard wrote, “When nomadic nations have 
become settled and civilized, they have acquired a form of head similar 
to that of Europeans.”74 To most Americans, who increasingly viewed 
fixed racial categories as a hallmark of Western civilization, Prichard’s 
ethnology represented a dangerous racial blasphemy. This proved not to 
be the case in colonial Australia.

Phrenology and polygenesis entered colonial Australia at a time of 
British exploration and rapid settler expansion. The growth of colonial 
settlements, agriculture, and pastoralism led to quite distinct divisions 
in colonial racial discourse. For the majority of settlers, convicts, and 
pastoralists the Australian Aborigines represented a distinct and separate 
species who stood in the way of British colonial expansion. For exam-
ple, George French Angas, artist and chairman of the South Australian 
Company, observed that the Aborigines’ “heads are not wanting in the 
perceptive faculties, though in the reflective they are deficient. The skulls 
of the women are worse than those of the men; they are elongated and 
very narrow, the development of the intellectual organs being remarkably 
small.”75 Both convict and free colonial Australians tended to agree with 
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Angas, characterizing Aboriginal people as “hideous and loathsome,” 
“very ugly,” and a “weak, degraded, and miserable race” whose “thick head” 
encased a small brain wanting in its “moral and intellectual portions.”76 
The cranial deficiencies of the Australian Aborigines proved, many col-
onists believed (or hoped), that indigenous Australians were a species 
destined for extinction.

The empirical development of Western racial discourse provided 
colonial Australians with a “scientific” language with which to measure 
human differences and describe the inevitable extinction of “full- blood” 
Aboriginal Australians.77 This racial language was reflected in the evi-
dence presented before Select Committee hearings during the 1830s and 
1850s. British officials received reports from white convicts, free emigrants, 
squatters, and magistrates, which generally echoed the derogatory con-
clusions of European and North American racial scholarship. Speaking 
before the Victorian Select Committee in 1859, the magistrate William 
Hull combined racial “science” with Christianity to argue that “it is the 
design of Providence that the inferior races should pass away before 
the superior.”78 Numerous other witnesses presented evidence similar to 
Hull’s. For example, a witness identified as P. Sohier claimed that “the 
great inferiority of the [Aboriginal] race, combined with the small brain, 
will cause the whole race to be extinct before learned men, as a body, 
have the moral courage, or honest common sense of taking the subject of 
practical phrenology in their always august but not often unprejudiced 
consideration.”79

For many in colonial Australia, “practical phrenology” meant encour-
aging the right sort of emigrants to settle in the colonies. As in the United 
States, landownership in Australia was seen as a defining characteristic 
of being free and white and the key to socioeconomic independence.80 
Emigrants therefore arrived in colonial Australia and became “squatters,” 
taking possession, in their minds, of a slice of antipodean freedom. The 
British secretary of state for the colonies, Lord Stanley, claimed in 1845 
that the character of squatters in Australia outstripped that of Ameri-
can squatters. Writing to the governor of New South Wales, Sir George 
Gipps, Stanley reassured Gipps of the character of emigrants to Australia: 
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“I am . . . well aware that, although described familiarly by this term of 
American origin, they [squatters] differ greatly and in most important 
particulars from the class whose name has been transferred to them; that, 
instead of consisting mainly of the least educated of the Population as is 
often the case with the Pioneers of civilization in America, they include 
many of the most educated, the most intelligent, and wealthiest of the 
inhabitants of the Colony.”8¹

Stanley’s letter reflected the Colonial Office’s belief that landholders 
in colonial Australia made up a moral, hardworking, God- fearing pop-
ulation of independent whites. British officials were so impressed with 
the ability of European emigrants to contribute to the development of 
colonial society and assimilate to British settler culture that by midcen-
tury even German emigrants, who faced persecution on the American 
frontier, were urged to travel to Australia.8² Both German laborers and 
agriculturalists were encouraged to travel and assimilate to colonial life 
in Australia, the Colonial Office providing remittances to offset the cost 
of their sea voyage. The Colonial Office’s Earl Grey, a committed aboli-
tionist and supporter of British colonial expansion, argued in 1847 that 
remittances to emigrants were designed to help Australia “enjoy the same 
advantages in this respect as North America.”8³

Remittances were initially intended to assist free settlers with a trade 
or specialized skill to migrate to Australia. According to the sociologist 
Catriona Elder, assisted migration was also designed to reduce the “convict 
stain” in the colonial populous, under the belief, applied particularly to 
former Irish convicts, that convicts passed on a “hereditary propensity 
for wrong doing.”84 The historian A. Wyatt Tilby argued famously in 
the early twentieth century that the “awakening of a national spirit in 
Australia” demanded that authorities purify the colonies of “the convict 
stain before they [the progeny of convicts] could become the foundation 
of a united nation.”85 In the 1830s, with these notions of purification and 
unity in mind, colonial boosters urged free migrants to settle in Australia 
by advertising the antipodes as a land where the “instinctive talents” of 
tradesmen and the working classes “for trade, industry and agriculture” 
could be honed and in time produce a “special breed of men” unique to 
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the antipodes. In Australia, however, this “special breed of men” wanted 
to assert their independence by accumulating wealth and becoming 
independent landowners, an ethos that led to the continual shortage of 
skilled and unskilled labor.86 In 1841 the businessmen Messrs. Carter and 
Bonus told the Land and Emigration Commission that the Australian 
colonies needed “Shepherds, Agricultural Labourers, Carpenters, Smiths, 
Wheelwrights, Bricklayers, and Masons, also unmarried female domestic 
and house servants.”87 As further inducement to working- class European 
emigrants and evidence of the strength of white solidarity in colonial 
Australia, Governor George Gipps informed the Colonial Office that 
he would continue to support colonial opposition to the emigration of 
“coolie” labor from India and insisted that “the supply of [European] 
Labour which has thus been poured into the Colony, . . . has been absorbed 
without any serious inconvenience.”88

The debate over emigration in early nineteenth- century Australia 
reflected a more conservative approach to colonial reformism. In other 
words, colonial debate about migration policy emphasized the assimilation 
of European migrants to colonial whiteness at the expense of people of 
“color.” The advocates for emigration likely observed the periodic episodes 
of violence between squatters, Aborigines, and Chinese immigrants as 
an impediment to the creation of a racially stable social order in the 
colonies.89 Missionaries and Aboriginal protectors, for example, were par-
ticularly vocal in protesting the violence and racial tensions that defined 
relations between squatters and Aborigines. In Van Diemens Land, racial 
tensions exploded in what historians refer to as the “Black War.” Feeling 
threatened by allegedly unprovoked Aboriginal attacks on the homes 
and livestock of settlers, Europeans engaged in what Lloyd Robson calls 
“punitive expeditions” against Aboriginal tribes.90 More recently, Sharon 
Morgan has added that “settlers arrived in the colony [of Van Diemen’s 
Land] with deeply ingrained prejudices against native peoples.”9¹ At the 
slightest rumor of Aboriginal violence, settlers reacted with extreme 
brutality. This pattern was repeated throughout Australia, especially as 
settlement spread north into what is today Queensland and west into 
South Australia. Typically, S. Simpson wrote in his 1845 “Report on the 
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State of the Aborigines of the District of Morton Bay” that squatters were 
justified in attacking Aborigines. Simpson reported that Aborigines “have 
adopted a system of pilfering that no foresight can prevent. Everywhere 
indeed they adopt the same plan, visiting the Stations in small mobs under 
the guise of friends. They allow no opportunity to escape of pilfering the 
huts or destroying any stray cattle they may meet with on their way.”9²

To ameliorate these tensions, missionaries and Aboriginal protectors 
debated the applicability of evolutionary ethnology and phrenology to 
the racial evolution of Aboriginal people. The intellectual basis for using 
phrenology in a reformist manner came to Australia via George Combe’s 
phrenological writings. Combe was born in 1788, the same year that the 
First Fleet deposited the initial shiploads of British convicts at Sydney Cove. 
Schooled in the principles of the Scottish Enlightenment and moral sense 
philosophy, Combe was a successful writer and lawyer when he received his 
introduction to phrenology from Johann Gasper Spurzheim in the early 
nineteenth century. Combe subsequently published his influential The 
Constitution of Man (1829), a book reflective of his middle- class reformist 
tendencies. He used phrenology to emphasize the human capacity for 
“gradual and progressive improvement.” He argued, “My view of human 
nature is that men require, 1st, knowledge, and 2d, training of their moral 
and intellectual faculties, before they can be trusted with power or be 
made the arbiters of their own destinies with advantage to themselves.”9³ 
Combe’s views therefore meshed neatly with Jeremy Bentham’s theories 
of penal reform and the evolutionary writings of James Cowles Prichard.

Combe’s phrenological speculations emphasized the importance of a 
practical education to bring about social “harmony.” According to Combe, 
national governments had a responsibility to oversee a system of education 
that fostered an individual’s unique skills and talents. The ideal government 
should support a system of education that trained individuals with varying 
skills that ultimately produced harmony between the different classes in 
society and happiness in the nation as a whole.94 Combe’s phrenological 
theory of human happiness was developed in a European context, a rel-
atively homogenous racial milieu in comparison to the racial diversity 
of the United States and Australia. Not surprisingly, then, Combe had a 
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relatively negative view of Native Americans and Australian Aborigines, 
writing, “The native American savages and native New Hollanders, cannot, 
with their present brains, adopt European civilization.”95 In the United 
States this statement supported the claims of racial fixity being made by 
the American School of Ethnology; in Australia Combe’s words received 
a very different interpretation.

In a lecture published several years after The Constitution of Man, Combe 
speculated, “Comparing the civilized Christian inhabitants of modern 
Europe, with the ignorant, ferocious, filthy, and helpless savages of New 
South Wales, we perceive a vast advance: but I do not believe that the 
limits of attainable perfection have yet been reached even by the best of 
Europe’s sons.”96 Colonial Australians with an interest in phrenology 
interpreted such statements as the starting point for the reform of both 
black and white Australians. Nicol Stenhouse, a disciple of Combe’s 
teaching that phrenology was a “moral science,” emerged as one of the 
most important figures in popularizing phrenology in colonial Austra-
lia.97 At the Sydney Mechanic School of Arts, which Stenhouse helped to 
establish, he and his circle of colonial literati organized public lectures and 
forums where the phrenological theories of Gall, Spurzheim, Combe, and 
the Scottish mineralogist Sir George Stewart MacKenzie were debated. 
The Mechanic School of Arts also subscribed to the influential Scottish 
Phrenological Journal, a scholarly periodical dedicated to promoting the 
principles of “sound morality and pure religion.”98 Sir Thomas Mitchell, 
the Scottish- born surveyor general of New South Wales, reflected the 
reformist energy that members brought to the Mechanic School of Arts 
and the quest for “sound morality and pure religion.” Mitchell kept a 
journal with detailed notations on the work of prominent phrenologists 
such as Frances Gall. According to Mitchell’s journal entries, “animals are 
more tameable in proportion to the height of the forehead.” In a separate 
revealing notation, Mitchell wrote that “this organ [the brain] is easily 
developed in children.”99

Mitchell’s belief in the malleability of a child’s brain was a popular 
assumption among colonial educators and missionaries. To middle- class 
reformers, it seemed natural to extend ideas about the brain’s malleability 
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to Aboriginal Australians. As Nathaniel Ogle observed of Western Austra-
lian Aborigines in 1839, indigenous people had the brain capacity “of an 
untutored child.”¹00 Phrenological theories of gradual human reform pro-
vided missionaries with a theoretical framework for elevating Aboriginal 
society and acculturating Aboriginal people to settler colonial civilization. 
This colonial reformism prompted missionaries to lobby for a system of 
universal education, orphan asylums, and Aboriginal missions.

The first concerted government effort to elevate the moral and social 
practices of both British convicts and Aboriginal people was started by the 
Scottish governor Lachlan Macquarie. Macquarie was governor of New 
South Wales between 1809 and 1822. His policies transformed New South 
Wales from a penal colony to a settler society and liberated emancipated 
convicts from the “convict stain.” Macquarie insisted that emancipated 
convicts “should in All respects be considered on a Footing with every 
other Man in the Colony, according to his Rank in Life and Character.”¹0¹ 
In the Australian colonies, Macquarie wanted to provide former convicts 
with an opportunity to reform their habits and become “useful” members 
of settler colonial civilization.

However, as we have seen, both former convicts and free settlers associ-
ated freedom and independence with land. The scramble for frontier lands 
led former convicts, settlers, and squatters into conflict with Aborigines. 
To both ameliorate racial tensions and facilitate settler expansion, mission-
aries became the unofficial Colonial Office agents of colonial expansion 
by attempting to apply evolutionary theories and reform phrenology to 
Aboriginal uplift. For example, the missionary Reverend Robert Cart-
wright noted that Macquarie understood the role of the missionary to 
colonial settlement. Cartwright supported Macquarie’s attempts to put in 
place a policy “of civilizing the aborigines, or black natives of the country 
and settling them in townships.”¹0² Colonial officials and missionaries 
believed that such institutions would promote peaceful relations between 
settlers and Aborigines on Australia’s expanding frontier. The closure of 
Macquarie’s Native Institute at Parramatta, while a setback to Aboriginal 
education, did not dampen the reformist spirit of colonial missionaries. In 
evidence presented to the 1836 Select Committee on Aborigines, colonial 
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clergy and missionaries testified in support of policies that underscored 
the influence of Prichardian evolution and reform phrenology. William 
Broughton, the archdeacon of Sydney, informed the Select Committee 
that the Aborigines lived in “extreme degradation and ignorance.” Unlike 
American students of phrenology, though, Broughton argued that such 
“degradation and ignorance” were not innate. In language that echoed 
Combe’s Constitution of Man, Broughton insisted that the Australian 
Aborigines “are not unintelligent” and simply needed missionaries to 
“restrain or redirect certain tendencies.”¹0³

Missionaries and colonial officials debated a number of schemes to 
“restrain or redirect certain tendencies” of Aboriginal intellect and behav-
ior. These included placing Aboriginal and white children together in 
orphan asylums.¹04 However, most missionaries argued for a program in 
which Aboriginal children received an education separate from white 
children and away from the pernicious influences of traditional Aboriginal 
life. Missionaries wanted to provide an environment in which Aborigi-
nal children could gradually assimilate to colonial culture. For instance, 
William Thomas, the assistant protector of Aborigines, argued that the 
goal of such an education was to induce Aborigines “into fixed habits.” 
The Moravian missionary F. W. Spieseke agreed, adding that by intro-
ducing Aboriginal children to the “habits of industry” an evolutionary 
improvement in intellect occurred. However, Spieseke cautioned, “I think 
[this process] can only be done by degrees.”¹05 Combe’s phrenological 
ideal of “gradual and progressive improvement” was clearly influential in 
Aboriginal missionary discourse in early nineteenth- century Australia.

Spieseke’s comments also reflected the continuing influence of Prich-
ardian evolution on missionary thinking in Australia. E. S. Parker, for 
example, testified that he and his fellow Aboriginal protectors believed 
that if the Australian Aborigines were to evolve to the level of civilization 
being achieved among white colonists, Aboriginal children must be taken 
from their parents at a young age. In a statement that prophesied future 
government practices, Parker insisted, “I have always been of opinion 
that, if the natives are taken at an early period of life, before their habits 
become decisively formed, they are just as capable of improvement as our 
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own population. The great obstacle to their civilization is to be traced to 
moral causes, and not any physical disabilities.”¹06

Missionaries agreed that the Australian Aborigines needed to be intro-
duced at an early age to the Christian teachings of moral elevation and 
social redirection. However, a number of missionaries became convinced 
that moral reform was not enough. For example, the Reverend S. L. Chase 
argued that Aborigines also suffered from “physical disabilities.” According 
to Chase, overcoming these disabilities necessitated the adoption of a uni-
form policy that reformed Aboriginal marriage practices and redirected 
Aboriginal reproduction. “It is only natural,” Chase argued, that “unless 
some provision is made for them [Aborigines] in regard to marriage, they 
should leave and return to their tribe.”¹07 For educational reform to have 
its fullest impact on the Aboriginal brain, Chase and a growing chorus 
of missionaries insisted that Aboriginal policy must also “restrain and 
redirect” the Aboriginal practices of polygamy and concubinage.

By the 1830s and 1840s missionaries expressed a commitment to the 
assimilation of Aboriginal people to colonial culture. Missionaries thus 
remained true to the reformist ethos of British ethnology and colonial 
phrenology and insisted that if good relations between whites and blacks 
were to be achieved Aboriginal people needed inducements to adopt 
the tenets of Western civilization.¹08 Writing from the Wellington Valley 
mission in New South Wales, the missionary J. S. C. Handt argued that 
the “less tractable” Aborigines were those who “have not lived long in 
Connexion with Europeans.”¹09 The commissioner for crown lands, W. H. 
Wright, added that when settlers employed Aborigines in occupations such 
as sheep shearing and sheep washing, the settlers treated the “Natives . . . 
with the greatest kindness and consideration.”¹¹0 Such observations led 
missionaries and colonial officials to distinguish between “Myall,” or 
tribal Aborigines, and Christianized Aboriginal people living like Euro-
pean settlers. Missionaries posited that this division between “Myall” 
and Christianized Aborigines proved that indigenous people, especially 
half- castes, had the intellectual capacity to adapt to British settler civiliza-
tion. This conviction led to the renewed debate over how best to educate 
Aboriginal children in the principles of Christian morality and the “arts 
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of civilization.” In general, missionaries agreed that Aboriginal reform 
would occur rapidly if indigenous children were segregated from the 
tribal influences of Aboriginal elders. Such a program, to use the words 
of Captain George Grey, would promote “humanity and good order” in 
colonial society.¹¹¹

The first step in establishing “good order” and assimilating Aborigines to 
British settler civilization involved ending polygamous marriage practices 
among Aboriginal people. Missionaries saw polygamy as a symptom of a 
larger tendency to sexual promiscuity between white men and Aboriginal 
women. G. A. Robinson, the chief protector of Aborigines in the Port 
Phillip District, condemned sexual promiscuity, reporting in 1842 that 
white squatters “are a class that require control in the thickest part of the 
bush, and miles from any station, [because] they hold intercourse with the 
Native women, a source of every mischief.”¹¹² To the north, at the Welling-
ton Valley mission, James Gunther argued that “polygamy [is] the root 
of so much evil.”¹¹³ Gunther insisted that missionaries had an important 
role to play in finding stable marriage partners for Aboriginal women.¹¹4 
Gunther, like other missionaries, developed a gendered approach to the 
reform of Aboriginal marriage, arguing that Aboriginal men tended to 
return to their “wandering” ways after marrying an Aboriginal woman. 
Moreover, Aboriginal elders encouraged married couples to return to 
traditional indigenous folkways after marriage, slowing, missionaries felt, 
Aboriginal improvements in civilization.¹¹5

In the United States, the federal government adopted the position that 
the segregation of indigenous Americans would help officials preserve and 
improve the “Indian” as a race.¹¹6 In colonial Australia, no coordinated 
federal policy existed. Instead, missionaries lobbied the Colonial Office 
in England for segregated missions, not to preserve Aborigines as a “race” 
but to prepare them to become useful members of Australian settler 
society. This was the second step in the gradual assimilation of Aboriginal 
people (specifically children) to colonial society and culture. Captain 
George Grey, for example, recommended in 1840 that Aboriginal couples 
be offered financial rewards for remaining in monogamous marriages.¹¹7 
Missionaries speculated that monogamous marriage practices would set a 
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moral example for Aboriginal children, establishing Christian piety and 
patriarchal monogamy as a cultural norm that diminished the hold of 
Aboriginal elders over young Aborigines, and ultimately pave the way for 
both their biological and cultural assimilation into settler society. Thus 
missionaries wanted colonial officials to support their efforts to segregate 
Aboriginal men and elders from marriageable Aboriginal women. Mis-
sionary Gunther even went so far as to find Aboriginal women “suitable 
partners” who were “advanced in civilization.”¹¹8

Missionaries linked their focus on cultivating monogamous marriages 
with the belief that Aboriginal children, especially mixed- race children, had 
the potential to imbibe the tenets of Christianity and settler civilization. 
Missionaries should therefore remove children from the tribal influences 
of Aboriginal life.¹¹9 This conviction strengthened between the 1830s and 
the 1850s. For example, in 1838 the Colonial Office instructed Governor 
Gipps on the importance of ensuring the “Education and Instruction of 
the [Aboriginal] Children, as early and as extensively as it may be pract-
ible.”¹²0 However, missionaries and colonial administrators in Australia 
complained that Aboriginal elders routinely interfered with efforts to 
apply reformist theories of education among children. According to J. 
Allman, commissioner for Crown lands, “the advancement of the Natives 
to Civilization” was hampered by the “dominion exercised over their 
[children’s] minds by their Elders or Priests.”¹²¹ At the Wellington Valley 
mission, James Gunther complained that Aboriginal elders undid their 
reform efforts by attempting to incite riots. Gunther claimed that “the 
elderly [Aboriginal] men, perceiving that their stronghold was about to 
be shaken at its very foundation, were utterly enraged, and endeavoured 
to excite every Aboriginal against the Mission.”¹²²

Missionaries and Aboriginal protectors thus attempted to convince the 
Colonial Office to support mission schools that segregated Aboriginal 
children from both the vices of white settlements and the influences of 
tribal life. As in the United States, where missionaries convinced the federal 
government to support eleven Indian schools by the 1820s, missionaries in 
Australia tended to focus on the education of half- caste children. Unlike 
the United States, where government officials were pessimistic about the 
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experiment in Indian education “bring[ing] the Indian within the pale 
of civilization,” British missionaries and Colonial Office officials shared a 
utopian, if paternalistic, outlook on the Australian Aborigines’ future.¹²³ 
Missionaries in Australia naïvely assumed that the European fathers of 
half- caste children would take an active interest in the upbringing and 
education of their mixed- race offspring. Half- caste children were there-
fore to be groomed as interpreters between black and white Australia 
in order to lead people with indigenous blood to a future that was both 
biologically and culturally tied to white Australia. Giving voice to the 
urgency of such work, R. G. Massie wrote in 1845,

I have again most respectfully to urge upon the attention of Her Maj-
esty’s Government the state of the half castes, or the children of female 
Natives and White fathers, many of whom are to be met with in every 
district of the Colony, living in the same destitute and barbarous way 
as their Mothers. My earnest desire is and ever has been to wean these 
from the wild mode of life, which there would not be that trouble and 
difficulty, which attends all attempts effectually to civilize the natives, as 
the half castes almost all display an aptitude to learn and a disposition 
to adapt themselves to European customs and habits, encouraging to 
those who are most apathetic in such a cause.¹²4

By a process of “practical” education and Christianization on segre-
gated missions, or “depots,” missionaries and their supporters envisioned 
a future in which half- caste children gradually evolved to become useful 
members of colonial society. Mixed- race Aborigines were thus part of a 
colony- wide reform agenda that emphasized the importance of educa-
tion “to the good order and social improvement of the Colony” and the 
reproduction of a truly native- born population of proletarianized agri-
cultural and female domestic laborers.¹²5 Governor Gipps captured the 
focus of colonial reform, writing in 1841 that “it is to be the employment 
of Aborigines as Laborers for Wages, and the Education of their Children 
in Establishments conducted by the Missionaries or official Protectors, 
that I consider the civilization of the Aborigines of this Continent must 
be worked out, if it is ever to be accomplished.”¹²6 Most missionaries and 
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Aboriginal protectors shared this vision of work and education while 
also reiterating that Christianity and monogamous marriage practices 
would ensure a stable and moral social order in colonial Australia. As J. 
H. Wedge theorized, a combination of such measures was “likely to arrest 
the work of extermination” among the Aborigines.¹²7

Conclusion

What emerged from early nineteenth- century debates between supporters 
of human evolution and adherents of the scientific argument for the fix-
ity of racial types were two separate visions of settler colonialism. In the 
United States, the future of racial slavery (which intersected with discussion 
about the territorial dispossession of Native Americans) provided a fertile 
cultural environment for the derogatory racism of the American School 
of Ethnology. For Anglo- Americans, the major issue for the preservation 
of whiteness became how to remove “Indians” from coveted lands and 
how to scientifically justify the enslavement of African American people. 
In both cases, the ideal expressed by Anglo- Americans was a desire to 
reproduce whiteness in separation (and in some cases, annihilation) from 
Native Americans and blacks. As we shall see, the nineteenth- century 
debate between antislavery proponents and proslavery advocates pitted 
two different visions of labor against one another in the American West. 
Significantly, divisions between white Americans involved in this debate 
ultimately dissolved when confronted with the mixed- race reality of the 
American frontier.¹²8 In the Southwest and West of the United States, 
whiteness needed to be reproduced and evolve in segregation from the 
“brown” and “black races” of North America.

In colonial Australia, debate about the reproduction of whiteness inten-
sified as the colonies moved toward responsible government during the 
1850s. Despite periods of political factionalism and disparities of wealth, 
the liberal reformism of Colonial Office officials, local ethnologists, phre-
nologists, and missionaries continued to espouse a vision of settler colonial 
civilization in which a stable social order meant the elimination of racial 
differences.¹²9 This represented a stark contrast to the development of 
racial boundaries in the United States. In Australia, reformers turned to 
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“the science of mankind” in the hope of engineering a society of ranks 
and orders that was based on a division of labor and clearly defined 
gender roles. This is not to suggest that racial differences did not play a 
major role in shaping social relations in the colonies; rather, reformers 
envisioned a society that could promote happiness only if racial divisions 
were removed. Therefore, by the mid- nineteenth century, missionaries, 
ethnologists, colonial phrenologists, and reform- minded officials contin-
ued developing racial arguments for the reproduction of homogenous 
communities that built on eighteenth- century ideals of good breeding. 
By adding Prichard’s ethnological theories of human evolution and the 
phrenological notion of the human brain’s malleability, the argument grew 
that Aboriginal children, particularly mixed- race children, represented 
the future hope of a happy and harmonious settler society. Implicit to this 
future was the racially charged and chauvinistic vision of the biological 
and cultural fusion of white settlers with people of Aboriginal blood. 
By the 1850s a new set of “scientific” theories offered colonial reformers 
an even clearer understanding of how to achieve racial homogeneity in 
the antipodes.¹³0
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3
Eliminating the “Dubious Hyphen 
between Savagery and Civilization”

on november 18, 1873, john fiske, the american historian and 
philosopher, wrote to his wife— “My darling puss”— with details of a 
dinner conversation he had had with Thomas Huxley, Herbert Spencer, 
and George Henry Lewes. Engaged in a discussion about the theory of 
evolution, Fiske hammered home his belief that in the hands of scientific 
experts, evolutionary theories held the potential to transform humanity. 
Turning in the course of conversation to George Henry Lewes, Fiske 
insisted that all that was needed to facilitate human evolution was a 
learned “Evolver.”¹ Fiske’s offhand remark underlined the mind- set of 
late nineteenth- century intellectuals, social reformers, and legislators. 
Many scholars shared Fiske’s devotion to the theory of evolution, arguing 
that it provided scientific guidelines for gradual human progress.² For 
instance, the anthropologist J. W. Powell argued in 1882 that the “story of 
human evolution is the essence of the history of mankind.”³ In the latter 
half of the nineteenth century, a small but influential group of British, 
American, and Australian ethnologists, anthropologists, and missionaries 
attempted to apply the theory of evolution to humankind. In so doing, a 
number of prominent intellectuals and social reformers challenged the 
dominant Western ethos of racial segregation, seeing themselves as the 
scientific engineers of a modern, progressive, and ultimately biologically 
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homogenous white population.4 As William Barrows put it in 1889, the 
goal of the “Evolver” was to eliminate the “dubious hyphen between 
savagery and civilization.”5

The scientific debate over human categorization and evolution dom-
inated Western racial discourse as the United States joined Great Britain 
and continental European nations in the race to colonize (or recolonize) 
Latin America, the Asia- Pacific region, and Africa.6 In the United States, 
historians argue that social Darwinism and the emergence of eugenic 
racial science during the 1880s led to a hardening of racial classifications, 
an attempt to rearticulate the meaning of white supremacy and define 
American imperial expansion as an example of human progress and the 
extension of personal liberty— not, as critics maintain, of greed and racism.7 
Scholars such as Richard Hofstadter, George Fredrickson, Audrey Smedley, 
Joel Williamson, and more recently Michelle Chen, Paul Lombardo, and 
Adam Cohen have all painstakingly detailed the social, legal, and polit-
ical aspects of racial science, eugenics, and reproduction.8 A number of 
significant breakthroughs in biology and physiological research helped to 
inform social Darwinian and eugenic legal and political discourse. These 
changes helped to reshape late nineteenth- century physical anthropol-
ogy and sociology. Anthropologists and sociologists sought theories that 
would advance the progress of American civilization by focusing their 
studies on the material, or organic, development of humankind. In an 
age of rapid urbanization, industrial capitalism, and mechanization, it 
seemed natural for intellectuals, lawmakers, and philanthropists to apply 
“objective” scientific methods to improve the biological constitution of 
human beings and attempt to ameliorate the social divisions between 
white and nonwhite peoples that blighted the American body politic.9

In the United States, as in colonial Australia, racial homogeneity was 
key to the social and biological progress of settler societies. As one author 
argued in 1872, the study of “matter [has] . . . so completely overthrow[n] 
metaphysics as to display phenomena which may, in their course, revolu-
tionise the scientific world.”¹0 In this context, the engineering of human 
“matter” was seen as a very real and exciting possibility.

A critical factor in the late nineteenth- century study of humankind 
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involved the scientific community’s acceptance of germ theory. As an 
explanation for the causes of disease, germ theory also led to a para-
digmatic shift in the study of racial differences in the latter half of the 
nineteenth century. In the United States and Europe, the recognition that 
diseases were spread through “transmission” led to intense debate in both 
popular and scientific discourses over the “transmission” of certain racial 
characteristics through contact with racialized “others.” Moral and medi-
cal anxieties overlapped in powerful ways in post– Civil War America, as 
public concern about the sexual transmission of diseases associated with 
specific segments of the population fueled increasingly hysterical debates 
about the significance of interracial sex and reproduction.¹¹

Such concerns flowed into popular and political culture thanks in 
large part to the groundbreaking research of scientists. The Frenchman 
Louis Pasteur, for example, proved instrumental in the revolution in 
germs. Pasteur’s experiments shattered theories that germs spontaneously 
generate. Instead, Pasteur’s research led to the scientific community’s 
acknowledgement that the transmission of microbes causes disease. Pasteur 
also argued that different germs had specific functions, a theory made 
credible by Robert Koch’s findings on the cause of tuberculosis. By 1888, 
Pasteur lamented that although generally accepted, breakthroughs in 
germ theory had not resulted in social reforms.¹²

This soon changed. With microscopes in hand, scientists ushered in 
the age of the expert; with the knowledge and expertise to isolate germs 
and germ plasm, the potential to not only eradicate disease from the 
human body but transform the body’s corporality seemed within reach. To 
achieve such transformations both institutions and governments looked 
to play a larger role in shaping responses to public health concerns and 
engineering morally and medically healthy societies.¹³

The belief that a skilled and knowledgeable “Evolver”— such as a govern-
ment and a team of scientific advisors— possessed the power to direct germ 
plasm and transform the inner and outer constitution of an individual 
faced enormous scientific challenges. In 1885 August Weismann, surpassed 
only by Darwin as the nineteenth- century’s most eminent evolutionary 
theorist, argued that he had demonstrated the separation between germ 
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plasm and the phenotypic appearance of the body. Weismann’s theory of 
the “continuity of the germ plasm” argued that changes in the molecular 
structure of the human body occurred when germ cells changed.¹4 And 
how did these changes come about? Through reproduction. In fact, Weiss-
mann emphasized that the importance of sexual reproduction undermined 
older ideas about the inheritance of acquired characteristics. According 
to Weissmann, sexual reproduction was absolutely crucial to the type of 
society that existed.¹5

Weissmann’s theory represented an explicit rebuke of Lamarckian theo-
ries of inheritance and acquired characteristics. He went on to emphasize 
the importance of manipulating germ cells, not germ plasm, to the human 
form. Weismann insisted that the transformation of germ cells as a result 
of sexual selection was critical to understanding the reproduction of 
humanity. Weismann’s insistence on the importance of sexual selection in 
human evolution became evident in how a number of influential scholars 
in the United States and Australia consciously and unconsciously incor-
porated his theory of germ cells into their studies of human malleability. 
Late nineteenth- century theories of human malleability gave scientific 
legitimacy to late eighteenth- century ideas about good breeding and 
early nineteenth- century notions of ethnological evolution and reform 
phrenology. By applying these new scientific insights to the selective 
breeding of human beings, it now seemed certain that scientists and 
physical anthropologists possessed the knowledge to change the molecu-
lar structure of individual humans, eliminate racial divisions, and finally 
create biologically homogenous settler societies.

Darwin’s Impact on Racial Science

Such beliefs— indeed, such cultural arrogance— would not have been 
possible without the popularization of Charles Darwin’s theory of evo-
lution. In 1859 Darwin’s On the Origin of Species by Means of Natural 
Selection transformed the way scholars, politicians, and religious leaders 
understood evolution. Darwin was born in Shrewsbury, England, on 
February 12, 1809. The grandson of Erasmus Darwin, an eminent English 
physician, Charles received a degree in medicine from the University of 
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Edinburgh and learned taxidermy from John Edmonstone, a freed slave. 
As his theory of “natural selection” filtered into broader political and 
scientific discussions about evolution, Darwin’s writings added fuel to 
an already intense debate about race and human breeding. In the United 
States debate about the efficacy of Darwinian evolution coincided with 
the emergence of anthropology as an academic discipline during the 
late nineteenth century— a discipline that played a major role in shap-
ing popular and scholarly discourses about race.¹6 In Australia between 
1860 and 1890 Darwinian evolution also entered colonial discourse and 
became critical to understanding turn- of- the- century debates about racial 
formation. As O. C. Marsh, the president of the American Association 
for the Advancement of Science, declared in 1879, Darwin’s On the Origin 
of Species “at once aroused attention, and started a revolution which has 
already in the short space of two decades changed the whole course of 
scientific thought.”¹7

The scientific revolution that Darwin sparked ultimately reinforced the 
two views of whiteness that dominated racial discourse in the United States 
and Australia. In the popular imagination of most white Americans (and 
ordinary Australians, for that matter), whiteness was fragile and needed 
protection from nonwhite elements. For a new generation of biologists, 
anthropologists, and missionaries, evolutionary science held the key to 
eliminating racial divisions and engineering homogenous white settler 
societies. These competing views of whiteness and Darwin’s theory meant 
that Fiske’s wise “Evolver” had two very different roles to play.

Darwin entered the nineteenth- century debate about the racial divi-
sions among humankind obliquely. His research was influenced by the 
demographic theorizing of Thomas Malthus. Malthus’s most famous and 
widely cited argument was that population tends to increase at a rate 
faster than the means of subsistence. Turning to the pages of the earliest 
history of humankind, Malthus described this phenomenon as “a struggle 
for existence.”¹8 Significantly, it was a struggle that involved modulating 
not only the sources of subsistence but the rate of sexual reproduction. 
This was something that the world’s “savage” races, such as the indigenous 
people of North America and Australia, appeared to have a long history 
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of trying to regulate. In these societies, abstinence from reproductive 
sexuality— which Malthus believed required a higher level of morality, 
and thus rationality— was virtually unheard of as a form of population 
control. Instead, “savages” allegedly practiced abortion and infanticide as 
a means of controlling population growth, a Malthusian argument that 
was elaborated on by late nineteenth- century anthropologists.¹9

Darwin, informed by Malthusian theorizing about fluctuations in 
population, argued in On the Origin of Species that the sexual selection 
of mates involved the male members of a species fighting to win the 
affections of the females.²0 The “most vigorous” males in these struggles 
invariably triumphed and ensured the vitality of a species. Darwin defined 
this process as “natural selection.” According to Darwin, “natural selec-
tion,” or the selection of a sexual mate, explained the “plastic condition 
of offspring” among all species.²¹

Darwin’s theory made the research of late nineteenth- century scien-
tists like August Weismann possible. More broadly, Darwinian theory 
was appropriated and used to support a variety of social agendas in the 
United States and throughout the British Empire. White Americans and 
colonial Australians who harbored negative feelings toward nonwhite 
peoples interpreted Darwin’s theory as scientific proof that nonwhite 
races became extinct in the face of European civilization. This was the 
position, for example, of the American School of Ethnology. But Dar-
winian theory also provided the basis for the belief that the principles 
of “natural selection” could be applied systematically to a society divided 
by differences in phenotype to breed out color, thereby ending racial 
tensions and adding a specifically scientific component to the cultural 
ideals of good breeding and the cultivation of ethnological evolution. 
In other words, institutional and governmental authority could harness 
the reproductive principles outlined by Darwin to produce an idealized 
settler population.

Darwin did not write On the Origin of Species with the intention of 
reframing discussion about settler colonial governance and human repro-
duction. However, as his ideas filtered into popular culture it became clear 
that his scientific theorizing presented a challenge to orthodox Christian 
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interpretations of humankind’s place in nature. Indeed, Darwinian evolu-
tion raised new questions about the permanence of racial types. Darwin’s 
work thus led to a materialistic reevaluation of human form and its 
intellectual nature. His theory of “natural selection” required biological 
evidence of change over time, empirical evidence that demonstrated 
how evolution occurred throughout nature. As On the Origin of Species 
circulated throughout the United States and Australia, locals interpreted 
and applied “natural selection” in ways that met their political, social, and 
scientific agendas. In the process, some transformed Darwin’s theory into a 
guiding mantra for the inferiority of certain racial types, while others used 
it as the basis for arguments about racial reform and human malleability. 
Darwinian theory thus became an ideology: Darwinism.

Darwinism quickly acquired a transnational cadre of popularizers. In 
the 1860s Thomas Huxley became arguably the most prominent apostle 
of Darwinism. Huxley’s interest lay in the “question of questions for 
mankind . . . the place which Man occupies in nature and of his relation 
to the universe.” Huxley believed that ethnology should constitute the 
scientific study of the “modifications in mankind.” Older forms of ethno-
logical evidence, such as linguistic and religious sources, did not cut it as 
evidence in Huxley’s scientific mind. Huxley demanded that ethnology, 
a branch of anthropology, itself a section of zoology— “the animal half 
of biology”— required hard scientific evidence: data, numbers, statistics. 
Unless one could enumerate a human or animal characteristics or trait, it 
probably did not exist. As Huxley argued, “The zoological court of appeal 
is the highest for the ethnologist, and . . . no evidence can be set against 
that derived from physical characters.”²²

Thomas Huxley was born in Ealing, near London, in 1825. He attended 
the University of London but never completed his undergraduate studies. 
The young Huxley had an insatiably curious mind, and in 1846 he was 

fig. 4. (opposite) “Reason against Unreason,” in which Thomas Huxley is represented 
as one of the wise men of letters and science— an “Evolver”— who helped to sweep 
aside superstition, prompting the caption: “But it took a Deal of Altering in the Man 
before he could be made a ‘Good Citizen.’” Courtesy of the Library of Congress, 
Washington dc, illus. in ap101.p7 1882 (Case x) [p&p].
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employed as the assistant surgeon on the hms Rattlesnake, which saw 
ports in Australia, New Zealand, and New Guinea. It was during his 
time aboard the Rattlesnake that Huxley’s interest in the different human 
“stocks” emerged. And when Huxley read Darwin’s Origin his life’s work 
and the scientific direction that his ethnographic inquiries must take 
seemed clear. Henceforth, Huxley became known as Darwin’s “bulldog” 
because of his determination to defend “natural selection” from misrepre-
sentation. Huxley was a true Darwinian apostle, linking the evolution of 
humankind to the apes. For example, in 1863 Huxley wrote, “Men differ 
more widely from one another than they do from the Apes; while the 
lower apes differ as much, in proportion, from the highest, as the latter 
does from Man.”²³ Huxley believed that ethnologists should work like 
zoologists to investigate “the anatomical and physiological peculiarities 
of the Negro, Australians, or Mongolians, just as he would inquire into 
those of pointers, terriers, and turnspits.”²4

Implicit in Huxley’s ethnology was the assumption that the English 
had transcended nature by attaining mastery over it. Perched on their 
modern scientific pedestals, British, American, and Australian ethnologists 
possessed the knowledge and power to scientifically understand and, if they 
chose, to domesticate “Negroes,” Australian Aborigines, and Mongolians, 
just as the household dog received obedience training.

Huxley’s interest in the tabulation of racial “stocks” among humankind 
embodied the empirical turn that professional anthropology took in the 
1860s and 1870s. As such, Huxley espoused a scientific education at the 
expense of a classical liberal arts curriculum. According to Huxley, a scien-
tific education equipped young men with knowledge of “physical science” 
and the practical skills necessary to determine human mental capacities 
and order society according to these scientifically determined capacities.²5

Huxley contended that the human race comprised eleven “stocks.” 
These stocks included the Australians, the Negrito (Tasmanians, New 
Caledonians, New Hebridians, and New Guineans), the Americans, the 
Negroes, and the Mincopies, which he defined as the “Drawidian [sic] 
populations of Southern Hindostan.” Huxley said little about race mixing, 
but his racial geography proved telling. In Australia, for example, where 
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later nineteenth-  and early twentieth- century exponents of “breeding 
out the colour” argued that the Aborigines descended from Dravidian, 
or Indo- Aryan, ancestors, the significance of Huxley’s orientalism would 
become clear.²6 Huxley argued that his ethnological chart of “persistent 
modifications of mankind” proved that the “Pacific Ocean occupies the 
centre. Such a chart exhibits an Australian area occupied by dark smooth- 
haired people, separated by an incomplete inner zone of dark wooly- haired 
Negritos and Negroes, from an outer zone of comparatively pale and 
smooth- haired men, occupying the Americas, and nearly all Asia and 
North Africa.”²7

For Huxley, the well- bred Briton remained above and outside these 
geographical racial zones. The British did the observing and the classifying 
and ultimately endeavored to control the nature of sexual reproduction 
and the extent of racial mixture. The binary logic of Anglo colonial-
ism— of white/nonwhite— thus continued to shape these early forays 
into Darwinian ethnology.²8

Huxley was by no means a lone voice in championing theories of 
human evolution following Darwin’s Origin. In 1864 John Crawfurd, the 
former British resident of Singapore and then the president of the Eth-
nological Society of London, attempted to bridge the intellectual divide 
between Christianity and science, thereby demonstrating the impact 
that a human “Evolver” could have on society. Crawfurd’s views on race 
and the antiquity of “man” often seemed mean- spirited, as evidenced in 
his revival of polygenesis.²9 While Crawfurd rejected the idea that skin 
color alone differentiated human species, he nonetheless claimed that 
“we see races of men so diverse, physically and mentally, as Europeans, 
negroes of Africa, negroes of New Guinea and of the Andaman Islands, 
Arabs, Hindus, Chinese, Malays, Red Americans, Esquiimaux, Hotten-
tots, Australians, and Polynesians. So far as experience carries us, these 
races continue unchanged as long as there is no intermixture.”³0 And yet 
Crawfurd’s racial views could also be generous, if in backhanded ways. 
For instance, in 1868 he argued that “the languages of people so low in 
the scale of humanity as the Australians— incapable of reckoning beyond 
duality— are found to be, but even complexly constructed.”³¹



114 | Eliminating the “Dubious Hyphen”

In 1864, however, Crawfurd’s focus was on bringing Christianity and sci-
ence closer together. Crawfurd’s speculations were part of a post- Darwinian 
debate in which scholars around the world attempted to resolve the early 
nineteenth- century tension between monogenesis and polygenesis in the 
post- Darwinian era. Crawfurd’s contribution to this discussion combined 
Christian monogenesis with a scientific dismissal of the theory of hybrid 
infecundity among humans. Crawfurd argued that the “modern Turks 
assuredly are a mongrel people,” the “present inhabitants of Egypt are 
eminently a bastard people,” and for centuries the blood of Anglo- Saxons 
and Hindus had crossed to produce “the Indian Eurasian.” Crawfurd dis-
missed the early nineteenth- century theory of “affinity,” which held that 
vastly dissimilar races produce infertile hybrids. Humankind constituted 
different varieties of a single species. To Crawfurd this meant that no bio-
logical reason existed for prohibiting interracial marriage. He therefore 
attributed the disinclination of Europeans to breed with vastly different 
races (he named the Australian Aborigines as the extreme example) to 
purely environmental and hygienic concerns.³²

In one sense, Crawfurd’s analysis can be seen as an example of anthropol-
ogy’s growing concern with human intelligence and dismissal of skin color 
as a relatively minor factor in determining racial difference. Alfred Russel 
Wallace, one of the leading pioneers in British evolutionary thinking, 
provided one of the clearest post- Darwinian arguments for the racial impor-
tance of intellect over differences in skin color. He argued that wherever 
Europeans encountered races of lesser intelligence, these inferior races died 
before the advance of civilization. Linking civilization to “intellectual and 
moral” intelligence, which “are superior” in the European, Wallace argued, 
“The red Indian of North America, and in Brazil; the Tasmanian, Australian 
and New Zealander in the southern hemisphere, die out, not from any spe-
cial cause, but from the inevitable effects of an unequal mental and physical 
struggle.”³³ According to Wallace, the trajectory of humankind’s evolution 
was scientifically inevitable. Races such as the “red Indian” and the “Austra-
lian” were inferior to Europeans in all facets of intellect and were doomed 
for extinction. Wallace concluded with a heavy dose of Spencerian logic, 
arguing that the intellect of the European races placed them above the 
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forces of “natural selection” and would enable Europeans “to advance and 
improve till the world is again inhabited by a single homogenous race.”³4

Wallace’s evolutionary speculations inverted biblical accounts of the fall 
of man. In a racial context, the fall of man theory posited a single creation 
for all humankind and held that over time the originally homogenous 
humans became physically and culturally differentiated. Of course, the 
biblical account of the fall of man was immediately followed by a chapter 
on “redemption,” a narrative that anthropologists opposed to Wallace’s 
views about evolution now echoed in their “science.”³5 Borrowing from 
Darwin’s theory of sexual selection, some scholars argued that the careful 
selection of a sexual (that is, marriage) partner had the potential to halt 
racial extinction and end racial “problems.” For example, the British- born 
Canadian ethnologist Daniel Wilson argued that there existed no biological 
reason why different races could not marry and produce fertile offspring. 
In a trenchant dismissal of polygenesis and Josiah Nott’s argument that 
human hybrids were sterile, Wilson suggested that eliminating differences 
in skin color was an important step toward eliminating prejudices against 
the education of people of color and thus improving intellectual capacity. 
Legally sanctioned intermarriages would inevitably remove the “prejudice 
of race” that characterized Nott’s condemnation of interracial marriage 
and would reduce the incidences of illicit sexual contact and the spread 
of venereal disease, the true scientific explanation for human infecundity. 
Wilson claimed, “In spite of many disadvantages, the race of African origin 
has survived or multiplied in a hybrid succession.”³6 This knowledge led 
white racial progressives on a search for radical cultural and biological 
solutions to the problem known as the “oligarchy of the skin.”³7

Francis Galton and the Birth of Eugenics

The search for a solution to the reproduction of the “oligarchy of the skin” 
faced renewed challenges from a new “science”: eugenics. Francis Galton, 
Darwin’s cousin, was at the forefront of the eugenic movement. At the 
start of his intellectual career, Galton underlined the importance of racial 
binaries to Anglo- racial thought, applying Darwinian sexual selection to 
an explicitly racialized vision of the British Empire.
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Francis Galton was born in Birmingham, England, in 1822. He aban-
doned his medical studies after his father died in 1844. His father left the 
young Galton a large inheritance, which Francis used to travel, exploring 
the Nile and southern Africa during the 1850s. These trips, like Huxley’s 
Rattlesnake voyage, shaped Galton’s intellectual development. For Galton, 
travel abroad reinforced the importance of statistical evidence in the 
study of human heredity. Ironically, the man who went on to become the 
founder of eugenics returned from his overseas travels sterile, an enduring 
reminder of his sexual dalliance with an Abyssinian slave girl whom he 
had purchased and kept as a concubine.³8

Galton made two important contributions to racial science in the 1860s. 
In the Darwinian tradition, he argued that humankind had ascended from 
its low estate. In Galton’s mind, this was a progressive theory of human 
evolution that inverted the biblical notion of the fall of man. From a 
scientific perspective, Galton married Darwin’s theory of sexual selection 
with Gregor Mendel’s notion of the inheritance of genes. According to 
Galton, “Man’s natural abilities are derived by inheritance, under exactly 
the same limitations as are the form and physical features of the whole 
organic world.”³9 Galton published his scientific findings in Macmillan 
Magazine in 1865 and expanded his analysis in Hereditary Genius (1869). 
Like all good men of Victorian science, Galton wanted data to prove the 
hereditary link between intelligence, character, and race. He did this by 
setting out to prove that “genius is hereditary” and collecting data that 
demonstrated that “men who are more or less illustrious” descend from 
“eminent kinsfolk.”40

Galton believed that “eminent kinsfolk” possessed the innate knowledge 
and power to shape racial typologies and determine the biological and 
intellectual constitution of individual members of a civilization. Galton 
defined civilization as “a new condition imposed upon man by the course 
of events, just as in the history of geological changes new conditions have 
continually been imposed on different races of animals.” Like Huxley, 
Galton saw people of British descent as the bearers of the light of Western 
civilization. For example, Galton saw the “Negro” as a race of “half- witted 
men,” while the “Australian type is at least one grade below the African 
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Negro.” Because civilization “is the necessary fruit of high intelligence,” 
Galton believed that these races slowed the inevitable spread of Western 
civilization. In Galton’s mind, the African and Australian savages were 
frozen in time, living “from hand to mouth, in the hour and for the 
hour.” Moreover, the inner moral character and intellectual capacity of 
educated Negroes and Australian Aborigines— Galton called them “the 
half- reclaimed savage”— never truly evolved sufficiently to inherit the 
essentials of the civilized mind. Thus atavism always followed mission-
ary education because of the “impulsive, unstable nature of the savage” 
within.4¹ In this sense, Galton provided American and Australian racists 
with a scientific justification for abandoning missionary and educational 
programs among nonwhite peoples and prohibiting interracial marriages 
to ensure that only “eminent kinsfolk” married and reproduced.

Galton’s views on marriage and the inheritability of moral character and 
intelligence meant that Europeans (especially Britons) had an important 
historical responsibility to manage the spread of Western civilization. 
Unlike Huxley, whose Europeans existed outside of racial history, Galton 
expressed deep anxiety about the purity of whiteness and the importance 
of “eminent kinsfolk” playing an active role in reproducing an intelligent 
(white) population. Galton argued that while the white race was already 
advanced in moral character and intelligence, the evolution of the white 
races must continue. He stated, “If we could raise the average standard 
of our own race one grade, what vast changes would be produced. The 
number of men of natural gifts equal to those of the eminent men . . . 
would be necessarily increased more than tenfold.” Galton concluded that 
the savage races of North America, Australasia, and Africa— “the human 
denizens”— would be “swept away in the short space of three centuries” 
when white men married women whose racial affinity approximated 
their own. Such marriages engendered “a vast deal of civilization and 
hygiene which influence, in an immense degree, his [the white man’s] 
own well- being and that of his children.”4²

Charles Darwin found the weight of his cousin’s scientific logic over-
whelming. In The Descent of Man (1874), Darwin insisted that men must play 
the leading role in reproducing future generations of “eminent kinsfolk.” 
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If Darwin avoided engaging in debate about the races of man in Origin, 
in Descent he confronted the issues of race and reproduction head- on.

Darwin wrote his influential Descent of Man following the publication 
of John Stuart Mills’s The Subjection of Women (1869). Mills argued that 
men aimed to win the sympathies of a desirable marriage partner in 
order to obtain the submission of a wife. Such courtship practices were 
little more than slavery, a relic of a world long passed, and ill- suited to 
human improvement. According to Mills, teaching women to be sub-
missive constituted unnecessary interference “in behalf of nature, for fear 
least nature should not succeed effecting its purpose.”4³ Darwin found 
Mills’s philosophical speculations altogether unscientific. He countered 
Mills’s philosophizing by arguing that men possessed both the primitive 
(or brute physical) strength necessary to procreate, in addition to “the 
higher powers of imagination and reason.” In combination, these qualities 
enabled the best men to reproduce the human species and ensure the 
development of the physical and mental capacities necessary to succeed 
in the “general struggle for life.” In Darwin’s words, men were “superior to 
woman” and should therefore bear responsibility for the reproduction of 
“eminent kinsfolk.” Indeed, without a dutiful and submissive wife, Darwin 
feared that man would be reduced to a “poor slave, . . . [and] be worse 
than a negro.”44 Civilized white men must spread their knowledge and 
reproduce, as the scientific alternative appeared to be species extinction.

Darwin’s work on “natural selection” and human reproduction divided 
those who read it. For some, Darwin proved the efficacy of Gregor Men-
del’s findings. Applied to humanity, Mendelian genetics revealed the 
biological inheritance of racial characteristics. Others saw in Darwin a 
proof of the importance of Jean- Baptiste Lamarck. Late nineteenth- century 
adherents to the French naturalist’s theories adopted neo- Lamarckianism 
that emphasized the idea that environmentally acquired characteristics 
were inherited by offspring.

Debates between adherents of Mendelian genetics and neo- 
Lamarckianism often became quite heated. Paul Broca, the French 
anthropologist and polygenist (whose work was highly influential in 
the United States), dismissed Darwin’s theory of “natural selection” as 
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little more than a “shining mirage” of Lamarckian environmental inher-
itance.45 However, Darwin’s own writings suggest that Broca overstated 
Darwin’s environmentalism. In his autobiography Darwin argued that 
human characteristics are innate, writing, “I am inclined to agree with 
Frances Galton in believing that education and environment produce 
only a small effect on the mind of any one, and that most of our qualities 
are innate.”46

Darwin’s science was never entirely characterized by a rigid biological 
determinism, as his understanding of human sexuality acknowledged— 
albeit implicitly— environmental and cultural factors in the choice of a 
sexual partner. For example, he argued that because humans are social 
animals, they select sexual partners with characteristics adapted to benefit 
their community. Darwin called this “systematic affinity,” or the idea that 
a cohesive society established ideal standards of aesthetic beauty that in 
turn influenced the choice of a marriage partner and determined the 
biological qualities of offspring. Darwin believed that “systematic affin-
ity” proved that the races of humankind constituted a single species and 
could intermarry successfully. As evidence, he pointed to the number 
of “half- caste” crosses produced by Australian and Tasmanian women 
with European men and by white American men with black women 
in the United States. Darwin’s argument that “the parents of mulattoes 
cannot be put under the category of extremely distinct species” explained 
why polygenists such as Broca found Darwin’s science so disconcerting. 
Indeed, Darwin insisted that man belongs to that class of animals who 
are domesticated, and as such the “Pallasian doctrine,” which holds that 
“domestication tends to eliminate the sterility which is so general a result 
of the crossing of species in a state of nature,” holds true for humankind.47

Although not his intention, Darwin indirectly provided inspiration for 
neo- Lamarckian ethnology and missionary work in the late nineteenth 
and early twentieth centuries. Darwin’s marriage of biology and envi-
ronmental theories of “domestication” informed policies and practices 
associated with reservation and missionary life in the late nineteenth 
century, Christian education, and the marriage of colored (but not black) 
women whose phenotype bore an “affinity” to that of a potential white 
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male partner. (Part 2 analyzes the application of these ideas in the United 
States and Australia.)

Frances Galton did not share Darwin’s optimistic views on race mix-
ing. Instead, Galton established the International Health Exhibition. The 
exhibition was inspired by Galton’s reading of Richard Dugdale’s 1877 
study of the Jukes family in the United States. Dugdale’s study convinced 
Galton that empirical data was necessary to demonstrate that the physical 
qualities of individuals correlated to intelligence and moral character. 
From this data Galton created his normal, or “Gaussian” distribution. This 
research gave rise to the infamous “bell curve” that identified individuals 
who deviated from the mean of human intelligence. In Galton’s mind, 
the British government should have used his scientific methodology to 
sponsor felicitous marriages between Britain’s best and brightest young 
men and women. Galton felt that government policies were vital because 
Britain’s children received their “endowment” of “character, disposition, 
energy, intellect or physical power” at birth. Only marriages that added 
to “the making of civic worth” should be encouraged. In 1883 Galton 
christened these unions eugenic.48

Galton’s Inquiry into the Human Faculty and Its Development (1883) 
defined eugenics as “the cultivation of race” through the marriage of good 
“human stock” and the inheritance of natural intelligence. Highlighting 
his concern with the inner purity of Englishness— an anxiety shared by 
white Americans and Australians— Galton defined “Englishmen” as “a fair 
and reddish race.” Attached to this light- skinned phenotype were the inner 
characteristics of intelligence and sexual restraint among its men. English 
men thus possessed the requisite self- control to direct the “capricious and 
coy” sexuality innate to women. Governed by the beneficence of white 
patriarchs, the English race— the pinnacle of whiteness— would remain 
a beacon for the future progress of Western civilization. Galton warned 
that any effort to raise an inferior race through marriage with a superior 
“is like the labour of Sisyphus in rolling his stone uphill; let the effort 
be relaxed for a moment, and the stone will roll back.” Galton concluded 
his Inquiry by asserting that individuals of inferior races were yielding 
to superior men; the American Indian, Negro, and Aborigine were all 
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earmarked for extinction. “The power of man of varying the future human 
stock vests a great responsibility in the hands of each fresh generation,” 
a responsibility that Galton believed white men must take seriously for 
the progress of Western civilization to continue.49

Galton’s theorizing stimulated a global effort to ensure that “racial 
hygiene” and eugenical practices were observed and that Western civ-
ilization continued to advance. In Europe, the Americas, Australasia, 
and southern Africa, eugenic societies emerged, placing pressure on law-
makers to implement eugenic- inspired laws and policies.50 Indeed, the 
philosophical writings of Fredrich Nietzsche and his emphasis on the 
important reproductive role of a “superman” emphasized how “man is 
to be regenerated by the production of the Uber- Mensch, the Super- Man, 
the genius— leader, ruler, thinker, philosopher— who will command and 
govern.”5¹

The wise “Evolver” that John Fiske spoke about in the 1870s became, in 
the mind of Nietzsche, a “Super- Man.” The implications of such thinking 
would reverberate through the decades, culminating in the racial horrors 
of World War II and the Holocaust.

Conclusion

The decades between the 1870s and 1930s constituted a period of sus-
tained imperial expansion on the part of the United States, Great Britain, 
and continental Europe. Scientific ideas about human reproduction and 
ethnological theories about morality and intelligence must therefore be 
understood in this larger historical context. As the following chapter 
reveals, this imperial engagement with the outside world played a major 
role in fueling American and Australian anxieties about reproductive 
sexual practices and a much- feared “rising tide of color.”5²

Weissmann, Darwin, Huxley, and Galton were among the most influ-
ential minds of the latter half of the nineteenth century. Their ideas about 
reproduction helped to shape a broader cultural discourse about the role 
of reproductive sexuality in nurturing whiteness. However, what did 
whiteness mean? In Europe, Nietzsche’s “superman” buttressed the racism 
that animated early twentieth- century fascism and white supremacy. In 
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settler colonial spaces like the United States and Australia, the empha-
sis of eugenic discourse centered on the moral, mental, and physical 
well- being of the white population. But did the well- being of the white 
population require the strict policing of racial groups— perhaps even 
the sterilization of certain types of people— or a carefully monitored 
program of race mixing?5³

In the United States and Australia, the pressures on early nineteenth- 
century definitions of whiteness were under serious strain. In both contexts, 
non– Anglo Saxon people migrated from southern and eastern Europe 
with the intention of settling. Additionally, poverty in both rural and 
urban parts of the United States and Australia raised questions about the 
health and racial superiority of the white race. And sexual mores, which 
also seemed to be changing with the rise of a public discourse about 
contraception, further inflamed anxieties about the meaning of whiteness.

Darwinian evolution, germ theory, and eugenics only added to an 
already fraught transnational discourse about the reproduction of white-
ness during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.
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4
Racial Discourse in the United 

States and Australia

whiteness is a racial identity that is at once fragile and 
powerful. A social construction, it is the product of historical events 
and experiences, yet in the latter half of the nineteenth century it was 
commonplace for Americans and Australians to insist on the biological 
reality of race. Whiteness was part of the racial discourse in the United 
States and Australia in the decades after the 1850s; to be sure, its bound-
aries changed, but whiteness was nonetheless a crucial part of the racial 
discourse that punctuated social, cultural, and political life in the United 
States and Australia.

The ideas of Darwin, Huxley, Weismann, Galton, and a cast of popu-
larizers and propagandists joined the transnational discussion about the 
importance of reproductive sexuality to racial formation during the latter 
half of the nineteenth century. The writings of these popularizers and 
propagandists situated their arguments within the tumultuous social and 
political environments of the United States and Australia, in addition to 
linking their theories about eugenics, racial order, and social rank within 
the larger contexts of expanding settler colonial frontiers.

In the latter half of the nineteenth century continents and oceans were 
still waiting to be won, but winning these new frontiers would give new 
energy to older concerns about the meaning of racial difference. What, 
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for instance, would happen to the white races if the world’s “colored 
races” not only outnumbered them but reproduced at a much faster rate 
than whites?

Race in American Cultural Discourse

Anxiety about the future of the white races was acute in the United 
States during the latter half of the nineteenth century. New scientific 
theories about evolution and the nature of human existence only added 
to uncertainty about the future of a republic that was still expanding its 
territorial boundaries, became consumed by a bloody civil war (1861– 65), 
and grappled with the arrival of new immigrant groups from both Asia 
and Europe at a time of rapid economic change.¹

Perhaps as a salve to the anxieties produced by rapid social and demo-
graphic change, the mythology of individual self- improvement took root in 
American popular culture during the late nineteenth century. The concept 
of individual self- improvement ultimately became a metonym for the 
material progress of the American economy and society. In the popular 
American imagination, the progress of American civilization rested on 
the moral character of its citizens and the need for white Americans— 
particularly Anglo- Americans— to increase the rate of reproduction. This 
latter point was deemed a necessary defense against black troops and 
freedpeople who allegedly pillaged plantations after being emancipated 
from slavery and corrupt mixed- race (or “mulatto,” to use the language of 
the era) politicians whom a majority of whites believed were intent on 
raping white women.² In many parts of the United States, the specter of 
interracial rape became a shorthand for the displeasure white Americans 
felt about the upward socioeconomic mobility of African Americans 
after the Civil War.

The American Civil War and the turbulent era of Reconstruction (ca. 
1865– 77) destabilized the antebellum sociopolitical order and ushered in 
an era of uncertainty in American race relations. North and South, white 
Americans feared the “Africanization” of their cities and towns. As one 
indignant white put it, “I have seen in a Southern street- car all blacks 
sitting and all white standing; have seen a big black woman enter a car 
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and flounce herself down almost into the lap of a white man; have seen 
white ladies pushed off sidewalks by black men. The new manners of the 
blacks were painful, revolting, absurd.”³

The interracial propinquity of the postbellum social order horrified 
white Americans, particularly in the South and West.4 New forms of social 
etiquette and legal measures were required if whites wanted to restore the 
racial status quo as it existed before the Civil War. The historian C. Vann 
Woodward observed of this racial nostalgia: “Slavery had been vastly more 
than a labor system, and the gap that its removal left in manners, mores, 
and ritual of behavior could not be filled over time.”5 Americans would 
try to fill this gap by drawing on scientific theories of human evolution.

Searching for the words to describe— and remedy— the social instability 
that appeared to characterize the 1860s, 1870s, and 1880s, white Americans 
found succor in the analysis of an Englishman, Herbert Spencer. Spen-
cer’s evolutionary theory of the “survival of the fittest” proved popular 
among many American industrialists and social commentators. While 
it predated Darwin’s Origin, Spencer’s theory proved a neat fit with the 
Darwinian revolution in ideas. The ideas of Spencer and Darwin reassured 
late nineteenth- century Americans that their seemingly chaotic world 
was in fact governed by natural laws.6 Understand and harness these laws, 
and America’s progress might once again be assured.

This is certainly the position that American followers of Spencer’s evo-
lutionary theories subscribed to. Following Spencer, social Darwinists, as 
Spencer’s followers came to be called, understood society in materialistic, 
or organic, terms. American social Darwinists argued that social stability 
required sage leadership and laws— a learned “Evolver.” According to Robert 
Bannister, Spencer gave voice to the fear that an increasingly mechanized 
world might actually inhibit human progress. Spencer’s “moving equilib-
rium” therefore defined evolutionary progress as a succession of organic 
steps toward civilization, at which point man became fully adapted to 
an ideal social state that was governed by intellectual capacity. For Spen-
cer, man’s evolution toward higher forms of “civilization” constituted a 
natural process in which “humanity must in the end become completely 
adapted to its conditions.”7
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This did not mean that Spencer envisioned an egalitarian future for 
humankind. To the contrary, Spencer believed that individuals belong-
ing to different human groups and possessed intellectual and physical 
qualities that fitted them for very specific roles in society. Spencer 
argued that “man, as an animate being, has functions to perform . . . 
has instincts to be obeyed . . . ; and so long as he performs those func-
tions, so long does he remain in health.” Spencer insisted that the only 
role that government should play in human society was to ensure that 
individuals performed those tasks that conformed to their capacities 
and benefited society. As Spencer put it, government should “defend 
the natural rights of man.”8

In the United States, particularly in the South and West, the government 
defense of “natural rights” meant approximating the social order that the 
Civil War had unsettled. It meant racial segregation. Charles Nordhoff, 
the English- born American writer, gave voice to this position in relation 
to the post– Civil War American South. Writing in his Cotton States (1875), 
Nordhoff argued that government should not pursue policies that pro-
moted “social equality” because it is “a subject which naturally stirs up 
rancorous feelings, and which is best left to settle itself.”9

American audiences found Spencer’s theorizing attractive because 
he gave moral precepts that favored racial segregation the certainty of 
scientific knowledge.¹0 In describing society as an objective organism, 
Spencer provided American academics, industrialists, and political leaders 
with the scientific language to describe the “body politic” in medical or 
scientific terms and ultimately justify segregationist laws and policies. 
Every decision that America’s leaders made was therefore to the benefit of 
the “body politic.” In Spencer’s words, “We are warranted in considering 
the body as a commonwealth of monads, each of which has independent 
powers of life, growth, and reproduction.” The best men in this organic 
society had to demonstrate all the qualities of Galton’s “eminent kinsfolk” 
to ensure the system remained whole and functional. The best men must 
not be impulsive and should be “self- restrained, self- balanced, governed by 
the joint decisions of feelings in council assembled, before whom every 
action shall have been fully debated and calmly produced.”
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When Spencer wrote of “unmanageable multitudes,” Americans envi-
sioned human “elements” destructive to a healthy body politic— much 
like Galton’s “savage denizens.” White Americans must surely have cast 
their minds eye toward the Native American and African American 
populations when Spencer wrote, “If left to operate in all its sternness 
the principle of the survival of the fittest . . . would quickly clear away 
the degraded.”¹¹

Indeed, by the latter half of the nineteenth century white Americans 
surveyed the colonization of the Americas and saw in the spread of Euro-
pean civilization the source of Native American and African American 
doom. For example, a writer by the name of A. Werner wrote in the Eclectic 
Magazine of Foreign Literature, Science, and Art (1890) that the “American 
Indians are, in all probability, a dying race.”¹² In a similar vein, C. G. Mes-
senger, the former secretary of the Confederate States, wrote to President 
Andrew Johnson in 1865 to warn that the “two races [black and white], 
instead of exchanging mutual good office, will inflict mutual evil on 
each other; and the final result must be the destruction or the removal 
of the inferior race.”¹³

Spencer’s materialist references to a healthy body politic therefore struck 
a chord with white Americans. This was especially true among American 
industrialists and capitalists. Jay Gould, the infamous American speculator, 
highlighted how American capitalists applied the theory of the “survival 
of the fittest.” Gould argued that capital did not threaten society but the 
“large masses of uneducated, ignorant people” did. Frances Walker, a leading 
American economist during the Gilded Age, added that because of the 
limited progress made in the “science of society,” governmental efforts to 
ameliorate the suffering of “paupers, the deaf, the dumb, the blind, the 
insane, the idiots, and the criminals” remained inefficient. Gould and 
Walker typified a powerful American belief in the ethos of self- help and 
self- made men. For the business elite of the United States, the concept of 
the “survival of the fittest” meant that government must not interfere in 
the social and economic transactions of individual Americans.¹4 Thus, 
where Galton urged the British government to play a prominent role in 
encouraging reproduction among “eminent kinsfolk,” American business 
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leaders and social commentators tended to embrace the “free market” as 
the ideal milieu for the advance of American civilization.

The loose union of Darwinian evolution and the Spencerian under-
standing of the “survival of the fittest” led Americans to conceive of their 
society as an organic body politic that needed defensive government 
protections from individuals and human behavior that caused social insta-
bility. African Americans, viewed from a scientific or medical perspective, 
were perceived to be particularly troubling elements to a healthy polity. 
For example, the Louisianan William Holcombe warned the readers 
of the Knickerbocker magazine in 1861 that the emancipation of African 
Americans from slavery held the potential to damage the health of the 
American body politic, especially in the South. Holcombe wrote, “I have 
seen blind negroes, foolish negroes, crippled negroes, hopelessly diseased 
negroes, and negroes in their dotage; all constantly depend on the master 
for food, clothing, nursing and medical care.”¹5 If nonwhite races, par-
ticularly African Americans, were left to mix freely among native- born 
Anglo- Saxon Americans, the United States risked a racial degeneration 
that could topple its civilization.

Holcombe was not alone in this view. The New York propagandist John 
Van Evrie made similar observations in his Negroes and Negro “Slavery” 
(1863). Van Evrie argued, “The presence of the negro was and always must 
be a test that shows the insignificance and indeed nothingness of those 
artificial distinctions which elsewhere govern the world, and constitute 
the basis of the political as well as social order.”¹6 According to Van Evrie, 
racial differences were both innate to the individual and fundamental to 
America’s social order.

In the American West race was as fundamental to establishing some 
sort of social order as it was back east. However, the black/white binary 
that dominated race relations east of the Mississippi was complicated in 
the trans- Mississippi West by a mix of African Americans, Native Amer-
icans, Mexicans, Chinese and Japanese immigrants, and Hindus.¹7 Out 
West, Anglo- American settlers encountered Native American peoples 
whose savage appearance and customs were seen as impediments to the 
expansion of American civilization. For example, settlers described the 
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California Indians as muscular, with long black hair, “and their skin a 
shade lighter than that of a mulatto.”¹8 The logic of a white/nonwhite 
racial binary therefore proved critical to Anglo- Americans as they strove 
to make sense of the demographic anarchy that they believed existed in 
the “unsettled” parts of the West; it also informed how whites governed 
nonwhites and assimilated European immigrants to American whiteness.

In 1888 Hubert Howe Bancroft described the troublesome racial kalei-
doscope encountered by Anglo- Americans in the trans- Mississippi West. 
Bancroft wrote, “Africa was represented, besides the orthodox negro, by 
swarthy Moors and straight- featured Abyssinians, Asia and Australasia 
provided their quota of pig- tailed blue- garbed Mongols, with their squat, 
bow- legged cousins of Nipon, lithe and diminutive Malays, dark- skinned 
Hindoos enwrapped in oriental dremainess, the well- formed Maoris and 
Kanakas, the stately turbaned Ottomans, and the ubiquitous Hebrews, ever 
to be found in the wake of movements offering trade profits.”¹9 Bancroft 
defined people of “color” as separate from whites, a binary division of 
humanity that had implications for just which groups white Americans 
believed should come out on top in the “survival of the fittest.”

Bancroft’s description of the American West provided an adumbration 
of racial and ethnic diversity that deeply troubled Anglo- American settlers 
in California, Oregon, and Washington State. When Anglo- Americans 
began arriving along North America’s Pacific coast en masse during the 
late 1840s and 1850s they used legal, violent, and often genocidal means 
to lay the foundations for a racially stratified society in which whites 
dominated.²0 For instance, laws banning interracial marriage between 
whites and Asian Americans or African Americans, pop culture images 
of Asian immigrants as clannish, diseased, and secretive, and the endur-
ing stereotype of the dying Indian promoted an image of the American 
West as a vast frontier filled with obstacles for white Americans. At the 
same time, these racist images hinted at a settler colonial frontier ripe 
for white American control.²¹

Looking over the history of the previous two centuries in the trans- 
Mississippi West, Anglo- Americans saw a story of Spanish colonial rule in 
which Africans, Native Americans, and Europeans produced an unwieldy 
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mixed- race population.²² Spanish men, for example, made a habit of mar-
rying prosperous, light- skinned, Spanish- speaking women. This frontier 
version of selective human breeding was so extensive that by 1790, 42 
percent of San Francisco’s population was composed of “mixed- bloods.” 
However, as more Anglo- American settlers arrived, bringing with them 
their ideas about racial purity, cultural and legal prohibitions against 
nonwhites owning property or testifying against white settlers in courts 
and against whites mixing with Chinese immigrants, Native Americans, 
and blacks became more numerous.²³ The spread of Anglo- American 
civilization was therefore seen as dependent on the reproduction of a 
racially pure white society.

However, the racial ideal of white purity did not end racial mixing 
completely. As the travel writers Frank Soule, John Gihon, and James 
Nisbet observed, the “national characteristics and opposing qualities 
and customs” of the Chinese, Indians, and African Americans “must be 
materially modified, and closely assimilated to those of the civilizing and 
dominant race.” Infused with “the energy and ebullition of the American 
character,” the process of racial evolution would likely continue in the West 
with the help of an Anglo- American “Evolver” guiding the process, thereby 
securing for the United States a stable body politic from the Atlantic to 
the Pacific.²4 Thus, when poet and writer Bayard Taylor recorded in 1862 
that California represented “a land where life seems to be most plastic,” 
he captured the importance that a number of Anglo- Americans placed 
in their guiding, dominating, and centralizing the processes of the racial 
ordering of society by controlling Indian reservations and segregated 
schools and institutions.²5

The apparent carte blanche that Anglo- American felt that Spanish 
colonial authorities had given to racial mixing could not continue in 
an American republic locked in a racial battle for the “survival of the 
fittest.” Instead, American governments needed to act as wise “Evolvers,” 
using scientific knowledge to ensure that the “organic” elements of the 
American body politic remained pure and white. After the signing of the 
Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo, which ended the Mexican- American War in 
1848, Anglo- Americans worried that the newly conquered territory from 
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Texas to California would introduce “a mixed race ‘but little removed 
above the negro.’”²6 The Anglo- American fear of a mixed- race West was 
solved, in part, by repatriation programs that the Mexican government 
sponsored and that encouraged its citizens to leave New Mexico and Texas 
after 1848.²7 From the perspective of most white Americans, the wisest 
choice that state and federal governments could make was to use their 
lawmaking power to prevent social equality, a term that was pregnant 
with postbellum America’s worst racial nightmare: intermarriage between 
colored men and white women and the reproduction of untold millions 
of mixed- race children.²8 Amid the din of the Civil War, Americans gave 
this fear a new name: miscegenation.

David Croly’s 1864 pamphlet Miscegenation placed sexual terror at the 
forefront of white America’s racial consciousness. Croly’s satire played 
on the popular racism of white Americans. He did this by suggesting 
that the corporeal embodiment of American civilization, the white body, 
was threatened by the radicalism of the Republican Party and its abo-
litionist bedfellows. According to Croly, the fragile purity of whiteness 
was becoming a captive of scientific quackery and the social engineering 
experiments of Radical Republican governments. Croly wrote mockingly, 
“The ideal or type man of the future will blend in himself all that is 
passionate and emotional in the darker races, all that is imaginative and 
spiritual in the Asiatic races, and all that is intellectual and perceptive 
in the white races.”²9 Croly, a Democratic Party propagandist, helped his 
party use miscegenation as a political epitaph for its Republican Party 
opponents. In explicitly racist language, the Democrats described the 
United States as a white man’s country and referred to miscegenation 
as “the new- born child of the Republican party.” Southern newspaper 
editors joined the chorus of antimiscegenation sentiment, arguing that 
“whites must and shall rule to the end of time, even if the fate of Ethi-
opia be annihilation.” Such statements said much about white fears for 
their posterity. Whiteness was a powerful social and economic category, 
but it was open to biological contamination and thus fragile enough to 
compromise access to social and economic power.³0

Radical Republicans and abolitionists countered antimiscegenation 
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rhetoric by claiming that racial mixing was nothing new. According to 
the Liberator in 1864, proponents of full social equality wanted to take 
“this very old practice” and “improve upon it.” Abolitionists maintained 
that slavery had bred licentiousness and sexual anarchy in the antebellum 
South. The Liberator argued that “lawful marriages between those who live 
together, rather than the license of libertinism that have so long prevailed,” 
should be the new norm.³¹ In a very limited legal sense, the recognition 
of slave marriages during Reconstruction placed black sexuality on an 
equal footing with white sexuality.³² But southern as well as northern 
lawmakers refused to compromise white supremacist notions of “the sur-
vival of the fittest” by giving legal sanction to interracial marriage. White 
womanhood, the womb of Anglo- American civilization, symbolized the 
fragility of whiteness and the important role white men must play as 
protectors of a white supremacist body politic.³³

The rhetorical use of an organic analogy to describe post– Civil War 
America gave white racial anxieties a scientific, and therefore rational, 
basis. Following the early nineteenth- century logic that mulattoes were 
sterile, late nineteenth- century Americans reassured themselves that social 
Darwinian rhetoric demonstrated that the white body politic would (and 
should) expel organic human elements that proved unfit. In the language 
of “the survival of the fittest,” America’s mulattoes joined Native Americans 
as races doomed for extinction.³4

In late nineteenth- century America, then, the social Darwinian con-
cept of “the survival of the fittest” operated as a racial jeremiad, warning 
Americans about the dire consequences of racial mixture. In an abstract 
intellectual sense, the American fear of racial mixing, particularly inter-
marriage, rested on a logical contradiction: whiteness was fragile and 
required constant policing of its boundaries on the one hand, while on 
the other hand, whiteness embodied aesthetic beauty and intellectual 
vigor, the biological and cultural essence of a progressive Anglo- American 
civilization.

The logic of whiteness as both fragile and powerful gave rise to Jim 
Crow segregation, antimiscegenation laws, and growing concerns about 
the demographic makeup of immigrant populations. State government 
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officials, particularly in the South and West, believed that they were acting 
as wise “Evolvers” when they passed laws preventing interracial marriage. 
Segregation and antimiscegenation laws were designed to act as a pro-
phylactic against nonwhites penetrating and despoiling the purity of the 
white body politic. However, the binary logic of this racism came under 
mounting pressure from a growing segment of professional anthropol-
ogists and social and political reformists.³5

American intellectuals concerned with remaking post– Civil War 
America grappled with the implications of Darwinism and cautiously 
applied Spencerian rhetoric to their political analogies. For example, 
anthropological fieldwork in the American West led by Albert Gallatin 
reinvigorated academic interest in the migration of indigenous Americans 
and their physical and cultural development. The California geologist 
Joseph Le Conte did field research throughout the West and used evolu-
tionary theory to conceptualize his work. Le Conte argued, “Our hopes 
of race- improvement [rest] on the fact that useful changes, determined by 
education in each generation, are to some extent inherited and accumu-
lated in the race.” Le Conte here articulated a neo- Lamarckian belief in 
human inheritance. Such arguments presented a persistent and nagging 
challenge to biologically determinist interpretations of a fragile whiteness. 
According to Le Conte, inferior races such as Native Americans or African 
Americans, whom American lawmakers in the South and West wanted 
to segregate from whites, constituted a “folk, bred first in a savagery that 
had never been broken by the least effort toward a higher state.”³6 With 
the guidance of a wise “Evolver,” Le Conte suggested that the less civilized 
races might indeed attain “a higher state.”

Social Darwinian theory and the dissemination of Spencer’s organi-
cism were therefore interpreted by a minority of American scholars and 
politicians as a call for social justice that included policies of cultural and 
genetic reform among America’s diverse racial groups. The Honorable 
William D. Kelley, for example, combined the tenets of Christian social 
justice with Mendelian genetics to argue that the extension of social justice 
to African Americans would enhance the welfare and happiness of the 
entire nation. Kelley claimed that “it is not the negro alone I have ‘on the 
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brain’; it is him and the white man; it is mankind, and not any single race 
or class of men.”³7 Kelley embodied the sentiments of America’s small 
contingent of racial progressives. Such people shared with reform- minded 
scholars a belief that a society atomized by race could not prosper in the 
future. A wise “Evolver” should pass laws not to segregate the races but 
to encourage the races to unite.

To that end, a small number of American anthropologists emphasized 
the importance of the evolutionary idea of domestication, particularly as 
it related to indigenous people. For instance, Daniel Wilson argued that 
the New World had presented an opportunity for human intermarriage. 
Wilson explained that the historical prevalence of sexually transmitted 
diseases underlined the need for a wise “Evolver.” This meant that skilled 
government officials should play an active role in regulating and guiding 
individual sexual choices. But the Smithsonian Institution’s George Gibbs 
cautioned that before the legalization of mixed marriages occurred, more 
evidence on the health and longevity of mixed- race people was needed. 
Gibbs believed further information was needed, particularly among the 
so- called civilized tribes of Cherokees, Choctaw, and Creeks, whose cultural 
and biological affinity with white Americans afforded the best chance 
for assimilation into white society.³8

Anthropologists and politicians thus placed great value on Native 
American assimilation from the 1880s (see chapter 5). However, in the 
wake of slave emancipation, the “negro question” dominated American 
consciousness. The Georgian J. J. Flourney wished “well to all Africa’s 
children, and would invite homogeneity, even social, were I not somewhat 
apprehensive of failure.” Flourney argued that previous efforts at “blending” 
the races had failed and public opposition to black- white miscegenation 
meant that future endeavors must surely follow suit.³9 While “vigilance 
committees” emerged throughout the nation to prevent interracial mar-
riage and anxious citizens filed police reports against couples who married 
across the color line, scholars like Crawford and Wilson saw interracial 
marriage as an opportunity to create a nation emancipated from racial 
distinctions. For example, Professor J. M. Gregory wrote in the Cleveland 
Gazette that Frederick Douglass’s 1884 marriage to Helen Pitts, a white 
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woman, represented “progress! It means a wiping out of the lines of racial 
distinctions, caste and prejudice! It means amalgamation— Natural, not 
forced!”40

In 1884 Charles Gardiner informed readers of the North American Review 
that black- white miscegenation was occurring at a rapid rate. He argued 
that “legitimate amalgamation” through the legal recognition of inter-
racial marriages offered the best opportunity for mixed- race couples to 
advance American civilization.4¹ Far from degrading whiteness, scholars 
who shared Gardner’s position praised the educational and Christian 
progress of former slaves. Joseph Le Conte, convinced by the late 1880s 
that “the factors of organic evolution are carried forward into human 
evolution,” used Darwinian and environmental rhetoric to describe the 
progress of African Americans. He argued that the “race- evolution of the 
Negro had gone as far as it was possible under the condition of slavery.” 
Still at the “plastic, docile, imitative” stage of evolution, African Americans, 
Le Conte maintained, could still evolve under “some form or degree of 
control by the white race.” In his autobiography, Le Conte reminisced 
that in areas “where the proportion of whites is greater, the negroes are 
slowly improving in conduct and thrift, but in the ‘black belt’ they are 
either stationary or are gradually relapsing into fetishism and African 
rites and dances.”4²

Le Conte encapsulated the racialist foundations of human mallea-
bility in late nineteenth- century American scholarship. In the decades 
before eugenics captured the public’s imagination during the 1890s, the 
scholarship of Le Conte, Gardner, Gregory, Wilson, and as we shall see, 
Lewis Henry Morgan, took Fiske’s idea of a wise “Evolver” and built an 
argument for the amalgamation of the races. Whites had to control and 
operate programs that would incorporate people of color into the body 
politic, eliminating social divisions based on skin color and setting the 
foundation for a more prosperous American civilization. Frank Ruffin’s 
The Negro as a Political and Social Factor (1888) shared this vision. Ruffin 
argued that in settler societies “the energy of our white race in reclaiming 
a country from a hostile and savage population” had the potential to re- 
create the world in the form of an idealized whiteness.4³ In the United 
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States, political and popular support for such a vision was lacking and 
remained an ideal among small segments of America’s anthropological 
and scientific community as eugenics provided Americans with a language 
with which to articulate their darkest racial anxieties.

Race in Australian Cultural Discourse

Ruffin’s faith in the “energy of our white race” was a concept that inspired 
late nineteenth- century Australian convicts and settlers, the working class 
and merchant capitalists, the uneducated masses and the intellectual elite 
in a common belief that the Australian continent was being civilized by the 
British branch of the white race. While colonial Australians often became 
divided over issues of economics, politics, and religion, on the issue of the 
white race’s cultural and biological superiority there seemed little doubt. 
The historian Geoffrey Blainey captured one important aspect of this 
self- assured whiteness when he wrote that the “main justification of the 
conquest [of Australia] was that Aboriginal society was only a flicker of 
light compared to the torch of civilization” that the British carried across 
the continent.44 In the latter half of the nineteenth century, anthropol-
ogists and missionaries posited that scientific theories of evolution held 
the key to assimilating that “flicker of light” to white society. At the same 
time, ordinary Australians waited for the inevitable extinguishment of 
the Aborigines. In these speculations lay two competing visions for a 
future “White Australia.”

The decades between 1850s and 1890s marked the formative years of 
self- government in Australia. Australia’s political development was also 
accompanied by economic growth and increasing competition with 
American commodities such as wool, cotton, and sugar. Perhaps most 
significantly, colonial settlements expanded into the western and northern 
parts of the continent, paralleling the Anglo- American settlement of the 
American West.

In Australia, colonial officials exhibited a particular urgency about 
settling the western and northern portions of the continent. The col-
ony of Western Australia, for example, grew rapidly during the 1860s. Its 
economic growth mirrored that of the southeastern colony of Victoria, 
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both colonies booming after the discovery of gold in the early 1850s. 
In northern Australia, where British authorities feared the influence of 
the French as well as the Americans, the government of South Australia 
assumed responsibility in 1861 for the administration of what became 
the Northern Territory.45 The 1850s, 1860s, and 1870s were therefore times 
of rapid political change, economic growth, and territorial expansion 
in colonial Australia. However, just as similar developments unsettled 
established social relations in the United States, so did colonial Australians 
feel uneasy about their future.

It was in this context that Darwin’s On the Origin of Species entered 
colonial culture in Australia. With change bringing uncertainty about 
future development, Australia’s cultural elites looked for the right language 
to sooth social tensions and give voice to a common Australian identity. 
Extolling the virtues of free trade, as Sydney’s liberal elite often did, or 
celebrating the democratic ideals of British democracy did little more than 
expose simmering divisions between the interests of labor and capital, 
or monarchists and republicans, and therefore lacked the persuasiveness 
to forge a common Australian identity. However, a loose understanding 
of Darwinian and Spencerian evolution proved much more effective in 
formulating a common racial identity— an identity intimately linked to 
white supremacy.46 The ethos of camaraderie (or “mateship”) and equality 
of opportunity (a “fair go”) united white Australians in common bonds of 
racial affection.47 Henry Parkes, one of the founding fathers of federation 
in 1901, spoke of the racial bonds that united white Australians, stating in 
1890, “The crimson thread of kinship runs through us all.”48

Colonial Australians, Britons, and Americans all shared in Parkes’s 
view that racial unity was important to Western, and specifically Anglo, 
civilization. Lord Russell, the lord chief justice of England, said as much 
in an address before the American Bar Association in Saratoga Springs, 
New York, in 1896. Russell declared that the “‘crimson thread’ of kinship, 
stretching from the mother Islands to your great continent, unites us, and 
reminds us always that we belong to the same, though a mixed, racial 
family.”49

In Australia the “crimson thread” of kinship was seen in evolutionary 
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terms. According to the historian Beverley Kingston, Australians cited 
evolutionary theory as proof of a “splendid opportunity for a really ‘Brit-
ish’ race, neither English, Scottish, nor Irish, but a mixture of all three,” 
to populate the Australian continent.50 Reinforcing popular confidence 
in this mixed but racially homogenous future, the enduring assumption 
that the Aboriginal people were a dying race persisted. During the late 
nineteenth century white Australians felt confident that the Aborigines 
would soon be extinct.5¹ Unlike the United States, where the Civil War 
destabilized social relations and led white Americans to fear the “Afri-
canization” of the nation, colonial Australia did not undergo a violent 
reordering of society. As such, fears about the Aboriginization of Australia 
were not voiced. If anything, self- government satisfied colonial Australians 
that they, and not the interfering humanitarian do- gooders in the British 
Colonial Office, would determine policies for Aboriginal people.5²

Whether colonial Australians interpreted social Darwinian and Spen-
cerian theory as a means of rationalizing the extinction of Aboriginal 
people through violence or envisioned elimination by means of gaining 
control over— and directing— the libidos of white men and black women 
toward the reproduction of a homogenous Australian race, the “doomed 
race” thesis dominated Australia’s racial culture during the late nineteenth 
century.5³ The Brisbane Courier, for example, editorialized in 1865 that “no 
matter what we do, the native race will perish before our advance.” The 
liberal Sydney Morning Herald held similar views on the “native ques-
tion.” Its editors reflected the popular interpretation of Darwinian theory, 
arguing that in “this enlightened age” a racial confrontation between 
“civilization and the lowest form of savageism” would lead to Aboriginal 
extinction.54 Social Darwinian discourse provided white Australians with 
a reassuring sense that they would survive any clash between the races. 
In this respect, popular interpretations of social Darwinism in Australia 
echoed the sentiments of white Americans about the prospect of a race 
war with either Native Americans or African Americans.55

Australian boosters missed few opportunities to highlight how Her-
bert Spencer’s formulation of the “survival of the fittest” was playing out 
in the antipodes.56 For example, Charles Robinson’s New South Wales: 
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The Oldest and Richest of the Australian Colonies (1873) boasted that racial 
homogeneity characterized daily life in Australia. Robinson claimed, 
“More than half the population is native- born, of the true English type, 
more so probably than any other Colony. National animosities, such as 
cause so much disorder in the United States, scarcely exist here.”57

The ideal of a homogenous white Australia, or more correctly, the 
mixing and reproduction of “the true English type” to produce the ideal 
Australian, united colonists. The Australian emphasis on reproducing 
whiteness therefore created hostility against “colored” migrants.58 In 
northeastern Australia, Kanaka laborers from Polynesia were coerced into 
migrating to work on Queensland’s sugar plantations. Queenslanders used 
the word Kanaka, derived from the Polynesian word man, as shorthand 
for “nigger” or “boy.” The use of Kanaka laborers on Queensland’s sugar 
plantations was controversial and compounded white anxiety about Chi-
nese, Indonesian, and Pacific Islander immigration in northern Australia.

Throughout much of tropical Australia, especially the sparsely settled 
Northern Territory, whites expressed deep concern about Aborigines, 
Malays, and Chinese immigrants outnumbering them.59 These demo-
graphic anxieties gave rise to fears of an unruly mixed- race population. 
For example, observers commented that Australian “half- castes” were 
“intractable, and violent, and in almost all cases, grow up worthless.”60 
James Bonwick recorded an even more troubling story of what appeared 
to him to be casual sexual encounters between Aborigines and whites. 
According to Bonwick, a traveler to Australia’s north encountered a group 
of “natives” and spotted a “pretty half- caste child.” The traveler was so 
troubled by the child’s appearance that he exclaimed to the Aboriginal 
elders, “That not your child— too white.”6¹

But did modern scientific and anthropological theories of evolution 
offer any insights into how the Aborigines might “evolve”? In the early 
nineteenth century, Prichardian evolution and antipodean phrenol-
ogy posited the Aborigine as a malleable race. In particular, mixed- race 
people— half- castes in Australian parlance— were seen as biologically and 
culturally “plastic” beings capable of being reshaped into a more civilized 
race.6² In the post- Darwinian and post- Spencerian world, mixed- race 
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Asian- Aboriginal and Aboriginal- white people constituted troubling 
racial hyphens.6³

An emerging school of British anthropologists believed they had 
identified a solution to the “problem” of racial hybridity. Casting aside 
the previously dominant diffusionist approach to ethnology, in which 
ethnographers looked back in time at a series of historical connections, a 
new generation of anthropologists developed an evolutionary framework 
that they felt was progressive, transformative, and forward looking. This 
evolutionary shift in British ethnological and anthropological thinking 
connected Australian scholars (and missionaries who applied their ideas) 
with colleagues in the Atlantic World. For Australian scholars, missionaries, 
and political reformers, evolutionary theories transformed the idea of a 
well- bred individual into an explicit quest to breed out color, using the 
knowledge of a wise “Evolver” to eliminate Australia’s mixed- race hyphens.

The British anthropologist E. B. Tylor played an important role in 
shaping evolutionary thinking in British anthropology. Schooled in the 
tradition of Prichardian ethnology, Tylor’s anthropological writings made 
the transition from the diffusionism of the Prichardian linguistic meth-
odology to a developmental perspective. The developmental arc of Tylor’s 
thinking can be seen in the years between the publication of Researches 
into the Early History of Mankind and the Development of Civilization (1865) 
and Primitive Culture (1871).

In the 1860s Tylor focused on “beliefs and customs” in human culture. 
He emphasized the “Culture- History of Mankind . . . as an Inductive Sci-
ence” and tentatively sided with the mounting evolutionary revolution 
in racial thinking. By the 1870s, though, Tylor’s diffusionism played a 
mere supporting role in proving social and cultural evolution in human 
history. He argued that while languages had “grown up under one anoth-
er’s influence, or derived common material from a common source,” this 
type of evidence supported his larger claim that by studying “culture . . . 
stage by stage, in a probable order of evolution,” human progress from 
savagery to barbarism, patriarchy, and finally modern civilization was 
revealed, helping scholars to understand humankind’s “early general 
condition” and the processes involved in the development toward Western 
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standards of civilization. Without acknowledging the racism implicit in 
his analysis, Tylor placed Europeans at the top of the evolutionary scale. 
The Aboriginal Australians were placed at the very bottom of his racial 
hierarchy. Tylor wrote, “The educated world of Europe and America prac-
tically settles a standard by simply placing its own nations at one end of 
the social series and savage tribes at the other.” Despite sharing the racial 
prejudices common to his era, Tylor sided with monogenists in debates 
over the significance of evolutionary theory. He argued that “savagery and 
civilization are connected as lower and higher stages of one formation.” In 
the post- Darwinian world, Tylor insisted that the goal of the wise “Evolver” 
was to encourage the lower races to evolve to civilization. Tylor believed 
that this would result in the cultivation of “the general improvement 
of mankind by higher organization of the individual and of society, to 
the end of promoting at once man’s goodness, power, and happiness.”64

Civilization and happiness thus required harmonizing the intelligence 
of each member of society to the social, cultural, and political standards of 
settler colonial civilization. Such harmonizing required immense physical 
and mental discipline on the part of individuals, which for some British 
anthropologists could be attained only by destroying the last vestiges of 
the “savage” intellect and “barbarous” social practices.65 In settler colonial 
societies like Australia, the civilizing and harmonizing mission of late 
nineteenth- century anthropology went hand- in- hand with recording the 
languages and cultural traditions of “savage” races before they became 
extinct. In a sense, the quest for “authentic” savages reinforced the popu-
lar racial assumption of Aboriginal inferiority and inevitable extinction. 
However, the anthropological collection of data on indigenous peoples 
created an empirical foundation on which anthropologists could construct 
evolutionary theories to elevate and harmonize Aboriginal intelligence 
with that of settler colonists. In this way, anthropologists became important 
agents for settler colonial governments and the creation of knowledge to 
exercise power and control over indigenous people.

The correspondence of the American anthropologist Lewis Henry 
Morgan and his Australian counterpart Lorimer Fison highlights how 
many of the world’s anthropologists believed that they were in the midst 
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of a last- ditch attempt to record the social and cultural systems of doomed 
races before mixed- race people were absorbed into white civilization. In 
February 1872 Morgan urged Fison to study society at its earliest stages 
of development. Morgan instructed Fison that the “nations of the South 
Pacific can still be made to yield a large amount of this desirable knowl-
edge; but it will require hard work, patience, and logical acuteness to 
make these dry facts yield up their hidden truths.” In the preface of Fison 
and A. W. Howitt’s Kamilaroi and Kurnai (1880), Morgan reinforced his 
conviction that aboriginal societies “now represent the condition of man-
kind in savagery better than it is elsewhere represented on the earth— a 
condition now passing away.” Just as Morgan had preserved “American 
Indian life” in the pages of his books and articles, he urged Fison and 
Howitt to do the same in Australasia.66

Morgan’s correspondence with Fison demonstrates the racialist assump-
tions that informed Anglo- American and British anthropology during 
the late nineteenth century. Like Tylor, Morgan saw humankind evolving 
in stages from savagery to civilization. Morgan argued that the Australian 
Aborigines and Polynesians were “several strata below barbarism into 
savagism, and nearer to the primitive condition of man than any other.” 
Although he resisted the Darwinian revolution at first, Morgan informed 
Fison that he had grown to view such savage races from an evolutionary 
perspective.67 In Systems of Consanguinity and the Affinity of the Human 
Family (1871) Morgan demonstrated his use of Darwinian evolution. Accord-
ing to Morgan, both culture and biology shaped the racial makeup of 
an individual, but ultimately the “channel of transmission [of a race] is 
the blood.”68 This belief prompted Morgan to instruct Fison in May 1877 
that natural selection in humans could be guided by a civilized “Evolver”: 
white Australians and Americans. Morgan believed that the “English race 
in Australia is a repetition of the same race in America as represented by 
our forefathers.” This prompted Morgan to suggest that the racial evolution 
of the world’s nonwhite races be divvied up between white Americans 
and white Australians. As Morgan put it, “We feel competent to handle 
North and South America, and you are likely to hold and possess India, 
Australia, and a good share of Africa.”69
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Fison agreed. In Kamilaroi and Kurnai, Fison and A. W. Howitt imple-
mented Morgan’s advice. They recorded the social traditions of the 
Kamilaroi and Kurnai Aborigines and employed an evolutionary theory 
to project the future racial development of Aboriginal people. Fison and 
Howitt did this by drawing an analogy. They pointed to the historical 
evolution of the “Aryan race” and argued that for “the known laws of 
evolution” to benefit offspring of a race, adherence to patriarchal family 
formation was essential.70 Citing Morgan’s work on “Ancient Society,” 
Fison and Howitt suggested that “the progenitors of the civilized races 
may have originated” after forming monogamous family structures.7¹ If 
these social and sexual practices helped the “Aryan races” evolve, could it 
work for the Australian Aborigines?

A small but vocal group of anthropologists, influenced by evolutionary 
theory, did indeed focus on different spheres of the world, as Morgan 
suggested to Fison, and developed an evolutionary theory that combined 
cultural reform and sexual selection in an attempt to harmonize nonwhite 
races with whites. The French physiologist Claude Bernard Virchow, for 
example, married the metaphysics of race and the biology of human dif-
ference to suggest a framework from which a scientific “Evolver” might 
encourage human evolution. Virchow argued that the inner nature of a 
human being was connected to their organic form. In Virchow’s words, 
“The soul and life henceforward cannot be considered as absolutely distinct 
from each other . . . [because the] emotions of the soul and the living body 
are intimately commingled. Intellectual vigour and moral perfection exist 
in accordance with physical vigour and organic perfection.” Unlike the 
rest of the natural world, human evolution was shaped more strongly by 
social forces. With the help of a knowledgeable “Evolver,” Virchow sug-
gested, it was possible to change the “metaphysical . . . individuality” of a 
nonwhite individual and produce a “[re]organization and community of 
the living cells.”7² By the 1870s, then, some evolutionary anthropologists 
were moving toward the theory that the reorganization of the molecular 
structure of humans could result in human evolution. August Weissmann 
ultimately articulated this theory most clearly; it was a theory that had 
profound historical implications for Australian Aborigines.



144 | Racial Discourse in the United States and Australia

Echoing Virchow’s speculations, the editor of the Australasian revealed 
just how profound these implications could become for Aboriginal people 
in May 1876. The Australasian’s editor argued that the “Blacks [Aborigines] 
in their native and natural state are cruel, ignorant, and barbarous.” These 
characteristics did not harmonize with white Australian society. It was up 
to white men, who alone possessed the scientific knowledge and political 
power to rescue the Aborigines from their “Nakedness” and “squalor,” 
to give indigenous people the option of “improvement or extinction.”7³

The editor of the Australasian was not alone in this view. A small but 
vocal contingent of white Australians and Britons believed that they had 
the power to collect empirical data about humankind and, if they chose, 
to act as a wise and benevolent “Evolver” to harmonize the Aborigine with 
Australian settler society. But if Western scientific knowledge was going 
to help the Australian Aborigines evolve, and not simply become extinct, 
anthropologists knew that they needed to rethink the early nineteenth- 
century categorization of the Aborigines as a race of “Negroes.”

Late nineteenth- century anthropological classifications of Australian 
Aborigines involved a methodological combination of evolutionary theory 
and phrenology and, by the turn of the century, incorporating the growing 
influence of eugenics. Typical of the materialist way in which anthro-
pologists defined Aborigines as a race was the research of C. Staniland 
Wake. Wake used an empirical methodology (albeit gleaned from travel 
accounts) to argue that the head shape of the Australian Aborigines 
distinguished them as a race separate from West Africans. Wake argued 
that the “smaller protrusion of the [Aborigines’] jaws generally results 
in a profile much less animal than that usually associated with the West 
African native.”74 According to Wake, empirical data, supplemented with 
the study of Aboriginal cultural and social practices, proved that indige-
nous Australians “represent the primitive stock of mankind, . . . [and] are 
most likely to occupy their original habitat.”75 The Australian Aborigines, 
like the American Indians, were part of a single human race and as such 
presented an opportunity for anthropologists to study humankind as they 
existed in their earliest stage of development. This early stage of human 
development was characterized by the absence of centralized government, 
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cannibalism, the patriarchal abuse of women, sexual immorality, and 
“unmitigated selfishness.”76 It presented indigenous people in an unflat-
tering light, but it was nonetheless a foundation upon which to guide 
Aborigines through higher stages of human development.

In Australia, then, the reformist tendencies of early nineteenth- century 
ethnology, combined with the diffusionist tenor of Prichardian linguistics, 
placed an extraordinary spin on post- Darwinian evolutionary theory. With 
racial “science” having established that the Australian Aborigines were not 
a “Negro” race, the biological basis for amalgamating indigenous people 
with whites in settler society began from the provacative assumption that 
Australia’s Aborigines descended from an Indo- Aryan race.

Since the late eighteenth century, British and American Orientalists 
had speculated that India constituted the cradle of civilization. Orien-
talists studied Sanskrit sources and the phrenology of the Indo- Aryans 
to suggest that in the distant past a powerful invading force of Aryans 
entered northern India and amalgamated culturally and biologically with 
the indigenous inhabitants to form the Indo- Aryan race.77 The Orien-
talist W. W. Hunter subscribed to this hypothesis, describing the “Aryan 
invaders of India, who, diluted, as it were, among some aboriginal classes 
[in India] whom they converted, are now generally known as Hindus.”78 
Orientalists remained vague as to the date of the Aryan migration into 
India, but those convinced by the migration and amalgamation thesis 
shared a belief that Aryan blood and culture had been beneficial to the 
indigenous people of India. The Orientalist Edward Webb turned to 
phrenology to underline this connection, arguing that the “Dravidian 
type of head will even bear to be directly compared with the Europeans, 
with more definite marks of suppleness and subtlety in the former, and of 
straight- forward moral and mental energy in the latter.”79 The Reverend 
Robert Caldwell aptly described the importance of Aryan elements to 
the Indo- Aryan type, claiming, “The Aryans were so masterful a people, 
with so high a conception of the divine origin of everything belonging 
to themselves, that wherever they established themselves they Aryanised 
everything they found.”80

Orientalist speculation about an Australian Aboriginal- Dravidian link 
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can be traced back to at least the 1860s. During this time, Orientalist 
scholars and anthropologists hypothesized that elements of Australian 
Aboriginal language bore similarities to the language of Dravidians, the 
darker- skinned Indo- Aryan inhabitants of southern India. Writing in the 
Journal of the Anthropological Institute of Great Britain and Ireland, W. H. 
I. Bleek claimed in 1872 that “the Australian languages, as far as they are 
known to us, are recognised as belonging to the same class [as the Dra-
vidian language].”8¹ Bleek’s analysis reflected the influence of diffusionist 
linguistics, evolutionary theory, and phrenology. For example, Bleek spec-
ulated, “The australian native is probably mainly a degenerate offspring 
of the south indian race, and it is possible that the latter may have a 
share of Negro blood in their veins, although neither their physiognomy 
nor their hair shews the least trace of such an origin.”8²

The Indo- Aryan question added yet another layer of controversy to the 
debate over evolution and the origin of humankind in the post- Darwinian 
world.8³ Some scholars, such as John Crawfurd, rejected the hypotheses of 
the “learned Orientalists,” while others, like Professor William Whitney of 
New Haven in the United States, viewed the Indo- Aryan question as “an 
open one.”84 Still others, such as George William Cox, insisted that the 
connection between the Indo- Aryans and the Australian Aborigines was 
an open- and- shut case. Cox asserted that “the boomerang of the Australian 
may have been seen in the wilds of Southern India.”85

In Australia, the diffusionist legacy of Prichardian linguistics, combined 
with the materialism of post- Darwinian evolution, led some scholars 
toward their clearest formulae yet for assimilating Australian Aborigines 
into white settler society. Men of letters such as the Reverend Mr. John 
Matthew and W. T. Wyndham, inspired by Orientalist speculation, looked 
back in time to find linguistic evidence that supported the theory that 
the Australian Aborigines constituted a single race that had descended 
from the Dravidians. The implications of such evidence were stunning: 
the Australian Aborigines had Aryan blood running through their veins.

In 1878 Daniel Wilson, the British- born Canadian ethnologist, added 
fuel to mounting speculation about the ancient Aryan origins of the Aus-
tralian Aborigines. Wilson argued that the “melanochoi, or dark whites 
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of Western Europe, are assumed to represent a mixed race, the peculiar 
characteristics of which are accepted as indicating the intrusion, in pre-
historic ages, of the fair, blue- eyed Aryans on an aboriginal savage race, of 
which the modern Australian may be accepted as the type, if not indeed 
the surviving representative.”86

W. T. Wyndham agreed. Wyndham claimed that the Australian Aborig-
ines represented an ancient Aryan race, a claim he felt was supported by 
analysis of indigenous Australian dialects that “derived from one original” 
source: India. John Matthew, a tireless campaigner for Aboriginal rights, 
concurred with Wyndham. In 1889 Matthew argued “that a true relationship 
subsists between the Australians and the Dravidians of India.” Matthew 
concluded that in the north of Australia, “Dravidian and Malay blood” 
mixed, resulting in an Australian race that was not “one pure race, but 
is composite.”87 Just as the Britons constituted a biological mixture of 
Roman, Saxon, and Celt, so too were the Australian Aborigines a mixed 
race. This prompted hopes that a new Australian type could be repro-
duced to harmonize with the British civilization that had taken root in 
settler colonial Australia.

The application of Orientalist theory to speculation about Australian 
Aboriginal evolution was unsurprising given the early nineteenth- century 
history of ethnological evolution in Australia and the growing interna-
tional connection that Australia had with North America and Europe 
during the late nineteenth century. Scholars of human societies kept up 
a regular correspondence and exchanged evolutionary insights in letters. 
These letters reveal the incorporation of different approaches to human 
evolution, from Orientalism to Darwinian “natural selection.” Lewis Henry 
Morgan, who maintained a regular correspondence with Lorimer Fison 
in Australia, found resemblances between Dravidian kinship systems and 
Iroquois kinship in the United States.88 Australian Aborigines therefore 
became entangled in the international speculation about human origins 
and evolution in the post- Darwinian world.

The speculation of Orientalists during the 1880s and 1890s overlapped 
with a growing faith among some Australians that whiteness had pow-
erful evolutionary qualities. With eugenics not yet a common part of 
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popular discourses about race and reproduction in Australia, men such 
as John Fraser sought to highlight the civilizing power of whiteness. Fra-
ser’s 1882 history of Australian Aborigines bears witness to this position. 
Although he continued to refer to Aborigines as “the Austral- negro race,” 
Fraser shared the belief that Aboriginal Australians descended from “the 
southeast of Hindustan.” Fraser insisted that linguistic evidence pointed 
to the common Aryan ancestry of Britons and Aborigines. This evidence 
also indicated that environmental isolation caused Aboriginal cultural 
and racial degeneracy.

Fraser believed that the racial origins and inferior cultural and social 
practices of the Aborigines provided a foundation from which anthro-
pologists could help Aboriginal people evolve from their current state of 
cultural and biological degradation. Fraser argued, “Our blackfellows are 
not the despicable savages that they are too often represented to be. They 
have or had virtues which we might profitably imitate; they are faithful 
and affectionate to those who treat them kindly; [and] they have rules 
of family morality which are enforced by severe penalties.”89 In short, 
Aboriginal people were descended from an Aryan race and therefore 
possessed the basic mental qualities necessary for the harmonization of 
Aboriginal with settler colonial culture and for biological evolution.90

Given that anthropologists and government officials shared the popu-
larly held belief that full- blood Aborigines were a dying race, those who 
subscribed to the Indo- Aryan theory believed that half- caste Aborigines 
and their offspring had the best chance of evolving and becoming useful 
white citizens. Writing for the Victorian government, R. Brough Smyth 
argued that half- castes had the advantages of being “larger, better formed, 
and more fully developed than the blacks.” James Bonwick agreed, adding 
that half- castes possessed intellects superior to those of their full- blood 
relatives. It was only because of “unfavourable circumstances” that half- 
castes lacked the morals needed in a civilized settler colony. Bonwick 
maintained that half- castes presented the philanthropically inclined por-
tion of the Australian population with the best chance of eliminating 
the “native problem.” For Australian scholars who shared these views, the 
half- caste represented a transitional race. This “interesting race,” as Bonwick 
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described the half- castes, required immediate attention to ensure their 
continued evolution toward whiteness.9¹

In Western Australia and the Northern Territory, where the half- caste 
population appeared to rise alarmingly after the 1860s, reserves and missions 
for indigenous people were established (see part 2). White administra-
tors, missionaries, and anthropologists saw these facilities as a means of 
extending Anglo- Saxon civilization among mixed- race children. Ideally, 
Aboriginal missions would become reformatories for half- caste children. 
These reformatories for “breeding out the colour” focused not only on 
eradicating black skin but on extinguishing the last vestiges of traditional 
Aboriginal language and culture.9²

Transforming Aboriginal culture and genetics became central to pro-
gressive efforts to unite Australia’s ancient Aryan race with British settler 
society. Thus in some parts of Australia after 1890 a coordinated effort was 
mounted by a number of anthropologists and their allies in government 
to apply evolutionary theory to both the education and sexual selection 
of half- caste Aborigines. The goal was simple: to reproduce, in time, a 
homogenous white population perfectly harmonized with the racial 
prejudices of a “White Australia” policy.

Conclusion

Anthropologists had a profound— and often negative— impact on indig-
enous communities in the United States and Australia during the late 
nineteenth century. Anthropologists, however, did not operate in a cultural 
or historical vacuum. The fieldwork of the anthropologist built on the 
disruptive cultural practices of early nineteenth- century Christian mission-
aries, while at the same time seeking out remedies to the racial tensions 
that punctuated settler colonial life in the United States and Australia.

In the United States, the political solution to racial tensions fell very 
much on the implementation of education programs, segregationist laws, 
and racist public policies. This approach reinforced the racial prejudices of 
a vast majority of white Americans and naturalized an understanding of 
whiteness as something that was both fragile and deserving of protection.

A very different approach emerged in Australia. In the southeastern 
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colonies, a century of colonial expansion left many Aboriginal commu-
nities struggling for survival. Throughout the frontiers of settlement in 
the tropical north and west, a large mixed- race population threatened 
the fulfillment of the emerging white Australia ideal. Despite these very 
different demographic realities, racial progressives in the anthropological, 
medical, missionary, and government sectors began mounting a campaign 
for a final solution to the “Aboriginal problem.” That solution became 
known as “breed out the colour.”



PART I I



if ideas about science, sexuality, and race are transnational 
and can travel across natural barriers and nation- state boundaries, the 
application of those ideas is invariably specific to the geopolitics of a par-
ticular settler society. Indeed, ideas about science, sexuality, and race may 
have had their origins in observations and experiences in local settings, 
but the sharing of those ideas in telegrams and letters, scholarly papers 
and books, and newspapers and political journals gave those ideas a new 
life, resulting in fresh insights and ultimately impacting how those ideas 
were acted upon when they returned to the local context in which they 
were originally observed or experienced.

The chapters in part 2 reveal the importance of understanding trans-
national and comparative analysis as part of a more robust historical 
understanding of the past. Narrating the settler colonial past through 
empirical studies of the law or the economy does not reveal a more hon-
est perspective of the past; in fact, it exposes a small (and often skewed) 
part of what needs to be a larger historical analysis of how the abstract 
empirical dimensions of settler colonialism not only played out in com-
parative contexts but were experienced by indigenous people and people 
of African descent.¹ To do otherwise runs the risk of silencing Native and 
African American people.



Therefore, an approach to settler colonial history that acknowledges the 
utility of disciplinary boundaries in historical analysis— social, economic, 
political, cultural, and intellectual boundaries, to name but a few— and 
that is also agile enough to recognize that human beings do not live 
their lives in the disciplinary silos created by academics will enable our 
histories of settler colonialism to rise above simplistic, one- dimensional 
narrations. By combining transnational and comparative analysis into a 
single, dynamic historical framework we not only expose the vulnerabili-
ties in settler colonial power but shine a light on how Native Americans, 
African Americans, and Aboriginal Australians critiqued ideas about 
science, sexuality, and race and ultimately acted on their own knowledge 
in ways that severely tested— and in some cases, undermined— settler 
colonial authority and scientific fictions about “breeding out the colour.”
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5
Missionaries, Settlers, Cherokees, 

and African Americans, 1780s– 1850s

african american and native american encounters with amer-
ican settler colonialism were dominated by slavery, battles over land, and 
missionary efforts to “civilize” indigenous people. Throughout the South-
east, slave owners endeavored to control the economic and social lives 
of almost four million slaves, while missionaries attempted to mediate 
frontier relations between settlers and subaltern peoples.¹

In the early nineteenth century, slave owners and missionaries acted on 
the interconnected discourses of science, sexuality, and race in different 
ways, resulting in growing political tension about the meaning of good 
breeding, human evolution, and the relationship of Native Americans 
and African Americans to whiteness. As such, the efforts of whites to 
cultivate a settler colonial civilization that was culturally and biologi-
cally homogeneous led not to racial stability but to the magnification of 
unstable racial and ethnic identities and a popular belief that some form 
of segregation was needed to ensure the biological and cultural integrity 
of individual races.

Between the 1780s and 1850s these debates occurred in the context of 
the dispossession and removal of approximately seventy thousand east-
ern Native Americans, including the Cherokees, whose homeland stood 
in the way of the expanding frontier of slavery in the Southeast.² The 
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historical connection between indigenous territorial dispossession and the 
expansion of racial slavery gave rise to increasingly acrimonious debates 
about westward expansion and the demographic nature of a continental 
republic.³ The following analysis follows the Eurocentric processes of 
settler expansion and missionary activity, but it does so with a view to 
revealing how subaltern peoples actively critiqued ideas about science, 
sexuality, and race. By studying slave records, missionary sources, political 
and ethnological tracts, and oral histories, it is possible for the historian 
to demonstrate how Cherokee and African American people saw the 
relationship between whiteness and civilization and to demonstrate just 
how contested the racial ideals associated with whiteness actually were.

Cherokees and Missionaries

The Cherokees were one of the largest and most politically important 
Native nations in southeastern North America during the late eighteenth 
and early nineteenth centuries. Cherokees occupied over 130,000 square 
miles of territory that included lands in Georgia, Kentucky, and Tennessee.4 
Traditional Cherokee society comprised small towns located along rivers; 
it also included membership in one of seven matrilineal clans— the wolf, 
deer, wild potato, paint, bird, panther, and long hair clans.5

The Cherokees considered themselves the most civilized of indigenous 
tribes and much more attractive than the “ugly whites.”6 According to 
European observers, Cherokee women enjoyed a “high degree of personal 
autonomy and suffer little from male domination or sexual competition.”7 
Christian missionaries viewed the matrilineal culture of Cherokee society 
as a clear violation of Western patriarchal traditions and something in 
need of urgent reform. In contrast, white settlers and aspiring planters 
viewed the Cherokees as a serious impediment to the extraction of the 
mineral wealth contained in Georgia’s mountains and to the extension 
of plantation slavery.8

Unlike frontier settlers and slave owners in the Southeast, who 
demanded the removal of indigenous tribes, missionaries believed that 
elevating Native Americans to white standards of civilization held the 
key to the success of American settler colonialism. The vast majority of 
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missionaries in the Southeast insisted that the Cherokees, like the neigh-
boring Creek Indians, sprang from a single human creation and had the 
potential to evolve to more advanced stages of civilization. Monogenesis 
infuriated a growing number of white Southerners, particularly proslavery 
ideologues, who criticized missionaries for their meddlesome practices. In 
particular, proslavery scientists became increasingly dismissive of mono-
genesis as the nineteenth century moved toward its midpoint.9

Presbyterian and Congregationalist missionaries, who focused consider-
able attention on the Southeast, were undeterred by proslavery ideologues. 
Protestant missionaries, led by organizations such as the American Board 
of Commissioners for Foreign Missions in the South, played an active role 
in attempting to “civilize” Native people. American Board missionaries 
focused much of their attention on groups such as the Cherokees, Creeks, 
Choctaws, and Chickasaws because they saw the relatively civilized social 
practices of these tribal nations and the prevalence of mixed- race children 
in their communities as the best opportunity to extend the principles of 
good breeding, social harmony, and civilization to Native Americans.¹0

American Board missionaries traveled to the United States’ southeastern 
frontier during the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, where 
they established missions in the midst of slavery’s expanding frontier in 
Georgia, Tennessee, Alabama, and beyond. One of the most famous Indian 
schools to serve Cherokee children was the Brainerd Mission, located in 
Tennessee. Founded in 1818, the mission was named after David Brainerd, 
an eighteenth- century missionary, who believed that Christians must 
encourage Native Americans to “settle down, and cultivate the land for 
subsistence, instead of living by hunting.”¹¹

Prior to its closure in 1838, Brainerd was the largest of the American 
Board’s missions in the Southeast. Brainerd, like missions to follow it, 
aimed to educate Cherokee children in the rudiments of good breeding 
and Christianity. Missionaries hoped that such an education would help 
Cherokees evolve to higher forms of civilization. Children were critical 
to such a mission, with missionaries speaking openly about their desire 
to “impart to them [Cherokee children] that knowledge, which is calcu-
lated to make them useful citizens and pious Christians.” American Board 
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missionaries believed that their work complemented federal Indian policy, 
which emphasized “expansion with honor,” a policy that aimed to establish 
trade networks with Native American communities and extend the fruits 
of American civilization to indigenous children through education while 
at the same time preserving the Cherokees as a race.¹²

Essential to preserving the Cherokees as a race was adherence to the 
Lockean ideal of a stratified society of ranks and orders. Missionaries 
applied this ideal specifically to the education of Cherokee children. 
This led to missionary calls for the removal of children from the influ-
ences of their tribal parents and relatives. For example, the missionary 
Cyrus Kingsbury explained that he often approached Cherokee parents 
and told them that “we would take their children and teach them freely, 
without money.”¹³ Kingsbury claimed that mission- educated Cherokees 
received lessons in both Cherokee and Western intellectual traditions, 
although the emphasis was always on the importance of Western civili-
zation. Kingsbury wrote that Cherokee children were taught “their duty 
toward their parents, to their fellow relatives and to the Great Spirit, the 
great father of us all. . . . They must permit us to cultivate land, to raise 
corn and other things for ourselves and for the children, that we should 
wish to have one or two families settle at the school and perhaps one or 
two mechanicks.”¹4

Kingsbury typified the missionary belief that Indian education must 
emphasize the importance of social stratification in a civilized society— an 
important concept in Lockean understandings of a society of ranks and 
orders. By removing Cherokee children from the influences of tribal 
customs, missionaries hoped to promote “agriculture, and to give them 
the habits of industry.”¹5 Cultivating such habits was designed to improve 
the economic well- being of Cherokee communities and to encourage 
personal restraint to prevent episodes of racial violence that tended to 
accompany illicit sexual relations throughout the southeastern frontier. 
For example, the missionary D. S. Butrick linked productive labor to 
Christian morality and sexual self- restraint. He warned Cherokee students 
about “the danger of idleness in us” and argued that “Spiritual indiffer-
ence in us, is death to the lambs of the flock under our care. They have 
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no restraints of education to keep them back from presumptuous sins. 
When our minds are carnal we may expect to see them wallowing in the 
mire of intemperance & fornication.”¹6

Missionaries believed that “intemperance and fornication” between 
whites and Cherokees was rampant throughout the frontier South. In 
the 1810s, 1820s, and 1830s missionaries charged that the growing number 
of “half- breeds” highlighted the prevalence of illicit sexual intercourse 
between white men and Cherokee women. For example, at the Creek 
Path mission in 1833 the missionary Laura Potter counted 67 of her 125 
students as “Mixed Cherokee,” more than half of the student population.¹7

This alarmed missionaries and prompted the aggressive recruitment of 
mixed- race children to mission classrooms. Lest these so- called half- breeds 
adopt the immoral habits of both races, missionary Kingsbury insisted 
that “those who will be first educated will be the children of half- breeds 
and of the leading men in the nation.”¹8 Kingsbury and other missionaries 
hoped to educate Cherokee half- breeds so that they would redirect their 
energies into agriculture and Christian morality and become moral and 
civilized exemplars for all Cherokee people to follow.

For a time, American Board missionaries believed the strategy of focus-
ing on multiracial Cherokees was working. For instance, Laura Potter 
reported that the “houses of the half cast Cherokee are generally found 
in good order, much more cleanly than the houses of those of their white 
neighbors. The full[- blood] Cherokees are rather filthy. Intemperance, 
gambling, and a kindred vice which I may not name prevail most.”¹9

Other missionaries celebrated the achievements of mixed- race Cher-
okees like John Ridge, the mixed- race son of Major Ridge, a Cherokee 
warrior who fought alongside General Andrew Jackson in the War of 
1812. John Ridge was described as “a young man of good talents, good 
information, good manners, and honorable standing among his own 
people.”²0 According to D. S. Butrick, Ridge’s rise in Cherokee politics 
reflected the success of missionary educators in encouraging industry, 
Christianity, and morality among multiracial children. Butrick maintained 
that Ridge “is worthy of respect in any community” and was a model for 
other Cherokees to emulate.²¹
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The praise that missionaries heaped upon leaders like Ridge contrib-
uted to growing racial tensions between “mixed- blood” and “full- blood” 
Cherokees. During the 1820s and 1830s, as debate over the extension of 
slavery intensified and the Cherokees declared their nation- state status, 
promulgated a written constitution, and embarked on a diplomatic and 
legal defense of their land rights, some vocal Cherokees began to express 
a belief that civilization was not synonymous with white civilization.²²

These views were expressed in skepticism of missionary teachings about 
Christianity. For example, the missionary Elizur Butler recalled a conver-
sation that he had had with a group of Cherokees in 1826. According to 
Butler, the Cherokees doubted the much- touted powers of Christianity 
and the Christian God, asking, “When did God begin to live? Who made 
the Saviour? Why did not God make man holy? He is a good being. He 
is our father; why did he let Satan tempt Eve?”²³ Other so- called full- 
bloods did not bother to ask such questions; they simply stayed away 
from church services, particularly if the weather was inclement, while 
children rejected the teachings and discipline of missionary teachers by 
running away, something that continued after the 1838– 39 removals and 
reestablishment of missions in Indian Territory.²4

It was the issue of racial amalgamation, however, that stirred Cherokee 
full- bloods to ask some very pointed questions about the Cherokees as 
a race. In a letter to the editor of the Cherokee Phoenix in 1828, an author 
using the pseudonym Socrates called upon Cherokee political leaders to 
draft a clearer policy on racial amalgamation. Socrates claimed that legal 
clarification on this issue was urgently needed because racial mixture 
jeopardized the “character and safety” of the Cherokee Nation. To remedy 
this situation, Socrates insisted that the Cherokee Nation’s “extremely 
defective” intermarriage statutes be replaced with more stringent laws 
that protected Cherokee blood from the lower- class whites who were 
common throughout the southeastern frontier and from African Ameri-
cans. According to Socrates, Cherokee intermarriage laws should “exclude 
the thief, the robber, the vagabond and the tippler, and the adulterer, 
from the privilege of intermarrying with Cherokee women, and thereby 
rendering their existence wretched, and inflicting a deep rooted and 
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corrupted ignorance among our people.” Socrates’s remarks echoed the 
moral rhetoric of missionaries. Socrates, however, used the missionaries’ 
message of Christian morality and sexual self- restraint to urge that Cher-
okee blood be protected, thereby preserving Cherokee civilization from 
both cultural and biological defilement.²5

A growing number of politically powerful mission- educated mixed- 
bloods expressed a very different view on Cherokee identity. Like their 
contemporaries in the Creek, Choctaw, and Chickasaw Nations, the so- 
called mixed- blood Cherokees had steadily increased their economic 
and political power since the late eighteenth century.²6 Many acquired 
African American slaves and most played a leading role in enacting a 
new Cherokee constitution in 1808.²7 In 1817 prominent mixed- bloods 
formed the Cherokee National Committee, taking political power away 
from local towns, women, and farmers and excluding African Americans 
from political participation.²8 By the 1830s mixed- bloods such as John 
Ross, John Ridge, and Elias Boudinot dominated all sides of Cherokee 
politics and reveled in their cultural sophistication. While these men 
ultimately disagreed about how best the Cherokees should respond to 
removal pressure from state and federal governments, they were generally in 
accord when it came to enslaving blacks and excluding African Americans 
from legal equality, taking greater control of educational facilities (and 
emphasizing a curriculum that conformed to Western gender norms), 
and excluding people from public office if they denied the existence of 
God.²9 A number of prominent Cherokee mixed- bloods also celebrated 
their white blood, claiming that racial mixture had improved Cherokee 
civilization. For example, the mixed- blood John B. Neeley, born in Ten-
nessee in 1846, unflinchingly proclaimed, “My people were all white, 
however, my grandmother was raised by the Cherokee Indians.”³0 Similarly, 
Tennessee James, born in 1849, proudly declared herself one- thirty- second 
Cherokee and married a white man.³¹

Cherokee mixed- bloods displayed their civilized accomplishments and 
affinity with white American civilization in both cultural and biological 
ways. For example, Principal Chief John Ross resisted removal by claim-
ing that the Cherokees had evolved culturally, something evidenced in 
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the enthusiastic ways in which Cherokees adopted modern techniques 
of “agriculture, manufactures, and the mechanic arts and education.”³² 
Reflecting the evolutionary ethos imparted by missionaries, Ross insisted 
that the Cherokee people had helped European settlers carve out of the 
southeastern wilderness an orderly system of settlements that proved how 
the Cherokee “Indians are endowed with mental capacity fully adequate 
to receive the highest branches of temporal and spiritual improvements, 
under the influence of civilized life.”³³ Indeed, the Cherokees were no 
threat to American settler societies because they too had nurtured a society 
defined by ranks and orders.

Some mixed- race Cherokee men highlighted the lines of rank and 
order in Cherokee society by pointing to their prosperity and power and 
the biological bonds that they shared with white Americans. Interracial 
marriage, something whites fretted about, was presented as a source of 
racial strength by mixed- race Cherokees and their supporters. The future 
governor of Texas and an adopted Cherokee, Sam Houston, attempted 
to allay white anxieties about interracial marriage when he informed 
his congressional colleagues that mixed- race Cherokees like John Ridge 
“are not inferior to white men.” Houston insisted that “John Ridge is not 
inferior in point of genius to John Randolph.”³4 Ridge, who married a 
white woman, himself entered the discussion about interracial marriage by 
echoing Prichardian evolutionary ethnology. Ridge declared that Cherokee 
blood “will win[d] its course in beings of fair complexions, who will read 
that their ancestors became civilized under the frowns of misfortune.”³5

One of the most famous intermarriages in early nineteenth- century 
America occurred between Elias Boudinot, the editor of the Cherokee 
Phoenix newspaper, and Harriet Gold, a white missionary. Boudinot met 
Gold in Connecticut, a state Boudinot jokingly referred to as the “land of 
intermarriages.”³6 Interestingly, Boudinot did not see his marriage to Gold 
as diminishing his sense of Cherokeeness. In letters to Gold’s family he 
referred to his wife as “my squaw” and delighted in the “Indian black eyes” 
of Mary, his daughter. From Boudinot’s point of view, Cherokee- white 
marriages were molding a new generation of mixed- race children whose 
patrilineal descent solidified their rights to ancestral Cherokee lands, 
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while matrilineal inheritance provided the mental capacity to cultivate the 
highest forms of civilization. Using his children as an example, Boudinot 
claimed that through intermarriage and missionary education mixed- race 
Cherokees had learned the “arts of civilization” and were using modern 
agricultural techniques to make the land profitable— thereby justifying 
their continued territorial sovereignty in the Southeast. Thus, just as the 
Cherokee “forefathers [had] sprung from the ground,” Boudinot argued 
that his children held a similar primordial attachment to the Cherokee 
ancestral homeland. With the addition of a Western education (and a 
white mother), Boudinot believed that his children had internalized 
those qualities of American civilization that legitimized Cherokee rights 
to their lands.³7

In his 1826 “Address to the Whites,” Boudinot made his clearest state-
ment about the importance of Cherokees adopting a system of patrilineal 
inheritance of land while at the same time pointing to the matrilineal 
inheritance of Western civilization.³8 He argued that the Cherokees, like 
the ancient Britons, belonged to a common history of human evolution. 
Boudinot pointed to the growth of literacy and the availability of books 
and newspapers in Cherokee communities. He also insisted that a “rising 
generation” of Cherokees had imbibed Western “moral and religious 
principles.”³9 As a result, many Cherokee people had become “specimens” 
of “moral, civil, and physical advancement.”40 Faced with the alternatives 
of becoming extinct or “civilized and happy,” Boudinot insisted that the 
“strong and continued” exertions of the Cherokee people proved that 
they had chosen civilization and happiness.4¹

In early nineteenth- century America, however, mixed- race identity 
and interracial marriages were fraught with challenges. For example, 
Cherokees who sought to maintain traditional matrilineal cultural and 
ceremonial practices criticized Boudinot and other mixed- race Chero-
kee leaders for abusing their political power and ultimately signing the 
Treaty of New Echota (1835), an agreement with the federal government 
that sanctioned Cherokee removal from their southeastern homelands.4² 
And for white Americans, like Harriet Gold’s family, interracial mar-
riage represented moral degeneracy and the racial pollution of white 
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posterity. Gold’s brother- in- law, Daniel Brinsmade, chastised Harriet for 
marrying Boudinot. He labeled Boudinot as “black” and claimed that 
her marriage was little more than an expression of “animal feeling” that 
would produce “black young ones and a train of evils.”4³ Thus, while 
some mixed- race Cherokee men married white women and cultivated 
homes that conformed to patriarchal gender norms, the hardening of 
nineteenth- century racism cast a shadow of illegitimacy over intermar-
riage. Nineteenth- century racism brought into question the assertions 
of mixed- race Cherokees to the highest forms of American civilization, 
a level of civilized accomplishment that white settlers associated with 
themselves, not so- called half- breeds.44

Tensions between full- bloods and mixed- bloods continued into the 
1840s, 1850s, and throughout the latter half of the nineteenth century. The 
federal government’s forced removal of as many as fifteen thousand Cher-
okees from their southeastern homelands to Indian Territory, located in 
present- day eastern Oklahoma, temporarily brought the disparate threads 
of the Cherokee diaspora together in the trans- Mississippi West. However, 
racial and political divisions within Cherokee society remained, often boil-
ing over into violence and murder. In the decade prior to the outbreak of 
the Civil War in 1861, political stability and economic prosperity helped to 
ease some of these tensions. However, racial tensions remained in Indian 
Territory. The social fault lines produced by race had as much to do with 
cultural identity as they did with anxieties about reproductive sexuality. 
The Cherokee leader Bird Doublehead made this point abundantly clear 
when he emphasized his support for the segregation of African Americans 
in the Cherokee Nation and his opposition to miscegenation. So strong 
was his rejection of interracial sex and marriage between Cherokees and 
African Americans that he recalled that he despised the name “Blackbird” 
because “there was no black attached to my name and . . . I did not want 
to contact anything black.”45

When the Civil War finally touched the lives of Cherokee people in 
the trans- Mississippi West the racial and sexual anxieties that Bird Dou-
blehead gave voice to exploded once again in violence, terror, and murder 
among and between Cherokees. As the Cherokee woman Annie Hendrix 
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recalled, “There was never any Nation of people divided against each 
other like the Civil War divided the Cherokees.”46 The Civil War and its 
aftermath reignited Cherokee debates about the meaning of civilization, 
whiteness, and Cherokee identity. During the late nineteenth century, this 
debate was informed by the scientific rhetoric of evolutionary theory and 
the American quest for social “harmony” in an industrial age. The early 
nineteenth- century experiences of the Cherokees— buffeted and brutalized 
by the American republic’s aggressively expanding frontiers of settlement 
and exploitation— taught them that “blood” and lineage would become 
increasingly important markers of civilization. In the Cherokee experience 
on these shifting settler colonial frontiers the runaway Cherokee slave J. 
D. Green captured the essence of this phenomenon: “Oh! How dreadful 
it is to be black!”47

Slavery and African Americans

J. D. Green’s reminiscence highlights the sense of despair that enslaved 
people sometimes felt in America’s southeastern frontier. Legally, socially, 
and culturally, African Americans were excluded from the legal protec-
tions and social privileges that came with calling one’s self “Cherokee” or 
“white.” The awful brutality of slavery and the dehumanizing manner in 
which Cherokee and white lawmakers excluded African Americans from 
the legal protections associated with “civilization” reflected the negative 
connotations associated with “blackness.”

But African Americans were not passive in the face of racial oppression; 
they resisted enslavement, demanded freedom and legal equality, and 
questioned the association of “Cherokeeness” or whiteness (and white 
blood in particular) with civilization. For example, when John Thompson, 
whose parents belonged to a Cherokee slave owner, thought about mixed- 
bloods he recalled the outlaw “Cherokee Bill.” According to Thompson, 
Cherokee Bill embodied the ill- bred, corrupt, and vicious nature of all 
mixed- bloods. As Thompson put it, Cherokee Bill was little more than 
“a half- breed Cherokee who was once a notorious outlaw who paid with 
his life on the gallows.”48

The experiences of African Americans in slavery, whether at the hands 
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of Cherokees or whites, meant that black Americans did not look at Cher-
okees or white Americans as models of human evolution or exemplars of 
civilization. In the early nineteenth century, African Americans articulated 
their own views about good breeding and human evolution. Enslaved 
African Americans associated good breeding with the development of 
extended kin and support networks. These relationships helped slaves 
negotiate the brutalities of slave life, while maintaining a sense of their 
own humanity in an inhumane world. The second approach derived from 
the antislavery politics of free African Americans, who interpreted Chris-
tianity, evolutionary ethnology, and antislavery politics as components 
of a larger redemptive strategy for building cohesive African American 
communities. All African Americans, however, appeared to share the 
conviction that civilization and whiteness were by no means synonymous.

On Cherokee plantations, African American slaves cobbled together 
extended networks of blood and fictive- kin relations that were designed 
to protect them from a hostile world. Former slaves recalled not only the 
fear engendered by the overseer’s lash but the violence and disorder of 
Cherokee civilization in general. For example, Chaney Richardson recalled, 
“My master and all the rest of the folks was Cherokees, and they’d been 
killing each other off in the feud ever since long before I was borned.”49 Far 
from the unified, progressive Cherokee nation that mixed- blood leaders 
wanted to represent to the outside world, former slaves remember a life 
of violence and uncertainty among the Cherokees.

Slaves on white- owned plantations recalled experiences that were 
similarly uncertain and often characterized by outright terror. These 
perceptions influenced the way slaves lived and comported themselves 
and go a long way toward explaining why enslaved people valued the 
emotional support of a spouse and family.50 While forming romantic 
attachments and creating bonds of family proved difficult in slavery, it did 
not prevent African Americans from forging such relationships. Indeed, 
the efforts of slaves to cultivate both romantic and family attachments 
can be interpreted as acts of resistance that highlight how slaves pushed 
back against the dehumanizing system of racial slavery.5¹ Frank Adamson 
recalled how he longed for female companionship. Adamson explained 
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that he often found himself obsessed with the opposite sex: “Every he 
thing from a he king down to a bunty rooster gits ’cited ’bout she things. 
I’s lay wake many nights ’bout such things. It’s de nature of a he, to take 
after de she.”5² Another former slave, Walter Long, remembered similar 
feelings. He recalled getting “dat ’culiar feelin’ [in] my foots” after falling 
in love for the first time.5³

While the feelings of infatuation and love are common to all human 
beings, the distinctive characteristics of slave courtship were not. For 
instance, slaves recalled being forced to ask their master for permission to 
visit a nearby plantation, where the object of their affection was enslaved. 
This meant that slave courtships were often brief because couples tried to 
marry before their respective masters ended the affair. Queen Elizabeth 
Bunts, for example, recalled that she had a one- month courtship with her 
future husband, George, before they married.54

Slaves understood that the American legal system did not recognize 
their marriages. Matthew Jarrett remembered bitterly, “We slaves knowed 
that them words wasn’t bindin’. Don’t mean nothin’ lessen you say ‘What 
God done jined, cain’t no man pull asunder.’ But dey never say dat. Jus’ 
say, ‘Now you married.’”55 Nonetheless, marriage ceremonies were held on 
slave plantations.56 Jaspar Battle recalled that he had to ask his master for 
permission to marry. Battle stated, “When a slave wanted to get married 
up with a gal, he didn’t ask the gal, but he went and told master about 
it.”57 The master took this information to the “gal,” and if she agreed to 
the marriage (and it met with the master’s approval), the couple received 
permission to marry. This process varied slightly from plantation to plan-
tation, some men asking the parents of the intended bride for permission 
to marry before going to the master. Significantly, no marriage occurred 
without the owner’s express knowledge and consent.58

Granting permission for slaves to marry was one of the ways that 
masters tried to maintain the obedience of their slaves. Other methods 
of control included slave owners and overseers using sexuality in a more 
oppressive way, forcing slaves into sexual relationships to produce future 
generations of slaves and profits.59 For example, while traveling through 
South Carolina in the 1820s, the travel writer William Faux met a slave 
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owner by the name of Patrick Duncan. Faux claimed that Duncan had 
only ever purchased one slave in his entire life, “a negro wench . . . but, at 
his death, his heirs divided 70 slaves amongst them, all her offspring and 
posterity, during a period of only thirty five years.”60

The idea that certain plantations existed solely to breed slaves remains 
a controversial debate among American historians.6¹ Robert Fogel and 
Stanley Engerman’s influential Time on the Cross (1974) argues that the 
“Systematic breeding [of slaves] for the market” required “interference in 
the normal sexual habits of slaves to maximize fertility through such 
devices as mating women with especially potent men” and “the raising 
of slaves with sale as the main objective.” Fogel and Engerman claim that 
no empirical data for slave breeding existed. They insist that evidence 
for such claims relies on the dubious assertions of “abolitionists, and of 
certain demographic data.”6²

Fogel and Engerman have not been alone in rejecting the slave- breeding 
thesis. Richard Lowe and Randolph Campbell divided the South into 
“buying” and “selling” states, making liberal use of economic jargon (such 
as “regional specialization”), to also refute the idea that slave masters 
interfered with the reproductive behavior of slaves.6³ What all of these 
analyses have in common is a reductive understanding of slave breeding. 
Focusing only on rates of reproduction— an unreliable metric in the 
slave South— and on a simplistic understanding of interference in the 
reproductive sexual lives of slaves, the deniers of slave- breeding practices 
insist the evidence for such brutality is absent from the historical record.

Slave breeding was very real. It not only interfered in, and altered, 
the reproductive sexual life of enslaved people, it had broader social and 
cultural consequences for slaves and their descendents. Slave- breeding 
practices not only involved the physical acts of coerced sexual intercourse, 
pregnancy, and birth; they incorporated a broad- ranging culture in which 
enslaved populations were bred to be a tractable workforce, deferential to 
whites, and were exposed to regimes of violence designed to both oppress 
and subordinate enslaved populations to the will of the white master 
class. Just as Lockean or Jeffersonian definitions of good breeding had 
far- reaching implications for a society of rank and order, so slave- breeding 
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regimes sought a system of racial and sexual compliance that always bent 
to the slave masters’ will.64

African American people understood slave- breeding practices to be 
a real factor in shaping slave life. The slave’s perceptions, as much as the 
empirical search for historical “truth,” shaped the realities of life for the 
average slave and influenced how African Americans saw whites and 
American civilization in general. Throughout the nineteenth century, 
former slaves testified that interference with slave sexuality did occur 
and produced slave populations that ranged in color from bluish black 
to “yallow,” or the “ginger cake niggers.”65 For example, one former Ken-
tucky slave informed wpa interviewers that “between Bowling Green and 
Louisville, was a great place for tobacco and flax. They would raise darkies 
there and place them in droves along the road having a rope between 
them like these big cable ropes.”66

Former slaves routinely recalled how slave masters maintained planta-
tions as breeding grounds for compliant slave populations. James Roberts 
remembered that his master kept “fifty or sixty head of women . . . for 
breeding” at all times. Roberts reported that twenty- five children were born 
each year on his plantation. Witnessing the inhumanity of slave breeding 
left Roberts with little respect for white Americans and their civilization. 
He accused the “Anglo- Saxon” of fostering “an unnatural state of things” 
and insisted that “I have seen brother and sister married together, and 
their children, some of them, as white as any person in the world. These 
children, marrying among the whites, their children are white, and these 
have slaves, in their turn, after having been slaves themselves.”67

Memories of slave breeding angered slaves. Israel Massie had no doubt 
that some white men bred slaves. Massie described slave breeders as “dirty 
suckers” and stated bitterly that “I call ’em suckers— feel like saying some-
thing else but I’ll ’spec [respect] ya, honey. Lord, chile, dat wuz common. 
Marsters an’ overseers use to make slaves dat wuz wid deir husbands git 
up, do as day say.”68

Other slaves recalled the deliberate interference of masters in the sexual 
behavior of slaves. For example, Jacob Manson remembered that breeding 
slaves were treated like livestock. Manson stated, “A lot of slave owners 
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had certain strong, healthy slave men to serve the slave women.” Manson 
recalled that slave owners gave one male breeding slave four women to 
impregnate, “and that man better not have nothing to do with the other 
women, and the women better not have nothing to do with other men.”69

Numerous other accounts from former slaves testify to the interference 
of slave masters in the reproductive lives of black men and women. Using 
the language of sexual selection and human evolution, the former slave 
Carl Boyd claimed that slave owners wanted to ensure that “the species 
[slaves] were propagated by selected male negroes.”70 Many male “breeding” 
slaves also doubled as overseers and enjoyed positions of considerable 
influence over other slaves. Such men often had so many offspring that 
it became impossible to keep track of which children they had fathered. 
In fact, slave breeding occasionally worked against the efforts of enslaved 
people to create a sense of family and community harmony. For example, 
Lewis Jones estimated that he had fifty siblings. Jones explained, “It’s 
disaway: my pappy am de breedin’ nigger.”7¹ For men like Jones’s father, 
being a breeding slave provided a distorted sense of masculine power that 
undermined the efforts of slaves to cultivate stable family relationships 
in an unstable world.

Evidence does exist that suggests slave men did on occasion resist the 
master’s instructions to find a wife and produce new generations of slaves. 
John Glasgow, a Georgia slave, was one such man. Glasgow refused to 
follow the directive of his master, Thomas Stevens, to “marry.” Glasgow 
declared himself “free and a British subject” and insisted that he already 
had a wife and family in England. Undeterred, Stevens threatened Glasgow 
with the “cowhide” if he did not find a wife. Under the threat of violence, 
Glasgow courted a “bright, young, coloured girl named Nancy.” However, 
Nancy belonged to John Ward, a slave owner on a nearby plantation. 
Ward, and not Stevens, would therefore profit from any children that 
the relationship produced. Outraged, Stevens again threatened Glasgow 
with the lash and insisted that if “he must have a wife, there was plenty 
of likely yallow gals on the plantation for such as he to choose from.”7²

Former slaves also recalled that slave masters interfered with the sexual 
life of slave women. Rosa Williams, a former Texas slave, remembered 
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being betrothed at the age of sixteen to a male slave by the name of Rufus. 
Rosa and Rufus had one simple instruction to follow: breed. However, 
Williams was unaware of this instruction. She stated that the purpose of 
her marriage to Rufus was revealed to her on the night of their marriage 
when Rufus climbed into her bed and attempted to have sexual inter-
course with her. In protest, Williams asked, “What you means, you fool 
nigger?” According to Williams, her master insisted that she have sexual 
relations with Rufus because “I’s pay big money for you and I’s done 
dat for de cause I wants yous to raise me chilluns.” Scarred emotionally 
and physically by this experience, Williams never married “’cause one 
’sperience am ’nough for dis nigger.”7³

In other instances, former slaves insisted that white men took a more 
hands- on approach to slave breeding, something that also explains the 
absence of accurate statistics on the birth and sale of slaves. For example, 
Rosa Stark, the former slave of Nick Paey, recalled that her master delib-
erately miscalculated the number of slaves he owned so as not to raise 
the suspicions of his wife. However, Stark claimed that Mrs. Paey had a 
very clear idea of her husband’s activities. Stark claimed that “folks use 
to come and see her [Mrs. Paey] and ask how many [slaves] they had and 
her say it was one of them sums in de ’rithmetic dat a body never could 
take a slate and pencil and find out de correct answer to.”74

Enslaved women were generally the most vulnerable to sexual 
exploitation. Former slaves recalled that when a woman was identified 
for breeding purposes she suffered the dual indignities of racism and 
sexism. For example, Savilla Burrell insisted that her master “was de daddy 
of some mulatto chillun. De ’lations wid de mothers of dese chillun is 
what give so much grief to Mistress. De neighbors would talk ’bout it 
and he would sell all dem chillun away from dey mothers to a trader.”75

Such recollections were all too common. Ellen Sinclair, for example, 
remembered that her master, Bill Anderson, and his three sons “make de 
women do what dey want and cose, dey slaves and coutin’ help deyself. 
Some of ’em hab cuts ’cross dey back where dey beat ’em to mek ’em do 
what dey want. He beat ’em wid platted ledder whip. He was jis’ a brute.”76 
Sexual interference of such a brutal nature was utterly dehumanizing to a 
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woman. One former slave captured the inhumanity of sexual exploitation, 
stating, “Women wasn’t anything but cattle.”77

The oral histories of former slaves reveal both the direct and indirect 
ways in which masters interfered with the sexual choices of slaves and 
created a culture designed to breed a subservient slave population. For 
example, Sally Brown testified that slave owners “wanted Niggers to marry 
only amongst them on their place.” Brown added that slave owners had 
scant regard for the emotional bonds forged by slave couples, as slaves 
“were treated in most cases like cattle. A man went about the country 
buying up slaves like buying up cattle and the like, and he was called a 
speculator; then he’d sell them to the highest bidder.”78 Thus slaves believed 
that gaining the master’s consent to marry rested on whether the master 
figured the union would add to his profits in the form of extra laborers 
or would produce vigorous slaves to be sold on the auction block.

The auction block terrified slaves. African Americans recalled that 
slave auctions were a regular part of early nineteenth- century cultural and 
economic life, where “young and able farm men and welldeveloped [sic] 
young girls with fine physiques” were sold for a premium price.79 One 
former slave said of slave auctions that “they would buy a fine girl and 
then a fine man and just put them together like cattle.”80 Former slaves 
thus remembered slave auctions as a site where the biological engineering 
of future generations of slaves began.

Slaves also recalled that on auction day, so- called breeding wenches 
and “fancy girls” had oil lathered over their bodies to make the skin 
glisten, while grease was applied to the mouth “so as to make it appear 
that they are well and hearty.”8¹ Enslaved people detested this process, 
crying, wailing, and moaning in holding cells before being forced onto 
the auction platform. And after the auction— which former slaves likened 
to the sale of cattle or horses— a “Fine Wench, good breeder” was put to 
work immediately, as the new owner “would not stop to marry them [a 
breeding couple].” Indeed, if a woman proved a “good breeder,” the proud 
owner often boasted to his friends about his savvy purchase.8²

The slave master’s interference in the sexual choices of African Ameri-
cans meant that slave families were tenuous at best. Former slaves recalled, 
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“Affections, which are as strong in the African as the European, were to 
be cruelly disregarded; and the iron selfishness generated by the hateful 
‘institution,’ was to be exhibited in its most odious and naked deformity” 
on the auction block.8³ Enslaved people hated masters for interfering in 
their sexual lives and breaking up their families. Slaves therefore con-
demned slave owners for not honoring the “integrity of the[ir] marriages 
or families thus formed.”84

African Americans placed little faith in white institutions and there-
fore turned to each other to cultivate principles of Christian morality, 
economic self- sufficiency, and civilization. “Cullud folks,” former slaves 
recalled, wanted to teach children to read and write, to develop a trade, 
and to imbibe the principles of Christianity. This proved difficult because 
“during slavery it seemed lak yo’ chillun b’long to ev’body but you.”85

Nonetheless, slaves strove to construct tight- knit communities composed 
of blood relatives and nonblood kin relationships. Clayton Holbert, a 
former Tennessee slave, recalled that the determination of slaves to form 
a tight- knit community manifested itself in the layout of slave dwellings. 
Holbert stated that slaves “usually built their houses in a circle so you 
didn’t have to go outdoors hardly to go to the house next to yours.”86 
Such construction was designed to protect fragile family and fictive- kin 
networks. As Lizzie Davis recalled, “De older people was mighty careful 
of de words dey let slips dey lips,” and George Briggs claimed that in the 
face of great odds, “Our darkies tried hard to be obedient to our master 
so dat we might [keep] our pleasant home. Obedience makes it better 
den sacrifice. I rest my mind dar.”87

Given the constant fear of sexual interference, violence, and family 
breakups, slave parents tried particularly hard to instill their children 
with a sense of family loyalty, sexual propriety, and Christian morality. 
Sylvia Durant, a seventy- two- year- old former slave, told wpa interviewers 
in the 1930s that slaves understood the importance of educating children 
from a young age. Durant stated,

Honey, pa always say dat you couldn’ expect no more from a child den 
you puts in dey raisin. Pa say, “Sylvia, raise up your chillun in de right 
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way en dey’ll smile on you in your old age.” Honey, I don’ see what 
dese people gwine expect dey chillun to turn out to be nohow dese 
days cause dey ain’ got no raisin en dey ain’ got no manners. I say, I 
got a feelin’ fo de chillun cause dey parents ain’ stay home enough of 
time to learn dem nothing en dey ain’ been know no better. . . . Yes, 
child, we all had to be obedient to our parents in dat day en time. I 
always was sub- obedient myself en I never had no trouble nowhe’.88

Durant’s father recognized that a slave environment had the potential to 
produce ill- bred children. Like other former slave parents, Durant’s father 
therefore attempted to teach his children the importance of a proper sense 
of morality and decency.89 Perhaps Minnie Folkes said it best when she 
recalled her mother’s warning: “Don’t let nobody bother yo’ principle.”90

African American political leaders shared Folkes’s concern about per-
sonal morality. Maintaining a sense of personal morality helped individuals 
restore a sense of humanity and dignity in a world in which African 
Americans were so often dehumanized by the brutalities of racial slav-
ery. During the first anniversary celebrations of the African Society for 
Mutual Relief in 1809, members proclaimed their determination to have 
the humanity of African American people recognized in both American 
law and culture. In one parade, with “handsome silk banners” held aloft 
by well- dressed black men, the members of the African Society asked 
onlookers, “Am I not a man and brother?”9¹

Such demonstrations typified African American political protest during 
the early nineteenth century. African American leaders, who were deter-
mined to see slavery abolished, expressed their call for political and legal 
equality by drawing from the masculine rhetoric common to nineteenth- 
century politics. Masculine and patriarchal rhetoric was also important to 
ethnological notions of monogenesis and theories of human evolution, as 
black leaders such as Frederick Douglass demonstrated in their refusal to 
associate whiteness with civilization. However, African American leaders 
did not simply mimic the ideas and rhetoric of white ethnologists and 
abolitionists, they interpreted evolutionary theories and abolitionist pol-
itics in ways that demanded an immediate end to racial slavery, and they 
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emphasized the ability of black people to cultivate the highest forms of 
civilized life if given the opportunity.9²

The members of the Negro Convention Movement articulated the 
dominant ethnological and political views of early nineteenth- century 
black elites. For example, William Whipper, Alfred Niger, and Augustus 
Price, all prominent members of the movement, highlight how Afri-
can American leaders challenged the white supremacist assumptions of 
nineteenth- century racial science, specifically the “science” of phrenol-
ogy. The advocates of phrenology, such as Josiah Nott, George Gliddon, 
and many lesser- known members of the American School of Ethnology, 
claimed that African American cranial measurements proved that black 
people had an inferior intellectual capacity relative to whites.9³ Whipper, 
Niger, and Price argued that intellect and character could not be deter-
mined by arbitrarily measuring human skulls or observing differences 
in skin color. Echoing the sentiments of most African American leaders, 
the three men insisted that the study of history and science proved that 
“the general assertion that superiority of the mind is the natural offspring 
of a fair complexion, arrays itself against the experience of the past and 
present age, and both natural and physiological science.”94

To counter phrenological assumptions about black laziness, stupid-
ity, and ill- discipline, the leaders of the Negro Convention Movement 
encouraged African Americans to engage in activities like commercial 
agriculture. By successfully engaging in commercial farming, black men 
would dispel the racist stereotypes that phrenology and other racist the-
ories fostered while proving to all Americans that African American 
men had the capacity to become economically self- sufficient, support 
a family, and develop a strong “moral, mental, and physical culture” for 
future generations to inherit.

In 1847 delegates from the Negro Convention Movement’s Committee 
on Commerce made just such an argument when they urged black people 
to embrace commercial activity. The committee argued that “commerce 
[is] the great lever by which modern Europe has been elevated from a state 
of barbarism and social degradation, whose parallel is only to be found 
in the present condition of the African race.” African Americans, like the 



fig. 5. Portrait of Frederick Douglass, the leading African American spokesperson 
for the abolition of slavery. Courtesy of the Library of Congress, Washington dc, 
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underdeveloped races of Europe before them, represented an evolving 
race. African American leaders insisted that far from remaining fixed in 
an unchanging savagism, the people they represented were evolving.95

By far the most articulate early nineteenth- century exponent of black 
abolitionism and evolutionary ethnology was Fredrick Douglass. Born 
into slavery around 1817, Douglass escaped from enslavement in 1838. 
As a free man, Douglass embarked on a career as a public spokesperson 
for the uplift of African American people and the worldwide abolition 
of slavery. Douglass’s strident abolition politics emphasized the moral 
hypocrisy of the United States, a nation whose leaders and institutions 
prized democracy and freedom but enslaved millions of African Americans. 
Douglass therefore criticized slavery as an affront to American values.96 In 
Douglass’s words, American history was not a glorious tale of universal 
freedom and social progress but a tragic story in which “every page [of 
American history] is red with the blood of the American slave.”97

Historians have analyzed Douglass’s ethnological and political beliefs 
in great detail. For example, Waldo Martin observes that Douglass’s eth-
nology was buttressed by his unwavering belief in monogenesis, the 
idea that all races of humanity sprang from a single origin. This theory 
squared with biblical accounts of a single creation and provided Douglass 
with the intellectual foundation for his antislavery politics. If, as Doug-
lass regularly argued, African Americans belonged to a single humanity 
with whites, then to keep black people enslaved or to deny them equal 
protection before the law contradicted both Christian teachings and lib-
eral political guarantees of equality before the law. As Martin maintains, 
Douglass espoused “an egalitarian humanism” that rested on his belief 
in a single divine creation and the capacity of human beings to adapt to 
their environment.98

Early in his career as a spokesperson for the abolition of slavery, Doug-
lass repeatedly emphasized his belief in the common humanity of all 
humankind. He felt insecure, however, in his lack of formal education and 
doubted his ability to effectively articulate ideas that countered proslavery 
arguments and racist theories about African American skin color, head 
shape, intelligence, and capacity for mental improvement.99 Douglass 
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overcame his lack of formal education by reading widely, grappling with 
the arguments of authors such as James Cowles Prichard. As Douglass’s 
speeches and writings developed his ethnological views became more 
sophisticated. His insights echoed Prichardian evolutionary thought, 
an ethnological perspective that became more tightly woven into his 
abolitionist politics and his theories of racial uplift.¹00

In his most famous work, My Bondage and My Freedom (1855), Douglass 
acknowledged his intellectual debt to Prichard. He wrote of how one of 
the images in Prichard’s Natural History of Man resembled his mother. 
This prefaced Douglass’s description of his mother as “tall, and finely 
proportioned; of deep black, glossy complexion; had regular features, and, 
among the other slaves, was remarkably sedate in her manners. There is 
in Prichard’s Natural History of Man, the head of a figure— on page 157— 
the features which so resemble those of my mother, that I often recur to 
something of the feeling which I suppose others experience when looking 
upon the pictures of dear departed ones.”¹0¹

Douglass’s reminiscence may have been tinged with “racial ambiva-
lence,” as one historian argues, but his reference to this image in Prichard’s 
Natural History can also be viewed from a different perspective. It can 
be read as an acknowledgment that Douglass’s personal studies of racial 
formation convinced him of the efficacy of monogenesis and the capacity 
of all humans for social, cultural, and moral progress.

Douglass’s description of his mother’s moral characteristics also reflected 
his belief that all human beings possessed the capacity for intellectual 
refinement. All humankind could become “sedate” in their “manners” if 
they cultivated such characteristics over time. However, where Prichard 
ascribed moral improvement to progressively lighter- skinned people, 
Douglass saw in his mother how even individuals with a “deep black, 
glossy complexion” were capable of ascending to great heights of personal 
accomplishment and decorum.¹0²

Douglass interpreted Prichard’s evolutionary ethnology through the lens 
of his own harrowing experiences in slavery. These experiences, recounted 
in Douglass’s three memoirs, inspired his call for the abolition of slavery 
and the extension of legal equality for all African Americans. Douglass 
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expressed this message in uncompromising terms, especially early in 
his career when he came under the political influence of the American 
abolitionist William Lloyd Garrison. As the nineteenth century unfolded, 
Douglass’s abolitionism became less that of a radical reformer and more 
attuned to the realities of nineteenth- century politics.¹0³

In addition to the refinement in Douglass’s approach to political activ-
ism, his monogenetic ethnology also grew in sophistication. Douglass 
increasingly differentiated his ethnography from Prichard’s by insisting 
that people of color— not just progressively whiter people— possessed the 
capacity for civilized forms of social and political life. Douglass insisted 
that improvements in the level of African American civilization did not 
necessarily mean that black skin would be blanched white. For proof of 
this Douglass turned to ancient Egypt, an example, in his mind, of how 
African Americans were capable of building grand civilizations. Building 
on Prichard’s insights, Douglass believed that all humankind possessed the 
innate capacity for mental improvement; only slavery, and the bankrupt 
culture of violence, prejudice, and inequality that it bred, prevented African 
Americans from proving that “independence belongs to our nature, in 
common with all mankind . . . [and that colored Americans can] ascend 
to the loftiest elevations of the human mind.”¹04

Douglass’s antebellum arguments that the lighter- skinned peoples 
of Egyptian history proved that people of color possessed the capacity 
to cultivate and maintain civilizations did not mean, as the example did 
for Prichard, that civilization and white skin were synonymous. This 
reflected Douglass’s implicit criticism of ethnology’s Eurocentrism.¹05 
Indeed, Douglass emphasized the importance of undermining all forms of 
racism by fighting to abolish slavery and introducing African Americans 
to civilized educational institutions and the ethos of free labor. Under 
these latter conditions, African Americans would not change color but 
cultivate and improve their mental skills and economic security.

At the “Free College for colored children in Central New York” Doug-
lass found evidence to support his theory. On May 11, 1849, he told readers 
of the North Star, “I found boys twelve, answering correctly questions 
in geography, astronomy, arithmetic and grammar, which I could not 
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answer.”¹06 Douglass rejoiced “that such colored lads are on their road 
to manhood,” a much coveted status that slavery so brutally denied and 
that was the prerequisite for political participation in nineteenth- century 
America. Douglass used his newspapers to encourage integrated education 
where “no complexional distinctions” would be made and where whites 
could be disavowed of their racial prejudices through their exposure to 
accomplished black students.¹07 Douglass thus espoused integration, but 
not at the expense of African American subjectivity and humanity or by 
blanching black skin white through multiple generations of interracial 
marriage and reproduction. This is an important chronological distinction 
in the development of Douglass’s ethnology, as it distinguishes his pre– 
Civil War ideas about race mixing from his postwar thoughts and actions.

During the 1850s and early 1860s, Douglass insisted that equal politi-
cal and civil rights must be extended to African Americans. In 1863, for 
example, Douglass demanded, “I am content with nothing for the black 
man short of equal and exact justice.”¹08 Douglass wanted for black Amer-
icans their “full and complete adoption into the great national family of 
America.”¹09 This did not mean, as white Americans often interpreted such 
statements, that Douglass espoused biological amalgamation between 
blacks and whites. In the years prior to the Civil War, Douglass issued 
no public statement that explicitly referred to interracial marriage as a 
hallmark of African American progress, much less a solution to racial 
tensions.

Douglass’s political rhetoric during the 1850s and early 1860s emphasized 
legal equality and “justice” for African Americans, while his ethnologi-
cal statements underscored his belief that “the great national family of 
America” was descended from a single human origin.¹¹0 In an 1861 lecture 
entitled “The Races,” Douglass tied his abolitionist politics to his ethno-
logical beliefs on monogenesis. Reiterating his faith in the “unity of the 
races of men,” Douglass claimed that only “the enemies of freedom” denied 
the truth of monogenesis.¹¹¹ Douglass stated that while the “Negro and 
the Anglo Saxon are singularly opposite in physical characteristics,” they 
remained members of “the same species.”¹¹² Reflecting his respect for the 
subjectivity of all humankind, Douglass argued that “external wisdom 
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alone was sufficient to produce likeness without destroying individuality, 
and difference without producing confusion.”¹¹³ Douglass, like Prichard, 
believed that blacks and whites descended from a common ancestry and 
were equally capable of advancing to higher levels of civilization. However, 
in Douglass’s mind differences in skin color did not compromise this 
process. Only after the Civil War did Douglass add to his belief in mono-
genesis and human progress by publicly proclaiming miscegenation as 
the “only solid and final solution” to the elimination of racial tensions.¹¹4

Douglass’s definitive ethnological statement during the early nineteenth 
century came in a commencement speech at Western Reserve College in 
1854.¹¹5 He worried about the intellectual inadequacies of the speech as 
a scholarly argument.¹¹6 Douglass need not have worried, as his lecture 
was a forceful argument in which he reasserted his belief in the divine 
unity and common origin of all humankind. “The people of Africa con-
stitute one great branch of the human family,” he argued.¹¹7 He expanded 
on this argument by expressing his faith in the maternal inheritance of 
intelligence. This was a politically calibrated assertion as much as it was 
ethnological speculation, as Douglass argued that to ignore “one’s negro 
blood” was to neglect the basis for the intelligence of mixed- race African 
Americans. Such people should not be seen as an anomalous branch of 
the African American family but as part of one human race.¹¹8

Douglass had obvious political, as well as very personal, reasons for 
making this claim. On the one hand, he engaged in a form of romantic 
racialism, asserting the humanity of his own mixed- race identity through 
the unique gift of black maternal intelligence. On the other hand, he 
rejected completely the system in which he was conceived— his father was 
reportedly a white slave owner— and the racial theories used to rationalize 
African American enslavement and all its abuses.¹¹9

To reinforce his overarching argument for monogenesis and the poten-
tial for all humans to adapt and improve civilizations, Douglass turned to 
Prichard’s writings, echoing the British ethnologist in his praise for the 
wonders of Egyptian civilization. Prichard had claimed that the ancient 
“Egyptians were a dark- coloured people, and at the same time . . . great 
varieties existed among them.”¹²0 Douglass no doubt read these words in 
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Prichard’s Natural History of Man and drew optimistic parallels between 
the ancient Egyptians and nineteenth- century African Americans. To 
Douglass, the civilization of ancient Egypt proved the developmental 
potential of a mixed- race society containing people “of a chocolate color.”¹²¹

In choosing ancient Egypt as an example of a great African civilization, 
Douglass wanted to make clear that he was not asserting that “the ancient 
Egyptians were Negroes.” In true Prichardian fashion, Douglass instead 
claimed that “it may safely be affirmed, that a strong affinity and a direct 
relationship may be claimed by the Negro race, to that grandest of all 
nations of antiquity, the builders of the pyramids.”¹²² This was 
the closest Douglass came to an pre– Civil War statement that celebrated 
the benefits of racial intermixture. Stopping short of explicitly endorsing 
interracial marriage, Douglass’s emphasis on ancient Egypt as a racially 
and ethnically mixed society was designed to challenge American racists 
who asserted that mixed- race people lacked the capacity to reproduce or 
to support a thriving civilization.

Douglass drew on ancient Egypt because it provided the most dra-
matic historical example of a prosperous, yet racially mixed, civilization. 
He thus related his tale of Egyptian civilization and human progress 
to nineteenth- century America. Douglass, like Prichard and most early 
nineteenth- century ethnologists, used linguistic evidence to insist that 
North and sub- Saharan Africans (and their descendants throughout 
the Atlantic world) descended from a single divine creation. Douglass 
claimed that “one of the most direct and conclusive proofs of the gen-
eral affinity of Northern African nations, with those of West, East and 
South Africa, . . . [is] the general similarity of their language.”¹²³ From 
common origins, Douglass echoed Prichard in his belief that linguistic 
evidence proved that all humans adapted to their environment to pro-
duce physical and cultural changes in human beings. Thus, although 
he rejected the association of civilization with whiteness, by the 1850s 
Douglass’s efforts to counter white supremacist racism demonstrated 
that he was beginning to fashion a more sophisticated understanding 
of the “science” of race mixing.

Historians sometimes criticize Douglass’s ethnology for its emphasis on 
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“Euro- American culture [signifying] the pinnacle of cultural evolution.”¹²4 
Such criticism, however, elides the basic historical truth that Douglass 
was an American schooled in Western intellectual thought. This helps us 
understand the rationale behind Douglass’s political statements, such as 
his repeated opposition to slavery and the colonization of freed African 
Americans to Africa. In this context, it makes sense that Douglass attacked 
his critics by using their language, turning the ideas of white supremacy 
and scientific racism against his enemies.

Rather than weakening his ethnology, Douglass’s appropriation of 
the Eurocentric perspectives of nineteenth- century ethnologists made 
his attacks on white supremacist culture more biting. Inverting the lan-
guage of the American School of Ethnology and proslavery ideologues, 
Douglass forced proslavery and ethnological opponents to respond to his 
critiques. How could they not, when, for instance, Douglass made no racial 
distinction in stating that all humans had the potential to degenerate as 
well as to improve: “A hundred instances might be cited, of whole fam-
ilies who have degenerated, and others who have improved in personal 
appearance, by a change in circumstance.”¹²5 Douglass expressed here no 
craven admiration for European culture; rather, he employed the ethno-
logical language of the West to reaffirm his belief in monogenesis and 
the potential for all races of humankind to rise or fall, adapt or become 
extinct. To Douglass, these were universal truths.

Douglass’s comparative methodology helped him build an attack 
against the “Southern pretenders of science.”¹²6 Controversially, the devel-
opment of Douglass’s ethnology led him to the conclusion that culture, 
particularly Euro- American culture, was inheritable. On this point, the 
historian Waldo Martin has observed that “although Douglass remained 
extremely critical of ethnological racism, he unconsciously undermined 
the effectiveness of his assault against it by failing to attack the assumption 
of Euro- American cultural superiority endemic to the Euro- American 
bias of ethnology.”¹²7

Most early nineteenth- century ethnologists framed their analyses of 
human difference through a Euro- American or Eurocentric lens. Doug-
lass’s comparative ethnology distinguished his work. Indeed, Douglass’s 
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use of a comparative methodology became an intellectual and political 
weapon in his efforts to disprove antiblack racism in America and to 
insist that African Americans were not mired in intergenerational poverty 
and intellectual stasis. If Douglass was a nineteenth- century romantic 
in this respect, he was also a man of the post- Enlightenment world and 
believed, as both Prichard and most African American leaders believed, 
that human progress occurred in stages over several generations. As Doug-
lass saw things, “A man is worked upon by what he works on.”¹²8 One 
need only look to Douglass’s wonderment at the mathematical skills of 
young African American schoolboys for evidence of his conviction in 
this Lamarckian idealism.

Free blacks, particularly in the North, provided the best example of 
Douglass’s faith in human adaptability. Douglass maintained that in 
a civilized social environment, African Americans possessed as much 
potential as European immigrants for improving in intelligence, moral 
character, and civility. The point bears reemphasizing: unlike Prichard, 
Douglass did not simplistically associate whiteness with civilization. 
Instead, his belief in monogenesis led him to conclude that complexion 
played little role in human improvement and civilized accomplishments. 
While flirting with the biological determinism that became associated 
with racial difference during the nineteenth century, as his statements on 
maternal inheritance reflect, Douglass tried to maintain his ethnological 
focus on the intellectual and moral potential of both mixed- race and 
darker- skinned African Americans.

Douglass therefore recognized that in the sexually and racially charged 
atmosphere of American politics in the 1840s, 1850s, and 1860s, white 
Americans sympathetic to the abolitionist cause balked at any suggestion 
of biological amalgamation. He restricted his comments to asserting that 
African Americans had the potential to be as well bred as any other group 
in American society, arguing that the “history of the negro race proves 
them to be wonderfully adapted to all countries, all climates, and all 
conditions.”¹²9 Thus Douglass reflected his intellectual debt not only to 
Prichardian ethnology and abolitionist reformism but to Enlightenment 
notions of good breeding.
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Conclusion

Frederick Douglass framed his ethnology in a global antislavery perspective. 
His scholarship and political activism sought to highlight the brutalities 
experienced by millions of African Americans in the settler colonial 
context of nineteenth- century America. While Native Americans, such 
as the Cherokees, suffered the heartache of dispossession and removal, 
African Americans endured the violence of American slavery, an inability 
to acquire land, and social ostracism in both white America and Indian 
country. For Douglass, emancipating the world’s enslaved people was 
essential to providing a path for blacks to enjoy the legal and political 
equalities necessary for individuals to cultivate their moral character and 
contribute to the advancement of civilization. On this point Douglass 
insisted that the “blow we strike [against slavery] is not merely to free 
a country or continent— but the whole world from slavery— for when 
slavery fails here— it will fall everywhere.”¹³0 This struggle transcended 
the continental boundaries of antebellum America, even reaching the 
shores of British colonial Australia.

During the 1830s and 1840s, missionaries argued that Australian Aborig-
ines could not be Christianized until they were civilized. This belief led 
to the forcible removal and confinement of indigenous communities 
on isolated missions. American missionaries held similar views about 
Native Americans, although most white Americans excluded African 
Americans from the belief that civilization and Christianization prepared 
black people for joining “white” civilization.¹³¹ As the historian Winthrop 
Jordan observed many decades ago, the continued enslavement of African 
Americans rested on the belief that “social stability always depended upon 
maintenance of rigid distinctions between [blacks and whites, and] . . . 
the equality of souls with the inequality of persons.”¹³²

This proved not to be the case in colonial Australia. In the antipodes, 
colonial missionaries dismissed physical similarities between indigenous 
Australians and people of African descent as incidental to missionary 
reforms, arguing that the civilization and Christianization of Aboriginal 
people were both possible and necessary to ensure social stability in 
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Australia colonial society. As Graham Hunter, the commissioner for Crown 
lands, argued in 1845, “Without civilization, we cannot look forward to 
advancement.”¹³³ The most impressive graduates of Aboriginal missions 
were to be pressed into domestic labor for the colonial elites and urged 
to become exemplars of British civility for “Myall,” or tribal, Aborigines. 
Thus, if Australian Aboriginal leaders of the early nineteenth century 
wanted to convince white colonists of their capacity for civilization, they 
had to overcome obstacles similar— but by no means identical— to those 
confronted by African American leaders during the nineteenth century.
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the transnational debate about the origins of humankind, 
evolution, and the association of whiteness with civilization played an 
extremely important role in shaping race relations in early colonial Aus-
tralia. As we have noted, white settlers, colonial officials, and missionaries 
generally considered the Aborigines to be the most savage and degraded 
members of the “Negroid” race.¹ Aboriginal people, listening to the words 
of colonial officials, settlers, and self- righteous missionaries, developed their 
own understanding of the legal, social, and cultural dimensions of settler 
colonial civilization. Between the 1780s and 1850s, colonial encounters 
between the British and Aboriginal peoples resulted in the development 
of new Aboriginal definitions of civilization that were not predicated on 
whiteness. Charles Never, a mission- educated Aboriginal man, stated the 
Aboriginal position on civilization and whiteness best when he claimed, 
“I like to be a gentleman. Black gentleman as good as white.”²

In the United States, debate over human evolution, racial theory, and 
the territorial expansion of American civilization divided the Cherokees 
but generally united African American leaders in their quest to abolish 
slavery and demand equal political and legal rights. In Australia, Aborigines 
encountered British settler colonialism in the form of land- hungry settlers 
and squatters; they also engaged with missionaries who were determined 
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to assimilate Aboriginal people to colonial civilization by teaching them 
the importance of a Christian life and a disciplined work routine and 
encouraging Aboriginal women to marry, preferably with white men.

The following analysis charts the processes of settler colonial expansion 
and the development of racial ideologies among settlers and missionaries 
between the 1780s and 1850s. Focusing on Australia’s rapidly expanding 
southeastern frontier of settlement, a region that witnessed the often- 
violent dispossession of Aboriginal peoples, this period in Australian 
history bore witness to settlers, squatters, and pastoralists trying to either 
remove indigenous people from the land or coerce Aborigines into field 
and domestic labor, while missionaries endeavored to inculcate their 
version of civilization into the hearts and minds of Aboriginal people.

It’s important to remember, however, that the structures that made 
settler colonialism possible and the events that facilitated its expansion 
did not happen in a historical vacuum; they occurred in contact with 
Aboriginal Australians, peoples with their own history and social structures. 
Aboriginal people were not simply eliminated from the settler colonial 
landscape of early nineteenth- century Australia; they asserted their own 
definitions of civilization, race, and gender. It’s therefore critical not to 
lose sight of Aboriginal epistemologies, as they tell us much about the 
development of an Aboriginal political identity in the context of British 
settler colonialism and highlight both the similarities and differences in 
subaltern responses to settler colonial civilization in Australia and the 
United States.

The Aborigines of New South Wales

The focus of colonial officials, settlers, and missionaries during the late 
eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries was overwhelmingly on the 
expanding colonial frontiers of southeastern Australia and Van Diemen’s 
Land. In what are today the states of New South Wales, Victoria, South 
Australia, the southern portion of Queensland, and Tasmania, these vast 
tracts of land absorbed the largest share of British immigrants, bore wit-
ness to often violent cultural and sexual encounters between Aboriginal 
Australians and settlers, and constituted the focal point of missionary 
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activity.³ Unlike the American Board’s sustained and systematic activity 
among Native Americans in the southeastern United States, missionary 
work in colonial Australia was fragmented and geographically uneven.

That said, missionaries in colonial Australia employed three approaches 
to mediating colonial encounters and extending the perceived cultural 
and biological advantages of whiteness among Aboriginal people. The 
first involved the missionary Lancelot Threlkeld. Threlkeld received a land 
grant to establish a mission among the Awabakal people in the Hunter 
Valley of New South Wales, approximately 125 kilometers north of Sydney. 
The second approach saw members of the Church Missionary Society 
establish a mission among the Wiradjuri at Wellington Valley, in central 
New South Wales. Finally, in Van Diemen’s Land (renamed Tasmania 
in 1856) and the District of Port Phillip (which became the colony of 
Victoria), colonial officials appointed George Augustus Robertson to the 
position of chief protector of Aborigines in the hope of bringing British 
civilization to the southernmost nations of Aboriginal peoples.

In January 1788 the population of indigenous Australians comprised 
over five hundred linguistic groups and approximately three hundred 
thousand people, far outnumbering the 1,486 convicts and crew of the 
First Fleet. Britain’s Colonial Office instructed military officials to live 
in “amity and kindness” with Australia’s natives. These instructions 
were buttressed by the way in which colonial officials and missionaries 
viewed Aboriginal Australians as members of “nations,” not tribes. This 
position derived from interpretations of the book of Genesis and was 
especially common to early nineteenth- century ethnology and missionary 
work. For example, James Cowles Prichard wrote of “Indo- European 
nations” and “aboriginal nations.”4 Similarly, Governor Lachlan Mac-
quarie informed the Earl of Liverpool in 1812 that “the Natives of this 
Territory are to be treated in every respect as Europeans.”5 This mentality, 
if not actual legal equality, was important to humanitarian members 
of the Colonial Office, as it was to missionaries. Indeed, missionaries 
took such views a step further, believing that the ethnological and 
phrenological theories of evolution and education could be applied 
to the people of Aboriginal nations and their children, grandchildren, 
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and great- grandchildren could be assimilated to the colonial societies 
being forged in British Australia.

Governor Macquarie developed the first government- sponsored attempt 
to “elevate” Aboriginal children to British standards of civilization when 
he established the institute for Aboriginal education at Parramatta in 1814. 
The Native Institute, the first of its kind in Australia, operated between 
1814 and 1825. It was established to “pave the way for the Civilization of 
a large portion of the Aborigines of this country.”6 The Native Institute 
failed, however, despite attempts to revive it by moving it to “Black Town” 
in 1823. Like its Parramatta predecessor, the “Black Town” mission proved 
unable to attract Aboriginal pupils. Those children who did attend the 
institute invariably absconded and returned to their Aboriginal families.7

For Macquarie, the failure of the Native Institute was a blow to his 
broader efforts to bring “Religion and good Order” to all of New South 
Wales’s inhabitants. Macquarie’s disappointment was informed by the 
belief that an improvement in the moral tenor of the colony was desper-
ately needed— a view shared by leading clergymen and missionaries like 
Samuel Marsden and Robert Cartwright. Settlers of good character— or 
“good breeding,” to use Lockean language— were needed to encourage 
marriage, prevent the spread of venereal disease, dilute the “convict stain,” 
reduce the number of “illegitimate children in the colony,” and bring 
about conciliation between British colonists and the Aboriginal nations.8

Conflict between settlers and Aboriginal people both contextualized 
missionary efforts and inhibited the likelihood of missionary success. 
A steady stream of “despatches” from New South Wales to the Colonial 
Office in London reminded officials that rapid colonial expansion brought 
settlers of questionable character into contact with “Native Blacks,” a fact 
of colonial life that made living in “amity and kindness” a particularly 
difficult task.

Violence and bloodshed thus stained the colonial landscape. Settlers 
and squatters characterized this violence as examples of Aboriginal sav-
agery and portrayed themselves as victims of murder, crime, and the 
dispossession of property. Aborigines were routinely described as the 
“most stupid insensible set of beings” and “Outlaws and Murderers,” 
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prompting calls from settlers and squatters to enact vigilante justice and 
“to see the Niggers run.”9 Articulating this sense that frontier settlers 
and squatters were under siege from marauding parties of Aboriginal 
warriors, Dr. Robert Townson informed officials in London in 1809 that 
the “natives during the harvest frequently commit great depredations.” In 
protecting British life and property, Townson observed that “death may 
ensue” to the Aborigines.¹0

Such reports alarmed missionaries, who viewed racial violence as sym-
bolic of a larger problem of lawlessness in early New South Wales. In its 
annual report, the Aborigines’ Protection Society informed its readers in 
1841 that the “Sydney papers continue to be filled with accounts of the 
mutual atrocities committed and suffered by stock- keepers, shepherds, and 
natives.”¹¹ Indeed, Sydney was a “sodom of the South Seas,” a disorderly 
place with a questionable future.

How could settler colonial civilization, much less a homogeneous, 
well- bred white civilization, take root in such an environment? Colonial 
officials who imbibed the humanitarian zeal of the era and their mis-
sionary allies believed that they had a moral responsibility to protect 
Aboriginal people from frontier violence and to introduce indigenous 
people to Christianity and civilization. Missionaries worried especially 
about the inability (or outright refusal) of Aboriginal people to speak 
English, practice Christianity, live in permanent homes, or wear European 
clothes. But what truly troubled missionaries— and colonial officials, 
scholars, settlers, and convicts, for that matter— was the apparent fact 
that the Aborigines were black.

The physical appearance and cultural practices of Aboriginal people 
presented a puzzling “problem” to European and American racial experts 
and missionaries. As we have seen, late eighteenth-  and early nineteenth- 
century Europeans and Americans generally classified the Aborigines 
as a “Negro” race. Classifying the Aborigines in this way had profound 
implications for missionary and governmental reform efforts among 
Aboriginal people. In general, “Negro” races were not considered assim-
ilable to European cultural ideals and biological form. Robert Jameson, 
professor of natural history at the University of Edinburgh, expressed this 
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view when he argued that missionaries could only ever hope to “tame 
and subdue,” but never assimilate, the “Australian savage.”¹²

In the context of Australian frontier violence, colonial officials and 
missionaries believed that the opinions of men like Jameson were inad-
equate. Colonial officials and missionaries instead attempted to apply 
the evolutionary ethnology of James Cowles Prichard and draw upon 
the principles of phrenology to develop a truly progressive system of 
colonial education that would benefit both blacks and whites. Unlike 
the enslavement of African Americans and the push to remove Native 
Americans in eastern North America to the trans- Mississippi West, the 
permanent separation of the races was not deemed the most effective way 
of engaging with Aboriginal Australians.

But could the Aborigines, an allegedly “Negroid” race, be induced 
to advance through the stages of human development and civilization? 
The American ethnologist Horatio Hale provided one important per-
spective on this question. Prior to the emergence of Indo- Aryan theories 
of Aboriginal descent after the 1850s, Hale traveled to Australia with the 
U.S. Exploring Expedition (1838– 42). Hale brought his own ethnological 
ideas about racial formation to the question of the Australian Aborigines’ 
place in nature. He traveled to the Hunter Valley, where he observed the 
Awabakal at Lancelot Threlkeld’s Lake Macquarie mission. Hale described 
the Awabakal as of a “middle height,” “with a skull of unusual thickness,” 
and added that their “colour is a dark chocolate or redish- brown, like that 
of the Guinea negro, but varying in shades so much that individuals of 
pure blood are sometimes as light- coloured as mulattoes.”¹³ In the Awa-
bakal (and the Aborigines he observed around Sydney) Hale believed 
he had found the lowest race of humans on the planet. He wrote, “The 
impression produced on the mind of a stranger, by an intercourse with the 
aborigines, in their natural state, is that of great mental obtuseness,— in 
plain terms, an almost brutal stupidity. . . . Their reasoning powers seem 
to be very imperfectly developed.”¹4 The map of the world’s human races 
now had its lowest link.

Missionaries and colonial officials believed that it would not be easy 
to disavow Hunter Valley Aborigines of traditional cultural and social 



Missionaries, Settlers, and Aborigines | 193

practices, nor, according to some European observers, to cleanse them of 
their “Negro” blood. According to Dr. Alexander Nisbet, the Aborigines’ 
“love of change, which forms so strong a feature in their character will 
ever prevent them acquiring as many wants as to become dependent on 
the European without which no certain reliance can be placed.”¹5 The 
editor of the Hunter River Gazette, echoing colony- wide racial anxieties, 
claimed in 1842 that the local Awabakal threatened the establishment of 
settler civilization because of their “drunken gaiety and savage quarrel-
ling” and “wild disorders and indecencies.”¹6 However, as Horatio Hale’s 
speculation hinted, the Awabakal composed part of the lowest link in 
the human chain, not a different species of humanity entirely. Therefore, 
Prichard’s evolutionary theory and the educational implications of reform 
phrenology might be applied to elevate Australia’s “aboriginal nations” 
to white standards of civilization.¹7

Lancelot Threlkeld, a former actor, was one man who believed that 
the Aborigines were capable of assimilating to white standards of civili-
zation.¹8 Threlkeld was born in Southwark, London, in 1788. Like many 
members of the American Board of Commissioners for Foreign Missions 
in North America, Threlkeld was a Congregationalist minister; he was 
also a member of the London Missionary Society (lms). In 1826 he 
founded an lms mission among the Awabakal at Lake Macquarie. Bitter 
disputes over financial matters stymied Threlkeld’s missionary efforts and 
led the intensely focused missionary to split with the lms and request 
a grant of land from colonial officials. Threlkeld wanted to establish 
his own mission, free from the institutional restraints of the lms. He 
received his land grant and in 1828 began work among the Awabakal at 
the Ebenezer mission.¹9

Threlkeld wrote that the aim of his work in Australia was to “open 
their [Aborigines’] eyes and to turn them from darkness to light and 
from the power of Satan unto God, that they may receive forgiveness 
of sins and inheritance among them which are sanctified by faith.”²0 
Historians typically focus on Threlkeld’s work on Aboriginal vocabu-
laries, but his larger objectives reflect the broader missionary goal of 
cleansing indigenous peoples of traditional sexual and social habits and 
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prescribing Christian civilization. In this sense, Threlkeld’s objectives 
mirrored those of Kingsbury and other missionaries among the Cher-
okees in America’s South.

The Australian Aborigines, though, presented Threlkeld with a unique 
racial challenge. For instance, Threlkeld described the Aborigines as “quite 
black” and emphasized the popular perception that Aboriginal men sold 
indigenous women into prostitution with white men. He argued that 
these relationships produced a growing number of illegitimate “half- 
caste” babies. To Threlkeld and other British missionaries, the mixed- race 
population of Australia was indicative of the loose sexual practices forced 
upon native women by both indigenous and white men.²¹ Threlkeld wrote 
of Aboriginal wives, “In general, the wives were what we call degraded, 
though [they] themselves had no idea of such degradation.”²²

Despite the moral malaise that Threlkeld reported, he remained con-
vinced that the Australian Aborigines were capable of rising to British 
standards of Christian morality and civilization. He felt confident that 
knowledge of the gospel would free Aboriginal women from sexual 
degradation and tribal ignorance. Threlkeld’s convictions drew inspira-
tion from a number of British sources in North America. Most notably, 
Threlkeld referred to Sir Walter Raleigh, whom Threlkeld claimed had 
instructed sixteenth- century Englishmen to “judge not by appearances, 
but judge righteous judgment” when assessing Native Americans.²³

Threlkeld believed that he must expand on Raleigh’s maxim. He argued 
that “it is the gospel alone which raises woman, not only in her own 
estimation, but in that of the other sex, to her proper sphere.”²4 Just as 
missionaries in the United States introduced the Cherokees to the gospel 
and induced them to enter monogamous Western- style marriages, so 
also did Threlkeld insist that the Australian Aborigines were capable of 
transforming from their “savage” social practices to a more civilized way 
of life if they embraced a settled lifestyle and Christian morality.

Threlkeld worked among the Awabakal until 1841, when he abandoned 
his mission for the last time. The closure of the Ebenezer mission was 
reflective of the financial difficulties encountered by early nineteenth- 
century missionaries and of the suspiciousness that Aboriginal peoples 
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held for missionary workers. To the west of Threlkeld’s Lake Macquarie 
mission, the members of the Wellington Valley mission, the first and 
largest of the Church Missionary Society’s missions in early colonial 
Australia, experienced frustrations that mirrored those of Threlkeld at the 
Lake Macquarie mission. According to one eyewitness, the “missionaries 
[at Wellington Valley] are generally disliked among the blacks, but from 
what cause I cannot tell.”²5

The Wellington Valley mission operated among the Wiradjuri in cen-
tral New South Wales between 1832 and 1844.²6 During its brief existence, 
the mission was in a constant state of turmoil because of a shortage of 
funds, personal indiscretions, and disagreements over Aboriginal policy.²7 
Moreover, the missionaries never successfully implemented their plan 
to influence Aboriginal marriage practices and sexual choices in order 
to expedite their absorption in white Australia. This failure reflected the 
determination of indigenous Australians to maintain a sense of personal 
autonomy and to control their own sexual and social choices.

The goal of the Wellington Valley missionaries was to segregate the 
Wiradjuri from the more pernicious aspects of British frontier life and 
gradually induce indigenous people (particularly children) to live a settled 
life, engage in employment that was useful to settlers, and channel sexual 
energy into a monogamous marriage. Buttressing missionary efforts to 
help the Wiradjuri evolve to white standards of civilization (standards, 
missionaries claimed, that white men throughout Australia’s frontier had 
trouble adhering to) was the belief that mission- educated Aborigines must 
also be segregated from the atavistic qualities of tribal life.

Initially, Wellington Valley missionaries had high hopes of success. 
For example, the Reverend William Watson reported in 1832– 33 that the 
local Wiradjuri told him of their belief “that the Missionaries had been 
sent by the King of England to teach them the great truths of religion 
and to make them acquainted with the arts of civilization.” According to 
Watson, the Wiradjuri “answered to these things Budgery Budgery (good, 
good).”²8 The evangelical lens through which missionaries interpreted 
interactions of this nature meant that the meaning behind Aboriginal 
responses was either lost in translation or deliberately misrepresented by 
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missionaries, as most were eager to demonstrate their successes and keep 
financial support flowing to the antipodes.

The Wellington Valley mission was located in New South Wales’s 
rapidly expanding pastoral frontier. Situated among the bustling frontier 
towns of Dubbo, Mudgee, and Bathurst (Australia’s oldest inland town), 
cms missionaries at Wellington Valley faced numerous obstacles. The 
most pronounced difficulty they encountered was the hostility settlers 
and squatters displayed toward them. The Reverend William Watson 
wrote that the “white men at different stations, at least some of them, have 
laboured hard to prevent the Blacks and their children from coming to 
me.”²9 Like so many missionaries, Watson claimed that immoral motives 
lay behind the white man’s demonization of missionary work. One of 
Watson’s colleagues, the Reverend Richard Taylor, reported that “the 
missionaries have many difficulties to contend with; they are surrounded 
by settlers who live openly in adultery, or with native females, many of 
whom are children bought at the age of eight years.”³0

Missionaries believed that racial violence, the Aboriginal propensity for 
prostitution (which white men exploited), the loose morality of frontier 
life, and the unwillingness of indigenous people to forego their wandering 
way of life hampered efforts to apply evolutionary ethnological theories 
among the Wiradjuri. Watson, for example, expressed particular disgust 
for what he saw as Aboriginal men forcing their women into acts of 
prostitution. According to Watson, “Female prostitution is practiced to 
an extent that finds no parallel in the history of savage Nations.”³¹

If Aboriginal women were not forced into prostitution to serve a white 
male clientele, they were allegedly compelled to accompany an indigenous 
man in “his wanderings or [she] becomes the property of a Native for 
a season or is lent to some white man who perhaps has three or four of 
these young girls from eight to twelve years of age.”³² To missionaries, this 
type of sexual behavior tarnished claims to civilization among white men 
along the southeastern frontier and highlighted the excessive power that 
Aboriginal men wielded over their women. Like so many missionaries, 
Watson lamented, “It is a remarkable circumstance that the Natives have 
no Desire to emulate the white men except in their vices.”³³
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In their fervor to elevate the Wiradjuri in civilization, the cms mission-
aries lost sight of the fact that British colonial expansion had dramatically 
altered life for the indigenous people of the Wellington Valley. The rapidity 
with which life changed for the Wiradjuri was reflected in their constant 
quest for food. Pastoral expansion undermined traditional economic 
activity, migration patterns, and food acquisition practices, prompting the 
Wiradjuri to connect themselves to white settlements and missionaries 
in the hope of acquiring enough food to sustain them. For example, 
the cms missionary J. C. S. Handt wrote in his journal on September 4, 
1832, that “some Blacks with their gins [women] paid us a visit. They got 
their breakfast, and some pipes and tobacco, in return for which they 
threw their spears and womeras.”³4 In one sense, the Wiradjuri calling 
upon missionaries for food demonstrated the lengths that indigenous 
people went to sustain themselves. But such visits also exposed Wiradjuri 
people to the Christian teachings and racial and gendered worldviews 
of missionaries, even if for a brief moment. Aboriginal people either 
ignored missionary teachings and returned to the “bush” after receiving 
their food or sat, listened, and interpreted what missionaries had to say. 
For instance, a mission- educated man named Cochrane scolded a set-
tler for not believing that hell existed. “Why do you believe in heaven,” 
Cochrane asked the man, “why not believe [in] hell: Bible tell about 
both.”³5 For Aborigines who did stop and incorporate the missionaries’ 
Christian teachings, it seemed those lessons should apply to whites as 
well as blacks. Thus Christianity provided some Aboriginal people with 
language that enabled them to highlight the hypocrisy of white settlers 
and raise questions about the association of whiteness with civilization.

In the face of hostile white settlers and squatters and Wiradjuri parents 
who refused to allow missionaries to take their children away from them, 
missionaries did report some successes. For example, while the limits of 
colonial and missionary power were demonstrated in their inability to 
control whom Aboriginal people married, missionaries claimed minor 
victories for what they understood as sexual propriety. Watson, for exam-
ple, reported that because of her Christian education, “[one Aboriginal] 
female . . . has . . . been known repeatedly to refuse the solicitations of 
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white men and has told them as a reason for [her] conduct that God 
would see them and that God who sit down in heaven would be angry.”³6

Officials also celebrated the impact that a missionary education had 
in the employment of Wiradjuri people. In 1845, one year after the Wel-
lington Valley mission closed, the commissioner for Crown lands, W. H. 
Wright, informed the colonial secretary that efforts to educate Aboriginal 
students in a useful occupation had succeeded. Wright claimed, “I was 
informed by more than one person that, during the last sheepshearing, 
they could not have done without the assistance they obtained from the 
Aborigines.”³7

In the United States, American Board missionaries focused much of 
their educational efforts on Native American, and particularly Cherokee, 
“half- breeds.” Once grown to adulthood, these men and women were 
to become the leaders of a more civilized Indian race. In Australia, cms 
missionaries among the Wiradjuri had similar objectives. They publicized 
the civilized advances of Wiradjuri men and women, but they did so 
not to preserve the Wiradjuri as a race but to underline the capacity of 
Aboriginal people to assimilate to colonial civilization.³8

An example of the importance of this assimilative ethos in colonial 
Australia emerged in 1840 when the governor of New South Wales, George 
Gipps, visited the Wellington Valley. During his visit Gipps met George, 
a mission- educated Wiradjuri man. George was a success story. He was 
articulate, well- dressed, and often acquired employment washing sheep. 
George was a revelation to the governor because “he can both read and 
write, and is in every way superior to any other aboriginal native I ever 
saw.” Gipps concluded that George “appeared extremely well dressed, 
and behaved with perfect propriety, so much so, indeed, that but for his 
colour, and his modesty in speaking only when spoken to, he might have 
passed for an ordinary guest.”³9

But George wasn’t “an ordinary guest,” something his dark complexion 
made clear to Gipps. Aboriginal skin color bothered the British, but so 
too did the skin color of the colonists unsettle the Aborigines. Indeed, the 
issue of skin color highlighted how the Wiradjuri, like other Australian 
Aboriginal peoples, refused to associate whiteness with civilization during 
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the early nineteenth century. The depths of Aboriginal resistance to the 
notion that whiteness was a synonym for civilization was associated with 
interracial sexuality, specifically, the emergence of the half- caste babies that 
bothered Threlkeld and most other missionaries. Missionaries tended to see 
half- caste babies as a product of prostitution between indigenous women 
and white men but refused to condone the destruction of offspring borne 
of such unions. For example, missionary Handt upbraided a Wiradjuri 
woman for killing her baby. After lengthy inquiries, Handt claimed that 
the woman’s blind Aboriginal husband had “prostituted” her to a white 
man. Failing to see this case as a tragic example of an Aboriginal couple 
struggling to survive in colonial Australia, Handt concluded that “their 
conduct and conversation [were] worse than they were before” the arrival 
of British settlers.40

Infanticide, however, can also be interpreted as an example of Aboriginal 
women rejecting the often- violent circumstances in which a half- caste 
child was conceived. By destroying a half- caste baby, Aboriginal women 
attempted to maintain some control over their own fertility and family 
formation. The missionary William Watson recalled such an example, 
writing that a Wiradjuri woman laughed at him after being scolded for 
killing her half- caste baby. According to Handt, the Aboriginal woman 
replied that the baby “was not a pretty child.” And to Handt’s astonish-
ment, the woman insisted that in spite of her sin, after her death she was 
going “to heaven, I believe.”4¹

These encounters with missionaries provide insights into how Aborig-
inal women saw whiteness, viewing it as synonymous with neither sexual 
propriety nor civilization. Instead, they often experienced the most brutal 
excesses of white colonial power and rejected this power by using violence 
or by drawing on the very analytical tools that missionaries hoped would 
assimilate Aboriginal peoples to British settler society. The Wiradjuri, 
like other early nineteenth- century Aboriginal nations, interpreted and 
applied the lessons of colonial civilization and Christianity in ways that 
exposed the hypocrisy of British political and cultural ideals and the 
limits of colonial power.

The only written record of Aboriginal views about white people, 
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Christianity, and colonial civilization from the early nineteenth century 
came from the pens of Thomas Bruny (also spelled Brune) and Walter 
George Arthur. Bruny and Arthur authored the Flinders Island Chronicle 
between September 1836 and December 1837. Both authors were the prod-
uct of a mission education and the paternalism of Aboriginal Protector 
George Augustus Robinson. To appreciate the political journalism of 
Bruny and Arthur it is first important to understand the missionary and 
colonial context in which their views were formed. Between 1829 and 1835 
Robinson oversaw the Bruny Island mission, and between 1835 and 1838, 
the Flinders Island mission. These ill- fated ventures in missionary reform 
were ultimately replaced by the equally ineffective system of Aboriginal 
protectorates (1838– 48), which Robinson oversaw as the chief protector 
of the Port Philip Protectorate.4²

Robinson’s missionary work began in Van Diemen’s Land, which 
the British settled as a penal colony in 1804. In its early years, Van Die-
men’s Land was characterized by the brutal discipline of convictism and 

fig. 6. John Skinner Prout, Residence of the Aborigines, Flinders Island, 1846. pic s1748 
loc 921, National Library of Australia, Canberra.
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Aboriginal- settler violence. Despite its unholy beginnings, Van Diemen’s 
Land developed rapidly, with British pastoralism and settlement extending 
into the interior of the island by the 1820s. With colonial expansion came 
a growing number of violent encounters between settlers and Aborigines. 
As was the case on the mainland of southeastern Australia, settlers believed 
that they and their property were under siege from unpredictable natives. 
According to Henry Melville’s History of Van Diemen’s Land (1836), set-
tlers characterized Aboriginal violence as “Guerilla war.” In response, the 
colonial authorities declared martial law in 1828, prompting settlers to 
form “roving search and capture parties,” and ultimately, a “Black Line” of 
soldiers and civilians to sweep across the island, end Aboriginal resistance, 
and clear “the settled districts of the Aborigines.”4³

The “Black Line” failed. As a result, reports of violence continued, 
spurring colonial officials into further action in the hope of reforming 
Aboriginal affairs. Influenced by the evangelistic zeal of the British and 
Foreign Bible Society, among others, in 1829 Lieutenant Governor Arthur 
placed an advertisement in the Hobart Town Gazette that requested the 
services of a man who would spread Christianity and British civiliza-
tion among the Aboriginal people.44 Arthur’s advertisement requested 
a “steady person of good character, who can be well recommended, who 
will take an interest in effecting an intercourse with this important race 
[Van Diemen’s Land Aborigines].”45

George Augustus Robinson was considered the best man for the job. 
Robinson oversaw efforts to segregate the Aborigines from hostile set-
tlers and begin the process of elevating the natives through the stages of 
civilized development by introducing them to Christianity and settled 
patterns of living.

Robinson was born in 1788. In 1823 he fled Britain in debt and arrived 
in Van Diemen’s Land in 1824 with no intention of serving as a missionary. 
Robinson stood 169 centimeters (five foot five and a half inches) and was 
“thick- set” and “partial to brandy and rum.”46 Ever the opportunist, Robin-
son saw Lieutenant Governor Arthur’s advertisement as an opportunity to 
profit from the bloody state of race relations in Van Diemen’s Land. Given 
instructions to Christianize and civilize the Aborigines, Robinson began 
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his missionary work by attempting to induce the Big River Tribe, along 
with other Aboriginal peoples struggling with the spread of colonialism, 
to relocate to the safety of the Bruny Island mission.47

Robinson became instrumental in the early history of child abduction 
in Australia, a practice that American missionaries also saw as integral 
to their efforts to engineer gradual degrees of cultural evolution among 
Native Americans like the Cherokees.48 However, from the beginning 
of the mission in 1829, the Bruny Island establishment faced problems. 
The most pronounced difficulty that Robinson encountered involved the 
regular visits from British and American whalers. According to Robinson, 
these men compromised the Christian objectives of the mission because 
they engaged in sexual intercourse with Aboriginal women.49 When 
Robinson’s mission was moved to Flinders Island in 1835, missionaries 
hoped that such interference would cease. However, judging from the 
“skin eruption[s]” that Robinson complained of, he did not end his own 
sexual dalliances with Aboriginal women.50

Throughout his career as protector of Aborigines in Van Diemen’s Land 
and, after 1838, as chief protector of the Port Phillip District, Robinson 
paid close attention to the sexual health of Aboriginal people. His focus 
on sexuality and the bodies of Aboriginal people was typical of early 
nineteenth- century missionaries; it also reflected how colonial officials 
and missionaries ascribed to the human body their concerns about colo-
nial order, or disorder.5¹ To reform both the human body and the sexual 
practices of indigenous Australians, Robinson contended that it was 
vitally important to take steps toward elevating colonial civilization and 
bringing the entire populace closer to the evolutionary ideal of whiteness 
that Prichard outlined in his ethnological writings.

Robinson’s Aboriginal informants, however, revealed the difficulties 
that missionaries faced in redirecting colonial sexualities toward the civi-
lizing restraints of marriage. For example, Drummernerlooner, known as 
Jumbo, informed Robinson in 1830 that sealers led by one James Munro 
abducted and abused Aboriginal women. Jumbo alleged that the sealers 
“rushed from their fires and took six [females], . . . [and] that the white 
men tie the black women to trees. . . . Then they flog them very much . . . 
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much blood.”5² From the perspective of missionaries and colonial officials, 
settler society, to say nothing of missionary perceptions of Aboriginal 
civilization, was not going to advance to a higher stage of development 
if this type of sadomasochistic sexuality continued in the antipodes.

Reports of sexual violence thus permeated frontier society in Van Die-
men’s Land. Missionaries felt that such violence hampered their efforts to 
encourage Aboriginal people to adopt a settled and Christian life. In 1825, 
for example, a British traveler to Van Diemen’s Land noted that frontier 
violence was often the result of white men sexually exploiting Aboriginal 
women. In this instance, an Aboriginal woman named Jemima told the 
British traveler about the killing of some white men because they “wanted 
to get the women away from his tribe [sic]. . . . That he saw some men 
of his spear the white men and that one of the women belonging to his 
tribe threw a stone upon the head of one of the white men and killed 
him.”5³ These were not acts of random violence but Aboriginal people 
retaliating because white men had breached traditional responsibilities 
associated with indigenous sexual practices. The settler Edward Mayne 
understood this when he informed the commissioner for Crown lands 
in 1844 that white men “kept a number of Gins [Aboriginal women] 
away from their Blackmen and tribe, and was the cause of considerable 
disturbance amongst them.”54

Traditional Aboriginal culture in Van Diemen’s Land revolved around 
kinship systems and the principle of male- female partnership, interdepen-
dence, and reciprocity. Aboriginal society comprised the “domestic unit, 
or hearth group,” the band, and the tribe, which consisted of a number 
of contiguous bands that shared linguistic and cultural affinities. The 
historian Lyndall Ryan explains that the band was exogamous in nature. 
The Aboriginal band was also a flexible social unit, incorporating the 
multiple wives and children of an Aboriginal man into his band.55

The arrival of Europeans gave rise to white male– Aboriginal female 
relationships and mixed- race offspring. Under these new circumstances, 
Aboriginal women and their mixed- race children occupied a precarious 
status in postcontact Aboriginal society. The frequency with which mis-
sionaries reported cases of infanticide of mixed- race children suggests that 
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Aboriginal bands and tribes struggled to assimilate these new, mixed- race 
people. Over the course of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries 
Aboriginal leaders addressed this issue, but in the early nineteenth century 
they remained virtually silent, preferring to critique the ideals of white 
civilization by insisting that Aborigines had the potential to adapt to the 
cultural aspects of British settler society on their own terms.56

Thomas Bruny and Walter George Arthur’s Flinders Island Chronicle 
provides historians with the only written perspective of mission- educated 
Aborigines during the early nineteenth- century phase of missions and 
Aboriginal protectorates. While Bruny and Arthur’s work was published 
under the watchful eye of Chief Protector Robinson, to label the Flinders 
Island Chronicle an example of Aboriginal assimilationism does an injus-
tice to Bruny and Arthur’s political journalism, which was brilliant for 
its subtle, but often biting, critiques of British colonial civilization.57

The first edition of the Chronicle provided an example of such critiques 
when the editors declared, “The object of this journal is to promote Chris-
tianity civilization and Learning amongst the Aboriginal inhabitants at 
Flinders Island.”58 Bruny and Arthur espoused Christian uplift and called 
for peace and legal equality for Aboriginal people under the British Crown. 
On September 10, 1836, the Chronicle urged its readers not to “look back 
on the Events Connected with our history.” Showing an awareness that 
historical change had wrought transformations on Aboriginal identity, 
much as it had on British perceptions of self, the Chronicle dated the 
beginning of Aboriginal history to the arrival of the “beloved father,” 
George Augustus Robinson. Bruny and Arthur insisted that lessons in 
Christianity and commercial agriculture had dispelled the “darkness and 
[are] cheering us with a dawn of hope freedom and happiness.”59

Bruny and Arthur’s praise for Robinson’s benevolent paternalism 
served to blind the egotistical Englishman to their more biting critiques 
of mission life and settler colonialism. Combining flattery with rhetorical 
deference for Christian civilization, Bruny and Arthur deflected British 
attention from their critiques of colonial injustices by couching their 
criticisms in the language of transcendental Christian theology. Give 
praise to God, the Chronicle editorialized on September 28, 1837, “for it 
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is good for us to look out for him [God] now then is time for us to go 
to hell hereafter always sunging [?] in heaven no hungeree no thirst we 
will have every thing that is good in heaven.”60 Cast out of settler society, 
suffering from disease and starvation on the Flinders Island reserve, Bruny 
and Arthur encouraged Aboriginal people to gorge on the “delight it is 
to learn about God.”6¹ For British humanitarians craving validation, this 
must surely have been music to their ears.

Bruny and Arthur, of course, understood— indeed, experienced— the 
darker reality of British humanitarianism. But for Aborigines to convince 
British officials of the importance of overcoming hunger, disease, and 
racial violence, they needed to invert the missionary’s intellectual tools.6² 
Just as Cherokee and African American leaders did in the United States, 
Aboriginal leaders emphasized the hypocrisy of British liberal politics 
and missionary activity, both of which had placed indigenous Australians 
on the edge of extinction.

Bruny and Arthur realized that changing the racial opinions of the 
British required that they speak their oppressor’s language. Christianity 
henceforth shaped Bruny and Arthur’s understanding of human evolution. 
They used Christian rhetoric as a political weapon in the struggle against 
colonial racism. While never publicly encouraging interracial marriage, 
Bruny and Arthur espoused Aboriginal adaptation to British settler society, 
focusing on cultural refinement as a sure route to human improvement. 
They warned Aboriginal people to never indulge in frivolous leisure 
activities, dress neatly for church services, practice good hygiene by never 
leaving “soap lying about,” eat their meals with “dishes and spoons and 
knives and forks,” and never waste food by “throw[ing] away your bread 
to the dogs.”6³ Bruny and Arthur thus exploited the binarisms of savage/
civilized, wilderness/civilization to implore the “bush natives” to reject 
the hunter- gatherer lifestyle, embrace an Aboriginal version of Christian 
civilization, and erase the racist epithets of heathenism and savagery that 
whites associated with their “blackness.”

During the late 1830s Walter George Arthur’s political activism contin-
ued to draw from the rhetoric of evangelical missionaries in an effort to 
undermine racial stereotypes about Aboriginal inferiority. He pointed out 
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that despite living “civilized” lives, Flinders Island Aborigines continued 
to die. In November 1837 Arthur claimed, “[I am] much afraid none of 
us will be [a]live by and by as then as nothing but sickness among us.”64

The malaise of the Flinders Island Aborigines prompted Arthur to 
ask, “Why dont the black fellows pray to the king to get us away from 
this place[?]”65 This was a call to political activism couched in Christian 
rhetoric. By using the word pray instead of the more politically charged 
(and thus incendiary) petition, Arthur concealed his very public, political 
objective. Aware that the British excluded Aboriginal people from the 
public domain of Van Diemen’s Land politics, the language of evangel-
ical missionaries provided the best means for Aborigines like Arthur to 
subvert their political exclusion and thereby gain legal protection against 
the violent outrages being committed against them by settlers.

By the 1840s Arthur’s political rhetoric had grown more explicit. 
Increasingly he railed against the colony’s many unscrupulous white 
men, asserting that they deserved “eternal- punishment.” His wrath against 
British settler colonialism reached new heights on February 17, 1846, when 
he petitioned the British government to remove Superintendent Henry 
Jeanneret from duty. Arthur accused Jeanneret of putting “many of us into 
jail for talking to him because we would not be his slaves.”66 Jeanneret 
allegedly gave Aborigines “Bad Rations of Tea and Tobacco” and in some 
cases made them go hungry. Most damningly, Jeanneret “never taught 
[us] to read or write or to sing to God.”67

Arthur was thus a clever political strategist; he infused his petition 
with a liberal dose of Christian piety, hoping to flatter the Christian 
humanitarian leanings of the Colonial Office. Indeed, his half- caste wife, 
Mary Ann Arthur, added her voice to Aboriginal protest.68 She appealed 
to abolitionist sentiment in London, claiming that Jeanneret “does not 
like us for we do not like to be his slaves nor wish our poor Country to 
be treated badly or made slaves of. ”69

Convinced that Aboriginal people were transcending the negative 
cultural qualities traditionally associated with their “blackness Arthur, 
not unlike Elias Boudinot and Frederick Douglass in the United States, 
believed that Aborigines had earned the legal protections promised by 
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the British justice system. His petitions repeatedly invoked the rhetoric 
of oppressed slaves, and his appeals to justice were defined by a call for 
Christian compassion and legal equality. In July 1846 he wrote, “All I 
now request of his Excellency is that he will have full justice done to me 
the same as he would have done to a white man.”70 By focusing on the 
cultural advances made in Aboriginal civilization, Arthur attempted to 
avoid the color- conscious racism of British settlers, not to mention the 
highly charged sexual debate over mixed- race children. This strategy was 
designed to focus British attention on the improvement in Aboriginal 
civilization and the gross injustices committed against them. Arthur’s sub-
jective use of evangelical missionary lessons also helped him to maintain 
a sense of Aboriginal identity; connected to the land by birth, Arthur’s 
Aborigines combined Aboriginal with British cultural traditions. Sharing 
the realm of linear time and evolutionary progress with British settlers, 
Van Diemen’s Land Aborigines had earned the right to maintain their 
land, as well as the legal protections promised to all British subjects.7¹

Bruny and Arthur amplified their political rhetoric at a time when 
Robinson’s mission efforts on Flinders Island were collapsing. In response, 
colonial officials adopted a new tactic in the hope of bringing about 
evolutionary improvements in Aboriginal civilization. In 1838 the Colo-
nial Office adopted a policy of Aboriginal protectorates. The Aboriginal 
protectorates were indicative of the paternalism in the Colonial Office. 
For example, during their tenures as secretary of state for the colonies, 
both Lord Grey and Lord Glenelg epitomized the paternalistic policy 
making that so rankled many colonists.7²

In 1835 Lord Glenelg declared that missionaries had a responsibility 
to protect the Aborigines and to guide indigenous people through the 
stages of civilized development by providing children with a Christian 
education. According to Glenelg, British colonialism in southeastern 
Australia must demonstrate a level of morality and equanimity between 
the natives and settlers that had been absent from British colonialism in 
the Atlantic world. In 1835 the Port Phillip Association claimed to have 
struck an accord with local Aborigines over the use of land. In a letter 
to Lord Glenelg, the members of the Port Phillip Association claimed 
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that the payment of an annual tribute for the use of Aboriginal lands 
was ensuring a “friendly intercourse with the natives . . . and will lead 
to gradual civilization.”7³ From Glenelg’s perspective, Robinson and his 
missionary assistants would play an important role in ensuring that the 
extension of British colonialism in Port Phillip produced evolution-
ary improvements among Aboriginal people. In Glenelg’s words, the 
Aboriginal protectors were to provide the “spiritual leadership [that 
would]  .  .  . act as a regenerative force” among the Aborigines of the 
Port Phillip Protectorate.74

Robinson arrived in Melbourne in February 1839 with fifteen 
Aborigines from the Flinders Island mission.75 After recovering from 
a bout of influenza, Robinson set about “protecting” the Aborigines 
and elevating them in the scale of civilization. While Robinson agreed 
with colonial officials and other missionaries that the Aboriginal pro-
tector should promote “industry and good conduct” by emphasizing 
to indigenous people the benefits of a settled life and paid labor 
(“domestic labour” for women, manual labor for men), he did not 
share the dominant view that “the civilization of the savage must 
precede their evangelization.”76

Robinson’s emphasis on Christian uplift was reflected in the political 
rhetoric used by Bruny and Arthur, but it also highlighted the missionary 
belief that human evolution must be grounded in moral precepts. Robin-
son, like Bruny and Arthur, understood this; all three saw the hypocrisy 
of British colonialism that claimed to be a beacon of liberty on one hand 
and, on the other, failed to protect the original owners of the soil from 
physical violence and sexual abuse. As E. S. Parker, one of Robinson’s 
assistants, put it, “The only efficient means of permanent civilization [is] 
Christian education.”77

Like many other colonial officials and missionaries, Parker understood 
the enormous difficulties that missionaries faced in implementing the the-
ories of evolutionary ethnology, cultivating intellectual development, and 
instilling Christian morality. British settlements were expanding rapidly, 
forcing Aboriginal tribes that had traditionally been hostile toward each 
other into closer contact. The racial, intraracial, and sexual violence that 
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characterized southeastern Australia also fostered a reluctant dependence 
on missionary support and protection among Aboriginal people. Bruny 
and Arthur understood this changing power dynamic; it explained why 
they used the language of the Christian missionary to urge the Colonial 
Office to protect Aboriginal legal and political rights as British subjects. 
Missionaries generally supported these claims, urging colonial authori-
ties to investigate “‘acts of cruelty, oppression, and injustice’ committed 
against” the Aborigines.78

However, reports testifying to the ineffectiveness of the Aboriginal 
protectors and their failure to help Aborigines evolve to a higher stage of 
civilization continued to punctuate news reports in the colonial media. 
In 1840, for example, the Wesleyan Missionary Society reported that inter-
racial sex, divorced from the didactic influences of marriage, degraded 
the moral tenor of the Port Philip District. The report added that vene-
real disease was annihilating the Aboriginal population, claiming, “One 
woman died on the station last week of the disease in question, and so 
extreme is the illicit intercourse carried on between Europeans and the 
Native women, that it is not at all probable the places of those who die 
will be supplied by the birth of children except half caste children, and 
those but with one exception have hitherto been destroyed nearly as soon 
as they were born.”79

Reports of this nature not only fueled suspicion that the Aboriginal 
protectorates were failing to protect and civilize the Aborigines but, as 
Bruny and Arthur’s critiques of British colonialism demonstrated, cast a 
shadow of illegitimacy over the association of whiteness with the highest 
form of colonial civilization. While colonial officials and missionaries 
claimed that by “gradually training the mind of the Aboriginal to the 
restraints necessary for the welfare of all civilized communities,” indigenous 
peoples could assimilate to white standards of civilization, the critiques 
Bruny and Arthur offered suggest that all classes of colonial whites were 
failing to live up to their own lofty standards of civilization.80

By the mid- 1840s, as colonists increased their calls for self- government 
and the residents of the Port Phillip District demanded independence 
from New South Wales, the evolutionary goals of colonial officials and 
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missionaries appeared to be foundering.8¹ Missionary efforts to inculcate 
Christian precepts, redirect Aboriginal sexual and marriage practices, 
and emphasize the importance of industrious labor to the cultivation of 
a civilized life were all undermined by continuing violence and mutual 
racial suspicion. As a result, Aboriginal people in the Port Phillip District 
expressed growing suspicion for missionaries and settlers alike. According 
to the journal of William Thomas, another of Robinson’s assistants, the 
Aborigines were “very dissatisfied” with life under British colonial rule. 
Echoing Bruny and Arthur’s accusations of British hypocrisy, Thomas 
claimed that a group of Aborigines responded to his orders to return to 
Melbourne from his Mornington Peninsula headquarters after accusing 
him of being a liar. The Aborigines allegedly told Thomas, “Big one lie. 
You tell black fellows to come to you and then you no stop.”8² Thomas 
understood the frustration of the Aborigines, but from an Aboriginal 
perspective, it must have seemed that even the kindly disposed— if 
ethnocentric— missionaries were abandoning them to the vicissitudes 
of starvation and settler violence.

In 1848 Lord Grey, the liberal secretary of state for the colonies, instructed 
colonial officials in southeastern Australia to establish reserves for the 
Aborigines. Grey advised that “reserves should be established where they 
do not exist, particularly in districts recently brought within the range of 
occupation; and those already set apart for this purpose should be turned 
to account with all speed, if they are not so at present.”8³ At first glance, 
Grey’s instructions represented a stunning reversal of previous colonial 
policy and missionary endeavors to bring Christianity and evolutionary 
advances in civilization to the Aborigines. However, the insalubrious nature 
of much of the Australian soil meant that while Grey acknowledged the 
“migratory habits” of the Aborigines, their ability to sustain themselves 
in such barren surroundings would likely lead to ruin. True to his lib-
eral paternalism, Grey saw reservations on “Crown Leases” as a means 
of providing legal protection against settler violence (Grey thought it 
impractical to expect a complete end to frontier violence) and an indication 
of the Colonial Office’s continued commitment to support Aboriginal 
education. According to Grey, Aboriginal schools must combine “the 
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arts of civilization with the elements of ordinary Religious education” 
and provide an “inducement to remain, as they advance in life, in a state 
of Civilization, and would tend to destroy that desire to return to a wild 
and roving life.”84

Grey’s system of reservations represented a paternalistic political articu-
lation of the ideals of evolutionary ethnology and was designed to replace 
the ailing system of Aboriginal protectorates that had essentially collapsed 
by 1849. However, for most commissioners for Crown lands, Grey’s system 
meant little alteration in their duties. Since 1836 commissioners had been 
appointed to oversee sheep and cattle pastures and to act as Aborigi-
nal protectors. In reality, then, Grey’s reservations simply acknowledged 
the failure of Robinson’s efforts in Port Phillip, while at the same time 
expressing a desire to continue to apply evolutionary ethnology to bring 
about the Christianization and evolution of the Aborigines toward white 
standards of civilization.85

Grey’s paternalistic approach to Aboriginal policy should not be 
labeled “eliminationist,” as Patrick Wolfe has argued about the struc-
tural nature of settler colonialism. Such characterizations simplify the 
history of settler colonialism, privileging Eurocentric “structures” of 
conquest and dispossession while ignoring subaltern voices and resis-
tance. As Bruny and Arthur demonstrated, appropriating the rhetoric 
of evolutionary ethnology, Christianity, and nineteenth- century liberal 
politics was not an acknowledgement of their “elimination”; quite the 
contrary, it was a powerful (but subtle) rearticulation of Aboriginal 
identity that combined an indigenous perspective on land rights with 
a conviction that civilized human beings did not necessarily come 
packaged in white skin.86

The early nineteenth- century ideas that shaped both British and 
American settler colonial expansion, and the concomitant association 
of whiteness with civilization, were interpreted and applied in multiva-
lent ways. To reduce settler colonialism to an exercise in “elimination” 
is to capture only part of its history, just as equating whiteness with the 
highest form of civilization overestimated the colonial hegemony of white 
Americans and colonial Australians.
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Conclusion

In early nineteenth- century Australia, missionaries acted as a de facto arm 
of colonial government, actively working to apply evolutionary theories to 
Aboriginal Australians and, in the process, prepare the Australian frontier 
for white settlements. Like the ethnologists who associated whiteness 
with civilization, or the phrenologists who insisted in well- meaning but 
nonetheless culturally chauvinistic language that Aboriginal children 
had the potential to cultivate a civilized intellect, missionaries failed 
to see their own racism. Blinded by an evangelical zeal and inspired by 
biblical stories of monogenesis and morality as well as ethnological evo-
lutionism, missionaries insisted that Aboriginal people had the capacity 
for civilization if they adopted a settled pattern of living and embraced 
civilized practices such as monogamous marriage.

While missionaries criticized frontier whites for not living up to the 
cultural and sexual standards of Christian civilization, the fact that both 
colonial officials and missionaries focused disproportionately on Aborig-
inal bodies (and cultures) as sites in need of reform reflected the power 
of whiteness as a racial identity to unite communities and drive political 
power. Indeed, instances of white men engaging in sexual violence with 
Aboriginal women could always be explained away with reference to 
Aboriginal polygamy and the promiscuous nature of indigenous women. 
While discouraged by their lack of success among many Aboriginal tribes, 
missionaries and colonial officials persisted in their efforts to transform 
indigenous Australians so that they could meet white standards of civili-
zation. By the late 1850s, reformers enthusiastically embraced Darwinian 
evolution and Dravidian migration theories, hoping that their long- held 
vision of a homogeneous white Australia might eventually come to fruition.

Historians have argued that the acculturation and biological assim-
ilation of Aboriginal people through intermarriage and violent mass 
killings represented a colonial attempt to eliminate indigenous Austra-
lians from settler society. While I agree that episodes of violence had the 
effect of reducing the size of the Aboriginal population, to maintain such 
a position not only homogenizes and flattens the complexities of settler 
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colonial histories, it obfuscates the level of resistance that Aboriginal 
people mounted to the most egregious abuses of colonial power. That 
resistance took many forms in the early nineteenth century, from acts 
of violence against settlers to arson, the infanticide of half- caste babies, 
running away from mission schools, and actively interpreting the edu-
cation and political ideals that British settlers touted as the pinnacle of 
civilized accomplishment.

Moreover, when Aboriginal leaders like Bruny and Arthur used the 
language of the Christian missionary or the liberal political rhetoric 
of the Colonial Office, they were confronting colonial officials with a 
modern, assertive form of Aboriginality, an Aboriginality that did not 
see the ideals of colonial civilization as synonymous with whiteness but 
viewed them as universal principles that all humankind had the potential 
to cultivate. Thus Aboriginal Australians, not settlers, came closest to 
living by the ideals of good breeding articulated by John Locke and the 
principles of Christian morality outlined by evolutionary ethnologists 
like James Cowles Prichard. As we shall see, in the late nineteenth cen-
tury, as disputes over land continued, Aboriginal political rhetoric faced 
renewed challenges, giving rise to new strategies to maintain a modern 
sense of Aboriginality and, in the process, continuing to expose the limits 
of settler colonial hegemony.
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7
The Evolution of an American 

Race, 1860s– 1890s

frontiers are both intellectual and geographical. the word 
frontier lends itself to exciting possibilities, opportunities to forge new 
identities, communities, and nation- states. Frontiers also apply to the 
human body and mind; one can relocate and assume a new identity, or 
even change one’s physical appearance.¹ In the United States between 
the 1860s and 1890s, frontiers of an intellectual, geographical, and human 
nature were characterized by both a sense of possibility and also terrify-
ing uncertainty about the evolution of white America. In an era when 
social Darwinism, the language of the “survival of the fittest,” and eugenic 
discourses dominated American intellectual and popular culture, to be 
“white” and “American” provided individuals brave enough to venture 
into the Southwest and West with seemingly unlimited social, economic, 
and political opportunities. Moreover, the vast expanses of land that lay 
beyond the Mississippi appeared to present white Americans with a duty to 
extend whiteness, and the civilization that this racial designation defined, 
to the Pacific coast and beyond. However, the heterogeneous nature of 
the United States’ expanding settler colonial frontier was a source of 
racial uncertainty in this vast region of social and economic opportunity.

White America’s ambition for colonial conquest in the frontier and 
borderland regions of the southwestern and western United States was 
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characterized by feelings of racial anxiety and uncertainty over the evo-
lution of whiteness in a republic that stretched from the Atlantic to the 
Pacific. The memory of the social discord created by the forced migration 
of approximately seventy thousand Native Americans from eastern North 
America in the early nineteenth century was compounded in the latter 
half of the nineteenth century by armed conflict between whites and 
Native Americans from the Great Plains to California.²

In the South, the Union Army’s defeat of the Confederate States of 
America in the Civil War (1861– 65) ushered in a transition period in 
race relations between black and white Americans.³ During the era of 
Reconstruction in the South (ca. 1865– 77), former slaves tested the limits 
of their newly won freedom. They did so by negotiating with employers 
for better wages, participating in politics, and migrating to the four corners 
of the United States. These military, social, and political developments 
were understood in an evolutionary racial context in which the rhetoric 
of the “race of life” opened perhaps the most violent and contested era 
of race relations in American history.4

For millions of white Americans, the question of how a pure, undiluted 
whiteness— the pinnacle of civilization— could evolve to even higher 
stages of development amid allegedly hostile Native Americans and newly 
emancipated slaves dominated national debate.5 This chapter, then, analyzes 
how evolutionary theory punctuated late nineteenth- century discourses 
of whiteness. It also asks how Native American groups such as the Cher-
okees and African American people conceptualized human evolution, 
American civilization, and the importance of whiteness in an expanding 
settler colonial republic. Understanding indigenous and African American 
perspectives on such questions complicates our historical understanding 
of the American republic’s settler colonial expansion during the late 
nineteenth century.

Education and Evolution in Cherokee Indian Life

Between the 1860s and 1890s, American settlers, government officials, 
and a dedicated cadre of missionaries drew on social Darwinian theory 
to present Native Americans with an option: extinction or survival. For 
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white settlers who journeyed to America’s Southwest and West during 
these decades, the rhetoric of the “survival of the fittest” rationalized anti- 
Indian violence; for the federal government, it informed policies that 
ranged from President Grant’s “Peace Policy” and system of reservations 
to the controversial Dawes Act (1887), which attempted to dissolve tribal 
affiliations and distribute reservation land as individual allotments.

In contrast, missionaries, who were often critical of both settler violence 
and government policy, interpreted the Spencerian notion of the “survival 
of the fittest” as a cue to provide Native Americans with an education that 
would give indigenous people a fighting chance in the “race of life.”6 If 
missionaries were going to successfully act as wise “Evolvers,” to borrow 
from Fiske’s evolutionary phrasing, they needed to overcome popular 
prejudice that insisted “extermination” was the only solution to the 
“Indian problem.”7 Missionaries therefore knew that they faced enormous 
obstacles if they hoped to use educational programs to elevate Native 
Americans to white standards of civilization.8

The violence of the Civil War and its equally bloody aftermath across 
America’s Southwest and West left Native American groups like the Cher-
okees facing new frontiers of social and political uncertainty. During the 
Civil War, though, the Cherokees’ “White Indian” leaders, as “full- blood” 
Cherokees derisively called mixed- race elites, attempted to assert their 
civilized accomplishments and equality with white Americans by forging 
a political and military alliance with the Confederate South.9 Confederate 
leaders flattered John Ross and other mixed- race Cherokees by insisting 
that “the Cherokee Nation must share a common destiny” with the slave 
South.¹0 Many slave- owning Cherokees agreed and fought alongside 
white southerners to defend the Confederacy.¹¹ However, when the war 
began to turn against the Confederacy in late 1862 and throughout 1863, 
the Cherokee Nation was plunged into “extreme destitution.”¹²

From the chaos and destitution of wartime, Cherokee leaders and their 
missionary allies began work on reconstituting order and civilization in 
the Cherokee Nation in Indian Territory.¹³ William Ross, the nephew of 
John Ross, proved instrumental in rebuilding the Cherokee Nation and 
overseeing a “Golden Age” in Cherokee history. He served as principal 
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chief of the Cherokee Nation between 1866 and 1867 and 1872 and 1875. In 
1866 Ross signed a treaty with the U.S. government that led to the incor-
poration of indigenous people like the Delawares, Munsees, Shawnees, 
Creeks, and remnants of the Natchez Indians into the Cherokee Nation, 
thereby forging a multitribal and multiethnic coalition to protect their 
communities from settler encroachments.¹4

But Ross also wanted to have white Americans see the Cherokees as 
partners in the extension of civilization into the U.S. West. Ross thus 
implemented what he considered to be progressive policies. These policies 
included the establishment of a system of Cherokee public schools that 
would underpin Ross’s calls for Cherokees to unite and “become one 
people.” Forging unity from the shattered remnants of the indigenous 
communities that formed the Cherokee Nation (and their indigenous 
neighbors in and around Indian Territory) was not an easy task. Nonethe-
less, Ross urged Native people to form coalitions and to also join white 
Americans in looking “forward to the pleasing landscape of the future, 
with its newly rising sun, its green plain, majestic hill and silvery streams, 
and not back upon the dark valley of the past.”¹5

Ross’s rhetoric was designed to allay white fears about southwestern 
and western violence as much as unite Native American factions. As both 
Cherokees and missionaries in Indian Territory, Kansas, Missouri, and Texas 
knew, violence, political divisions, and intraracial distrust characterized 
the decades after the Civil War and threatened to derail Ross’s progressive 
agenda. Many Cherokee people wrote to their local newspapers in the 
decades after the Civil War to complain about the unsavory character of 
migrants traveling to the Southwest and West. Writing to the Cherokee 
Advocate, one disgruntled correspondent claimed that white migrants were 
little more than “Ratbags, bobtails, and pawsuckers.”¹6 Most missionaries 
in the trans- Mississippi West agreed with this correspondent; they added, 
however, that these culturally and biologically ill- bred migrants were 
mixing sexually with Native Americans. According to the missionary 
Alice Robertson, interracial sex— decoupled from the didactic restraints 
of matrimony— between poor whites and Cherokees was “perpetuating 
the worse rather than the better traits of each” race.¹7
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These types of reports troubled missionaries. Human behavior and 
sexual activity outside of the bounds of Christian propriety and marriage 
were seen as immoral forces working against efforts to bring some sort of 
order to the trans- Mississippi West.¹8 Playing the role of the wise “Evolver,” 
to borrow from John Fiske, missionaries such as Alice Robertson argued 
that “the Indian question in the [Indian] Territory is going to be wiped 
out with blood, white blood by intermarriage.”¹9 Some in the federal gov-
ernment shared this view. Comingling within marriage would allow white 
blood to actively mix with Native blood and bring about the biological 
assimilation of the latter to the former’s society. In a departure from early 
nineteenth- century policy— which aimed to preserve the “Indian” as a 
race— one House Executive Document boldly declared, “The Indians are 
destined to become absorbed into the national life, not as Indians, but 
as Americans.”²0 Many educators and missionaries who worked among 
Native American communities did, however, draw on those aspects of 
early nineteenth- century ethnological thinking that emphasized both 
the cultural and biological evolution of mixed- race Indians.

Such thinking was fairly radical, even among missionaries and reform- 
minded politicians, during the late nineteenth century and in the context 
of a dominant cultural understanding of American Indians as a dying race. 
Missionaries such as William Barrows believed that to prove the superiority 
of “our civilization,” white Americans had a responsibility “to watch and 
comfort the dying” full- blood tribal Indians “till death come, no matter 
how imbecile or useless or degraded the departed may be.”²¹ The idea of 
providing comfort to a dying race highlighted the racial chauvinism of 
white America’s evolutionary thinking during the late nineteenth century. 
For example, Henry Price, the commissioner for Indian Affairs, spoke for 
many white Americans when he stated flatly, “Savage and civilized cannot 
live and prosper on the same ground. One of the two must die.”²²

If missionaries were divided over the possible future of American 
Indians, most agreed that the federal government’s handling of Indian 
affairs needed urgent reforms. In the 1870s and 1880s, organizations such 
as the Indian Rights Association and charismatic spokespeople like Helen 
Hunt Jackson lobbied for substantial changes in federal Indian policy 
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and an end to the reservation system. In a typically tart criticism of the 
federal government, Jackson claimed that the “great difficulty with the 
Indian problem is not with the Indians, but with the government and 
the people of the United States.”²³

The federal government responded to criticism of its Indian policy 
with the Dawes Act (1887), a piece of legislation that, among other things, 
perpetuated the racial stereotype of communal Indians on one hand and 
more civilized individual allotments on the other.²4 The Dawes Act, along 
with subsequent legislation, focused less on preserving Native Americans 
as a race and emphasized the assimilation of individual Native Americans 
into white America’s version of civilization. As a result, educators and 
missionaries devised a system of education for Native American children 
that included reservation day schools, reservation boarding schools, and 
off- reservation schools designed to expose students to an education and 
work environment in white communities.²5

Within these institutions the educators of indigenous children began 
applying evolutionary theory in ways that underscored both their racism 
and their belief in the “plastic” condition of humankind. Richard Henry 
Pratt attempted to put these evolutionary principles into action. Pratt 
emerged as the leading proponent of off- reservation schooling and a 
program of work experience called “outing” during the late nineteenth 
century. Pratt was born in Allegheny County, New York, in 1840. He served 
with the Union Army of Ohio during the Civil War and worked as an 
Indian scout for the U.S. military after the war. Pratt’s postwar experi-
ences in Indian Territory had a profound impact on his understanding 
of Native American evolution. For example, in June 1867 he wrote about 
being surprised to find such civilized members of the Cherokee Nation. 
Pratt claimed that the Cherokees “had [a] manly bearing and common 
sense [which] was a revelation, because I had concluded that as an army 
officer I was there to deal with atrocious aborigines.”²6

Pratt’s racial awakening alerted him to the evolutionary potential of 
the Cherokees and other Native American people. Between 1875 and 1878 
he was responsible for transporting seventy- four Native American prison-
ers from Indian Territory to St. Augustine in Florida. This appointment 
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marked the beginning of Pratt’s lifelong commitment to Native American 
education and the assimilation of indigenous peoples into white society.²7 
Pratt’s experience at St. Augustine convinced him that the missionary 
must take “the Indian out of his tribe and [teach] him to speak, act, and 
think like a white man.”²8 Just as James Cowles Prichard and likeminded 
theorists believed in the early nineteenth century, Pratt believed that 
human evolution involved a gradual process of cultural, and in some cases 
biological, whitening. To attain what he saw as beneficial evolutionary 
results for the Indian, Pratt reenergized the early nineteenth- century 
missionary policy of “educating young men who shall return and teach 
their people to live like civilized beings.”²9

To advance his objectives for Native American education, Pratt lobbied 
the federal government for assistance in establishing an educational facil-
ity in a white community. In June 1875 Pratt argued that it was vital that 
missionaries and educators “take these [Indian] men and push them to a 
knowledge of any mechanical or laboring means of gaining a lively- hood 
and make it a success.”³0 Pratt insisted that “a practical knowledge of the 
useful trades, and agriculture” would help Native Americans evolve “from 
barbarism” to white American standards of civilization.³¹ Moreover, such 
an education would not simply add to the Native American’s happiness 
but protect white American civilization from devolution. Pratt argued 
that “it is protection to ourselves to open wide the door of civilization 
and even drive them [Native Americans] to it, if we find that necessary. 
But we will not find it necessary. They will enter themselves; they may 
lag, but under proper management will recover and push ahead.”³²

Pratt’s evolutionary model for Native American uplift bore all the hall-
marks of white America’s racial arrogance. Settlers in the Southwest and 
West expressed this arrogance with violence, something Pratt understood. 
He was therefore determined to apply evolutionary thinking in an effort 
to elevate Native Americans to white culture and civilization. However, 
like many settlers in the trans- Mississippi West, Pratt never completely 
ruled out the use of military force if it meant bringing the benefits of 
cultural evolution to Native Americans.

Pratt also made a point of associating the Native Americans’ evolution 
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to the approximation of white phenotype. Pratt insisted, for example, on 
recruiting students for his school, the Carlisle Institute in Pennsylvania, 
who were “good material.”³³ While Pratt chose his words carefully and 
made few explicit references to “half- breed recruits,” by 1880 approximately 
two- thirds of Carlisle’s students were children of chiefs or headmen, and 
in most cases so light- skinned that they looked like Caucasian children. 
Some observers reported that the blending of children at Carlisle meant 
that “many nationalities are merged and origins largely forgotten.”³4 Oth-
ers, such Chief Clerk Charles Warren, recalled that the change in Pratt’s 
students after a short stay at Carlisle was “astonishing.” The change that 
Warren saw was made all the more pronounced because the “admixture of 
[white] blood” made these future Native American leaders “pale enough 
to show the color of the blood, [as] the cheek were more or less rosy.”³5

The association of skin color with cultural evolution thus transcended 
early nineteenth- century ethnological discourse and missionary work 
and remained an important concern for those who shared Pratt and War-
ren’s views during the late nineteenth century. Educators and missionary 
workers like Elaine Goodale, who married the mixed- race Sante Sioux 
leader Charles Eastman, spoke of the evolution that she had witnessed 
among “wild ‘blanket Indians.’”³6 Helen Ludlow, an instructor at Hampton 
Institute, where Pratt had taken the Florida Indians he was charged with 
transporting, praised Pratt’s work and spoke of “reconstructed braves” who 
were “pretty much like the rest of us.”³7 Many humanitarians echoed the 
belief that Native Americans represented white men and women in red 
skins and claimed that missionary efforts had made civilized human beings 
out of people who were once “worthless Indians and ‘coffee coolers.’”³8 
Such comments reveal how an implicit association between whiteness 
and human evolution drove off- reservation schools throughout the late 
nineteenth century.

In the decades after the Civil War, experts on the “Indian problem” 
estimated that approximately sixty- four thousand hostile Native Americans 
presented “an obstacle to the national progress.”³9 Pratt’s Carlisle Insti-
tute and, by 1905, the twenty- five other off- reservation boarding schools 
in the United States, operated with the mission of removing the Native 
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American “obstacle to the national progress.”40 In Indian Territory, Native 
Americans understood that the problem of extending civilization from 
the Atlantic to the Pacific was far more complicated than government 
officials and missionaries made out. The Cherokees, for example, not 
only viewed white migrants with suspicion, they also struggled to achieve 
social cohesion and evolutionary gains in Cherokee life amid intraracial 
conflicts. Since the early nineteenth century, intraracial divisions within 
the Cherokee Nation had been exacerbated by missionaries focusing 
on mixed- race Cherokees, a policy that fueled divisions between “full- 
bloods” and “mixed- bloods” and led to a schism in how the Cherokees 
saw whiteness and defined civilization.

At the Cherokee Female Seminary, conflict between full- blood and 
mixed- blood Cherokees widened cultural and class divisions.4¹ At the same 
time, discourses of “blood” structured Cherokee politics, land distribution, 
and the definition of civilization. It was true that full- blood Cherokees were 
more likely to experience the hardships of poverty, but full- bloods were 
also darker skinned, politically conservative, and according to their Cher-
okee critics, more likely than mixed- bloods to keep traditional Cherokee 
cultural practices alive.4² John Martin Adair, a member of the Cherokee 
Nation, lamented the loss of traditional Cherokee culture. Looking back 
at the evolution of Cherokee society during the nineteenth century, Adair 
insisted that “progress” had not been a good thing. “I saw this country in 
its undeveloped state,” Adair recalled, “a real man’s paradise. I have seen 
some changes, many things come and go, mostly go, for I have seen what 
is called the progress of modern civilization ruin a really good country.”4³

The so- called mixed- blood elites did not share Adair’s longing for 
a mythic past. Instead, a significant number of mixed- race Cherokees, 
who were lighter skinned and better educated than their full- blood con-
temporaries, represented the most active participants in both Cherokee 
educational facilities and political life.44 Among late nineteenth- century 
Cherokees, a fairly liberal understanding of “blood” as a marker of identity 
took shape. A Cherokee could be full- blood or be as little as 1⁄2048 Cher-
okee.45 How one measured such blood quanta was, and remains, open 
to both dispute and legal interpretation. Nonetheless, the liberality with 
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which the Cherokee leaders began to interpret blood quantum may be 
seen as a response to the importance of genealogy and “blood ties” to 
landownership in the wake of the Dawes Act of 1887.

During an era in which the federal government began dismantling tribal 
sovereignty, maintaining a clear understanding of one’s blood quantum 
was vital to receiving a land allotment.46 That said, Cherokee people had 
a long and complicated historical relationship to “blood” and its various 
meanings in Cherokee culture. During the late nineteenth century that 
complex history manifested itself within Cherokee institutions.47

The Cherokee Female Seminary, opened in 1851, embodied the impor-
tance of “blood” in defining Cherokee civilization. While the school 
was dominated from its inception by mixed- bloods with as little as “1⁄128 
Cherokee blood,” admission was theoretically open to all students who 
had proof of their Cherokee bloodlines. However, it became clear during 
the seminary’s early history that full- blood children found it difficult 
to attend the school because of the cost of tuition, a sense of cultural 
ostracism, and racial prejudice. For instance, the seminary did not offer 
any courses on tribal history and culture, and the student body divided 
along full- blood and half- blood lines. Mixed- blood students accused 
full- bloods of being “lazy” and a “little bit awkward.”48 This bifurcation 
in the Cherokee Female Seminary’s student body reflected longstanding 
divisions between full- blood traditionalists and mixed- bloods.

The outbreak of the Civil War in 1861 led to the closure of the seminary. 
On its reopening in 1872, a growing number of full- bloods and lower-  to 
middle- class students enrolled. These changes did not prevent mixed- 
bloods continuing to dominate the seminary’s student body and setting 
the tenor of the institution’s ethos and curriculum, which remained 
focused on Western cultural ideals. Indeed, the parents of mixed- blood 
students stood firmly against the introduction of classes on traditional 
Cherokee culture or mechanical and industrial skills. As one disgruntled 
parent stated, “What sense or good is there in preparing our youth for 
their [white Americans’] business.”49

In addition to disagreements over the curriculum, the female semi-
nary became a battleground over the gendered ideals being imparted to 
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students. During the 1880s young women at the seminary were taught 
to conform to Western gender ideals of literacy in English, childrearing 
within a patriarchal marriage, and domestic homemaking. One historian 
observes that mixed- race Cherokee women “adhered to the mores of 
white society even before enrolling in the seminary. They often looked 
Caucasian, believed the traditional culture was antiquated, and were 
impatient with the uneducated Cherokees around them. They married 
white or mixed- blood men, aspired to careers (in or out of the Cherokee 
Nation), and hailed from districts with larger populations of mixed- bloods 
(Cooweescoowee, Tahlequah, and Delaware).”50

In spite of the pretensions of mixed- bloods to the cultural standards 
coveted by most white Americans, their aspirations did not represent a 
craven desire to be white. To the contrary, mixed- bloods continued the 
early nineteenth- century tradition of seeing interracial marriage as evidence 
of an ongoing biological connection with the land and a cultural link 
with Western cultural ideals. Narcissa Owen, a prominent mixed- blood 
Cherokee educator, reflected how these cultural and biological connections 
defined her Cherokee identity. Owen made the dubious claim that her 
family lineage stretched back to Pocahontas and the Powhatans of Vir-
ginia (“one of the seven clans of the Cherokee”).5¹ Like most mixed- blood 
Cherokees, Owen was light- skinned, literate, Christian, and politically 
active. Owen saw herself not as an “Indian” frozen in time but as a more 
evolved type of human being: a Cherokee American.5²

Owen’s Cherokee American identity represented a late nineteenth- 
century elaboration of Elias Boudinot’s early nineteenth- century position 
about the evolution of Cherokee identity. Her sense of Cherokeeness was a 
product of her formal education, received at the Presbyterian- run Dwight 
Mission. Owen remembered her years at Dwight warmly, recalling that the 
“best families in the nation belong to the boys and girls educated at that 
institution.”5³ In her teenage years, Owen attended the female seminary 
in Fayetteville, Arkansas, where she came under the tutelage of a Miss 
Sawyer. Owen remembered that the female seminary was “our laboratory 
of wisdom”; it became pivotal to her adult identity.54

At the Fayetteville Female Seminary Owen became actively immersed in 
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Anglo- American culture. Her education was gender specific, focusing on 
skills such as knitting, playing piano, and, like a “true American woman,” 
ensuring that she was “equal to the demands of changed circumstances 
and a ready helper.”55 In an age when “survival of the fittest” rhetoric 
dominated American culture, Owen, like Boudinot before her, actively 
interpreted Anglo- American culture to lay claim to a biological connec-
tion with the American soil and to Western culture through her formal 
education. Owen thus built on her formal education to assert her civilized 
identity, an identity that insisted on her being a fully evolved human 
being with the capacity to move easily from one social environment to 
the other without suffering any loss of racial status.

In her adult life, Owen saw herself as the human embodiment of a 
civilized American. In fact, her recollections can also be seen as a modern 
scientific articulation of the eighteenth- century ideal of good breeding, in 
addition to an elaboration of Boudinot’s ideas about Cherokee evolution. 
For example, Owen married a white man, Colonel Robert Latham Owen, 
in October 1853. For a time the couple lived in Lynchburg, Virginia; they 
also had two sons, William Otway Owen and Robert Latham Owen, 
both of whom received a “first- class education,” which, Owen wrote, was 
the “best inheritance we could give them.”56 In Owen’s mind, her careful 
selection of a husband and the education of her children meant that she 
and her family were well equipped to meet the demands of the “race of 
life” in the United States. Owen saw both herself and her family as the 
epitome of evolutionary progress and civilization in late nineteenth- 
century America.

In outer appearance and education, Owen looked and sounded like 
most bourgeois white Americans of her time. Caucasian in appearance, 
Owen had sewn uniforms for the Confederate Army during the Civil 
War. After the war she became a teacher at the Cherokee Female Sem-
inary. Owen asserted her evolution as a well- bred Cherokee American 
by claiming that she felt no unease about moving between her home 
(and her white neighbors) in Virginia and “spending the summer with 
my kinspeople” in Indian Territory.57 However, Owen’s recollections of 
life at the Cherokee Female Seminary also hint at the racial tensions 
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that existed between full- bloods and mixed- bloods. According to Owen, 
some Cherokee people thought “I had an over amount of self- esteem.”58

Situated in the path of the United States’ expanding western frontier, 
the people of the Cherokee Nation in Indian Territory bore witness to 
intraracial divisions over the significance of blood quantum and the 
meaning of whiteness. For Cherokee people like Owen, there existed no 
contradiction in being both Cherokee and American. However, full- blood 
Cherokees, like other Native Americans who were determined to keep 
their traditional languages and cultural practices alive, found mixed- 
bloods like Owen pretentious and overbearing. Despite these divisions, 
many mixed- bloods from different Native American nations returned 
to their respective nations after receiving an education at Carlisle or a 
similar institution and became highly critical of the arrogance and hypoc-
risy of white American civilization. For example, Sarah Winnemucca, a 
mission- educated Pah- Ute, returned to the Nevada reservation where 
federal authorities compelled her family to live and stated bluntly, “If this 
is the kind of civilization awaiting us on the reserves, God grant that we 
may never be compelled to go on one.”59

Native American criticism of white American civilization, or at least the 
civilization embodied in federal Indian policies and taught to students at 
boarding schools like Carlisle, divided Native American loyalties, caused 
social rifts based on race and color, and left many indigenous peoples with 
less a feeling of having evolved biologically and culturally and more of a 
sense of deracination and social isolation. Stiya, a Pueblo woman educated 
at Carlisle, experienced these emotions. Like Owen, Stiya internalized 
white America’s definition of human evolution and civilization. She came 
to interpret Western ideals to claim an identity not as a white American 
but as a Pueblo American who was the equal of any “pure” white. Stiya 
recalled that irrespective of their tribal affiliations, indigenous students, 
including herself, returned to their Native American families with the 
lessons of Carlisle “stamped on their very faces.” Forced to mediate between 
Western notions of civilization and Native American ideals, Stiya and her 
peers struggled to define their sense of self and community. For Stiya, 
the words of her mother clarified the issue: “You are an Indian, [even] if 
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you have been off to school, learning the ways of white folks. They can’t 
make you anything but an Indian afterall.”60

In retelling this story, Stiya also highlighted the limits of white Ameri-
ca’s cultural hegemony. For missionaries and educators like Pratt, the goal 
during the late nineteenth century was to acculturate “good material” 
to American civilization while making the inevitable extinction of full- 
bloods more humane.6¹ Instead, Western notions of human evolution, 
white purity, and civilization failed to eliminate either full- bloods or 
mixed- bloods from American society.6² Social and political tensions did 
exist among indigenous nations like the Cherokees or, in Stiya’s case, the 
Pueblos, but just as white Americans became divided about how best to 
carve out new frontiers of civilization in the Southwest and West, so too 
did Native Americans of all hues, blood quanta, and cultural traditions 
struggle (and disagree among themselves) with the issue of a renewed 
sense of indigeneity in an age of scientific racism and white supremacy.

Charles Eastman, himself a mixed- blood, articulated this renewed 
sense of indigeneity for Cherokees, Pueblos, and all Native Americans 
when he wrote, “I am an Indian; and while I have learned much from 
civilization, for which I am grateful, I have never lost my Indian sense 
of right and justice. I am for development and progress along social and 
spiritual lines, rather than those of commerce, nationalism, or material 
efficiency. Nevertheless, so long as I live, I am an American.”6³

Few statements capture as clearly the contested meaning of civiliza-
tion and the determination of Native Americans to resist the excesses of 
American missionaries, politicians, and racial scientists during the late 
nineteenth century. Eastman, like Stiya and Owen, refused to be eliminated 
by American settler colonialism and, as a result, laid the foundations for 
a pan- Indian political identity in the twentieth century.

Education and Evolution in African American Life

If any racial issue troubled white Americans more than the “Indian prob-
lem,” it was the question of “What shall we do with the Negro?”64 The 
Civil War and Reconstruction opened up new frontiers in black- white 
relations and briefly changed how black and white Americans interacted 
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in politics, at work, and in daily life. To white Americans, the emanci-
pation of some four million slaves threatened the biological purity of 
American whiteness.65 As the Nashville Union and American editorialized 
in 1866, white Americans were not “ready to open the doors of marriage 
between the races, either by legal enactment or in more solemn form of 
constitutional provision.”66

The question of interracial marriage was central to discussion about 
“what shall we do with the Negro.”67 In fact, the relationship of interracial 
marriage to the “Negro question” concerned white Americans so much 
that slave emancipation was seen as having the potential not only to 
remake the United States politically but to dilute the biocultural purity 
of American whiteness. Such fears helped channel white anger against 
the leaders of Reconstruction and politicians sympathetic to the plight 
of the former slave. John Yule, of Placer County, California, epitomized 
these sentiments. In 1862 Yule shrieked, “It is ‘nigger’ in the Hall of Con-
gress, ‘nigger’ in the camps of our armies, ‘nigger’ in the legislature of 
California, ‘nigger’ everywhere. The everlasting nigger permeates the 
whole atmosphere of the entire country.”68

White fears about African Americans receiving special political privi-
leges or lording over white communities proved particularly acute during 
wartime. Confederate soldiers expressed the conviction that they would 
rather die than submit “to the degradation of civil, political and social 
equality with the negro race.”69 Other soldiers, both Union and Confed-
erate, expressed their anxieties for the future of the white republic in 
overtly sexual terms, writing that they feared slave emancipation would 
consign white “wives and daughters to pollution and violation to gratify 
the lust of half- civilized Africans.”70

Such characterizations represented an elaboration on early nineteenth- 
century theories about people of African descent never producing a 
civilization. The Episcopal bishop Thomas Atkinson gave voice to such 
sentiment when he contended in 1874 that “scientific men” had proven 
“that the negro is inferior, mentally, morally, and physically.”7¹ In the post- 
Darwinian world, African American inferiority was further proof of an 
entire race’s failure to evolve beyond the savage stage of development. 
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Such a race was in fact destined for extinction. According to the historian 
George Fredrickson, the discourse of African American extinction did 
not emerge until the first decade of the twentieth century.7² However, as 
early as the 1860s white Americans cited anecdotal claims that “in some 
localities [of the South] . . . a marked process of extinction had commenced. 
The proof was, that negroes were getting scarce.”7³

The extinction discourse represented an extreme example of how 
white Americans were determined to protect the purity of whiteness as 
a prerequisite for reuniting the Union. J. P. Wickersham, the principal of 
the Pennsylvania State Normal School, spoke of these ideas in hygienic 
terms. Wickersham argued in 1865 that the “great problem now before 
the American people is to restore healthy life to the palsied body of the 
South; to reconstruct not a mechanical but an organic Union— a Union 
cemented with love— a Union that will render safe forever the free insti-
tutions of our fathers.”74

The emancipation of millions of previously enslaved people and the 
ascent of some African Americans to positions of political power meant 
that the “organic Union” dominated by white Americans was in jeopardy. 
For Americans sharing Wickersham’s perspective, the Union stood at the 
precipice of a new sociocultural frontier characterized by the unnatural 
existence of social and political equality between the races, a proposition 
that many white Americans derisively referred to as the “Africanization” 
of the republic.75

“Africanization” defined white America’s fear that they, not African 
Americans, were culturally and biologically under siege. White Ameri-
cans described “Africanization” in its most dangerous form in reference 
to interracial marriage. Such marriages were seen to have the potential 
to dilute the purity of white “blood” and threatened white civilization 
in the United States with extinction. The Reverend Edward Humphrey 
tried to make this point when he argued in 1877 that “unrestrained inter-
marriage” tainted the white race. Humphrey claimed that “people who 
bear the color stain have been everywhere and always, in this country, 
the inferior, and for the most part the servile race.”76

Such sentiments were widely held.77 The Tennessean John F. Couts, 
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for example, expressed his anger over Reconstruction governments in a 
letter to his brother in California, alleging that the federal government 
was forcing racially mixed and corrupt Reconstruction administrations 
on white southerners. Couts described Reconstruction governments as 
the most “infamous low down, dirty contemptible Governments on earth.” To 
emphasize the gravity of the South’s plight, Couts insisted that “I should 
certainly leave Tennessee, until the political status of our people was fixed.”78

Couts’s letters to his brother typified the sense that whiteness was 
falling victim to a social experiment in racial equality. The antebellum 
status quo had been destroyed by the Civil War, and in its place white 
Americans feared that a social order based on clearly defined racial cate-
gories was in danger. Because race defined socioeconomic, cultural, and 
political power, social equality— and miscegenation in particular— had 
the potential to create a chaotic, disordered, and unnatural society. As 
one anonymous author, who titled himself “Civis,” argued, “Some— and a 
great many too— are and must be mudsills. Some are and must be ‘hewers 
of wood and drawers of water.’”79 White Americans, particularly in the 
South and West, saw such a racial division of labor as the basis for the 
natural and good order of American society. Thus the social, political, and 
even matrimonial mixing of black and white Americans was considered 
“a diseased condition.”80

The association of miscegenation with social disorder, disease, and the 
potential cause of white degradation gave rise to some sensational spec-
ulation. Delaware senator Thomas F. Bayard argued that miscegenation 
“is forbidden by natural law; that the instincts of repulsion that kept the 
races apart, socially and physically, are the outcropping of man’s nature.”8¹ 
Underscoring the connection between social order and the fear of white 
degradation with interracial marriage, Bayard insisted that black- white 
miscegenation raised more “ethical questions, physiological questions, 
[and] moral questions” than it answered. These questions fueled fears 
about the future purity of the white race in the United States.8²

White Americans insisted that for the United States to return to a 
social and racial order that approximated that of the pre– Civil War years, 
political power must remain the preserve of white men and marriage 
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must only occur between people with similar “blood.” Testifying before 
the Freedman’s Inquiry Commission in 1863, a former resident of Mis-
sissippi emphasized the importance of racial affinity in marriage, stating, 
“I think the cross between the yellow woman [octoroon] and the white 
man is better than a cross with a black man.”8³

For its time, the former resident’s testimony represented a radical inter-
pretation of evolutionary theory. However, interracial marriage was far too 
radical for most white Americans to even contemplate. To accommodate 
antiblack racism, late nineteenth- century scholars helped to define a “New 
American race,” an evolutionary argument that guided policy makers and 
educators who sought to “Americanize” Native American children and 
southern and eastern Europe immigrants. As one proponent defined the 
idea of a “New American race,” whiteness in the United States involved 
the mixture of “English, Irish, Germans, Italians, [and] French” people.84 
From an evolutionary perspective, marriages between different members 
of the white race were considered far more acceptable than marriages 
between blacks and whites. Thus the definition of white purity had been 
broadened from its early nineteenth- century focus on Anglo- Saxon ances-
try. While social and political tensions sometimes marred the immigrant 
experience, these tensions never precipitated any legal or constitutional 
bans on marriages between people from different European backgrounds.

In contrast, marriages involving black and white people incurred the 
wrath of state lawmakers. In 1861, for example, section 61 of the Alabama 
Penal Code mandated two to seven years in prison or hard labor if “any 
white person and any negro, or descendent of any negro, to the third 
generation inclusive, though one ancestor of each generation be a white 
person, intermarry, or live in open adultery or fornication with each 
other.”85 The Alabama code typified the legal practices in the South and 
trans- Mississippi West that made interracial marriage (and in this case, 
interracial sex) a felony. The policing of such laws underscored the anx-
iety that white lawmakers and their constituents felt for the fragility of 
whiteness in these parts of the country.86

As former Confederate states were redeemed from Reconstruction 
governments during the 1870s and 1880s, white Americans wearied of the 
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“Negro problem” and ceased to see the African American population as 
a subject worthy of serious political debate.87 The exception to this shift 
in attitudes and political attention was in the perpetuation of antimis-
cegenation sentiment. White Americans never stopped worrying about 
the evolutionary impact that African Americans could have on the white 
race. This was because of how former abolitionists framed the doctrine 
of monogenesis, insisting that God “made of one blood all the races of 
men.”88 These types of statements prompted liberal writers like William 
Alexander to argue that “by the closest analysis of the blood of one of 
each race the slightest difference cannot be detected.”89 By placing such 
arguments in the public domain, Americans who shared Alexander’s views 
kept evolutionary anxiety about interracial marriage alive in the minds 
of white Americans. As a result, devolutionary fears about the dilution, 
or even extinction, of the white race increased in public discourse during 
the late nineteenth century.

Concern about the dilution of the white race (or white “blood”) in 
the United States was the most extreme expression of a fragile biological 
definition of whiteness. At the opposite end of the sociopolitical spectrum, 
some missionaries and educators argued that the preservation of American 
civilization (and by implication, American whiteness) demanded that 
African Americans receive a formal education and eventually assimilate 
into white society. William Alexander, a proponent of this view, claimed 
that educating freedpeople promised to ameliorate violent racial divi-
sions by proving to whites that black people had the ability to cultivate 
the social and cultural qualities necessary for citizenship. In Alexander’s 
words, the education of the freedpeople would end their “long, dark 
night of oppression.”90

The American Missionary Association (ama) became the first and 
most important organization to dedicate personnel to the education of 
the freedpeople. The ama responded to the educational needs of African 
Americans after receiving an 1861 letter from General Benjamin Butler on 
the condition of southern blacks. In response, the ama employed Mary 
S. Peake, a black woman, to help establish a day school for African Amer-
icans in Virginia. Peake contributed to the foundation of the Hampton 
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Institute, a college for the instruction of black people, and went on to 
assist in the establishment of educational facilities for freedpeople in 
South Carolina, Mississippi, Tennessee, Ohio, and Illinois. By war’s end, 
320 African American and white teachers were united in an interracial 
effort to educate the children of former slaves.9¹

ama schools focused primarily on a classical education and teaching 
African Americans to effectively use their political rights. A number of 
leading ama teachers also believed that freedpeople should receive an 
education that emphasized the “humanity of a whole race” and should not 
confine black students to the narrow curriculum common to industrial 
training schools.9² For this reason, many ama educators expressed criticism 
of the industrial training provided by schools such as Hampton Institute. 
Richard Wright, a leading figure in educational circles, claimed that indus-
trial training schools neglected the reformative influences associated with 
religious education. He argued that it “is generally admitted that religion 
has been a great means of human development and progress, and I think 
that about all the great religions which have blest this world have come 
from the colored races.”9³ Wright’s views on African American religiosity 
expressed one half of a growing divide among missionaries about how 
best to bring about sociocultural evolution among former slaves. Should 
the “Negro’s” supposedly natural religiosity be cultivated, or was a more 
“practical” education needed for African American cultural evolution?

Samuel Chapman Armstrong believed that former slaves needed a 
largely “practical’ education. Armstrong’s Hampton Institute focused on 
industrial training as an important component in the evolution of African 
American life. As a child of missionaries, Armstrong grew up observing 
the work of the Hilo Manual Labor School, established on Hawaii’s Big 
Island. The Hilo Manual Labor School’s mission was to teach native 
Hawaiians gender- specific skills such as carpentry and homemaking. 
These observations influenced the curriculum at the Hampton Institute, 
which Armstrong founded, with the help of African American educators 
like Mary Peake, in 1868. Hampton’s mission was to “train selected Negro 
youths who should go out and teach and lead their people.”94 Contrary 
to the criticism leveled against industrial training schools, Armstrong 
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claimed that he was building “character” in African American students 
through lessons in hygiene, personal morality, literacy, and Christianity. 
Most importantly, Armstrong insisted that training in a specialized trade 
or manual labor provided African Americans with the skills to become 
independent and useful members of society. Armstrong therefore strove 
to teach African American students to “Fight the devil. Fight against bad-
ness, evil and ignorance, disease, [and] bad cooking.”95 Armstrong took 
a paternalistic approach to African American uplift and evolution. He 
operated from the assumption that Christianity provided a compass for 
human morality, and he insisted that industrial training made individuals 
useful to society. Such an ethos underscored white America’s conflation 
of Christianity with civilization and reinscribed the association of African 
Americans with an inferior socioeconomic status. Therefore, the work of 
the ama and educators such as Armstrong, while taking slightly differ-
ent pedagogical approaches to ameliorating black- white racial tensions, 
shared a common faith in the moral influence of Christianity, “practical” 
skills, and the evolutionary potential of African Americans. At the same 
time, the focus that missionaries and educators placed on Christianity 
and industrial training reinforced popular perceptions of black people 
as overly emotive in their religious expression and beliefs that African 
American workers had evolved little beyond their former status as slaves.96

African Americans did not remain idle as white Americans debated 
their racial destiny. Black Americans discussed the evolutionary impli-
cations of interracial marriage and education in an attempt to define 
their own sense of human uplift and development. While black leaders 
disagreed about the importance of interracial marriage and the type of 
education needed for African American communities, most concurred 
with Frederick Douglass’s observation that the Civil War had presented 
an opportunity to create a “freer and higher plane of life, manhood, 
usefulness, and civilization.”97

Douglass’s comments reflected the importance that African Americans 
placed on political equality and education to provide the foundation for 
the improvement of black America’s intellectual and cultural life, and to 
make socioeconomic mobility possible. The former slave William Wells 
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Brown argued, for example, that the African American mind “needs only 
cultivation to make it bring forth fruit.”98 Wells Brown, like Douglass, 
believed that black and white Americans belonged to a single human 
species and as such there “is nothing in race or blood, in color or features, 
that imparts susceptibility of improvement to one race over another.”99

Frederick Douglass and William Wells Brown epitomized a strand of 
African American thinking that emphasized the importance of social 
environment to the evolution of black life and culture. African American 
leaders regularly insisted that slavery had “manacled” black people.¹00 
Freed from the degrading milieu of slavery, men like Douglass stood as 
examples of how African Americans had the potential to evolve to a level 
of intellect and cultural accomplishment that transcended plantation life.

Booker T. Washington, who attended Armstrong’s Hampton Institute, 
emphasized the importance of social environment to human evolution. 
He did this by espousing the benefits of industrial training schools. Echo-
ing Armstrong’s teachings, Washington argued that industrial training 
had three advantages for black people. “First— Under wise management 
it aids the student in securing mental training; secondly, it teaches him 
how to earn a living; and, thirdly, it teaches him the dignity of labor.”¹0¹ 
Instilled with these principles, Washington believed, African Americans 
would contribute to a higher form of civilization. Washington added that 
through cultural accomplishments and economic self- sufficiency, African 
American success would ultimately end racial tensions because black 
workers would demonstrate their value to the evolutional of American 
living standards.

In his biography of Frederick Douglass, Washington referred to Dou-
glass as an example of the successful cultivation of his three educational 
principles. According to Washington, Douglass was “broad- shouldered, 
well- proportioned,” and “his movements had all the directness and grace 
of a man who had been bred a prince.”¹0² Washington spoke of human 
breeding in Lockean terms, emphasizing personal and educational qualities 
that an individual cultivated over a lifetime. This was in stark contrast to 
popular white American descriptions of black people that emphasized 
the biological dangers associated with African American cultural uplift 
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and the fear that interracial marriage would result in a biological degen-
eration of the white race.¹0³

Booker T. Washington’s emphasis on industrial training came under 
growing criticism during the 1890s and early twentieth century. W. E. 
B. DuBois emerged as the leading critic of Washington’s educational 
strategies. DuBois challenged Washington’s neglect of a classical liberal 
education and political involvement, while others, such as William Mon-
roe Trotter, described Washington as “self- seeking.”¹04 According to the 
historian August Meier, Washington’s focus on industrial education was 
“a platform of compromise between the white North, the white South, 
and the Negro.”¹05 Thus Washington’s educational focus represented a 
conservative application of the African American ethos of self- help and 
was designed to show whites that black Americans were interested only 
in economic self- sufficiency, not in social equality or interracial marriage.

Washington’s conservative approach to African American participa-
tion in the “race of life” was in contrast to that of black leaders who saw 
marriage as a cornerstone for asserting the morality, dignity, and capacity 
for human improvement among black Americans. During the Civil War, 
black soldiers claimed that they were fighting for the abolition of slavery 
and political equality. One African American soldier insisted that the “mar-
riage covenant is at the foundation of all our rights.”¹06 Such statements 
reflected an awareness of how the American legal system had refused to 
recognize slave marriages. With freedom won, African Americans were 
determined to see legally recognized marriages as one of the most basic 
aspects of their freedom; they also wanted to nurture stable black families 
that would make enriching social and economic lives possible.

African American community and intellectual leaders drew upon the 
prevailing evolutionary discourse to argue that marriage was more than 
simply an assertion of legal equality; it was an issue, not unlike debate 
about education, that struck at the very heart of who African American 
people perceived themselves to be. The debate about marriage was a 
major issue to black Americans and important to debate over the cultural 
and biological significance of sexual relations and human evolution. 
Particularly contentious was the evolutionary significance of interracial 
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marriage, an issue that divided African American leaders in the decades 
after the Civil War.

Black leaders such as the entrepreneur George T. Downing and the 
former slave William Wells Brown argued that interracial marriage would 
eventually end racial divisions. Echoing the evolutionary ethos of the late 
nineteenth century, Brown argued that “history demonstrates the truth 
that amalgamation is the great civilizer of the races of men. Wherever 
a race, clan, or community have kept themselves together, prohibiting 
by law, usage, or common consent, intermarriage with others, they have 
made little or no progress.”¹07

Prior to his death in 1895, Frederick Douglass added his influential voice 
to the debate about interracial marriage. With his antebellum commitment 
to monogenesis unwavering in post- Darwinian America, Douglass insisted 
that the “American people are essentially one race. . . . United by blood, by 
a common origin, by a common language, by a common literature, by a 
common glory, and by the same historic associations and achievements.”¹08 
Douglass, however, was also a racial romantic. He claimed that interracial 
marriages produced offspring who were characterized by the best qualities 
of both races, the African American parent passing down a culture of fidel-
ity, religiosity, and a gentle nature. Significantly, Douglass did not believe 
that interracial marriage would produce a homogeneous white American 
population. In 1881 he argued that “character, not color, is the passport to 
consideration; where the right of the black man to be a man, and a man 
among men, is not questioned.”¹09 In Douglass’s mind, no political, social, 
or cultural right was more fundamental to the continued evolution of a 
civilized nation than the right of a man to select his marriage partner.

Douglass’s belief that to be a man in the United States meant having the 
freedom to select a marriage partner without social or legal interference 
was reflected in his own marital choices and behavior. In 1884 Douglass 
dismissed criticism from black and white Americans after he married 
Helen Pitts, a white woman. Douglass told the suffragist Elizabeth Cady 
Stanton, “My wife and I have simply obeyed the convictions of our own 
hearts and minds.”¹¹0 Indeed, Douglass insisted that his marriage to Pitts 
breached no natural taboo of cross- species mating because “I am not an 
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African . . . and it is equally easy to discern that I am not a Caucasian.”¹¹¹ 
Douglass saw himself as an American, a point he emphasized in evolu-
tionary terms, arguing that “in time the varieties of races will be blended 
into one.”¹¹²

In making such declarations, Douglass did not state whether legalized 
interracial marriage would result in the evolution of a homogeneous 
black, brown, or white American race; instead, he maintained that African 
Americans brought a sense of “loyalty and patriotic” zeal to any marriage, 
be it interracial or otherwise. Douglass wrote, “The negro is . . . the clay, 
the nation is the potter. He is the subject, the nation is the sovereign. It 
is not what he shall be or do, but what the nation shall be or do, which 
is to solve this great national problem.”¹¹³

Not all African Americans agreed that interracial marriage and racially 
mixed schools and institutions would solve the “great national 
problem” of black- white racial tension. In fact, the self- help ethos that 
characterized Washington’s program of industrial training and generally 
dominated African American discussions about social uplift did not result 
in unanimity on how best to accomplish black America’s transition from 
slavery to freedom. While these divisions were intellectual as much as 
they were political, disagreement over the future of African American 
people was also a division along biological lines.

Such divisions became clear when a prominent group of darker- skinned 
black leaders emerged in the decades after the Civil War and espoused 
the notion of “race pride” as a means of achieving a collective “racial des-
tiny.”¹¹4 The “race pride” leaders recoiled from the cultural and biological 
pretensions of African Americans known as “colored aristocrats” or lighter- 
skinned “blue veins.”¹¹5 Many “colored aristocrats” were descended from 
the small antebellum population of free African Americans who were 
often financially secure and politically influential. The “colored aristocrats” 
included Frederick Douglass, Robert Purvis (who also married a white 
woman), John R. Lynch, and P. B. S. Pinchback.¹¹6 Indeed, even the conser-
vative Booker T. Washington hinted at the importance of human biology 
when trying to explain the political and economic influence of “colored 
aristocrats.” Washington stated that Frederick Douglass’s “complexion was 
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that of a mulatto. His head was strikingly large. His manner was graceful. . . . 
His personal mental and moral facilities were well balanced.”¹¹7 According 
to Washington, Douglass’s phenotype and phrenological characteristics 
marked his highly evolved “mental and moral facilities.”

Darker- skinned leaders like W. Calvin Chase, the editor of the Wash-
ington Bee, refused to associate, even implicitly, phenotype or phrenology 
with cultural and mental accomplishment. While “race pride” leaders 
shared with lighter- skinned elites a conviction that education and self- help 
were important to African American communities, “race pride” leaders 
despised what they saw as the pretensions of “colored aristocrats.” Chase 
lampooned light- skinned leaders as “would- be whites” and claimed that 
they had a “pernicious influence” on African American life.¹¹8 Leaders 
such as Chase and Martin Delany (and in the twentieth century, Marcus 
Garvey), who emphasized a collective sense of race pride, influenced the 
racial perceptions of many ordinary African Americans.¹¹9 Typical of 
this influence, the former slave Julia King recalled that the “only thing I 
had against Frederick Douglass was that he married a white woman.”¹²0

African American leaders who emphasized “race pride” blamed the 
failures of Reconstruction on “would be whites” and the “blunders of 
white men.”¹²¹ They drew on Victorian patriarchal values to call for the 
reformation of the black family, social environment, and sexual morality 
as a means of achieving racial uplift in African American life. According to 
race pride leaders, slavery had prevented African Americans from forming 
stable families and prevented political solidarity. Moreover, the presence of 
a light- skinned elite allegedly hampered race progress because it embodied 
the sexual exploitation and moral degeneracy that characterized slavery 
and prevented blacks from expressing “race pride” in a single, unified voice.

Race pride leaders emphasized this latter point by citing statistics on 
mixed- race children born out of wedlock. In Washington dc, 9.8 percent 
of colored births were illegitimate in 1878. By 1881 this number climbed to 
one- fifth of all births, and it continued to rise over the following decade. 
In 1889 one observer argued that the abolition of slavery had unleashed a 
growing “number of illegitimate children born to unmarried negresses.”¹²² 
Only through “race pride” and a rejection of illicit interracial encounters 
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could the stain of illegitimacy that had plagued African Americans since 
slavery times finally be removed.

In cities and towns across the United States, many black and white 
Americans attempted to defy the social taboos and legal prohibitions 
against interracial marriage and formed interracial unions. Stanford Jacob 
of Metropolis, Illinois, was a case in point. In 1872 Jacob wrote to President 
Ulysses S. Grant to request assistance after Illinois authorities arrested 
him “for marrieing [sic] a White Lady.”¹²³ In a separate case in Indiana, a 
white woman entered a New Albany courthouse with her black fiancée 
in 1879 and insisted that the couple be joined in legal matrimony. When 
the court informed the couple that it was illegal for them to marry, the 
white woman “opened her proposed husband’s arm, drank some of his 
blood, and then swore she had negro blood in her veins.”¹²4

Most late nineteenth- century white Americans saw such cases as threats 
to white purity. For “race pride” leaders in African American communi-
ties, these types of cases embodied a lack of racial solidarity that placed 
the uplift of African American people in jeopardy. So serious was the 
problem of interracial marriage to the destiny of the African American 
race that prominent community leaders, such as the African American 
preacher Amos Roberts of New Haven, Connecticut, lost the support of 
the colored community after they married white women.¹²5 “Race pride,” 
T. J. Jennifer informed the National Conference of Colored Men in 1879, 
could only be restored, and uplift attained, if black children were exposed 
to “the school book, the Bible and the ballot, the three great levers of 
American civilization, [which] will, with industry and discretion, do for 
us what they have done for others.”¹²6

Calls for “race pride” and racial solidarity united large segments of 
African American society throughout the late nineteenth century and 
well into the twentieth. However, in American society, a society that prized 
“whiteness” as a symbol of cultural accomplishment and the height of 
biological evolution, African Americans understood the practical advan-
tages that interracial marriage might bring to them and their children.

Examples of this awareness punctuate cultural expression in African 
American history. Pauli Murray’s grandmother told her to carry herself 
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with dignity because “you got [white] blood in you— folks that counted 
for something. . . . Aristocrats, that’s what they were, going back seven 
generations.”¹²7 Similarly, Daniel Murray, the African American bibliog-
rapher and historian, stated simply that in time “blood will tell.”¹²8

While such evidence is relatively easy to find, the debate about human 
evolution among African Americans was far more nuanced than parallel 
debates in white communities. Beneath the often ad hominem rhetoric that 
“race pride” leaders and “colored aristocrats” directed at each other, African 
American leaders recognized that the uplift of black America from slavery 
to freedom was a complex and emotive issue. John R. Lynch, a “colored 
aristocrat” and member of the U.S. House of Representatives, understood 
this. He argued that from a “moral and religious standpoint,” legalizing 
interracial marriages would not just elevate African American life but raise 
the moral tenor of American civilization. Harkening back to eighteenth- 
century ideals of good breeding and the didactic nature of marriage, Lynch 
insisted that the best “Evolver,” to borrow again from Fiske, was a law (or 
laws) that recognized the legitimacy of marriage, irrespective of race, and 
provided the basis for a moral home environment where “children are 
educated . . . [and] are frequently sent abroad for that purpose.”¹²9

Lynch’s reflections provide an insight into the way in which prominent 
black leaders did not simply view human evolution as a biological issue, 
as was commonplace among white Americans; instead, they understood 
that human evolution incorporated cultural as well as biological theories 
of human uplift. While references to “blood” indicate the pervasiveness 
of biological racial theory in late nineteenth- century America, the broad 
emphasis on marriage, family, and education as sources of evolution 
highlight the particular racial perspectives that African American people 
brought to discussions about science, sexuality, and race in late nineteenth- 
century culture.

Conclusion

The decades between the 1860s and 1890s witnessed dramatic changes in the 
biological study of race, the territorial expansion of American settlements, 
and the legal status of Native Americans and African Americans. These 
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changes opened up new scientific, geographical, and cultural frontiers in 
American society, changing the way people lived, worked, and loved. As a 
result, competing narratives of whiteness, political and economic power, 
and civilization became both more defined and contested.

For white Americans, be they native born or immigrants, whiteness 
represented a fragile biological category that needed legal protections 
to prevent the dilution— or even extinction— of an imagined biologi-
cal purity. To the majority of white Americans, late nineteenth- century 
laws that prohibited interracial marriage and segregated whites from 
nonwhites— especially in education— were necessary to protect white 
purity and ensure the continued evolution of American civilization.

The recognition that whiteness was both biologically and culturally 
fragile meant that few white Americans shared the humanitarian senti-
ments of missionaries and educators toward either Native Americans or 
African Americans. Most white Americans saw protecting the biological 
purity and socioeconomic privileges ascribed to whiteness as a com-
mitment requiring constant vigilance. Native American reservations, 
Jim Crow statutes, and antimiscegenation laws all embodied just such a 
commitment. These practices and laws articulated the dual perception 
of whiteness as an aggressive, acquisitive racial identity in relation to 
the Native American populations of the Southwest and West and an 
identity under siege from the ever- present threat of “blackness.” In the 
context of frontier relations with Native Americans, this dual sense of 
racial superiority one the one hand, and the fragility of whiteness on 
the other, rationalized frontier violence and sexual exploitation.¹³0 In 
comparison, most white Americans assumed that African Americans 
embodied a culturally corrosive and biologically threatening problem to 
the American republic. This threat helped to rationalize legal segregation 
and justify organized racial violence (especially lynching). In the words 
of the southerner Gambrell McCarty, whites insisted (or countenanced 
through their silence) that “we ought to have a good lynching every once 
and a while to keep the nigger in his place.”¹³¹

The debate that emerged among Native Americans— as evidenced 
by racial debates in Cherokee communities— and in African American 
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society reflected how whiteness hung over late nineteenth- century racial 
discourse. Significantly, those debates also reveal the limits of whiteness 
as a hegemonic settler colonial identity. Although interracial marriages 
were illegal in many parts of the United States, examples of such unions 
reflected how in settler colonies like the United States subaltern people 
thought less in terms of their elimination and more in evolutionary terms. 
The result was the birth of new identities that refused to see an imagined 
white purity as a synonym for civilization and citizenship.
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Australia, 1860– 1890

australia’s frontiers of settlement entered a new phase 
between 1860 and 1890. In southeastern Australia, the discovery of gold 
in New South Wales and Victoria during the late 1850s saw thousands of 
Europeans and North Americans make the long journey to the antipodes. 
An estimated 331,000 people migrated to New South Wales alone between 
1861 and 1900.¹ Subsequent gold discoveries in the western and northern 
portions of Australia, in addition to a gold rush in New Zealand during 
the 1860s and 1870s, brought even more migrants to Australasian shores 
and led to the rapid spread of European frontier settlements.²

Most of these migrants were single men of Anglo- Celtic heritage, an 
immigrant population that solidified governmental aspirations to cultivate 
a homogenous white Australia. Such aspirations sharpened racist hostility 
toward migrants from China, India, and Polynesia. The emergence of a 
clearly racialized “white Australia ideal” also reminded settlers, politi-
cians, and anthropologists of the importance of highlighting the cultural 
and biological distinctions between settler civilization and Aboriginal 
“savages.” This heightened racial dynamic made it possible to expand the 
parameters of whiteness and gradually assimilate European immigrants 
into white Australia while more drastic evolutionary approaches to the 
“Aboriginal problem” were debated.
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Still, Australia’s growing Anglo- Celtic population set the parameters 
for what became known as the white Australia ideal. In 1912 the historian 
A. Wyatt Tilby wrote approvingly of this racial ideal, declaring that the 
“white Australia ideal [was] at once democratic and exclusive, postulating 
a white Australian nation as an aristocracy of humanity, untouched or 
uncontaminated by the admixture of its blood with any inferior breed 
from without, yet a nation organised on democratic lines from within.”³

How to create “an aristocracy of humanity,” however, divided Australians. 
Most white Australians agreed that immigration policies that prevented the 
world’s “colored” people from entering the colonies represented a progres-
sive step in fulfilling the white Australia ideal. Similarly, white Australians 
supported moves to deport Kanaka laborers, most of whom had been 
coerced from their Pacific Island homes to labor on Queensland’s sugar 
plantations. Most Australians agreed that these measures were necessary 
if the settler colonists hoped to prevent what the future prime minister 
of Australia Alfred Deakin referred to as “contamination from within.”4

Deakin’s comments came as the twentieth century dawned. In tone, 
they echoed the racial theorizing of public intellectuals such as Charles 
Pearson, Madison Grant, and Lothrop Stoddard, the latter giving voice 
to the ominous phrase the “rising tide of color.”5 These men articulated 
the accumulated anxiety of late nineteenth- century Americans and Aus-
tralians that, as U.S. president Theodore Roosevelt claimed, “no race has 
any chance to win a great place unless it consists of good breeders as well 
as good fighters.”6

In Australia, many of the colonial officials charged with overseeing 
Aboriginal welfare and the expansion of the settler colonial frontier 
believed that they could implement the theories of evolutionary racial 
science and populate the Australian continent with “good breeders.” These 
“good breeders” would ideally be a cultural and biological amalgamation 
of Aboriginal people and people of European descent. The advocates of 
interracial marriage and cultural mixing insisted that a mixture of the 
races would reinforce the principles of the white Australia ideal within 
two to three generations.

Missionaries, ethnologists, and a small group of political leaders 
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responsible for Aboriginal “protection” took these ideas to heart and 
worked to implement them. They believed that mixed- race Aborigines, 
or “half- castes,” presented colonial reformers with the best opportunity to 
test the evolutionary and transformative powers of whiteness. Just how 
did colonial politicians, missionaries, and a small group of scholars put 
Australia on a path to “breeding out the colour”?7 The answer to that 
question lies in the evolutionary logic of late nineteenth- century racial 
science and the Aboriginal protectors and Aborigines Welfare Boards 
charged with ensuring indigenous welfare.

A number of Aboriginal protectors hoped to achieve both of these goals 
by encouraging half- caste Aborigines to reject marriage with “full- bloods” 
and insist that half- castes marry a white or half- caste spouse. Aboriginal 
policy and missionary practice varied from colony to colony, but where 
colonial officials possessed the political will, Aboriginal policy and mis-
sionary practice worked together to breed from half- caste Aboriginal 
parents future generations of white Australians. It’s hard to see such a 
sinister plan as progressive, but to the supporters of blanching Aboriginal 
people white it was just that: progressive. Significantly, Aboriginal Aus-
tralians had their own views on whiteness, evolution, and the meaning of 
civilization, all of which challenged the hegemony of the white Australia 
ideal and the search for a formula to “breed out the colour.”

The Evolution of a White Australia

Late nineteenth- century Australia was a white man’s paradise, or so colonial 
boosters claimed. B. R. Wise typified Australian boosterism. He insisted 
that individualism reigned supreme among white men in the antipodes: 
“There is no helpless fluttering against the iron bar of class and tradition 
[in Australia]. . . . A man can use his strength in Australia, whether it be 
strength of muscle or of brain. The daily victory over the forces of Nature 
in the material world gives confidence in other directions.”8

Boosters like Wise were also wont to point out that the racial divisions 
that plagued the United States did not trouble Australia. This meant that 
colonial Australians were free to create a homogenous, self- confident, 
and forward- looking white race. Indeed, the continued perception of 
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the full- blood Aborigines as a doomed race reinforced the popular belief 
that colonial Australians had a unique opportunity to build what Alfred 
Deakin referred to as the “United States of Australasia.” According to 
Deakin, colonial Australians were laying the foundations for a racially 
homogenous nation that would ultimately extend its influence across 
the Pacific and join the United States in a transnational racial compact 
connected by the Pacific Ocean, a great “English lake.”9

Deakin’s “English lake” brought thousands of new migrants from Europe 
and the United States to southeastern Australia in search of gold during 
the 1850s. While historians maintain that the Anglo- Celtic nature of Aus-
tralia’s settler populations remained largely unbroken, the populations 
on the ships that brought gold seekers to Australia did raise questions 
about the fragility of colonial whiteness.¹0 In fact, throughout the British 
Empire and in Britain itself, scholars, politicians, and educators were raising 
questions about the nature and evolutionary capacity of the white race.

Robert Knox, the English doctor and natural scientists, captured the 
essence of this international discussion when he asked rhetorically, “What 
are we English? Does any one know? Are we British, or Gaels, or Teutons, 
or Cymri, or Romans, or Belgians, or Saxons, or Angles, or Danes, or 
Norse, or Jutes, or Frisians, or Scandinavians, or Normans? Are we an 
amalgamation, or are all of these types found tolerably pure on our soil?”¹¹

Knox’s rhetorical question certainly had implications for the British 
Empire. In Australia, anxiety about the evolutionary potential of both 
the white and Aboriginal races intensified amid public debate over the 
impact of immigrants from Asia, Europe, and the Americas. For instance, 
R. H. Horne, the commissioner of Crown lands for the gold fields, 
noted the growing ethnic diversity of Australia’s colonial population. 
Following the discovery of gold, Horne noted that the city of Melbourne 
had seen steadily increasing numbers of Scotch and Irish immigrants, 
Americans, Germans, Chinese shopkeepers and merchants, and “a very 
rich and respectable Jewish circle, the majority being German, Polish, 
and Italian.” In the United States, the Civil War opened a new era of 
racial uncertainty and anxiety over the future of whiteness; in Australia, 
Horne’s observations suggest that the discovery of gold and immigration 
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created a “feverish confusion, . . . burning enterprise and reckless daring” 
in colonial society.¹²

Unlike American gold discoveries, which were located far from the 
centers of northeastern political power and cultural sophistication, the 
proximity of Australian gold deposits to urban life meant that the moral 
and legal restraints associated with “civilized” life were easier to police, 
and a sense of white uniformity could be fostered.¹³ For example, the 
British economic theorist Patrick James Stirling observed that unlike 
the rough- and- tumble gold frontier of California, “Australia is the first 
example in . . . history . . . [to have discovered] . . . abundant gold- fields 
in the midst of civilized and intelligent community, already possessed 
of capital, and having its industry organized and protected by stable and 
free institutions.” This sense of antipodean institutional stability— illusory 
as it may have been, for it elided the tensions between labor and capital 
interests in late colonial Australia— strengthened Anglo- Celtic unity and 
heightened racial animosity for gold seekers and Aboriginal owners of 
the land.¹4 Thus the discovery of gold did not result in the permanent 
fragmentation of whiteness in Australia. Indeed, gold fever was a tem-
porary event that did not create permanent fissures among people of 
different European nationalities.¹5 Therefore, many goldfield tensions 
were resolved through political lobbying or public protest.

This is important because a shared sense of racial kinship structured 
Australian social life. It also shaped the formation of institutions and 
justified colonial expansion and land use patterns. The power of whiteness 
as a racially unifying category was seen in its ability to bring different 
ethnic and national groups together in expressing contempt for the world’s 
“black” races. The American merchant and gold seeker George F. Train 
gave vent to such sentiment when he referred to Aboriginal Australians 
as having a “crooked mind.”¹6

It was nineteenth- century minstrelsy, however, that provided a pop-
ular outlet for native- born white Australians and white immigrants to 
revel in their shared sense of white solidarity and superiority. Minstrelsy 
constituted a cultural production characterized by grotesque caricatures 
of “Negroid” physical features and mannerisms. Economics, politics, and 
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religion might cause heated debates among white Australians and recently 
arrived immigrants, but the visual display of the minstrel show reminded 
its audience of the biological and cultural superiority of the world’s 
white races.¹7

By the latter half of the nineteenth century, minstrel shows in England, 
the United States, and Australasia provided international audiences with 
portrayals of “authentic” Negro ballads, black mannerisms, and physical 
inferiority. Australian Aborigines became part of the international deni-
gration of “black” people in the 1880s. In 1883 and 1884 R. A. Cunningham 
took a troop of full- blood Aborigines on a minstrel tour of the United 
States. Cunningham’s Aboriginal minstrels became the most popular 
show of its kind in America, thrilling white crowds with exotic displays 
of Aboriginal dance, song, and self- mockery. As with white audiences 
at minstrel shows in Australia, American audiences left Cunningham’s 
show reinforced in their cultural sophistication and convinced of their 
own biological superiority.¹8

Minstrelsy emphasized to white Australians the importance of racial 
homogeneity to the creation of national unity. The British historian J. R. 
Seeley captured such sentiment when he argued in 1883 that “the chief 
forces which hold a community together and cause it to constitute one 
State are . . . common nationality, common religion, and common inter-
ests.”¹9 In Australia in the 1870s and 1880s, Seeley’s analysis was finding 
voice in a nascent Australian nationalism. Indeed, the “convict stain” 
that once divided former convicts (especially former Irish convicts) from 
free migrants diminished substantially. The fading of the “convict stain” 
was no mere “tongue- in- cheek” projection of an ideal Australian type 
but a serious exercise in social engineering that was designed to create 
a homogenous white Australia.²0 The seriousness of the white Australia 
ideal to an emerging sense of national community was evident in the 
passage of immigration laws that aimed to exclude migrants from East and 
South Asia and the Pacific Islands and native Africans and to perpetuate 
Australia’s white (or Anglo- Celtic) homogeneity.²¹ In 1912 the historian A. 
Wyatt Tilby looked back approvingly to refer to restrictive immigration 
policies as the “purification of Australia.”²² White Australians saw restrictive 



The Evolution of White Australia | 251

immigration policy as an example of how they were not going to make 
the racial mistakes that they believed their American cousins had made 
in immigration policy, in Native American affairs, and in relation to the 
“Negro problem” after the Civil War.

In Australia, missionaries and Aboriginal protectors agreed that mistakes 
had been made in the colonial governance of the world’s nonwhite races, 
but their application of racial and evolutionary theory did not embrace 
the defensive tenor of restrictive immigration laws. Instead, Australian 
racial reformers expressed a scientific and progressive commitment to 
the “purification of Australia.” A progressive approach to racial forma-
tion in late nineteenth- century Australia included making the inevitable 
extinction of full- blood Aborigines as humane as possible, while at the 
same time drawing on evolutionary theory and speculation about ancient 
Aboriginal migration patterns to transform the biological and cultural 
qualities of the half- caste.

Increasingly during the final two decades of the nineteenth century, 
missionaries and Aboriginal protectors insisted that if Australia was ever 
going to create a stable “Federal Union” defined by a “common nationality, 
common religion, and common interests,” the half- caste needed to be 
“purified.” According to missionaries and a small but influential group 
of Aboriginal Protectors, this meant the creation of a uniquely Australian 
contribution to the world’s white races. It demanded that the half- caste 
Aborigines be amalgamated into white Australian culture and blood.²³

The Education and Evolution of the Half- Caste

By the latter half of the nineteenth century, popular evolutionary opin-
ion posited that full- blood Aborigines of southeastern Australia were 
dwindling in numbers.²4 White Australians rationalized the rapid decline 
of full- blood Aborigines as proof that indigenous Australians were a 
doomed race. The Englishman Robert Knox echoed such perceptions 
when he argued that the “Anglo- Saxon has already cleared out Tasmania” 
of full- blood Aborigines. While many white Australians hoped to repli-
cate this process throughout Australia’s expanding frontier settlements, 
Knox cautioned that repeating the process of extinction across the entire 
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continent was unlikely because “Australia is too large to attempt the same 
plan there!” Still, Knox did not hold back on declaring that “by shooting 
the natives as freely as we do crows in other countries, the population 
must become thin and scarce in time.”²5

The 1891 colonial census revealed relatively precise data on the decline 
in Aboriginal populations. The census showed that population losses 
were uneven. In the southeast, where the oldest colonial settlements 
existed, full- blood Aboriginal populations were quite small. In contrast, 
in northern Queensland, remote portions of Western Australia, and what 
became the Northern Territory, the Aboriginal population was substantially 
larger. Despite these regional differences, it was in southeastern Australia, 
especially the colony of Victoria, where an institutional model for the 
application of post- Darwinian racial theory was established. The Victo-
rian model, which ultimately influenced Aboriginal policy in Western 

table 1. Number of Aboriginal people in each colony at 
the 1891 census, distinguishing where possible “half- castes”

Half- 
caste 
male

Half- 
caste 

female

Half- 
caste 
total

Total 
males

Total 
females Total

New South Wales 1,663 1,520 3183 4,559 3,721 8,280

Victoria 133 115 248 325 240 565

Tasmania* 73 66 139 — — — 

Queensland§ — — — 10,719 9,866 20,585

South Australia — — — 14,510 9,279 23,789

Western Australia 293 293 586 3516 2729 6245

Source: Opinion of the Attorney- General of the Commonwealth of Australia, re 
Half Caste Aborigines, National Archives of Australia, Perth, 1901/305.
* These figures represent the total number of Aborigines enumerated in Tasmania.
§ Statistics for the colony of Queensland are 1881 figures, as no attempt was made in 

1891 to enumerate Aboriginal populations.
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Australia and the Northern Territory, involved government officials and 
their missionary allies legally differentiating between full- bloods, who 
were thought to be doomed to extinction, and half- castes, who, with their 
mix of Caucasian and Indo- Aryan blood (albeit composed of the inferior 
Dravidian type), represented the best opportunity for missionaries and 
officials to engineer a homogenous white Australia.²6

The racial perceptions of colonial lawmakers in Australia played a 
critical role in shaping late nineteenth- century Aboriginal policy. In New 
South Wales, lawmakers defined an “Aboriginal native” in language that 
paralleled the “one- drop rule” of hypodescent in the United States. In 
American popular culture, and in numerous state laws and statues, a 
“Negro” was defined as any person with “one- drop” of black blood. This 
definition usually resulted in the social marginalization of any individual 
suspected of having African American ancestors.²7 The colonial courts 
of New South Wales operated on a similar basis, especially when it came 
to assessing a person’s mental capacity to understand the legal responsi-
bilities of marriage.

The 1863 case of “Black Peter” demonstrates how New South Wales 
lawmakers hoped to implement restrictive marriage laws. “Black Peter’s” 
case appeared before the Assize Court in Goulburn, located in southern 
New South Wales, a region plagued by racial violence. In an already hostile 
local context, “Black Peter” stood accused of murdering his Aboriginal 
wife, Kitty. The court heard the case and quickly determined a guilty 
verdict. In handing down its decision, the court described “Black Peter” 
as a typically savage Aboriginal man, prone to violence and lacking the 
civilized intellect necessary to understand the patriarchal responsibilities 
that came with marriage.²8

The New South Wales Supreme Court reinforced the Goulburn court’s 
decision in 1883. Ruling in a separate case, the Supreme Court declared 
that “to extend that law (of England and Scotland of the solemnisation 
of marriage) to the Aborigines of this colony . . . is to go too far.”²9 Given 
that the colonial courts of New South Wales defined Aboriginality by 
stating that “any person of the whole or half- blood [is] of the Aborigi-
nal native race,” it was not surprising that the court refused to extend to 
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Aboriginal people what most colonists considered the legal hallmark of 
all civilizations: legal protections for married couples.³0

The New South Wales Supreme Court did not share with missionaries 
the belief that marriage had a didactic and civilizing effect on all people, 
especially not Aboriginal people, whom the court viewed as having a his-
tory of violent and polygamous sexual practices. A small but vocal group 
of colonial officials joined with their missionary allies in taking a very 
different view of Aboriginal customs and interracial marriage. This loose 
coalition of lawmakers and missionaries saw the potential for mixed- race 
children to be assimilated into settler society. Reform- oriented officials 
believed that such children “show an amount of reason[ing] faculty that 
is surprising.”³¹ In 1883, when the Aborigines Welfare Board was formed 
in New South Wales, colonial officials such as Sir John Robertson began 
working from the assumption that as “soon as the white race appeared in 
any district the blacks dwindled away and in short time died out.” Those 
few people possessing Aboriginal blood who survived the onslaught of 
settler colonial civilization should, Robertson urged the Legislative Council 
in 1880, be taken from their mothers at a young age and educated to be 
domestics or unskilled laborers.³²

Under the direction of the Aborigines Welfare Board, the education 
of children with Aboriginal “blood” in New South Wales can best be 
described as a policy of benign neglect. Far from extending to “the Blacks 
the benefits of Christianity and civilization,” children of Aboriginal ances-
try were subjected to cruel and often sadistic teachers and a curriculum 
that confined pupils to a proletarianized future.³³ Responding to the 
indignity and oppression of such an educational environment, Aboriginal 
students rebelled in subtle ways— as the reports of “idleness,” “deceit,” and 
“disobedience” suggest— and in more violent ways. One ten- year- old boy, 
for example, became so enraged by the white women at his school that 
he “spat in [a] ladies’ face.”³4

In the colony of Victoria, south of New South Wales, the most sys-
tematic late nineteenth- century attempt to “breed out the colour” was 
implemented. Victoria gained separation from New South Wales in 
1851 and took a much more aggressive approach to the assimilation of 
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its half- caste Aboriginal population than its northern cousins. Indeed, 
Victoria’s small half- caste and even smaller full- blood populations go 
part of the way to explaining the colony’s changing legal definition of 
Aboriginality and its aggressive attempts to absorb half- caste populations. 
These efforts ultimately proved instructive to Aboriginal affairs in the 
Northern Territory and Western Australia during the late nineteenth and 
early twentieth centuries.

In Victoria, the governing body charged with overseeing Aborigi-
nal affairs was the Central Board to Watch Over the Interests of the 
Aborigines in the Colony of Victoria. Formed in 1860, the board proved 
instrumental in urging the Victorian Parliament to pass an Aborigines 
Act that provided “provision for the management of the Aborigines.” 
The board took a paternalistic approach to Aboriginal affairs, focusing 
much of its attention on white employer abuses of Aboriginal workers. 
The board also investigated reports of sexual violence against Aboriginal 
women (something that missionaries had been complaining about since 
the early nineteenth century). However, not unlike the focus of early 
nineteenth- century missionaries, the Victorian board allocated fewer of 
its resources to investigating allegations of sexual violence and targeted 
instead Aboriginal women and children for education and moral reform.

Board officials routinely argued that Aboriginal women, particularly 
half- caste women, lived “on the outskirts of civilization, [are] a disgrace to 
the colony, and a standing rebuke to those who profess to care for decency 
and to be offended by the constant exhibition of immorality and vice.” The 
board’s members saw indigenous women and girls as the cause of such 
“immorality and vice” and insisted that half- caste women and girls must 
learn the responsibilities demanded of respectable colonial womanhood 
because “without the power to improve . . . the sad condition of the poor 
children of the wilderness” would place the progress and civilization of 
settler society in jeopardy.³5

Prominent Victorians, including members of the influential Port Phil-
lip Association, joined officials at the board to argue that the progress of 
colonial Victoria demanded the evolution of the half- caste population. 
The board took the position that the half- caste population represented 
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the best opportunity to apply evolutionary racial thinking, using the 
biological and cultural power of whiteness to eliminate the mixed- race 
population and engineer a homogenous white Victoria.

This work was done under the assumption that full- blood Aborigines 
were a dying race, thereby reifying the board’s commitment to the idea of 
breeding the black “blood” out of the half- caste. In addition to believing 
that the racial demographics of Victoria made such a social engineering 
experiment attainable, the board had strong sociological reasons for pursu-
ing such a strategy. Board members routinely heard evidence, for example, 
that the half- caste’s black blood made them “unreliable, untruthful, and 
sadly wanting in energy, perseverance, self- reliance, and other qualities 
which fit men to successfully compete with their fellows in the battle of 
life.”³6 By diluting the black blood, blanching the skin white, and eradi-
cating Aboriginal languages and culture, a racially homogenous, stable 
settler populous seemed within reach in Victoria.

The 1869 Act for the Protection and Management of the Aboriginal 
Natives of Victoria was designed to help the board implement policies that 
would hasten the evolution in half- caste Aboriginal biology and culture. 
The act defined an “Aboriginal” as “every Aboriginal native of Australia 
and every Aboriginal half- caste or child of a half- caste .  .  . habitually 
associated and living with Aboriginals.” The breadth of the definition 
gave the board broad- reaching powers to determine what it deemed 
best for Aboriginal children and, by implication, the evolution of settler 
civilization in Victoria.³7 Amendments to the Victorian definition of 
an “Aboriginal” in 1871, 1886, and 1890 reflected the desire of Victorian 
lawmakers to reduce colonial expenditures on Aboriginal affairs. Thus, 
to completely eliminate colonial expenditure on Aboriginal people, the 
colony decided that an important part of its Aboriginal policy must 
involve the engineering of an Aboriginal population whose descendants 
would reach white standards of beauty and civilization. To that end, the 
board acquired the power to remove “any Aboriginal child neglected by 
its parents, or left unprotected, to any of the residences specified . . . , or 
to an industrial or reformatory school.”³8

By the 1870s and 1880s, one of the board’s avowed objectives became 
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the biological and cultural assimilation of the half- caste. This angered 
many white Victorians because the “Australian black first made acquain-
tance with the dregs of humanity— a nauseous compound of convicts 
and unscrupulous pioneers, with a few missionaries and philanthropists 
impotently bobbing about here and there like clean corks in a very muddy 
fluid.”³9 Clearly the idea of the “convict stain” had not been completely 
removed from the colonial psyche, but it had been diluted sufficiently 
for the Victorian board to feel that the white population had the power 
to transform the half- caste.

The Victorian debate about breeding half- castes white was certainly 
contentious. The pastoralist E. M. Curr inserted his voice into the debate 
when he rejected Dravidian migration theories and efforts to assimilate 
the half- caste. Curr’s opposition echoed early nineteenth- century specu-
lation that the “Australian is by descent a Negro.”40 But Curr was part of 
a growing minority who clung to such ideas. Increasingly, proponents 
of breeding programs emphasized Dravidian migration theories and 
evolutionary formulas for human advancement. Indeed, John Mathew, 
a long- standing member of the Royal Society of Victoria and tireless 
campaigner for Aboriginal welfare, convinced many missionaries that 
the close relationship between the “Australian and the Dravidians of 
India is now admitted by investigators generally on grounds too firm to 
be controverted.”4¹

The Victorian board was receptive to Mathew’s diffusionist ethnology. 
Board members proved eager to subscribe to Dravidian migration theory 
and test the evolutionary potential of people with Aboriginal “blood.” 
Reports and royal commission testimonials fueled the board’s evolu-
tionary inclinations, convincing its members that numerous half- caste 
people were “so white that their relationship to the Aborigines would 
never be suspected.” The Reverend Alex Mackie, for example, testified in 
1877 that the half- caste “will probably go on increasing” and eventually 
be absorbed into the white population.4² With such evidence mounting, 
the board aimed to use governmental power to engineer a progressively 
whiter and culturally homogenous population.

To do so, the board employed both old methods and coercive techniques 
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to bring about the evolution of the half- caste. The first method involved 
the forcible removal of half- caste children from the influences of “tribal” 
life. Missionaries had espoused this practice for much of the nineteenth 
century. In the post- Darwinian world, the removal of half- castes to cen-
tralized missions came to be seen as a scientific necessity in preparing 
mixed- race children for adult life in white communities. In 1881 the board 
defended the practice of taking half- caste children from their parents, 
arguing that “it is for the good of the half- castes that they have been 
kept” away from full- bloods and sent to live and work with “Christian 
families.” In Victoria Christian paternalism thus gave evolutionary science 
the stamp of moral approval as the board insisted that the practice of 
removing half- caste children from their parents was followed to ensure 
“their moral welfare.”4³

The board’s approach to the evolution of half- caste children bore many 
of the characteristics employed by off- reservation educators in the United 
States. However, in the United States, with its much larger population 
of nonwhite peoples, fears about the dilution of white blood meant that 
public sentiment remained stubbornly against the widespread use of evo-
lutionary theories to “breed out” racial differences. This was not the case 
in Victoria. For example, in 1888 the board declared that the “marrying 
of half- caste girls to pure blacks . . . should be discouraged as much as 
possible.”44 The Amended Aborigines Act of 1886 had sewn the legal seeds 
for such practices, stating that because “many of these [half- caste] girls 
are almost white, and have been well brought up, they will probably find 
husbands among the white population.”45 Thus by the 1880s the board 
combined evolutionary theories about the lightening of human skin 
color and cultural assumptions about the didactic restraints of marriage 
with educational and cultural refinement. The board therefore claimed 
that the half- caste problem was fading and a more evolved, homogenous 
white settler society was emerging.

The board’s approach to what it saw as the evolution of the half- caste 
population was riddled with theoretical and practical contradictions. For 
instance, at the Lake Condah Mission Station, Reverend Stahle enumerated 
four full- blood– half- caste couples, three of which comprised a “black” 



The Evolution of White Australia | 259

husband and a half- caste wife. Stahle’s records do not reveal any scientific 
pattern or “progressive” lightening in the phenotype of the children. In 
one case, Thomas Green (black) and his wife, Jenny (half- caste), had two 
children, the son being categorized as half- caste, the daughter black.46 
The phenotypic atavism displayed by this couple’s daughter troubled 
the board. In fact, the existence of such families explained why mission 
superintendents were urged to dissuade half- caste women from marrying 
black men. The implication, which became explicit in the controversial 
practices of C. E. Cook in the Northern Territory and A. O. Neville in 
Western Australia during the early twentieth century, was that white men 
had a vital role to play in marrying half- caste women, producing light- 
skinned offspring, and ultimately “breeding out the colour.”47

Aboriginal people in Victoria refused to allow colonial officials to 
divide indigenous communities on the basis of skin color and blood 
quantum. Many mission- educated half- castes joined with traditional 
Aboriginal elders to lodge political complaints against Aboriginal policy 
in Victoria.48 In 1877 Aborigines at the Coranderrk mission selected four 
members of their community to represent their views before the Royal 
Commission on Aborigines. The Aboriginal leaders who testified claimed 
that the Coranderrk Aborigines “were satisfied with the station [and] 
with the management of the station.” Indeed, the men spoke favorably 
of the former superintendent at Coranderrk, Mr. Green. Tommy Farmer, 
one of the Aboriginal representatives, claimed that he had been living in 
“Franklinford— on the Jim Crow” when Green convinced him to move 
to Coranderrk. At Coranderrk, Farmer married and had four children. He 
worked hard on land granted to him by the colonial government, growing 
potatoes and wheat and saving enough money to educate his children.49

Farmer seemed to have imbibed the progressive missionary ethos of 
personal development; his accomplishments demonstrated that he had 
the ability to help remake the Australian “bush” by engaging in productive 
agriculture. By agreeing to live at Coranderrk and work a plot of land, 
Farmer actively chose to compete with colonists in the “race of life.” He 
also chose to give his children every opportunity of making a better life 
for themselves. Farmer therefore rejected suggestions that he would be 
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happier living among tribal Aborigines instead of whites. On this point, 
Farmer declared that “I have been too long living with white people. I 
used to live with the white people when I was a boy, and I was brought 
up with the white people. . . . I would sooner stick at Coranderrk.”50

Farmer’s testimony might be interpreted as an example of how British 
settler colonialism deracinated Victoria’s Aborigines in an effort to elimi-
nate indigenous people from colonial society. But Farmer never suggested 
that he, or the members of his family, had ceased to see themselves as 
the descendants of the original inhabitants of Victoria. Instead, Farmer’s 
testimony reveals how Aboriginal Australians were struggling to adapt 
to the realities of colonial life by appropriating Western knowledge and 
articulating a renewed sense of Aboriginality. Thus Farmer believed that 
to negotiate the challenges posed by settler colonial power, Aboriginal 
people needed a “proper understanding of how to manage” their own 
affairs in this new world.5¹

Coranderrk Aborigines did not express a craven admiration for white 
society, nor did they aspire to be white people. Instead, Coranderrk Aborig-
inal leaders maintained pressure on colonial authorities to ensure that their 
people received every opportunity to compete with settlers in the “race of 
life.” Coranderrk Aborigines therefore petitioned colonial authorities for 
the necessary infrastructure and education that would enable them to live 
self- sufficiently and not be “treated like slaves . . . prisoners, or convicts.”5²

Barak, who was born in the early 1820s among the Wurundjeri people 
of Victoria, became a prominent Coranderrk elder who took a more 
critical approach than Farmer to settler colonialism. Barak was illiterate, 
but this did not prevent him from insisting that colonial officials take 
seriously the demands of the Aboriginal faction that he led. Foremost 
among Barak’s demands was that the people he led not be “treated like 
slaves . . . prisoners or convicts.” As Barak put it, “We should think we are 
all [as] free [as] any white men of the colony.”5³

In 1886 Barak took his demand for legal equality to the governor of 
Victoria. He presented the governor with his petition in a “dignified and 
reserved” manner, drawing on the rhetoric of Christian monogenesis and 
evolutionary theory to urge the governor to alleviate tensions between 
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black and white Victorians. Barak declared, “We had trouble in this country, 
but we can all meet up along ‘Our Father.’” With diplomatic aplomb and 
carefully crafted oratory, Barak urged the governor to ensure that white 
Victorians lived up to the civilized standards of behavior and personal 
restraint that missionaries so coveted.54

Barak thus associated the highest forms of civilized accomplishment 
with an individual’s willingness to cultivate strong families, personal 
morality, and economic self- sufficiency. He concluded that if the colo-
nial government helped to promote “religion and education among the 
Aboriginal natives,” indigenous people would cultivate the skills necessary 
to “support ourselves by our own industry.”55 As Barak saw human evolu-
tion, skin color had nothing to do with good breeding or the cultivation 
of a self- sufficient, independent, and civilized way of life.

“Dark Deeds” in Australia’s Western and Northern Frontiers

In his report for the years 1883– 84 Mr. D. Carley, the government resi-
dent at Roebourne in Western Australia, quoted an extract from an essay 
entitled “Dark Deeds.” According to Carley, the extract read, “In October, 
1880, two white men came to Cosack, having on board their cutter ten 
kidnapped natives; they were sold to — —  for twenty pounds cash, and 
a debt of thirty- five pounds. I saw the money paid.”56

Carley’s use of the “Dark Deeds” quotation served to emphasize the 
violent sexual practices that colonial officials believed they had to eradi-
cate if settler colonial civilization was going to take root in the colony of 
Western Australia. If gold- seeking immigrants precipitated unprecedented 
social and racial changes in the southeastern Australian colonies of New 
South Wales and Victoria, the expansion of settler societies into Australia’s 
western and northern frontiers produced levels of violence, kidnapping, 
and rape that officials like Carley believed had no parallel in the history 
of the civilized world.57

The colony of Western Australia experienced rapid economic and 
population growth after the discovery of gold in the 1870s. Immigrants 
joined locals in the quest for wealth, and men aboard American, Euro-
pean, and Asian whaling, pearling, and merchant vessels sailed along 
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Western Australia’s coastline in search of adventure, sexual release, and 
their own slice of colonial prosperity. Aboriginal people all too often 
bore the brunt of this violent scramble to exploit Western Australia’s land 
and ocean resources. This was magnified when many oceangoing vessels 
that visited Western Australia began employing “natives not of the age 
of puberty” as divers and “shell- cleaners.” According to Malcolm Fraser, 
the colonial secretary, many Aboriginal children “are directly kidnapped, 
but it appears clear that in some cases an unwarrantable degree of moral 
pressure and some actual personal restraint has been used to induce or 
compel natives to leave their homes and engage themselves as divers.”58

On land the colonists’ demand for territory and labor also led to the 
kidnapping of Aboriginal people. Official reports suggested that some 
Aborigines were “driven into work [and] made a bond servant.” This 
proved especially true for Aboriginal girls and women, who were vul-
nerable to violent sexual attacks and exploitation in an overwhelmingly 
male frontier. One Aboriginal woman by the name of Fanny claimed 
that in 1886 a drunk police constable dragged her to a police “lock- up . . . 
for carnal purposes.”59

Such practices alarmed missionaries, who alleged that police officers 
abused their power in order to coerce Aboriginal women into compro-
mising sexual scenarios. As incidents of police misconduct were rarely 
investigated, Aboriginal people grew increasingly suspicious of the colonial 
police force.60 To Aboriginal people in central, northern, and western 
Australia, the sexual assault of Aboriginal women and the exploitation 
of indigenous labor proved that the white man was far from a model of 
civilization.

The Reverend J. B. Gribble, a tireless worker for Aboriginal rights, 
vigorously protested the abduction and abuse of Aboriginal women. 
Gribble painted a picture of the Western Australian frontier that was 
characterized by racial violence and sexual licentiousness. He argued 
that it was rare to find the races mixing, either socially or sexually, in a 
Christian fashion. It was therefore surprising to Gribble when he located 
an Aboriginal woman in 1886 who had been living with a “whitefellow” 
for four years “and intended stopping with him” to live as man and wife. 
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More common, Gribble claimed, was interracial concubinage and rape, 
which many Western Australian officials claimed was giving rise to a 
growing population of half- caste children. Thus the exploitative nature 
of frontier relations between white men and Aboriginal women resulted 
in, as the historian Russel Ward infamously put it, “countless thousands 
of unwanted half- caste babies.”6¹ According to Aboriginal advocates like 
Gribble, a growing half- caste population was emerging in late nineteenth- 
century Western Australia, a population that placed the white Australia 
ideal in jeopardy.6²

Missionary and religious leaders acted with alarm at the thought of 
a growing population of “unwanted” half- castes in Western Australia. 
As Aboriginal protectors, missionaries, and religious leaders saw things, 
Aboriginal women were the victims of rape at the hands of all races of 
men; they and their children needed protection. Such generalizations 
highlighted the chauvinistic and racialist assumptions that most in Western 
Australia’s humanitarian lobby operated under. One historically significant 
conclusion that missionaries and Aboriginal protectors drew from such 
perceptions was the belief that men constituted the active sexual agents 
who determined inherited traits. When these gendered assumptions were 
linked to the idea of “breeding out the colour,” the conclusions drawn 
were stunning: white men were the sexual agents who held the key to a 
whitened population, while Aboriginal women were seen as the passive 
receptacles of white male desire.

The problem, as colonial officials saw things, is that interracial sex 
acts were taking place outside of the morally constraining boundaries 
of marriage. Secretary of State T. Augustus Forbes- Leigh argued as much 
in 1886 when he lambasted men who engaged in sexual intercourse with 
Aboriginal women. Such men undermined the moral standing of the 
white race, according to Forbes- Leigh. He complained that “the men 
who are committing these foul deeds are no half civilised race, but hail-
ing from that land which has the nursing mother of all that is good and 
great, and they themselves professing to march under the banner of the 
cross.” The secretary’s indignant conclusion made his feelings clear when 
he stated, “That such crimes could now be committed in any part of the 
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vast Empire ruled by the Queen of England and Empress of India, seems 
to me to point to some great neglect of duty in the local authorities.”6³ 
Forbes- Leigh’s opinions reflected a conviction that colonial government 
had a responsibility to encourage sexual restraint by promoting marriage 
and institutions that encouraged civilized and settled life.

The British Crown did not grant Western Australia self- government 
until 1889, the Constitution Act being passed into law in 1890. Therefore, 
Forbes- Leigh’s comments must be viewed as a reproach to the behavior 
of settlers as much as they were an example, in his mind, of the failure 
of British colonial policy. In truth, local missionaries worked hard to 
expose racial inequities and provide Aboriginal people with the cultural 
and economic skills that they felt were needed to evolve in settler society. 
According to the Reverend Mr. D. McNab, a healthy Western Australian 
body politic meant that both whites and Aboriginal people must receive 
“Moral instruction.” Missionaries and Aboriginal protectors in Western 
Australia agreed that they must work to disavow the Aborigines of their 
traditional polygamous marriage practices and prevent the spread of 
venereal diseases, a medical reminder, missionaries were wont to point 
out, of how sexual activity outside of marriage “blighted” the human 
body and led to the degeneration of the soul.64

With the southeastern colonies as their guide, Western Australian mis-
sionaries like McNab argued that full- blood Aborigines must be segregated 
from whites on mission stations where they would receive an education in 
Christian morality, learn the importance of landownership, and develop 
an understanding of the benefits of commerce. McNab, not recognizing 
the irony of his views about landownership, argued that “some [Aborig-
ines] seem anxious to acquire property, and would adopt the habits of 
civilised life if they had the ability or saw their way to commence, when 
released from confinement.”65 Mirroring the tactics of missionaries in 
southeastern Australia, Western Australian missionaries and Aboriginal 
protectors insisted that preventing Aborigines from associating with whites 
would provide indigenous people with the necessary time to internalize 
Western knowledge and ascend to higher stages of racial development.66 
However, as Western Australia did not receive self- government until 1889, 
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its officials did not settle on a clear Aboriginal policy until the early 
twentieth century.

In central and tropical Australia, the expansion of the settler frontier 
into what became South Australia and the Northern Territory presented 
colonial officials with racial and sexual challenges not unlike those in 
Western Australia. The South Australian government was charged with 
overseeing Aboriginal affairs in central and northern Australia. South 
Australia was established as a free colony by an act of British Parliament 
in 1834. Settlement in the colony was to be based on the scientific logic 
of Wakefieldian town planning, while colonial governance promised to 
forge the noblest form of British civilization yet seen on earth. As the 
antislavery advocate Samuel Taylor Coleridge wrote in typically romantic 
prose, the colonization of South Australia “is an imperative duty on Great 
Britain. God seems to hold out His fingers to us over the sea. But it must 
be colonization of hope; not, as has happened, of despair.”67

From its founding, then, South Australia was imagined as a highly 
ordered space, free from the “convict stain.” It also became famous for the 
benevolent work of missionaries among the local Aboriginal tribes.68 In 
fact, South Australian officials and their missionary allies insisted that 
Aboriginal uplift was a vital component of settler colonial expansion and 
indigenous usefulness in South Australia. Writing in the Journal of the 
Anthropological Institute of Great Britain and Ireland (1876), John Forrest 
argued, “The natives of the interior of Australia are a very peculiar, though 
in their own way a very intelligent people; this is seen and known as civi-
lization forces its way, little by little, and takes possession of their haunts, 
and in a very short time they become very useful to the pioneer settlers.”69

Missionaries in South Australia received generous financial support 
from the colonial government to engage in “religious teaching.” How-
ever, as in other frontier regions of colonial Australia, missionaries faced 
intense opposition from predominantly white male populations because 
they publicly criticized white men for committing acts of racial and sex-
ual violence against Aboriginal people.70 As the Reverend Henry Parry 
recalled of missionary work in the central, northern, and western frontier 
regions, “The work we have to do is very much the same kind of work as 
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had to be done in the West Indies, where the first evangelisation of the 
negroes was carried on amid great opposition from the sugar- planters.”7¹

While faith in Christian teachings and an evolutionary ethos united 
some prominent colonial elites in the quest for a culturally and biologi-
cally homogenous white Australia, the different views of white settlers and 
missionaries over Aboriginal policy tested the ability of colonial officials 
to unite whites in a common racial cause. At the same time, unsettling 
questions about race and reproductive sexuality exposed fractures in white 
solidarity that were particularly evident in Australia’s tropical north.

The British settled what became known as the Northern Territory in 
1869. Migration to the region from the southeastern colonies began almost 
immediately when gold was discovered in the 1870s and pastoralists headed 
north hoping to capitalize on the Northern Territory’s vast expanses. In 
the Northern Territory, settler colonialism was never simply about elim-
inating the natives; it involved a combination of territorial dispossession 
and the exploitation of indigenous labor. Unsurprisingly, this dynamic 
fueled violent clashes between settlers and Aborigines.

British colonists, or “overlanders,” as the first settlers in the Northern 
Territory were known, acted on anti- Aboriginal racism in both verbal 
and physically violent ways. This violence was carried out by both colo-
nial officials and settlers. Law enforcement officials, such as B. T. Finniss, 
routinely instructed settlers to “shoot every bloody native you see.”7² In 
1888 a resident of the Gulf region of the Northern Territory rationalized 
such sentiments by stating, “Right through the district the niggers are 
very troublesome. It is not safe to go out any distance singly, and revolvers 
are a necessary article of continual wear.”7³ As in other parts of Australia 
at this time, the settlers of the Northern Territory felt that they, not the 
traditional owners of the land, were under siege from an internal “black” 
threat to the extension of the white Australia ideal.

So convinced were whites that they, and not Aboriginal people, needed 
protection from frontier violence that the Adelaide readers of an 1899 
newspaper column were outraged at the mere suggestion that Aboriginal 
attacks might have a clear rationale. According to J. De La Z. Suther-
land, “When by force we deprive these native people of the lands on 
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which they have lived for unknown ages do we [not] at least owe them 
protection against the oppression, cruelty and nameless atrocities and 
abominations of what are called the ‘hardy pioneers of civilization.’ As 
we signally fail to protect the natives from our criminal class, the moral 
law justifies them executing rough justice on the miscreants who oppress 
and degrade them.”74

White readers found Sutherland’s statement to be farcical. With close 
to a century of cultural precedent to draw upon, white Territorians saw 
Aborigines as violent, uncivilized, and sexually unrestrained. Indeed, 
pressure from locals for the introduction of koolie labor from Indian 
and China, coupled with the reputed sexual exploitation of Aborigi-
nal women by Malay men in the region, created the social conditions 
for a potentially explosive racial frontier.75 Gray Wood, the protector of 
Aborigines, feared that sexual activity between Malay men and Aboriginal 
women had the potential to erupt in “bloodshed before long unless we 
have power to make the lubras [Aboriginal women] keep to their own 
camp.”76 According to Wood, the laws that applied to whites were inad-
equate for managing Aboriginal people; special laws and government 
powers were urged if a homogenous white settler society had any chance 
of taking root in tropical Australia.

The Northern Territory police played an important role in both estab-
lishing and policing laws related to Aboriginal people. At the Police 
Inspections Office at Palmerston (later renamed Darwin) in 1885, local 
officers informed the government resident of the Northern Territory, J. 
L. Parsons, that Aborigines should at all costs remain segregated from 
white residents. Missions, the Police Inspections Office argued, should 
act as institutions that educated Aboriginal children so that they would 
grow to become useful workers in colonial society. Parsons was informed 
that reclaiming the Aborigines “from savage life, manners and customs, 
would be more effective than applying to them laws which control and 
regulate most advanced stages of civilization.”77

Late nineteenth- century science and benevolent racial policies offered 
the Northern Territory Aborigines some hope. This was the opinion of Alan 
Carroll, the founder of the Royal Anthropological Society of Australasia. 
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Writing in the Sydney Quarterly Magazine, Carroll argued that “if it had 
not been for science the whole of mankind would have been at present 
in the same state as the lowest savages.”78 Carroll, who was famous for 
viewing the Australian Aborigines as doomed to extinction, had little 
confidence that benevolent policies would bring evolutionary benefits 
to indigenous Australians.79

Frontier violence and the racial animosity that whites directed toward 
Northern Territory Aborigines certainly did not bode well for the har-
monizing of race relations in the tropics. However, in the 1890s some 
missionaries and Aboriginal protectors viewed the potential union of the 
Australian colonies into a single federation as the salvation of Aboriginal 
people. In London in November 1900, R. H. Fox Bourne, the secretary of 
the Aborigines Welfare Board, outlined the benefits of federation to the 
secretary of state for the colonies. According to Fox Bourne, “It is considered 
that the association of several Australian colonies in a Commonwealth 
organized to promote the welfare of all sections of their inhabitants 
affords an opportunity for securing to the scattered native populations 
better treatment than, in some cases, they have hitherto received.”80 Fox 
Bourne did not mention Dravidian migration theories, nor did he explic-
itly mention evolutionary theories as the salvation of Aboriginal people; 
rather, centralized government was key to elevating the Aborigines and 
assimilating them to the white Australia ideal.

In the 1890s such arguments certainly attracted supporters among 
anthropologists, medical experts, missionaries, and Aboriginal protectors. 
But how did Aboriginal people feel about all this? Uncovering direct 
evidence about Aboriginal sentiment in the Northern Territory between 
the 1870s and the 1890s is difficult.8¹ As in so many other global sites of 
colonial encounters, the historian is forced to read against the grain of 
Eurocentric sources or interpret the actions of indigenous people to arrive 
at an understanding of what they thought of the settlers, their policies, 
and their cultural practices.

During the early encounters between Aborigines and “overlanders,” 
Northern Territory Aborigines proved instrumental in helping the Euro-
pean outsiders establish a permanent settlement. Without Aboriginal 
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knowledge of the land and its resources, the first settlers in the territory 
had a difficult time staving off hunger, thirst, and illness. In the 1870s 
colonial authorities coveted Aboriginal knowledge, instructed local offi-
cials to respect local chiefs, and sought out a peaceful diplomatic path in 
negotiating land cessions— evidenced most famously in the signed colonial 
agreements with the Larrakia people of Palmerston (Darwin). However, 
colonial officials soon shelved these agreements, bowing to pressure from 
white settlers to move the Larrakia outside of the town of Palmerston. 
History thus repeated itself in the Northern Territory, as Aboriginal people 
responded to white treachery, aggression, and exploitation by spearing 
horses and cattle, looting and burning homes, and murdering men accused 
of sexual violence against Aboriginal women.8²

In addition to retaliatory violence, Aboriginal responses to settler 
colonial expansion and colonial policies also involved rhetorical and 
political critiques. Unfortunately, historians have few written sources 
from Northern Territory Aborigines to analyze from the late nineteenth 
century. Indeed, much of our historical evidence derives from the fieldwork 
and reports of late nineteenth- century anthropologists. Anthropologists 
studied Aboriginal creation stories, migration theory, and courtship rit-
uals in ways that attempted to reassert the supremacy of Western forms 
of knowledge.8³ As a result, historians searching for Aboriginal opinions 
in these sources must proceed with caution.

Traditional Aboriginal culture and social practices varied from tribe 
to tribe, making a metanarrative of indigenous belief systems difficult, 
if not impossible, to construct.84 However, just as Europeans developed 
ideas about the origin of humankind (ideas that Enlightenment and 
post- Enlightenment scholars developed to place humanity into racial 
categories), so did Aboriginal Australians have their own ideas about 
the creation of humanity and the universe. Creation stories explain the 
origin of a collective group of people and are thus reflective of the polit-
ical forces that structure any given society.85 During the late nineteenth 
century and into the twentieth, anthropological fieldwork among groups 
such as the Aranda Aborigines in central Australia caricatured Aboriginal 
creation narratives as mythology, childlike, ahistorical, and powerless.86 
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Baldwin Spencer’s and F. J. Gillen’s research among the Aranda in the 
late nineteenth century proved instrumental in this respect. Spencer and 
Gillen described Numbakulla, the narrative of the first Aborigines. The 
Aranda creation story begins with the tale of Alchera, a distant time when 
the totemic ancestors lived. During Alchera, “two great beings called the 
Numbakulla brothers, who resided in the western sky, saw a number of 
embryonic creatures.”87 These creatures were known as Inapatua, and it 
was the job of the Numbakulla brothers to take their “stone knives” and 
carve the first Aboriginal man and woman.88

While Spencer and Gillen presented this story as an example of child-
like Aboriginal mythology, for the Aranda, the tale of creation connected 
humans and animals to the central Australian soil, making the land a 
site rich in cultural and social meaning, and not simply an economically 
exploitable resource. As the Aboriginal writer Mudrooroo argues, the 
Aboriginal “creation myth or story is but one aspect of the whole and 
must be linked with the sacred place, sacred song and sacred ceremony 
known only to the fully initiated elders of each tribe.”89

In a provocative 1991 essay, Patrick Wolfe argues that the concept of an 
Aboriginal creation mythology, or “Dreamtime,” was the invention of late 
nineteenth- century anthropology. Wolfe claims that Spencer and Gillen 
were instrumental in popularizing the “Dreamtime,” a term that became 
part of “the Australian settler vocabulary” and rationalized settler colonial 
hegemony and the “seizure of territory occupied by nomads.”90 According 
to Wolfe, Spencer and Gillen presented a version of the “Dreamtime” in 
which its timelessness highlighted the Aborigines’ lack of history or sci-
entific sophistication.9¹ To anthropologists the “Dreamtime” highlighted 
the racial inferiority of Aboriginal people.

In contrast to white Australia’s static understanding of Aboriginal cul-
tural, indigenous people presented a version of their history, beliefs, and 
customs that was dynamic, historically constructed, and most importantly, 
their version of a civilized society.9² These Aboriginal interpretations of 
cultural belief and the importance of history began to make an impres-
sion on the popular and political imagination of white Australians in 
the early twentieth century.
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Conclusion

In late nineteenth century the white Australia ideal began to take shape 
and formed the basis of Australia’s nascent nationalism. As Tilby’s anal-
ysis indicates, colonial Australians imagined that they were creating an 
“aristocracy of humanity,” a homogenous white society that was free from 
the racial strife that divided communities in the United States and south-
ern Africa. However, the white Australia ideal was expressed in different 
ways, from calls for restrictive immigration policies, the repatriation of 
“coloured” laborers, the segregation of Aboriginal Australians on reserves 
and missions, and most controversially, an espousal of the idea of “breed-
ing out the colour.” These various approaches to the white Australia ideal 
highlighted the racial concerns of different segments of Australia’s white 
population, the time period in which the colonies were founded and 
composed of different racial demographics, and finally, the openness with 
which colonists and colonial officials interpreted and applied a multitude 
of ideas about sexuality, science, and racial formation that circulated 
throughout the British Empire and the United States.

The southeastern colonies of Australia were founded many decades 
before permanent settlements took root in Western Australia and the 
Northern Territory. The simple fact of a much longer history of racial 
encounters in the older Australian colonies meant that late nineteenth- 
century scientific ideas about race, intelligence, and human reproduction 
entered New South Wales, Victoria, and Tasmania with white populations 
far outnumbering full- blood and half- caste Aboriginal people. This gave 
Aboriginal protectors, particularly in Victoria, assurance that a program 
to encourage marriages between half- caste women and white men would 
eventually produce a homogenous white population, prevent racial divi-
sions, and end colonial expenditure on Aboriginal welfare.

In Western Australia and the Northern Territory, particularly along 
the northern and western coasts, a much more diverse racial population 
of Europeans, Asians, and Aboriginal people emphasized to Aboriginal 
protectors the importance of “breeding out the colour” if they hoped 
to preserve the white Australia ideal in the tropics. With modern racial 
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science and the history of Aboriginal policy in southeastern Australia as 
their guide, Aboriginal protectors at the turn of the century hoped to 
end frontier violence and ensure that Western Australia and the Northern 
Territory upheld the ideal of a homogenous white Australia.

Aboriginal responses to the white Australia ideal and the idea of “breed-
ing out the colour” also varied from colony to colony and in relation to 
exposure to Western forms of knowledge and settler society generally. In 
Victoria, Aboriginal leaders refused to acknowledge the validity of racial 
logic behind “breeding out the colour”: that whiteness was synonymous 
with the highest forms of civilization. Moreover, as the twentieth century 
began, Aboriginal Australians continued to draw strength from traditional 
stories of human creation, history, and morality. In doing so, they defined 
an Australian civilization that was rich and vibrant in its diversity and in 
the enduring strength of its Aboriginal people.



PART I I I



in the decades between the 1890s and the outbreak of the 
Second World War in 1939, Australians and Americans engaged in a trans-
national discourse about science, sexuality, and race but applied these 
discussions to very specific settler colonial contexts in some stunningly 
different ways.

During these decades, racial discourse was explicitly tied to the lan-
guage of biology and genetics, as it was to the language of evolution, 
progress, and civilization. Aboriginal Australians, Native Americans, 
and African Americans all inserted their perspectives into these global 
and local debates. But in an era when eugenics, patriarchal nation-
alism, and anxieties about immigration in both the United States 
and Australia framed discussions about science, sexuality, and race, 
indigenous people and those of African descent had to fight hard to 
have their voices heard.

The following chapters dissect the ideas behind racial segregation and 
theories of human breeding and the logic of indigenous child removal. 
Indeed, the social and political history of Aboriginal and Native Ameri-
can child removal is well known, but the ideas that drove such practices 
remain relatively understudied. The following analysis therefore adds 



new cultural and intellectual dimensions to our historical understanding 
of why practices such as segregation, reproductive sterilization, and/or 
“breeding out the colour” emerged during these decades.
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9
The “Science” of Human Breeding

in 1896 frederick hoffmann, writing for the american eco-
nomic Association, made an alarming announcement: “The white people 
of America are dying for want of fresh blood.” This news no doubt stunned 
readers of the association’s report. What could possibly have caused such 
a crisis for the reproduction of whiteness in the United States? According 
to the report’s author, the answer lay in the allegedly high rates of concu-
binage between black and white people. These illicit sexual encounters 
were polluting white blood and degenerating white cultural and intel-
lectual accomplishments. The United States, Hoffmann declared, was in 
a state of racial decay.¹

Hoffmann’s revelations were not new to American racial discourse. In 
an era characterized by increasing rates of migration, urban development, 
and changes in social mores, the United States’ racial doomsayers feared the 
worst. Writing on behalf of the Student Christian Movement, J. H. Oldham 
opined in 1924 that “sex impulse is the battery which breaks down race barri-
ers.”² Oldham’s sensationalism put into words the link between illicit forms 
of reproductive sexuality and racial formation. According to such formula-
tions, whiteness was fragile and needed the protection of racial segregation, 
antimiscegenation laws, and eugenic sterilization of the racially unfit.

The racial anxieties of Hoffmann and Oldham were succinctly packaged 
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for popular consumption by the public intellectual Lothrop Stoddard. 
Stoddard referred to a “rising tide of color” threatening the future of the 
white race.³ And it wasn’t just illicit interracial sex that worried Stoddard. 
It was a series of troubling global and domestic events. These included 
Japan’s victory over Russia in the Russo- Japanese War of 1904; Asian 
immigration to the United States; the Great Migration of southern blacks 
into American cities; the rise of the socially assertive “New Woman,” who 
shunned cultural and sexual conventions of female submissiveness; and 
the emergence of the first pan- Indian political organization, the Society 
of American Indians.

Stoddard was not alone in outlining the multivalent threats to whiteness 
in the United States. Indeed, declining birthrates among white Americans 
seemed to reinforce his point. It’s a point the former president Theodore 
Roosevelt got. In 1911 Roosevelt expressed his concerns about “the curse of 
sterility” that he saw afflicting white people. If white birthrates continued 
to decline and the world’s colored races went on out- reproducing the white 
race, white America would set itself on a road to race suicide. Stoddard 
agreed.4 In popularizing eugenics, Stoddard echoed Roosevelt’s sentiments 
and warned that miscegenation led to “racial impoverishment. . . . This 
insidious disease, with its twin symptoms of extirpation of superior strains 
and the multiplication of inferiors, has ravaged humanity like a consum-
ing fire, reducing the proudest societies to charred and squalid ruin.”5

The “squalid ruin” that Stoddard fretted over was something that 
occupied the racial consciousness of white people throughout the United 
States. In the American South, de jure segregation became a fact of life 
and a bulwark against the dilution of white blood. Jim Crow laws set 
out to separate the races, prevent interracial marriage, and preserve the 
integrity of the white race. Informed by eugenic theories, Southern 
lawmakers— and their counterparts in the trans- Mississippi West— 
emphasized the importance of antimiscegenation laws as a scientific 
means of preventing the rise of a mixed- race population of “marginal 
character.” According to Stoddard, and the millions of Americans who 
shared his views, it was not only interracial sex but marriages across the 
color line that threatened to have a “dysgenic” effect on the American 
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body politic and to reproduce a “mongrelized” race of “physical, mental 
and moral cripples.”6

By the 1910s and 1920s scores of states in the Southeast, Midwest, and 
trans- Mississippi West had passed laws prohibiting interracial marriage. 
The hodgepodge of marriage laws reflected regionally specific definitions 
of who a black person was and analogous anxieties about white people 
intermarrying with Native Americans, Asians, Mexicans, and a slew of other 
races deemed biologically inferior. Power and context were everything 
in shaping miscegenation laws. In Alabama, for example, the one- drop 
rule applied. Section 102 of the Alabama Constitution (1901) stated that 
the “legislature shall never pass any law to authorize or legalize the mar-
riage between any white person and a negro, or descendent of a negro.” 
In contrast, Mississippi, North Carolina, South Carolina, and Tennessee 
prohibited intermarriage between whites and people with greater than 
one- sixteenth African American blood. These laws reflected the popular 
desire to place African Americans outside of the daily operations of Amer-
ican life, the belief being that they degraded the American body politic 
by diluting white blood through intercourse with Caucasian women.7

The vast majority of white Americans were not particularly eager to 
embrace intermarriage with Native Americans either. In general, William 
Henry Pratt’s system of education and assimilation continued to characterize 
the federal government’s paternalistic approach to Native American affairs.8 
It was one thing, though, to educate indigenous children, but quite another 
to contemplate marrying a Native American. Still, white people and indig-
enous Americans did marry during this period, often running the gauntlet 
of state law in the process. And as such couples nurtured interracial families, 
American eugenicists and anthropologists puzzled over how such families 
would change the complexion of the American populous. The racial future 
of the republic seemed to many Americans to be at a crossroads.

“The Crucial Race Question”

In 1907 the Right Reverend William Montgomery Brown dedicated his 
book The Crucial Race Question: Where and How Shall the Color Line Be 
Drawn to the “people of the South.” Echoing what he believed were the 
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racial sentiments of the South’s white majority, Brown described the prog-
eny of black- white miscegenation as the “hopeless depths of hybridization.” 
Brown insisted that southern men must prevent hybridization and the 
tainting of the “spotless race” of whites by shielding white women from 
lascivious black men. The “Southern Caucasian blood,” Brown declared, 
“today is absolutely pure; and it is the inflexible resolution of the South 
to preserve that purity, no matter how dear the cost.”9

Never in American history had the black/white binary been so important 
to white Americans. During the first three decades of the nineteenth cen-
tury, every other racial question, from debate about European immigration 
to the Northeast, to Asian immigration on the West Coast, to Indian policy, 
paled in comparison to the “negro problem.” Blackness, a marker of servility, 
pollution, savagery, sexual promiscuity, and bad breeding, touched in one 
way or another every racial debate in the United States during these decades.

Just how large was the mixed- race population? That was a question 
that the U.S. Bureau of the Census tried to answer. The bureau began 
collecting data on mixed- race people in 1850. Between 1850 and 1890, the 
“mulatto” population reportedly increased from 11.2 percent of the total 
population to 15.2 percent. The South reported the smallest percentage of 
mulattoes in its population, while the Pacific, with a mulatto population 
of 42.3 percent, reported the largest. These figures bore witness to the 
sexual hypocrisy in American society; southerners vehemently denied 
that sexual intimacies between whites and blacks was commonplace.¹0

The issue of mixed- race families and communities, however, was not 
simply a southern or western issue in early twentieth- century America; 
it was a national issue that touched both rural and urban America. This 
proved a terrifying proposition for the vast majority of white Americans, 
still struggling to deal with the meaning of the Civil War and Recon-
struction and grappling with the challenges posed by immigrants from 
Southern and Eastern Europe and Asia.¹¹

Frederick Hoffmann’s report for the American Economic Association 
grounded these racial perceptions in data. Hoffman might have prophesied 
the extinction of the “Negro” race, but he shared the concern of millions 
of white Americans that miscegenation would in the interim produce a 
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population of hybrid racial outcasts. Hoffmann subscribed to the scientific 
fiction that the sexual comingling of black and white people breached the 
“law of similarity” and therefore constituted a form of “moral depravity” 
that contravened “moral law.”¹² As David Starr Jordan, the first president 
of Stanford University and an avid eugenicist, argued, “The blood of a 
nation determines its history.” A nation polluted by colored blood, Starr 
contended, must surely decay and crumble.¹³

Interracial sex and marriage, and the children produced from such 
unions, constituted both a biological and moral threat to the republic, 
according to these men. In the Southeast, mobs of white people— men and 
women, young and old, and of all socioeconomic groups— acted on the 
fictions of impurity that Hoffmann, Starr, and other public intellectuals 
published. Between 1889 and 1930 an estimated 3,500– 4,000 Americans, 
mostly black men, fell victim to angry lynch mobs. Lynching was by no 
means unique to the Southeast, but during these decades towns and cit-
ies across the region staged some of the vilest mob killings in American 
history. African American men were burned alive, their genitals removed 
in ritualized forms of brutality that united white communities.

Lynching became a violent compliment to antimiscegenation laws. 
And it wasn’t just in the Southeast that white Americans acted on their 
distaste for interracial couples. In New Jersey the Ku Klux Klan burned 
a cross outside the home of an interracial couple in 1905. In numerous 
other cases, white women who expressed a desire to marry black men 
were declared “mentally incompetent,” thus falling foul of gendered and 
racially acceptable forms of behavior.¹4

Eugenics provided white supremacy and the misogyny of white men 
with a veneer of scientific legitimacy. The popularizers of eugenics, such 
as Madison Grant and Lothrop Stoddard, explained to an eager reading 
public that divisions between races existed to prevent social chaos. Mis-
cegenation exacerbated this chaos because it blurred the racial lines that 
structured civilized societies. As Lothrop Stoddard argued in 1904, “Crosses 
between White and Negro are biologically undesirable, . . . produce highly 
disruptive effects . . . and threatens our social order.”¹5

Stoddard and a slew of eugenic authors made similar claims about Asian 
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and Southern and Eastern European immigrants intermarrying with old- 
stock white Americans. The existence of these arguments reflects how in 
the early twentieth century not all whites were equal. William Ripley’s The 
Races of Europe (1899), for example, was a sweeping history of the biological 
and environmental factors in the development of European races. Ripley 
asserted that “mental or bodily” traits are “transmitted with constancy 
along the lines of direct physical descent from father to son.” This type 
of argument proved significant to a rationalization of an expanded form 
of whiteness that incorporated immigrants from throughout Europe but 
excluded groups such as African Americans, Asian people, and Mexican 
and Mexican American people.¹6

Eugenicists took such arguments and transformed them into a case 
for white people to remain mindful of their reproductive responsibilities. 
During the 1910s and 1920s, Madison Grant and Lothrop Stoddard made 
such arguments in their books and articles. They argued that white men 
and women had a responsibility to increase the Caucasian birthrate as a 
defense against race suicide. Grant argued that the “impulse upward . . . is 
supplied by a very small number of nations.” According to Grant’s calcu-
lations, the “vigor and power” of the Nordic race and the “pure Teutonic 
blood” were essential to carrying American civilization forward. Pollute 
these bloodlines with inferior racial stock, and American civilization 
would fall.¹7

Lothrop Stoddard agreed. Stoddard argued that a socially cohesive 
American republic required the exclusion of “oriental” immigrants and 
strict prohibitions on interracial sex and marriage. He emphasized that 
black blood “is absolutely fatal” to the future health of American soci-
ety. In a 1927 article, Stoddard railed against black- white miscegenation, 
describing the sexual mixture of “racial strains” as anathema to “national 
self- preservation” and the “doctrine of White race superiority.” Stoddard 
was therefore unequivocal in his opposition to miscegenation, claiming 
white Americans opposed amalgamation not because of “Negro inferi-
ority” but because of “the fact of his [the Negro’s] difference.”

Stoddard’s analysis was not only racist but inflected with a form of 
gender prejudice all too common in early twentieth- century America. 
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Maintaining white patriarchal supremacy was vital if “the color- line” 
was to be preserved and the United States prevented from becoming a 
mulatto nation. Thus, in popular eugenic literature, “the fact of his [the 
black male’s] difference” was seen as a very real reproductive threat to the 
future racial composition of the nation. A union between a naturally 
“impressionable” white woman and a black man would produce a nation 
of brown- skinned degenerates and idiots. Thus, although he opposed 
philanthropy and institutional intervention in the lives of individuals, 
Stoddard firmly believed that eugenic laws and institutions could steer the 
republic back to social stability and secure the future of the white race.¹8

Stoddard, like Grant, was a crude racist and propagandist. But the ideas 
of these popularizers of eugenics had some very influential supporters in 
scholarly circles. The Eugenics Record Office, led by Charles Davenport, 
proved instrumental in providing institutional and intellectual respect-
ability for selective breeding. The Eugenics Record Office addressed issues 
such as the declining birthrate among white Americans and studied the 
offspring of mixed- race unions as examples of disease and sterility. One 
eugenicist argued, “Due to many centuries of natural selection, the races 
of men have not now equal capacity to adapt themselves to the same 
environmental conditions nor to attain the same accomplishments.” Based 
on these arguments, eugenicists not only supported sterilization for the 
racially unfit, they encouraged segregation of radically distinct races.¹9

Charles Davenport devoted much of his time, and the Eugenics Record 
Office’s resources, to studying what he saw as the problem of racial mixing. 
He wanted to better understand how biological and cultural principles 
of human breeding could be imparted to the American public. In 1906 
the Smithsonian Institution’s Aleš Hrdlička urged Davenport to conduct 
a “scientific investigation” of “mixed- blood Negroes” and their progeny. 
Hrdlička, who worked in the capital of America’s colored aristocracy, 
Washington dc, argued that of eighty thousand black people in the Dis-
trict of Columbia, “at least three- fourths are of mixed- blood.” He informed 
Davenport that “these mulattoes, quadroons, etc., intermarry in all sorts of 
combinations, and the unions seem in general to be fertile.” Hrdlička pre-
sented Davenport with anecdotal evidence that contradicted the long- held 
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belief that mixed- race people were sterile. According to Hrdlička, noth-
ing could be further from the truth. Hrdlička noted that racially mixed 
“offspring present all shades of color, and that even in the same family.”²0

Davenport’s correspondence with Hrdlička suggested not that interra-
cial unions produced infertile offspring but that such unions should be 
monitored and managed to ward off the possibility of a racially mixed 
anarchy. Davenport, though, remained steadfast in his belief that sexual 
intercourse between colored and white Americans was bad breeding and 
produced a large population of infertile, diseased offspring. Indebted to— 
perhaps blinded by— Mendel’s theory of biological inheritance, Davenport 
saw skin color as a marker for genotype and, by logical extension, of racial 
character. He thus shared popular prejudices against African Americans, 
prejudices that ultimately informed his scientific work.²¹

If Davenport believed that people of African ancestry constituted a 
potentially disruptive biological threat to white America, he subscribed 
to the emerging consensus among intellectuals and lawmakers that the 
parameters of whiteness could safely be expanded and relabeled “Cau-
casian.” In support of this argument, Davenport contended that “most of 
the races of Europe are fairly stable and domestic.” Importantly, they were 
also naturally endowed with the mental aptitude that equipped them for 
self- government. In contrast, mixed- race people were adapted to labor 
in tropical climates. Based on his study of mixed- race people in Jamaica, 
Davenport claimed that the mental deficiencies of mixed- race people 
made them ill- equipped for the demands of democratic self- government 
and in need of authoritarian leadership that maximized the efficiency 
of their labor.²²

Davenport elaborated on these arguments by contending that the 
“evidence of disharmony in human hybrids [is enough] to urge that on 
the whole [it is] bad when wide crosses are involved.” For all his alleged 
“scientific” detachment, then, Davenport worried about the fecundity 
of mixed- race people and proved himself to be driven by the politics of 
white supremacy. Writing of Lothrop Stoddard’s The Rising Tide of Color, 
Davenport mused that such books proved “that the prolific shall inherit 
the earth.” For Davenport, this was a problem, especially when the most 
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fecund people happened to be racially inferior, or worse, racial mongrels. 
As Davenport informed Madison Grant, “My reaction to a book like 
Stoddard’s is what to do. Can we build a wall high enough around this 
country, so as to keep out these cheaper races, or will it only be a feeble 
dam which will make the flood all the worse when it breaks.”²³ Whiteness, 
a powerful representation of social status and privilege, in the hands of 
America’s leading eugenicist was also extraordinarily fragile.

Davenport believed that “blood” and mental capacity went hand in 
hand; skin color simply marked the purity of one’s blood and an individ-
ual’s mental capacity for self- government. Thus, managing the transfer 
of human blood from one racial group to another became an obsession 
for Davenport and his fellow eugenicists. Some of Davenport’s fellow 
eugenicists continued to worry about the robustness of old- stock Ameri-
cans and lobbied political leaders for draconian restrictions on European 
immigration. These lobbying efforts led to the passage of federal laws 
restricting immigration in 1907, 1921, and again in 1924.²4 Few statements 
better capture both the logic and the racial anxiety that inspired immi-
gration restriction than that of congressman Harry Laughlin. Laughlin 
declared, “Racially the American people, if they are to remain American, 
are to purge their existing family stocks of degeneracy, and are to encour-
age a high rate of reproduction by the best- endowed portions of their 
population, can successfully assimilate in the future many thousands 
of Northwestern European immigrants. . . . But we can assimilate only 
a small fraction of this number of other white races; and of the colored 
races practically none.”²5

Immigration quotas did have an effect. Restrictive immigration laws saw 
the number of new European arrivals drop from approximately 2.4 million 
in the 1920s to 348,289 by the 1930s. To ensure the biological superiority of 
the white race in America, a number of prominent public officials pushed 
for sterilization laws to ensure that the “feeble- minded,” “imbeciles,” and 
inferior types did not reproduce and weaken “the breed.” In the first decade 
of the twentieth century, the states of Michigan, Pennsylvania, California, 
and Washington were the first to pass sterilization laws. By the outbreak 
of World War II, sterilization as a means of preventing select groups of 
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people from having children was most aggressively pursued in California, 
Oregon, North Dakota, Kansas, Delaware, and Virginia. California led the 
nation, with over twenty thousand people sterilized by the early 1960s. 
Nationwide, well over sixty thousand Americans were sterilized on the 
basis of eugenic laws or eugenic rationales by the early 1960s.²6

Sterilization was one of the most dramatic ways in which state officials 
throughout the United States tried to impose their version of racial purity 
on the general public. Equally insidious, and in league with Jim Crow 
laws, were efforts to prevent interbreeding among the races and to classify 
Native Americans out of existence. Virginia led the way in committing a 
form of paper genocide against Native people. In the Old Dominion, the 
formation of groups such as the Anglo- Saxon clubs and the emergence of 
public officials such as Walter Plecker, the registrar of Virginia’s Bureau 
of Vital Statistics, led efforts to protect the purity of the white race.²7

Plecker, along with leading social figures such as John Powell, one 
of the cofounders of the Anglo- Saxon Club, lobbied state lawmakers to 
pass what became known as the Racial Integrity Act of 1924.²8 That act, 
which reinforced the state’s commitment to racial purity by prohibiting 
interracial marriage, also reinforced Plecker’s commitment to a state 
segregated along black and white racial lines. In such a state, Plecker saw 
no room for mixed- race people or for Native Americans. Indeed, Plecker 
believed that those people claiming to be Native Americans were in fact 
“colored” and should have their vital statistics recorded as such. Plecker 
therefore set to work systematically erasing people of Native heritage, 
insisting that Virginia’s Indians were a “Vanished Race” and that those 
“mixed- bloods” claiming to be Native Americans were in fact “mixed- 
breed” African Americans.²9

In Virginia, Plecker worked to build his own wall around the white 
race in an effort to keep Anglo- American blood pure and American soci-
ety vibrant. While Plecker’s efforts to protect white purity through the 
bureaucratic imposition of a black/white binary were complicated by 
some of the state’s leading families claiming descent from Pocahontas, 
and thus possessing “Indian blood,” Plecker’s efforts were nonetheless 
replicated in other parts of the country.³0
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In particular, questions of racial mixing and mixed- race identities caused 
countless hours of anxiety for the architects of racial purity. In 1929, for 
instance, the Committee on the Negro declared that the “welfare of the 
community requires a thorough knowledge of the conditions that control 
the development of the individual. These depend upon his descent and 
upon social factors.” Earl Zinn, executive secretary of the Committee for 
Research on Sex Problems, insisted that such research aided the efforts of 
authorities to alleviate the negative social consequences of miscegenation.³¹

Charles Davenport, true to his Mendelian influences, agreed. Davenport 
dismissed environment as an underlying factor. Environmental factors, 
or “euthenics,” such as climate and education, did not capture the core 
reasons for human difference. Eugenics did. Eugenics proved that dysgenic 
breeding, say between an African American male and Caucasian female, 
constituted “bad breeding.” Such matches produced a degeneration of white 
blood due to “a latent defect of the paternal germ plasms.” Elaborating 
on this assertion, Davenport stated, “In the mixture of races [black and 
white] which is now taking place there are combinations of genotypic 
conditions which sometimes lend to disharmony in the phaenotype 
[sic].” In developing this argument, Davenport provided eugenicists with 
a rationale for the segregation of the races, particularly black men from 
white women.³²

Challenging Eugenics

Davenport’s arguments provided one of the clearest early twentieth- 
century articulations of how ideas about good breeding took on distinctly 
biological (indeed, genetically) deterministic overtones. Eugenicists, both 
popular and scholarly, reinforced the importance of biological segregation 
between black and white Americans to the maintenance of a healthy 
body politic.³³

However, opposition to the cruder, more draconian applications 
of eugenic thinking was more widespread than is now remembered. 
These counterarguments drew upon Christian humanitarian theories 
of monogenesis, on sociological and environmental explanations for 
human difference, and on the application of genetics and biology to the 
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nurturing of a multicultural America. Theodosius Dobzhansky, one of the 
twentieth- century’s leading geneticists and evolutionary biologists, made 
a major contribution to the cause of ethnic diversity and its biological 
benefits. Dobzhansky’s “Modern Synthesis” of genetics, systematics, and 
paleontology led him to argue that evolution works at different genetic 
and biological levels, that it is a gradual process, and that segregation, 
not interracial breeding, resulted in the reproduction of new species.³4

Dobzhansky continued to refine his thinking about race and ethnicity 
during the middle decades of the twentieth century. During the first three 
decades of the century, the anthropologist Franz Boas emerged as one of 
the most effective opponents of eugenics. Boas’s challenge to the ways in 
which eugenicists grafted Mendelian genetics onto their racist theories 
led to a liberal rearticulation of racial difference.³5

One of Boas’s most famous arguments was that environment played 
an important role in shaping the mental characteristics of individuals. He 
contended that all humans have basically the same mental capabilities, 
but the “phenomena of habit” and of “oft- repeated experiences” result in 
“manifestations . . . upon the character of individual experience,” shaping 
the mind in different ways. Thus people within a racial group can exhibit 
“differences in mental constitution” based on their experiences. Material 
and intellectual culture, and not biology and anatomy alone, shaped an 
individual’s thoughts and physical qualities.³6

Boas saw the act of physical and verbal repetition of actions and ideas 
as engendering a habituated sense of normality. Racial differences, and 
the social anxiety about interracial sex and marriage, proved this. Boas 
claimed that the notion that miscegenation defied natural law was the 
result of the historical tradition of white supremacy, not innate biological 
differences. Boas, who believed that anthropology should be used for social 
betterment, argued in his studies of American Indians and European 
immigrants that the “influence of American environment makes itself 
felt with increasing intensity.” Refuting the eugenic claims that illegiti-
mate births produced moral and social decay, Boas asserted that no such 
degeneracy occurred because of out- of- wedlock births.³7

To prove this, and at the same time refute eugenic arguments, Boas 
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needed scientific data. In May 1903 Boas wrote to Aleš Hrdlička, implor-
ing the Smithsonian anthropologist to “obtain mulatto material of such 
character that you can tell definitely the amount of white mixture . . . 
[and investigate] the question of mixed type and reversion to parental 
types.” Eugenicists claimed that mixed- race children inherited the nega-
tive racial characteristics of both parents; Boas wasn’t convinced by such 
assertions. He felt that eugenicists were “badly biased” and that writers 
such as Madison Grant and Lothrop Stoddard thrust fallacies onto unsus-
pecting readers.³8

Boas engaged in this scientific research with a specific romantic view 
of culture and human difference guiding his thinking. He claimed, for 
instance, to approach his research as a “student of human culture, who tries 
to analyze the gradual advances by which the highest stages of civilization 
are reached.” As a society advanced upward in the stages of civilization, 
the skin color of that society’s inhabitants appeared to lighten. In a letter 
to Charles Davenport in 1929, Boas asserted “that there is a very decided 
color feeling in Jamaica so that a light mulatto has a better standard [of 
living] than a fullblood Negro.”³9

But these changes and prejudices seemed to be predicated as much 
on culture as they were on physical differences. In his studies of Euro-
pean immigrants and intermarriage in the United States, Boas argued, 
“Assimilation is . . . as inevitable as it desirable.” The mixing of European 
immigrants and native- born Americans produced “different types of man,” 
types who were best suited to the social and cultural life of America. 
Still, Boas could not completely escape older racial ways of thinking. As 
Boas saw things, “We see many people disappearing from the face of the 
earth before the contact with our civilization, and most of the primitive 
people are undoubtedly doomed to an early extinction.” However, Boas 
added that the “Mogol, Malay, and Negro” peoples of the world “certainly 
have a great future. What will it be? Will they be able to keep pace with 
the grand accomplishments of the white race,” or were they “doomed to 
a more passive role in the development of mankind?”40

One of the influences on Boas’s thinking about human inheritance was 
the work of his fellow anthropologist Aleš Hrdlička. Boas and Hrdlička 
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maintained a regular correspondence in which they worked through ideas 
and shared news of recent publications. Both Boas and Hrdlička often 
discussed the implications of diverse racial and ethnic groups coming 
together in the United States. In one of his unpublished papers, Hrdlička 
wrote of the assimilative powers of a multiethnic society, contending that 
“many physical features are slowly changing now in some peoples as may 
perhaps be best witnessed among the American whites, but also among 
the American Indians, and probably even among the American negro.”4¹

The idea that races were changeable, or “plastic,” had traditionally 
been seen as a mark of racial inferiority among ethnologists and medical 
professionals. Not according to Boas and Hrdlička. Human “variation and 
deviation go on,” Hrdlička hypothesized, amid a perpetual cycle of human 
malleability. This idea was gaining traction among scholars at America’s 
elite universities. For example, Dobzhansky argued that “mutation is a 
continuous process,” while Harvard University professor W. E. Castle 
argued that genetic formation in humans constituted a process that never 
ended. Using Mendel’s law to undermine eugenics, Castle argued that 
the best biological qualities of each parent combine to produce a new, 
intermediate type of human. With the right combination of genetics and 
environmental influences, a new type American populous was emerging.4²

The idea that the United States birthed a “new people” dates back to 
at least the eighteenth century.4³ In the early twentieth century one of 
Boas’s former PhD students, Melville Herskovits, breathed new life into 
this old concept. Melville’s argument built on the work of his famous 
mentor, emphasizing how “Negro ancestry from Africa, Caucasian from 
northern and western Europe, and Mongoloid (American Indian) from 
southeastern North America and the Caribbean Islands” was blending in 
the American populous. Based on 1920 census data, Herskovits estimated 
1,660,554 Americans possessed some mixture of African American and 
white blood, giving rise to a new “physical type.” Far from being a stable 
“type,” the United States’ mixed- race population, Herskovits contended, 
was indeed becoming lighter in complexion through a process of selec-
tion. In this argument, Herskovits’s notion of human malleability and 
the birth of a “new people” was inflected with the popular prejudices of 
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the era. Herskovits argued that by “unconsciously” selecting marriage 
partners according to “dominant cultural patterns” of beauty, mixed- 
race men were allegedly marrying women with light or white skin. As 
Herskovits put it, “Of course a man wants to marry a lighter woman. . . . 
Doesn’t he want his children to be lighter than he is, and doesn’t he want 
to lift up the race?”44

Herskovits’s conceptualization of a “new people” in the United States 
reveals just how deeply embedded white supremacy was in early twentieth- 
century America. Scholars who viewed themselves as progressive, or 
intellectually unbiased, inserted a healthy serving of white supremacy 
into their writings. The sociologist Edward Reuter was one such scholar. 
Reuter asserted that for decades “colored Americans” had selected light- 
skinned marriage partners to avoid “the physical marks of the lower group.” 
Reuter contended that this trend was particularly pronounced among 
darker- skinned women because “women of the lower races everywhere 
seek sex relations with men of the superior race or caste.” Reuter argued 
that mixed- race people were “unstable type[s]” due to sexual selection.45 
What’s revealing about both Herskovits’s and Reuter’s arguments is that 
they unwittingly reinforced the black/white binary in American culture. 
They did this by defining whiteness as a coveted racial identity, superior 
and more desirable than any other racial designation in the United States.46

Can a Black Man Become a White Man?

Running through Herskovits’s and Reuter’s arguments was the idea 
that black people wanted to become white. Skin- bleaching and hair- 
straightening products certainly existed in black communities during the 
early twentieth century, but the contention that African Americans wanted 
to be white rankled more than a few black leaders. Writing for the A.M.E. 
Church Review, C.V. Roman argued that the “white man’s ideal man is of 
course white.” However, “a black man can never be a white man,” 
Roman announced. He conceded that some colored Americans recognized 
the socioeconomic benefits of whiteness and strove to “lighten- up,” but 
such efforts were pure folly. What African Americans truly needed was a 
good dose of race pride, not racial confusion and instability. The African 
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American community needed unity and spiritual uplift, “philosophers 
of its own blood to formulate for it and ethnic consciousness before it 
can win the respect of mankind.”47

In The Building of a Race (1919), H. C. Duvall concurred. In blunt, 
uncompromising prose, Duvall asserted that intermixing with whites 
to the third and fourth generations produced poorly bred people who 
were morally, intellectually, and physically weak. In making a case for race 
pride, Duvall echoed the uncharitable tone of eugenicists like Madison 
Grant. Still, Duvall persisted and argued that if “this race of mine shall 
ever be able to measure arms, or stand with other progressive races of the 
world,” its members needed to cultivate a sense of “moral stamina” and 
not waste energy trying to become white.48

Embedded in early twentieth- century arguments about race pride 
and self- help was a degree of self- interest. Those making such arguments 
were often part of the so- called colored aristocracy, and as such they had 
much to lose if they lost their socioeconomic status in black communi-
ties. However, African American intellectuals and political leaders also 
recognized that the stigma that followed antimiscegenation laws harmed 
black communities. Kelly Miller, a leading African American educator, 
rejected popular prejudices that perceived all mixed- race offspring as 
bastard children. Miller countered that “the Negroes in this country are 
a thoroughly mixed people.” That mixture resulted from a combination 
of environmental factors like education, home life, and a solid work 
environment and “an infusion of white blood [that] quickens the energy 
and enlivens the disposition of the [mixed- race] progeny.” Miller went 
to great lengths to underscore the importance of “intellectual and social 
environment” in the cultural and biological production of well- bred 
people. Antimiscegenation laws worked against this; they did little more 
than encourage concubinage and invited white men to sexually exploit 
black women.49

While African American community leaders, clergymen, and intellectu-
als appeared at times to echo eugenic logic, they always maintained their 
opposition to the segregationist tendencies of white eugenic theorizing. 
On antimiscegenation laws, this difference in focus became crystal clear. 
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T. Thomas Fortune, for example, left no doubt that he opposed antimisce-
genation laws and in actuality viewed legalized intermarriage as a means 
of uniting “colored and white people” into one “American people.” The 
theologian J. W. E. Bowen agreed, arguing that “blood mixture, when 
allowable under the moral and civil codes of the land is respectable and 
has been fruitful of much good.”50

Legalizing interracial marriages did not have to mean that “race fusion” 
would produce new hybrid types but instead that it would result in a 
more democratic and just society. In fact, African American leaders and 
intellectuals often made a point of rejecting the idea of human hybridity, 
asserting that it was as absurd a concept as the notion of “race integrity.” 
Harkening back to nineteenth- century abolitionist rhetoric, black lead-
ers prefaced their remarks by referring to the Bible and the theory of 
monogenesis to insist that the “unity of the human family forbids” the 
emergence of human hybrids. Archibald Grimke captured the biblical 
basis for this argument when he wrote that “there is one body, one Spirit; 
. . . one Lord, one faith, one baptism, one God and father of all.”5¹

Black America, however, was not an intellectual monolith on questions 
of sex and race. While so- called colored aristocrats and African American 
liberals who supported organizations like the naacp opposed antimisce-
genation laws, others, such as the followers of Marcus Garvey’s Universal 
Negro Improvement Association, believed that bans on interracial marriage 
were needed to cultivate race pride. Booker T. Washington had insisted 
since the 1880s that he did not see “amalgamation” as a “solution to the 
so- called race problem,” while his staunchest intellectual adversary, W. E. 
B. DuBois, shared with black liberals a distaste for antimiscegenation laws 
while also criticizing as science fiction the idea that interracial marriage 
produced monstrous offspring. Still others had more radical, sometimes 
confused, views.5²

Louis Fremont Baldwin proved himself one of the more eccentric voices 
in early twentieth- century black America. In his now largely forgotten 1929 
pamphlet From Negro to Caucasian; or, How the Ethiopian Is Changing His 
Skin, Baldwin claimed to be writing for the Society for the Amalgamation 
of the Races.5³ Baldwin’s pamphlet pled with readers to abolish the color 
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line because it forced those who could pass for white to live with the fear 
of being cast out of mainstream society. Baldwin explained that passing 
gave African American people the opportunity to enjoy the economic, 
social, and political privileges that Caucasians took for granted. However, 
passing wrought a psychological toll on black Americans, fearful that 
the discovery of their black blood would bring an end to the relatively 
privileged world they lived in. Baldwin acknowledged that whites did 
not like to discuss miscegenation, but he argued that removing legal 
barriers to intermarriage would end illicit sexual affairs and result in a 
“well regulated ‘Mixing of the Races.’”

Baldwin’s promiscegenation stance rested on an unprovable assump-
tion: that God had ordained intermarriage. By following God’s law and 
eliminating antimiscegenation laws, Baldwin was convinced, racial tensions 
would eventually end. He therefore urged the races to blend together 
because “races are but steps in the process of evolution.” A “well regulated 
intercourse,” Baldwin concluded, “is not only inevitable, but actually 
productive of a type of humanity differing from and superior to, an off- 
spring that results from non- intermingling.”54

Baldwin’s vision of a country without legal restrictions on interracial 
marriages did not come to fruition until the Supreme Court struck down 
such laws in 1967. As a result, mixed- race people in 1930s America continued 
to bear the stigma of racism, their near- white, “high yellow,” or chocolate 
brown complexions defining them as the progeny of illegitimacy. So when 
Charles Chesnutt asked rhetorically, “What is a white man?,” he, like tens 
of thousands of other African Americans, knew that the answer boiled 
down to a single word: power. Whiteness gave Caucasians the power to 
define social and cultural identities, the power to access political influ-
ence through the ballot box, and the power to have upward economic 
mobility.55 Whiteness was thus a powerful and protected racial category.

Breeding out the “Half- Breeds”

Native Americans knew this too. In a racist culture, who would want to 
be an Indian? The early twentieth- century anthropologist Louis Sullivan 
posed just such a question during his fieldwork among Southwestern 
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Indians. In intensive anthropometric studies of Indian schoolchildren, 
Sullivan concluded that southwestern Indians demonstrated an “inde-
pendent genetic drift toward the European type.”56

Possessing physical features that approximated Caucasian standards of 
proportion and beauty, these mixed- race children allegedly demonstrated 
a concomitant level of white mental aptitude. To men and women of sci-
ence and letters, this was good news. However, to the ordinary American, 
images of a “humble and a lowly race . . . one of the lowest on earth” still 
dominated the American racial psyche. True, many took comfort in the 
mythology of the dying Indian, but an unerring sense of guilt hung over 
this racial stereotype, prompting one writer to suggest that whites should 
not shirk the “burden of the responsibility which attaches to our own 
race” for the plight of the Indians. During the early twentieth century 
some anthropologists were beginning to heed the lessons within Boas’s 
research and believed that it was truly possible to assimilate Native people 
into American life. “Half- breeds,” long a source of scorn and comedy in 
American life and literature, became the raw material for a biological 
and sociological experiment in good breeding.57

For early twentieth- century anthropologists, collecting and preserv-
ing artifacts and oral traditions— so- called salvage anthropology— from 
indigenous cultures became a focus of the discipline. Anthropologists 
believed they were in a race against time to record and preserve authentic 
Indian cultures and languages. Such efforts united British, American, and 
Australian anthropologists, all of whom began applying anthropological 
theory to their fieldwork. The correspondence among these anthropologists 
reveals the urgency they felt for the task at hand. The Smithsonian’s Aleš 
Hrdlička, for instance, began a lengthy correspondence with University of 
Melbourne anatomist Richard Berry. In 1910 Berry forwarded a “beautiful 
volume of drawings of Tasmanian crania” to Hrdlička in Washington dc. 
Overjoyed to receive such a fine volume, Hrdlička thanked Berry, writing 
that he wished “we had at least one or two good representative specimens 
of this collection.” Hrdlička offered Berry a deal: the exchange of “good 
American material, for instance old Peruvian” for a Tasmanian skull.58

Hrdlička’s correspondence does not record whether he ever received 
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the crania he so desperately wanted; however, he did receive a cordial 
invitation to visit Australia and conduct physical research among the 
Australian Aborigines. In May 1912 Berry informed Hrdlička, “I have 
recently established in this department a small, but exceedingly well 
equipped Department of Physical Anthropology. The material consists 
of roughly some 120 Aboriginal crania, and from 20 to 50 examples of 
other bones of the skeleton.”59 Not until the 1920s did Hrdlička get to 
Australia. When he arrived he found a “wonderful collection of skulls” in 
Melbourne and Adelaide. Hrdlička traveled with strict instructions from 
the Smithsonian Institution to return to the United States and publish 
detailed reports about his “journey and the results.” Contrary to previous 
accounts, Hrdlička perceived great variation in the physical appearance of 
the Australian natives. In Northwestern Australia he described the “Wyn-
dham ‘niggers’” as “taller, more black, as much as some negroes, tending 
to sooty black, strong, more brutal, faces more brutal— a distinct type.” In 
South Australia Hrdlička observed that the Aborigines “beg with no more 
shame than so many monkeys,” while other Aborigines he described as 
“cheerful, children- like, happy,” and speaking a type of “pidgin English.”60

Fieldwork in Australia provided Hrdlička with new insights into the 
study of indigenous peoples. In the late 1920s Hrdlička wrote Univer-
sity of California, Berkeley, anthropologist Alfred Kroeber, hoping to 
add another fieldwork site to his portfolio. Hrdlička felt that Califor-
nia offered unparalleled opportunities for physical anthropology and 
experimentation. For Hrdlička, who saw “three primary Stems or Races 
of man . . . the White, the Yellow- Brown, and the Black,” all joined in a 
common humanity, the use of modern technology and anthropological 
theory held out the promise of making the anthropologist the savior of 
indigenous people the world over. In his racial arrogance, Hrdlička was 
not unlike Richard Henry Pratt in believing that the white man had a 
responsibility to civilize the Indians.6¹

Anthropologists believed they were doing important work. In the 
course of this work, they often reported on the high rates of intermarriage 
between whites and Native Americans. Frank Speck discovered this in 
his studies among the Catawbas. Leoloa Blue, one of Speck’s informants, 
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told him that most Indians are “half white an some over half white. . . . I 
havent very much Indian in me.”6²

Given the apparent high rates of Indian- white marriage, Franz Boas 
inserted his views into this debate when he argued in 1920 that educa-
tion and marriage policies should promote “affiliation between Indians 
and whites.” Boas believed that “the chances for the Indian to survive as 
an independent race will become slighter and slighter.” This uncertain 
future— a reworked version of the doomed race theory— prompted Boas 
to suggest that “if race mixture seems to be advantageous, it should be 
facilitated, particularly by bringing the Indians into easy contact with 
the whites.”6³

Boas asserted that statistical evidence indicated that no negative bio-
logical or genetic consequences occurred from Indian- white mating. In 
fact, “preliminary statistics . . . indicate an increased fertility on the part of 
the half- blood woman.” This prompted Boas to conclude with a reference 
to “the collection of data showing the tendency” of the “[half- breed] to 
merge themselves in the white population.” An increasing number of 
anthropologists and sociologists adopted a similar position. For example, 
Ernest Crawley claimed that because the “sex impulse is relatively weak 
among savages” and their temperaments “expansive,” sexual intercourse 
in marriage between white men and mixed- race Indian women was pro-
ducing progressively lighter- skinned children. With the right kind of 
education, those children might aspire to assimilate into white society.64

Such claims alarmed eugenicists. According to the eugenicist Harry 
Cook, anthropologists had overemphasized environmental factors in 
efforts to force the assimilation of the Indians on unsuspecting white 
communities. Pratt’s Indian institute at Carlisle was seen as a classic 
example of how humanitarians “have unmercifully violated God’s laws 
and principles of good breeding among men.”65

However, some eugenic researchers agreed with those anthropologists 
and sociologists who emphasized the benefits of carefully managed inter-
racial marriages. Such unions needed to constitute a “judicious mixture” of 
“extermination, subordination, or amalgamation” to ensure that Indians 
and whites both benefited. Psychologist William McDougall claimed 
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that research proved “Indians of mixed blood are superior in intellectual 
capacity to the full- blooded Indians.” The “cross- breed,” McDougall added, 
“approximate to the white level [of intelligence] in proportion to their 
share of white blood.”66

These types of eugenic- inspired assertions owed much to the scholar-
ship of Thomas Garth, a University of Texas psychiatrist. Garth claimed 
that intelligence rose in mixed- race Indians in direct proportion to the 
amount of white blood in a person. Garth concluded from his studies 
that “full- bloods” displayed a decided color preference for whiteness. 
However, eugenicists who did not share Garth’s perspective on Native 
American psychology sounded a warning about so- called half- breeds, 
arguing that regulation of Indian- white marriages was essential. In 1922 
the Eugenical News editorialized that mixed- race girls at the Texas Training 
School for Girls “are [morally] indiscriminating and sensual to a morbid 
degree, seeking indulgence with either sex. They are ego- centric, selfish, 
[and] resentful of authority.”67

Could the “cleansing” of the half- breeds’ blood alleviate such char-
acteristics? Aleš Hrdlička thought so. In noting his concern about “the 
physical status of the tho[r]oughbred American,” Hrdlička contended 
that a “full- blooded white” emerged after “three or more generations, 
. . . the results of the regular intermarriages between the Indians and the 
whites.”68 Hrdlička’s stunning remarks harkened back to the sentiments 
of some very famous eighteenth-  and early nineteenth- century Americans, 
such as Thomas Jefferson.69

Why did leading anthropologists like Hrdlička take such a position? Part 
of the answer lay in the public perception of Native Americans as either a 
dying race or essentially pacified by the American military. Hrdlička and 
like- minded anthropologists believed that absorbing Native Americans into 
white society was the most humane and progressive approach to Indian 
affairs. Thomas Tripp, director of the Board of Home Missions, echoed 
these sentiments when he declared that the “dominant white man’s civili-
zation gradually over- comes and displaces the minority Indian culture.”70

These were important evolutionary developments, Tripp, Hrdlička, 
and other anthropologists and missionaries insisted. Being able to narrate 
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indigenous evolution in such a way for the American public transformed 
the narrative of American history from one of frontier violence and blood-
shed to a story that emphasized how “savage people began speedily to 
exhibit a tendency to annex the white man’s goods whenever the opportu-
nity offered.” American settler colonialism was therefore being reimagined 
as a tale of markets, trade, and alliances, a story in which Indians willingly 
became part of the larger settler populous.7¹

During the early twentieth century, then, anthropologists drew from 
biological, genetic, and cultural theories of evolution to make an argument 
for the assimilability of Native peoples. The vast majority of eugenicists 
rejected such arguments, preferring instead to remain loyal to the bio-
logical and reproductive determinism that gave meaning to their sexism 
and their racism. The eugenic perspective was little favored among mis-
sionaries and educators at Native American boarding schools. Favoring 
what anthropologists saw as their progressivism, missionaries and edu-
cators worked from the assumption that an education in basic literacy 
and practical trades, combined with lessons in Christian morality, would 
facilitate the assimilation process.

All of these evolutionary and assimilationist theories received consid-
erable scrutiny from Native American leaders. The Society of American 
Indians, for example, rejected the biological determinism of eugenics and 
approached questions of Indian education with caution. The pan- Indian 
political organization focused its activities on cultural improvements and 
political and legal representation.7² It also downplayed the importance 
of skin color. In its quarterly journal, the society declared in 1914, “We do 
not believe that the mixture of the great racial stocks has ever produced 
an inferior people or lessoned human capacity. Clean blood of whatever 
stock is good human blood.”7³

While the society’s leadership rejected any suggestion that Native people 
could be bred out of existence, more than a few mixed- race Indian people 
understood the value of passing for white. Indeed, the socioeconomic 
advantages of passing proved so powerful throughout North America in 
the early twentieth century that this phenomenon was not restricted to 
African American culture.74
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Arthur Kelly, a mixed- race Cherokee, informed Frank Speck in the late 
1920s that racial mixture was a fact of life in Native American communi-
ties. Kelly told Speck that among the Eastern Band Cherokees in North 
Carolina there existed “faint evidences of Negro admixture,” something 
that many people tried to hide, according to Kelly. In contrast, Kelly 
considered Cherokees with one- fourth and one- sixteenth white blood 
to be well- bred individuals who displayed “dignity, [and] more personal 
and racial pride” than the poor whites and people with African blood.75

From Virginia to California, Cherokees and other Native American peo-
ple grappled with the historical implications of Indian- African- European 
mixture.76 So too did educators at off- reservation boarding schools oper-
ated by the federal government. These schools came under the auspices of 
the Bureau of Indian Affairs and were established to prepare indigenous 
children for a life of social and economic independence. Ideally, children 
graduated from Bureau of Indian Affairs schools and assimilated into 
white society, although federal officials also hoped that some boarding 
school graduates would return to Native communities and share their 
lessons with tribal members.77

Such were the ideals that federal officials and their anthropological 
allies had for off- reservation boarding schools. In reality, facilities like the 
Carlisle Indian Industrial School in Pennsylvania or the Sherman Institute 
at Riverside, California, often failed to provide a nurturing educational 
environment; they also bore witness to the social tensions caused by the 
metrics of skin color in early twentieth- century America.

At Sherman, for example, educators aimed to place indigenous children 
“in contact on all sides with our own [white] people [so] they become of 
us.”78 Sherman, originally founded in 1901 as the Perris Indian School in 
Perris, California, advertised itself as a “much- needed help and stimulus in 
his fight for character and education” among Native children. Like teachers 
at other off- reservation boarding schools, Sherman’s staff taught English 
literacy and trade and domestic skills and offered religious instruction.79

The school’s records reveal the challenges faced by educators. Facilities 
were often inadequate, discipline too often verged to the cruel, and racial 
tensions sometimes bubbled over into violence. School policies tended to 
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magnify these racial tensions. School officials segregated “Mexican aliens” 
from Native American children.80 Some of these “Mexican aliens” were 
orphans. Luis Acosta was one such student, having joined Sherman after 
spending two years at the South Pasadena orphan home. Acosta’s time 
at Sherman proved difficult; reports suggest he did poorly in school, had 
few friends, and was often the butt of racial jokes.8¹

Acosta was by no means alone in experiencing the racial barbs of fellow 
students. In an era when the language of “blood quantum” circulated 
through both popular and political discourse, students routinely self- 
identified as full- blood, three- quarter blood, half- blood, quarter- blood, 
three- eighths blood, five- sixteenths blood, and so on. As was the case at 
other Bureau of Indian Affairs boarding schools, indigenous children 
were all too aware of the racial metrics impinging on their young lives. 
Madeline Cantarini, who enrolled at Sherman in 1914, tried to empha-
size her white physical appearance. The daughter of a white father and a 
full- blood Mission Indian, Cantarini described herself as “Swiss.” To the 
question of “Degree of Indian blood” she responded simply yet forcefully, 
“Pure blooded Swiss.”8²

Surviving records from institutions such as Sherman indicate that edu-
cators encouraged children to be color conscious. For example, Elizabeth 
Hobbs, labeled three- eighths Cherokee, left her reportedly poverty- stricken 
home in the Sacramento area of Northern California to enter Sherman. 
On her arrival, officials noted that Hobbs looked Caucasian; she had 
blond hair and, one official noted, “so far as I can see has no indication 
of Indian blood.” These types of observations had practical consequences 
for students at off- reservation boarding schools. For Hobbs, it meant that 
she was not perceived as “one of the Indians that present a problem” and 
should receive an education that prepared her for leadership.8³

Conclusion

White Americans entered the twentieth century deeply concerned about 
the future of the white race. To address these concerns, a culture of racial 
prejudice was fostered, segregationist laws and legislation were passed and 
policed, and pointed calls for immigration quotas punctuated political 
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debates. In the decades that preceded the outbreak of World War II, the 
U.S. racial landscape was made and remade by the racist and misogynistic 
ideas of eugenicists and evolutionary hypothesizers and the emergence 
of new anthropological ways of seeing race and reproductive sexuality.

When the United States entered World War II in 1941, racial segregation 
remained intact. Blood, as wounded American soldiers who needed trans-
fusions discovered, was quite literally segregated.84 And yet change was 
afoot. African American institutions such as the naacp and organizations 
like the Society of American Indians, the short- lived Native American 
group, confronted racial ideas and the social structures they supported. 
In the years after the Second World War, anthropologists such as Ashley 
Montagu and scientists like Dobzhansky and L. C. Dunn added their 
voices and their expertise to African American and Native American 
attacks against racial determinism. The result was the unesco statement 
on race and the beginnings of a global conversation about the socially 
constructed nature of race.85
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“Breeding out the Colour”

if white americans worried about the racial future of their 
country, early twentieth- century Australians shared similar concerns.¹ 
When Australia became a federated nation on January 1, 1901, the peo-
ple and their political leaders expressed concerns about the racial and 
ethnic composition of immigrants, frontier violence, and interracial 
sex. “‘Kombo’- ism,” as Australians called interracial sexual unions, was 
allegedly running rampant throughout Australia’s northern and west-
ern frontiers. As a result, a growing population of mixed- race children 
emerged, prompting one Western Australian woman to complain in 
1905 that “a clean white Australia” could exist only if the state were 
“scrubbed clean of infamy.”²

As in the United States, early twentieth- century Australians worried that 
a “rising tide of color” from without (immigrants) and within (mixed- race 
children) would undermine the white supremacy that was a cornerstone 
of the newly federate nation. If Australia truly was “the world’s political 
laboratory” in which the “physically healthier and mentally more stable” 
nurtured the world’s newest democracy, then white racial purity had to 
be protected. As one commentator observed, the “white Australian nation 
[must remain] as an aristocracy of humanity, untouched or uncontami-
nated by the admixture of its blood with any inferior breed.”³
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Australians dealt with external threats to whiteness by adopting restric-
tive immigration laws. These laws became known as the “White Australia 
policy.” But these laws were only part of the equation; remember, Aus-
tralians faced an internal threat: “‘Kombo’- ism.” Government officials 
and intellectuals viewed race mixing as a particularly acute problem 
in the northern and western portions of Australia. In the Southeast, in 
New South Wales and Victoria, officials confidently declared that only 
“remnants” of the “half- caste problem” remained. The nation’s attention 
therefore turned to its northern and northwestern frontiers of settlement 
in the decades prior to World War II.

Census data appeared to justify early twentieth- century anxieties about 
race mixing in northern and northwestern Australia. Nationally, census 
takers estimated that the half- caste population stood at 10,113 in 1911. By 
1933 that figured increased to 19,467. White Australians were alarmed. Most 
viewed what became known as the half- caste problem as a national crisis 
because “a hybrid colored population of low order” was anathema to the 
“white Australia ideal.” In response, the commonwealth government stated 
unequivocally that the so- called half- caste was a “menace to the whole 
of Australia.” Something had to be done about this “wholly abnormal” 
progeny of settler colonialism.4

Cultivating a White Australian Population

Shortly after Australia became a nation in 1901, its leaders set about the 
task of crafting laws and policies that would protect white supremacy. The 
first order of business for the new Federal Parliament was passing into law 
the Immigration Restriction Act. This act, the core of the White Australia 
policy, targeted natives of Asia, India, the Pacific Islands, and Africa as 
undesirable migrant populations. Seeing their American cousins grapple 
with similar issues on the other side of the world, Australian lawmakers 
took their task of policing the inflow of immigrants seriously. Nothing 
less than the future of the white race in Australia was on the line.5

As a mainstay of Australian cultural and political life, the White Aus-
tralia policy took shape during the depression years of the 1890s, amid 
hope and anxiety for the new commonwealth in the decade after 1901 
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and in the context of changes in the imperial map of the world. In 1894 
Charles Pearson’s National Life and Character spoke to the racial chal-
lenges posed by these historical forces when he prophesied that a polyglot 
nation of different racial and ethnic groups would imperil “the whole 
civilized world.” Pearson’s arguments both informed and were informed 
by the development of Australian racial thinking as much as much as 
they became a prominent part of racial discourse throughout the British 
Empire and the United States.6

But nowhere did Pearson’s forecasts seem more pressing than in Austra-
lia. Edmund Barton, the nation’s first prime minister, stood before Federal 
Parliament in 1901 with a copy of Pearson’s book in his hands. Barton 
implored Parliament to pass the Immigration Act to protect white Aus-
tralians from “the black and yellow” races that “girdled” Australia’s shores. 
Barton evoked an image of a country besieged by a “rising tide of color” 
on its doorstep, a terrifying prospect given the world’s colored races, who 
“will throng the English turf or the salons of Paris, and will be admitted 
to intermarriage” if protective measures were not taken immediately.7

Like white Americans, early twentieth- century Australians viewed 
interracial marriage as the most intimate example of “race suicide.” For 
this reason, the Melbourne Argus newspaper celebrated federation and the 
White Australia policy as the means of preventing miscegenation and 
protecting the purity of white blood. According to the Argus the White 
Australia policy was “good for the world, good for the empire, and good 
for ourselves.” The Australian commonwealth would stand as a bulwark 
for white purity in the Pacific, halting the advance of the colored races 
“creeping down the Malayan peninsula and isles.” The Argus concluded, 
“It is well that Australia is occupied before hand by a united people, who 
will maintain for Europe its civilisation here.”8

White Australia was composed overwhelmingly of British “blood” 
during the early twentieth century. The 1901 census highlighted the impor-
tance of British heritage to whiteness in Australia, with 77 percent of 
the nation’s 3.7 million inhabitants being born in Australia, the vast 
majority possessing British ancestry. To Australians, their cultural and 
racial homogeneity was a national virtue. But without legal protections 
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and government policing, the “half- open door for all Asiatics and Afri-
can peoples” threatened to undermine Australia’s racial unity. Attorney 
general Alfred Deakin argued in September 1901, “A united nation means 
not only that its members can intermix, intermarry and associate without 
degradation on either side, it implies one inspired by the same ideas, and 
an aspiration towards the same ideals, of a people possessing the same 
general cast of character. . . . Unity of race is absolutely essential to the 
unity of Australia.”9

In the two decades after federation, Australian political leaders and 
bureaucrats worried about the fragility of whiteness. Reports about the 
fecundity of the world’s “colored hordes” and the declining fertility rates 
of white people meant that this once robust, transformative racial identity 
was under serious assault. As in the United States, falling birthrates among 
whites were labeled by government officials and business leaders as a 
threat to Australia’s racial cohesiveness. Octavius Charles Beale’s Racial 
Decay (1911) made the case for why white Australians ought to be worried 
about their declining fertility rates.

Beale was the president of the Associated Chambers of Manufacturers 
when he wrote what became an internationally influential treatise on 
race and reproduction. He premised his argument on the assumption 
that a “civilisation has somehow to find a compromise between reckless-
ness and thrift, poverty and mere comfort, if it is to endure.” In themes 
repeated by American eugenicists, Beale described Australia’s declining 
birthrate as the worst in the world. He blamed this phenomenon on 
the excessive materialism of Australian culture and the selfishness of 
white women. Beale asserted that “self- induced abortion, or abortion 
produced by fashionable or fad doctors, is, as we know, a fruitful cause 
of horrible pus cases in which we are now and then called to operate.” 
Just as American eugenicists warned of race suicide, so too did Beale 
urge Australians to do their racial duty and start reproducing the white 
race in greater numbers.¹0

As in Pearson’s National Life and Character, Beale’s report had 
far- reaching implications for the future purity of the world’s white pop-
ulations. Former American president Theodore Roosevelt saw in Beale’s 
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report a warning that couldn’t be ignored. Roosevelt had a “hearty admi-
ration for, and fellow feeling with, Australia” and saw in Beale’s analysis 
a reminder of how all white people had a racial duty to form stable 
families. According to Roosevelt, “Australia and the United States must 
stand together as absolutely in international relations as the several states 
of our Union stand.”¹¹

White Australians needed to stand together, according to newspaper 
editors in both Australia and abroad. The London Times, for example, edi-
torialized in 1910 that the “Empty North” of Australia had to be populated 
as a matter of national security. “There is need for a rapid awakening of 
Australian opinion on this vital issue,” the editors declared, “and Austra-
lian politicians should realise that they are merely stewards for the rest 
of the world.”¹²

The “Empty North” became a synonym among white Australians for 
the anxiety that many of them felt about the racial composition of the 
entire nation. White Australians fretted over Asia’s “teeming hordes” 
pouring onto their shores, and they worried about the rising half- caste 
population. At stake was the future of the white race in a country and a 
region in which black, brown, and yellow races far outnumbered white 
Australians.

This fear led some white Australians away from segregationist 
approaches to the protection and perpetuation of the white race and 
instead toward a radical idea: “breeding out the colour.”¹³ Could a select 
group of government officials, anthropologists, Aboriginal protectors, 
and tropical medical experts join forces to make this idea a reality? Some 
thought they could.

Seeing whiteness in such robust and reproductively powerful terms 
was relatively uncommon in an era when white people worried about the 
fragility of their race. In Britain and the United States, eugenics emerged in 
the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries to address social problems 
such as prostitution, venereal disease, feeblemindedness, and alcoholism. 
Eugenicists shelved environmental theories of human uplift and insisted 
that their work as dispassionate scientists revealed how mental and moral 
characteristics were genetically inherited. Australian eugenicists echoed 
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these sentiments. They based their studies on the Mendelian theory of 
genetic inheritance and asserted that for a society’s people to display 
the most civilized mental and moral qualities, only the biologically fit 
should marry and have children. This meant that criminals, people with 
mental illnesses, social misfits, and in Australia, Asiatics and full- blood 
Aborigines should not be allowed to marry whites, and in some cases 
should be prohibited from reproducing.

As it was in the United States, eugenics in Australia was a scavenger 
ideology that individuals used for a variety of purposes. While Australian 
eugenicists used strictly genetic terminology to argue for the segregation 
of people once known as “mental retards,” the psychologically unfit, and 
criminals, other Australians saw eugenic discourse as a neat fit with pre-
existing ideas about the racial inferiority of Aborigines. Few Australians 
disagreed with eugenic- style calls for the segregation of Aborigines from 
white society. Similarly, a majority of Australians supported prohibitions 
on interracial marriage. In these ways, a large number of Australian doctors 
and psychiatrists subscribed to a type of negative eugenics in which the 
racially unfit— including the “half- caste ‘idiot and other mentally defective 
children’”— should be segregated from mainstream society and in some 
cases sterilized to prevent them from reproducing.¹4

Neither the commonwealth government of Australia nor any of the 
states adopted an official policy of reproductive sterilization in the decades 
prior to the Second World War.¹5 However, an influential group of Aus-
tralians did champion the use of public policies and laws favored by 
eugenicists. The minimum wage, for example, was seen as a tool that would 
allow white families to live like “human being[s] in a civilized commu-
nity.” And with a minimum wage adopted, Australia’s white population 
grew by a little over one million people by the outbreak of World War I.¹6

The minimum wage represented a socially conservative attempt to 
stimulate economic growth and support the growth of patriarchal fam-
ily structures. From these socially conservative objectives sprang some 
radical ideas. Some of these ideas came from Alan Carroll, one of Aus-
tralia’s leading eugenicists. Born in London in 1823, Carroll arrived in 
Sydney in 1885. He trained as a medical doctor, helped found the Royal 
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Anthropological Society of Australasia, and became the founding editor 
of The Science of Man.¹7

The scholarly journal that Carroll edited championed theories about 
racial determinism as an explanation for racial differences. The scholars 
drawn to the pages of Science of Man had diverse interests, most notably 
in physiology, psychology, and the culture of humankind. As editor, Car-
roll exploited his readership’s interests to develop arguments about how 
the British race combined the best qualities of seventeen distinct races. 
It was racial mixture, Carroll insisted, that made the British the world’s 
greatest colonizing power.

Although census data did not support fears about declining rates of 
natural increase, white Australians continued to worry about the perceived 
increases in mixed- race populations. Carroll exploited these fears with a 
campaign in support of eugenic marriage laws. In simple terms, Carroll 
wanted much tighter government controls over marriage. This did not 
mean that government should engage in “grandmotherly coddling,” but 
it did mean it should encourage the racially fit to marry and propagate.¹8

Could such an approach work in relation to marriages involving Aborig-
inal people? Perhaps. Carroll viewed Aboriginal people as a childlike race 
whose character and mental limitations meant that they had “never by 
their own unaided inventions or efforts rise[n] into civilised conditions.” 
The efforts of missionaries to bring civilization to Aboriginal communities 
had largely been a failure, Carroll believed; their efforts had also increased 
racial tensions and sparked numerous atrocities, including the “killing 
[of] helpless women, children, and old men, even when surrounded by 
the police and civilians, who are trying to catch them.”¹9 Carroll added 
that the growing population of half- caste Aboriginal children in many 
parts of the country was also a concern; they were not a race, he insisted, 
“worthy of preservation.”²0

While the history of amalgamation among the races in England pur-
portedly resulted in a healthy and civilized populous, this was not the case 
with the mixture of Aboriginal and British people in Australia. Carroll 
claimed that such sexual unions “are mixtures of very distinct races of 
men.” According to Carroll, this was a problem. Unlike the amalgamation 
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of kindred races in Great Britain, the mixing of “very distinct races of 
men” in Australia produced an unstable hybrid type, unsuited to a new 
commonwealth that prided itself on the homogeneity of its population.²¹

The American eugenicist Charles Davenport agreed. In his 1914 study of 
racial hybridity among Australian Aborigines, Davenport reported “great 
variability” among indigenous Australians. This unstable racial mixture 
was reportedly the product of unrestrained sexual intercourse and had 
produced Aborigines with skin color “darker than the negroes of Jamaica 
and Bermuda” and like that of “the negro mulattoes” among Australian 
hybrids. Davenport’s study conformed with Carroll’s contention that 
breeding across the color line was dysgenic, producing a heterogeneous 
population of questionable intelligence. In eugenic parlance, a mongrel-
ized Pacific bode ill for the “semi- populated” Australian nation because it 
placed a besieged white populous in contact with “alien civilization[s]— 
the raw material of a catastrophic” race mixing.²²

Evidence of the “catastrophic” effects of race mixing littered early 
twentieth- century Australian newspapers and periodicals. Australia, 
according to media reports, was the stage for what other parts of the 
British Empire were experiencing: “black peril.”²³ Reports of Aboriginal 
peeping toms, stories about black men attempting to rape white girls 
and women, and terrifying tales of unprovoked violence spoke to a larger 
racial psychology in which white Australians felt besieged amid oceans 
of color.²4

One of the most famous cases of “black peril” in Australia occurred 
in New South Wales on the eve of federation. Jimmy Governor, an artic-
ulate, hard- working, mixed- race Aboriginal man caused a sensation in 
the colonial press in 1898 when he married Ethel Page, a white woman 
reportedly of Irish heritage. In the small New South Wales town of Gul-
gong, Governor and Page tried to eke out a living in a community hostile 
to interracial marriages. Page routinely experienced the taunts of towns-
women for marrying the “red headed darkie,” while Governor found 
regular employment difficult to come by.

With employment scarce, and food even scarcer, Governor took his 
frustration out on the wife a former employer, Mrs. Mawbey, who had 
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taunted Ethel Page for weeks. Angered by the way Mrs. Mawbey treated 
his wife, Governor snapped. In July 1900 Governor went on a killing 
rampage, murdering Mrs. Mawbey and her brother. Police Constable 
George Morrison later testified that he found Mrs. Mawbey “lying in a 
pool of blood, there were two deep cuts on the back of the head and a 
bruise on the side of the head.”²5

Recognizing the gravity of his crime, Governor fled into the Australian 
wilderness. A search party comprising two thousand police and concerned 
(white) citizens quickly set off in search of Governor. For three months, 
Jimmy Governor, his brother Joe, and a friend named Jackie Underwood 
eluded the search party. Eventually the Aboriginal fugitives were appre-
hended, but not before they killed nine whites.²6

Shortly after Governor was arrested, he was tried in a Sydney court and 
sentenced to death. White Australians breathed a collective sigh of relief. 
But the newspaper editorials continued; the marriage of Jimmy Governor 
and Ethel Page embodied the darkest racial fears of white Australians. 
Most Australians did not see mixed marriages as eugenic; quite the con-
trary, they embodied bad breeding and jeopardized the social harmony 
of the young nation premised on the idea of white racial homogeneity.²7

The Governor affair highlighted Alan Carroll’s pessimism about 
the consequence of racial mixing in Australia. But eugenics, like sexual 
and racial discourses generally, was a contested cultural ground in early 
twentieth- century Australia. Carroll’s own writing provided Aboriginal 
protectors with insights into how interracial sex might actually be seen 
as an important tool in reproducing a white nation. In an 1892 article 
on the “Australian blacks,” Carroll posited that “race characteristics 
must be studied, and knowledge so gained applied to the amelioration of 
each race.” Just as the success of eugenic reforms among whites required 
sensitivity to class differences, mental health, and the physical condition of 
the individual, so Carroll believed Aboriginal amelioration should also be 
sensitive to the psychological and “mental actions” of the different Aborig-
inal tribes. According to Carroll, a favorable environment, with climate, 
food, educational stimulus, and occupations to produce useful results 
for society would facilitate some sort of racial uplift. Carroll concluded, 
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“All may attain to a higher degree of civilization if the proper methods, 
or plans, or systems, best suited to each, are adopted and followed out 
until successfully accomplished.”²8

Good Breeding and Human Hybridity in Australia

The emergence of eugenics as a way of talking about race and repro-
duction inspired renewed efforts to address what had become known 
as the half- caste problem. Griffith Taylor and F. Jardine’s 1924 study, for 
example, focused on racial hybridity in New South Wales. Their analysis 
underscored the increasingly urban nature of half- caste populations. 
Sydney’s half- caste population, Taylor and Jardine asserted, outnumbered 
full- bloods by ten to one. Echoing popular opinion, Taylor and Jardine 
insisted that half- castes were the progeny of dysgenic sex, a problem that 
academics believed was leading to the extinction of the “authentic” (or 
“full- blood”) Aborigines.²9

In New South Wales the Board for the Protection of Aborigines (which 
was renamed the Aborigines Welfare Board) struggled to deal with the 
sudden increase in the half- caste population and the accompanying public 
outcry. Back in the 1890s the board had tried to arrest the growth of Syd-
ney’s half- caste population by limiting the opportunities for Aborigines 
and whites to mix socially. For example, an Aboriginal person wishing to 
travel by railway required a pass authorized by a board official. If mixed- 
race couples breached the board’s surveillance net, local police would 
swoop in and remove half- caste children. According to the board, child 
removal was necessary because the mixing of full- bloods and half- castes 
had a dysgenic impact on the Australian population. In some areas the 
influences of African Americans compounded these negative genetic 
effects. In 1894, for instance, the board conscripted the police to break up 
a family composed of an African American man and a half- caste woman. 
Police in the town of Narrabri stormed the couple’s home, detained their 
six children, and placed them in state custody.³0

This type of racial and reproductive policing operated on the racial 
logic that full- blood Aboriginal and African American men perpetuated 
the half- caste problem. When such men had sexual intercourse with 
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half- caste and/or white women, the board’s logic went, they produced not 
white children but a medley of colors. Despite growing concerns about 
mixed- race populations, New South Wales did not have clear guidelines 
for policing racial amalgamation until the passage of the Aborigines 
Protection Act in 1909. Until then the board had used a crude phenotypic 
test to determine Aboriginality. If an individual looked Aboriginal, lived 
in a camp overseen by the board, or lived under traditional tribal laws, 
Aboriginality was usually conferred. In contrast, if an Aboriginal woman 
married a respectable white man from New South Wales and had chil-
dren, she and her children did not qualify for board assistance. Though 
they might possess a visible “admixture” of Aboriginal blood, mother and 
children were not “leading the usual life of aborigines.” In such cases the 
board determined that marriage to a white man elevated an Aboriginal 
woman and her children to the status of whiteness.³¹

Officials with the Aborigines Welfare Board worked with state law-
makers during the first decade of the twentieth century to refine what 
it meant to be Aboriginal. Legal efforts to “make” Aboriginality thus 
predated the 1909 act and in fact can be traced back to a state act of 1902. 
In that year New South Wales defined an indigenous Australian as “an 
aboriginal native of New South Wales.” A number of lawmakers and board 
officials worried that this 1902 definition was too vague. As a result, the 
state parliament began debating a new Aboriginal protection law. Those 
debates reflect a determination to refine the meaning of Aboriginality 
with a view to cutting state spending on Aboriginal affairs.

The results of the parliamentary debates that led to the 1909 act were 
stunning. For instance, if a state official could not detect Aboriginal fea-
tures, that person was legally defined as white. Similarly, if an Aboriginal 
woman married a white man, lawmakers felt that she should no longer be 
a burden on the government’s finances. Parliamentarians wanted the law to 
teach interracial couples and their mixed- race progeny to be independent, 
self- sufficient citizens. Moreover, the state began insisting that half- castes 
depart from Aboriginal camps. As one politician declared, “The camps 
were overrun by men almost white, who defied the board, and they were 
a bad example to the children.”³² Removing half- caste children from what 
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white officials saw as the pernicious influences of camp life was nothing 
new, but it did fit with a push to cut state spending on Aboriginal affairs 
and to develop eugenic reforms specifically for Aboriginal people that 
were similar to measures adopted for poor whites. As a result, state law-
makers moved to place “neglected” Aboriginal camp children, especially 
half- castes, in homes where they could mix with “respectable” members of 
the general community. Under this proposal, the board retained custody 
of half- caste children until they turned twenty- one. Once they reached 
that age, the hope was that they would live “like an ordinary white man.”³³

New South Wales lawmakers amended the Aborigines Protection Act in 
1915, 1917, and 1936. The 1909 act, however, remained the legal benchmark 
that clarified the powers and duties of the Board for the Protection of 
Aborigines. During the early twentieth century the board worked from 
a definition of Aboriginality that stated an indigenous Australian was 
“any full- blooded aboriginal native of Australia, and any person appar-
ently having an admixture of aboriginal blood.” Reflecting the belief that 
the increasing half- caste population resulted from white men engag-
ing in sexual intercourse with full- blood camp women, the act banned 
non- Aborigines not resident in New South Wales from associating with 
“aborigines, or the child of an aborigine.” Lawmakers further underlined 
their distaste for unrestrained interracial sex when they empowered the 
board to remove indigenous people from the vicinity of white commu-
nities. But as in all settler colonies, racial mixing was a reality in New 
South Wales, despite the segregationist thrust of the 1909 act. As such, 
New South Wales adopted its own version of the one- drop rule, declaring 
an Aboriginal person as “any persons apparently having an admixture of 
Aboriginal blood in their veins.”³4

The New South Wales policy of sexual segregation between blacks 
and whites and the removal of Aboriginal children from their biological 
parents appeared to be bearing fruit. At the beginning of the century 
the state had hundreds of Aboriginal reserves; by 1939 only seventy- one 
remained. The state was able to slash spending on Aboriginal reserves and 
move ahead with its child removal program. Justifying Aboriginal child 
removal, the board asserted its legal powers by declaring that “if after due 
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inquiry it is satisfied that such a course [child removal] is in the interest 
of the moral or physical welfare of such child,” the board should remove 
the child. Following removal, board officials applied a “dispersal” ethos 
to Aboriginal child welfare. The goal of dispersal was to place children 
of Aboriginal heritage in constant contact with white society with a view 
toward assimilation.³5

“Dispersal” and assimilation was seen as a gradual, evolutionary process 
involving lessons in white cultural ideals of self- sufficiency, Christian moral-
ity, and citizenship. Official records reflect how the board approved lesson 
plans in which Aboriginal and half- caste children learned about Britain’s 
heroic settlement and development of New South Wales. Students were 
also taught to love the British Empire, singing daily renditions of “Rule 
Britannia!” And all lessons underscored the importance of “Manners, 
Citizenship, [and] Temperance.” In 1916 the Department of Education 
reiterated this message, urging the teachers of children with an “admixture 
of aboriginal blood” to instill “moral attributes which lie at the foundation 
of home and school life, such as greetings at home and at school, personal 
cleanliness, kindness to animals, truthfulness, honesty, obedience, family 
affection, politeness, gentleness, control of temper, &c., these qualities 
should be embodied in simple stories.”³6

Being good citizens meant that half- caste children who came under the 
board’s auspices had to learn the gender- specific roles that made settler 
society civilized. The board instilled in boys the sense of fulfillment that 
came with self- sufficiency through trades such as carpentry. Girls, on the 
other hand, learned “domestic sciences,” with an emphasis on needlework 
and how to keep a neat home. The board was particularly interested in 
ensuring that mixed- race girls learned skills that made them attractive 
partners to white men. Some officials believed that white men and half- 
caste women could produce a progressively lighter- skinned population. 
The board therefore encouraged mixed marriages between white men 
and half- caste women by placing the latter in domestic employment.³7

Explicit in the board’s policy was the need to start the eugenic cleansing 
of half- castes at an early age. In 1915, for example, the state government 
resolved that “all octoroon and quadroon children, and those classed as 
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half- castes, in whom white blood seems to predominate, and of whom 
the Board decide to assume control and custody” should be transferred 
to the “State Children’s Relief Department, with a view to their being 
merged into the white population.” According to the board, and as Taylor 
and Jardine’s 1924 study argued, mixed- race children possessing a greater 
admixture of white blood were more likely to test as “very intelligent” 
or “intelligent.” Getting these children, especially girls, assimilated into 
white society became an overriding objective of the board on the eve of 
World War II.³8

In Victoria, Aboriginal policy also came to focus on assimilation. The 
process of assimilation that began with the 1886 Aborigines Protection 
Act continued into the twentieth century with amendments to the act 
in 1915 and 1928. As in New South Wales, Victoria’s assimilation policy 
involved education and regular contact with white society so that mixed- 
race Aborigines and their offspring could become self- sufficient members 
of white society.³9

As was the case in New South Wales after the 1890s, the legal defini-
tion of Aboriginality was narrowed in Victoria. When, for instance, a 
half- caste Aboriginal woman married a white man, the legal identity of 
wife and child followed the racial designation of the father. In 1899 the 
Victorian Board for the Protection of Aborigines declared ineligible for 
government financial support any Aboriginal woman who “is married 
to a white man and who is not considered in law to be an Aboriginal.” 
The board insisted that “the State effectively denied that it owed [half- 
castes] any special responsibility.” The Victorian law further implied 
that an independent mixed- race family headed by a white patriarch 
added to the state’s self- sufficient, white citizenry. Indeed, the nearer 
the descendants of an interracial marriage came to whiteness, the more 
likely it was for the board to consider such a family independent of 
government control. Internal government correspondence therefore 
emphasized that “half- castes are not anymore under the Act, they are 
looked upon as whites.”40

The Victorian Board for the Protection of Aborigines also emphasized 
the importance of cultivating good moral habits and habits of industry. 
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Victorian records provide the best evidence of how southeastern Australian 
authorities saw both biological and cultural refinement as the basis for a 
well- bred citizenry. While the state government continually sought ways 
to cut its Aboriginal budget, those responsible for assimilating mixed- race 
Aborigines into white society worked tirelessly to instill in their pupils 
the importance of avoiding immoral situations. Officials were particularly 
eager to separate light- skinned Aborigines from full- bloods and African 
Americans, a small number having migrated from the United States 
and settled in Victoria. In 1896 the board took steps to separate a half- 
caste woman from her “half- caste negro husband.” According to official 
correspondence, the woman in question, a Mrs. Warren, descended into 
“notoriously immoral” behavior following the union.4¹

In other instances, the board preferred to reward displays of good 
moral conduct and self- sufficiency. In 1904 the Yarrabah mission reported 
that “boys of good character are permitted to have a little garden of their 
own . . . and the use of what they may grow upon it.” However, the board 
found itself locked in a constant struggle against what its members saw 
as the forces of immorality. Mrs. Warren’s marriage to a “half- caste negro” 
was but one example of this struggle, the other involving the tensions 
between mixed- race and full- blood Aborigines. The board’s solution to 
these tensions was to segregate “quadroons and octoroons [from gather-
ing] in the vicinity of a reserve,” believing separation stymied the spread 
of immorality and social discord in Victoria.4²

Separating half- caste girls from immoral influences proved an obsession 
for board officials. W. G. South, chief protector of Aborigines between 1911 
and 1913, believed that unless half- castes were separated from full- bloods 
“they grow up useless, idle dependents; looking to the government and 
missions for subsistence.” South recommended “all half- caste children, 
especially girls, should be considered wards of the state and, should not 
be left in the blacks camps, educated and taught trades or other occu-
pations and, kept to constant work till they are old enough to take care 
of themselves, after which they should be compelled to find their own 
living and, should no longer be considered nor treated as Aborigines.”4³

Officials who shared South’s perspective also sought out private 
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employers for light- skinned half- caste girls and young women. In Mel-
bourne, newspaper editorials and letters to the editor periodically boiled 
over with anger, criticizing the board for placing “these girls [octoroons] . . . 
secretly . . . in Melbourne in order to preclude any knowledge of their 
ancestry.”44 The board replied to such criticisms by focusing on the success 
of its policy. For example, the Chief Secretary’s Department celebrated 
the successful assimilation of Joseph Crough (or Crowe) and his family. 
The chief secretary declared in 1935 that the “family is comparatively light 
in colour . . . his wife being nearer white than half- caste standard, and 
while they were assisted by the Board at one time, no assistance has been 
given for the past fifteen years.” As the board explained in its newspaper 
propaganda, families like the Crough’s produced moral, self- sufficient 
children, “white in appearance, habits and outlook.”45

The board insisted that near- white children who were adopted by white 
families “are being accepted as [whites] by people who adopt them. . . . 
They will grow into normal white men and women.” Most important 
of all, the board insisted that assimilation result in the elimination of 
labels such as half- caste, quadroon, and octoroon. The Melbourne Herald 
explained that “being octoroon is not their own fault, neither should it 
be allowed to interfere with their rights to grow into good citizens.”46 The 
policy of dispersal and assimilation in New South Wales, and absorption 
in Victoria, represented a growing consensus among Aboriginal affairs 
experts: the half- caste population should be absorbed into the white 
population before it increased and outnumbered the white popula-
tion. The anatomist F. Wood- Jones said as much in 1935, declaring, “We 
cannot continue to breed a half- caste race without giving them some 
definite social status. The present condition is quite unsatisfactory.” The 
Aborigines Protection Acts in both New South Wales and Victoria were 
designed to alleviate the “unsatisfactory” social conditions created by 
an increasing half- caste population. But as Australians were discovering 
from newspaper and magazine reports, the so- called half- caste population 
in southeastern Australia was merely the tip of a potentially enormous 
mixed- race iceberg.47
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Breeding out the Color in Western and Northern Australia

Western Australia, the largest and westernmost British colony in Australia, 
underwent dramatic political, economic, and social changes during the 
last quarter of the nineteenth century and the first three decades of the 
twentieth. Fueled by the discovery of gold and an influx of free white set-
tlers, the Western Australian economy grew dramatically. With prosperity 
came self- government and the building of a sense of community among 
Western Australian settlers. Boosters celebrated the civilizing influence 
of British colonialism in Western Australia, describing the colony as a 
living example of the progressive history of the British people.

Albert F. Calvert, a prolific writer of boosterish literature, celebrated 
British achievements in Western Australia by comparing them to the state 
of Aboriginal society. Calvert argued that if the Australian natives had 
ever been civilized, “it seems to me that the Australian Blackboys’ period 
of enlightenment must have existed very far back in the dim twilight of 
ancient history.”48 The more vigorous civilizing force of British settlement 
had now tamed a harsh environment and spread civilization over the 
landscape. In Australia’s west, where Australian savages now subsisted 
like animals, the Anglo- Saxon march of progress would culminate in the 
construction of a prosperous, civilized British society.

Far from the centers of political and economic power in Australia’s 
Southeast, Western Australians entered the twentieth century with these 
bullish racial attitudes unchecked. This remained true of white percep-
tions of Aboriginal people in the west. The West Australian newspaper, for 
example, summed up white attitudes toward Aboriginal people when it 
declared that “the niggers made no use of the land.”49 Jonathon C. Davies, 
another booster, sidestepped such inflammatory remarks, preferring to 
focus on British civilization’s progressive march across the Australian 
continent. In 1902 Davies argued that the settlers’ enlightened “humanity” 
toward the Aborigines highlighted the advanced state of British civilization 
in Western Australia. As with the American Indian, Davies believed, the 
failure of Aboriginal civilization to develop and adapt to settler colonial 
culture would result in Aboriginal peoples’ extinction. Davies proclaimed, 
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“Undoubtedly, in those days, when the Ancient Britons were clad in skins 
and painted their faces, and the Anglo- Saxons roamed around for booty 
and plunder, worshipping the gods of war and thunder, the Australian 
savage wandered among the eucalyptus trees or scrubby bush, naked or 
covered in kangaroo skins. Whilst we, as a nation, have made such won-
derful progress in civilization, and gradually arrived at what we are now, 
the primitive inhabitants of the Great South Land made no advancement 
towards improving their condition.”50 In the early twentieth century, then, 
the glib racial complacency of Calvert, Davies, and myriad other boosters 
gave way to a deeply felt anxiety: “‘Kombo’- ism.”5¹

Reproductive sexuality and racial formation had been intertwined in 
Australian life since its founding as a penal colony in 1788. This proved 
particularly true in Western Australia, where intimate (and often violent) 
encounters between whites and nonwhites produced a technicolored 
population. In the first decade after federation, the perception of grow-
ing populations of mixed- race peoples, social outcasts in a new nation 
founded on the white Australia ideal, fueled the darkest racial nightmares 
of whites in Western Australia.

At the end of the nineteenth century, Western Australian police officers 
reported rising rates of sexual immorality, drunkenness, and idleness in 
frontier communities. Reports of Aboriginal women cohabiting with, or 
marrying, white men occupied increasing space in these reports. Settlers 
also expressed concern, reporting that Aboriginal women constituted 
“a nuisance about the town encouraging men to have intercourse . . . 
[and] given to drinking” and swearing. Such women, critics argued, 
gave birth to illegitimate mixed- race children, children who grew up 
without the positive moral influences of a stable home environment. In 
response to these reports, the chief protector of Aborigines instructed 
the police to detain these so- called mixed- race outcasts and send them 
to Aboriginal institutions. Law enforcement officers were also instructed 
to “obtain from their patrols close information as to the number, ages 
etc., of halfcastes.”5²

Western Australians did not want their state to be known for giving 
birth to a rising tide of color on Australian soil. Unlike white residents 
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of New South Wales and Victoria, who complacently patted themselves 
on the back for subduing the “Aboriginal problem,” Western Australians 
faced a far more complex racial problem, a mixed- race nightmare involv-
ing white, Asian, and black amalgamation. Here was a problem requiring 
urgent solutions. Thus miscegenation in Western Australia— and, as we 
shall see, in the Northern Territory— embodied two of white Australia’s 
greatest fears: the pollution of white blood through sexual intermixture 
and Asiatic penetration of the Australian continent.

Racial mixing between Aboriginal women and Asian men resulted from 
the pearling industry. Pearling vessels trolled the waters of northwestern 
Australia for its aquatic riches, while lonely pearlers and deckhands scoured 
coastal towns for companionship. A. O. Neville, who rose to national 
renown for his espousal of the idea of breeding out color in the 1920s and 
1930s, claimed that the pearling industry employed approximately eight 
hundred white men and two thousand Asian men on vessels throughout 
the North and Northwest. Neville claimed that the “people of Australia 
have declared their intention of keeping Australia white for all time”; 
therefore, policing white- Asiatic- Aboriginal contact was vital.5³

In 1905 the chief protector of Aborigines in Western Australia expressed 
his concern about “Asiatic aliens.” He claimed that the presence of pearling 
boats docked in coastal harbors contributed to a sense of moral decay. 
“Malays, Manilamen, and Japanese” pearlers were all accused of introducing 
venereal disease, opium, and alcohol into Aboriginal communities. “Asiatic 
licentiousness,” the chief protector asserted, was directly responsible for 
rising rates of “‘kombo’ism” in Western Australia.54

The “problem” of racial mixing in the North and Northwest was more 
than simply a black- white issue. It not only strained theories about endog-
amous racial breeding practices, it left government officials and residents 
worried that the race- based social order of the state was in serious jeop-
ardy. Ruby Morgan, a resident of Broome in northwest Western Australia, 
recalled the complex social network of whites and coloreds, “the offspring 
of Japanese, Chinese and what have you,” who received a state school 
education, and “full blooded natives and halfcaste natives” who attended 
convent schools.55
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Government officials tried desperately to police the racial boundaries 
that Morgan witnessed being blurred on a daily basis. To residents, such 
efforts appeared to be failing. Charles McBeth, who grew up in Wyndham, 
Western Australia, remembered that it was common for Aboriginal women 
to live with non- Aboriginal men. Recalling Aboriginal attitudes toward 
single white men in Wyndham, McBeth claimed that “the natives gave 
them a skin rating. . . . As long as they stuck to that woman everything ok, 
but when they started messing around from one to another they upset the 
native marriage laws . . . and that’s where the trouble came in.” According 
to McBeth, skin color as a marker of potential kinship mattered, but it 
mattered less than white men abiding by Aboriginal marriage laws.56 In 
fact, Aboriginal people asserted their own laws and expectations over 
interracial marriages involving Japanese, Malaysian, “Hindoos,” Caribbean, 
Portuguese, and other European pearlers, shiphands who cohabited with 
or wanted to marry Aboriginal women. As Elizabeth Lefroy remembered, 
these relationships produced a “bond there between blacks and the whites 
which you cannot explain to anybody these days.”57

For Western Australian authorities, such bonds undermined the white 
supremacist foundations of the white Australia ideal. Western Australian 
authorities needed a clear legal foundation from which to police the sexual 
color line and prevent the apparent growth of the mixed- race population. 
The main sticking point for authorities was agreeing on a definition of 
Aboriginality. Looking for guidance from Victoria’s 1886 Aboriginal Act, 
Queensland’s 1897 Aborigines Act, and the vague pronouncements of 
the Australian attorney general in 1901, Western Australians defined an 
Aboriginal person as an individual with at least one Aboriginal parent 
and who was “habitually associating and living with Aboriginals.”58

In 1902 Western Australia’s chief protector of Aborigines, Henry Prinsep, 
expressed his frustration about the vagueness of this definition. Writing 
to the Crown solicitor, Prinsep complained, “There are many half castes 
and children of half castes who do not live with both aboriginals, but 
inhabit homes, marry white people, and live white people’s lives. Appar-
ently such do not come within the meaning of the Act as ‘aboriginals.’” 
Prinsep wanted to “know whether the word ‘aborigines’ covers people 
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who are descended partly from true aborigines but who do not habitually 
associate or live with aboriginals.” In making these comments, Prinsep 
narrowed in on his overriding concern about the social stability of Western 
Australia. He observed, “These halfcastes very soon arrive at an age when 
they can either be a benefit to the State or a menace thereto.” He believed 
it “our duty to make good citizens of them by every means in our power. 
They are generally clever, and, if under good influences from their early 
years, will probably add very much to the useful workers of the State.”59 
Prinsep was, however, hamstring because he lacked the legal authority 
to separate mixed- race children from their parents and implement his 
vision of incorporating these children into society as whites.60

In 1905 Prinsep’s complaints were incorporated into a report by Walter 
Roth. Roth authored Western Australia’s Royal Commission on the Condition 
of the Natives. Roth’s report concluded that the chief protector of Aborig-
ines lacked the necessary legal status and power to “induce” Aboriginal 
parents to part with their mixed- race children. The Roth Commission 
argued that “of the many hundred half- caste children— over 500 were 
enumerated in last year’s census— if these are left to their own devices 
under the present state of the law, their future will be one of vagabondism 
and harlotry.” The commission claimed that in northwestern townships 
the “evils antecedent to the presence of half- castes” were plain for all to 
see. Ranging in age from infancy to twenty- two years, mixed- race children 
received no education, and their white fathers failed to support them. 
In conclusion, the Roth Commission echoed long- held public fears: 
“‘Kombo’- ism is rife.”

The Roth Commission’s findings sparked debate in Western Australia’s 
General Assembly over proposed legislation designed to halt instances 
of “‘Kombo’- ism.” Throughout the 1920s and 1930s, lawmakers expressed 
concern that “‘Kombo’- ism” strained the racial boundary between black and 
white Australians and inspired social instability. Moreover, concerns about 
Aboriginal- Asiatic mixing gave additional force to the General Assembly’s 
anxiety about miscegenation, prompting one member to state that he 
had troubling evidence of “Chinamen and a couple of Manillman . . . 
who have admitted that they are married to black women. . . . I hope the 
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Government will see their way to stop these inter- marriages.” Another 
lawmaker warned simply, “We are talking about a White Australia, and 
we are cultivating a piebald one.”6¹

A population of irregular color represented to many in the Western 
Australian General Assembly a nation without moral and sexual restraints. 
With the future of the white race seemingly in the balance, the Western 
Australian Aborigines Act became the law in 1905. Borrowing liberally 
from Queensland’s 1897 Aborigines Act, in which lawmakers created 
administrative districts “supervised by local protectors of Aborigines,” 
the act charged Western Australia’s chief protector with overseeing these 
districts. Western Australian lawmakers hoped that their act would provide 
the chief protector with the necessary legal authority to instruct local 
protectors (often police officers) to remove mixed- race children when 
their welfare was endangered and place them in a government- run insti-
tution. The 1905 act therefore established the chief protector as the “legal 
guardian of every aboriginal and half- caste child until such child attains 
the age of sixteen years.” In this sense, Western Australia departed from 
Victorian precedent by defining children of any Aboriginal descent under 
the age of sixteen as natives. This gave the chief protector greater scope 
to act on behalf of mixed- race children, whereas the Victorian protector 
could do little for mixed- race children once they were defined as white.6²

The Western Australian act did have problems. Its wording, for instance, 
caused confusion in both the chief protector’s office and among his subordi-
nates in the field. Specifically, where the act stated that removing a full- blood 
or half- caste Aborigine “without the authority” of the chief protector was an 
offense, it did not spell out the chief protector’s actual powers. The act only 
stated that the chief protector had a “duty” to protect Aboriginal property 
and provide for Aboriginal welfare. Each successive chief protector between 
1905 and 1939 believed that ensuring the welfare of mixed- race children, of 
doing his “duty,” required increasing amounts of force.6³

The chief protector had to tread carefully. He had to negotiate the vague 
wording of the act, and he had to interpret the definition of Aboriginality 
in ways that made it clear that his subordinates had the legal authority 
to remove children of Aboriginal descent from their parents. The chief 
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protector worried about more than Aboriginal “welfare,” however. Every 
chief protector, from Prinsep to A. O. Neville, believed that most white 
fathers failed to provide for the welfare of their mixed- race children. The 
chief protectors therefore wanted the legal authority to compel single 
mothers— be they full- blood or half- caste women— to part with their 
children so they could be assimilated into white society.

Reports of how half- caste children were neglected arrived on the chief 
protector’s desk regularly. James Isdell, a pastoralist and traveling Aborigi-
nal inspector, penned many of the field reports. Isdell favored the removal 
of half- caste children because Aboriginal parents typically forgot “their 
children in twenty- four hours and as a rule [were] glad to be rid of them.” 
Isdell’s racism contradicted other accounts that represented strong family 
bonds anchoring Aboriginal communities. Still, Isdell believed he was 
doing important work. He worried, however, that when he removed half- 
caste children from an Aboriginal parent he exposed himself to being 
charged with kidnapping.64

In September 1909 Isdell’s concerns inspired a letter to Chief Protec-
tor C. F. Gale. Isdell’s letter focused on the welfare of a three- year- old 
half- caste girl. The mother was a half- caste, the father a full- blood. Isdell 
requested advice on whether the child fell under the act’s definition of 
Aboriginal. Gale responded that because the child lived “habitually” as an 
Aboriginal, the act defined her as Aboriginal and gave Gale the authority 
to order the child’s removal. Gale wavered, though, on this latter point. 
He wrote, “Although you have my authority to remove such children to 
the different missions, I am rendering myself liable to prosecution for 
kidnapping by so doing, unless I have the consent of the maternal par-
ent for the removal.” The 1905 act said nothing about gaining maternal 
authority for the removal of Aboriginal children, but in Gale’s mind “my 
authority as guardian does not override parental authority, which rests 
entirely with the mother, as these children being illegitimate, the father 
has no control whatever over them.”65

A solution to Gale’s uncertainty soon emerged. In 1911, section 8 of the 
Aborigines Act was amended, giving the chief protector guardianship over 
“illegitimate half- caste children.” And yet local Aboriginal protectors felt 
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they still lacked a clear legal definition to help them distinguish between 
legitimate and illegitimate half- caste children. What became clear from 
the chief protector’s correspondence with local inspectors and police 
officers is that marriages between mixed- race women and white men (or 
men approaching a white phenotype) were being encouraged throughout 
the state. In January 1913 the chief protector informed the commissioner 
of police that “there is no law preventing any half- caste girl living with a 
white man, provided she does not habitually associate with aborigines.”66

Determining who was white, however, was no easier than defining 
Aboriginality. For example, in July 1915 the Reverend Mr. Robert Bas of 
New Norcia wrote to the Chief Protector’s Office enquiring about the 
lawfulness of a marriage between a fifteen- year- old half- caste girl and a 
twenty- eight- year- old man, the “son of a white woman and of a colored 
American man.” According to Bas, the couple had a child and wanted 
to marry. In August 1915 the Chief Protector’s Office replied, stating that 
the office had legal authority over the half- caste girl. The young women 
was therefore deemed illegitimate, but her baby could be saved from a 
similar fate if the couple married. For this to occur, the chief protector 
needed to know “whether the man is of good character, and in constant 
employment earning his living, and, therefore, able to support a wife.” No 
mention of the man’s phenotype was ever made, leading to the conclu-
sion that he approximated white physical standards; his perceived race 
and character, and his ability to provide for his family, remained for local 
authorities to determine. If these standards were met, the chief protector 
would grant his approval to such marriage requests and in so doing set 
Western Australia on a path to “breeding out the colour.”67

A. O. Neville, Western Australia’s chief protector of Aborigines between 
1915 and 1940, became one of Australia’s leading advocates for breed-
ing out color. Neville thought about the so- called half- caste problem in 
broad, comparative terms, keeping abreast of scholarly developments in 
professional journals and maintaining a regular correspondence with 
“administrators in New Zealand, Canada and South Africa.” In one of 
his many notebooks, Neville recorded his observations about Aboriginal 
births and interracial sex. In one entry he wrote, “A full- blood had a healthy 



“Breeding out the Colour” | 327

living child by a white man.” In another Neville recorded, “A new born 
full- blood child is usually lighter than its mother so to make it black it is 
smeared with charcoal and grease.” Neville’s entries reflect his dismissal of 
the idea that mixed- race people were infertile. It wasn’t possible to avoid 
the realty of interracial sex, so why not manage it so as to “breed out the 
colour.” Neville became convinced this could, and should, be done. But 
it wouldn’t be easy. As he wrote in his journal, “Half Castes suffer more 
in giving birth to a child by a white man, than by a half- caste.”68

To our twenty- first- century sensibilities, Neville’s gendered and racial 
beliefs seem justifiably offensive. In his own time, Neville saw himself as 
doing progressive work. He insisted that “biological assimilation” offered 
a solution to the social problems produced by half- castes.69 This wasn’t 
simply a pragmatic position for Neville to take, it was an effort to both 
acquire and assert complete colonial control over the reproductive lives 
of all Aboriginal people.70

Neville believed that the first step in breeding out color involved edu-
cating white Australians about the customs and traditions of Aboriginal 
people. Neville complained in 1927 that the “average Britisher has a casual 
outlook on the ways of the coloured races.” Addressing the Perth Wom-
en’s Service Guild, Neville continued his criticism of white Australians, 
accusing Western Australians in the southern portion of the state of being 
“like ostriches who bury their heads in the sand.” Ignorance of Aboriginal 
culture did not foster understanding, which in turn hampered efforts to 
biologically and culturally assimilate mixed- race Aborigines.7¹

As chief protector, Neville engaged in a public relations campaign to 
raise awareness about the assimilability of half- caste people. He argued 
that mixed- race Aborigines were increasing in numbers and “are bound to 
be with us whether we like it or not.” Moreover, the Daily News reported 
in 1932 that Neville insisted that the Aborigine “is not of the Negroid 
stock, but was originally a white race, and is destined by fusion with the 
white race to lose its colour.”7²

Missionaries and political reformers joined Neville in allaying fears 
about the pollution of white blood with black. J. I. Mann, a member of 
Western Australia’s Legislative Assembly, claimed that many half- castes 
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“were as fair- skinned as the whites.” G. A. Piesse, president of the Great 
Southern Road Boards’ Association, concurred, asserting that the “jet black 
is fast disappearing.” Managed miscegenation, far from being envisioned 
as putting a strain on racial categories, was being presented to Western 
Australians as a means of restoring Aboriginal people to their original, 
and superior, color: white.7³

Neville, and missionary allies like the Reverend E. R. B. Gribble, believed 
that managed human breeding programs required both disciplined sex-
ual practices and moral training. Christine Halse, Gribble’s biographer, 
argues that the reverend saw it as “his duty to transform his dark- skinned 
heathen charges into models of Christian virtue and moral propriety by 
example and decree.” In the southern portion of west Australia, scores of 
missions were established under Chief Protector Neville’s oversight and 
in the hope of making Gribble’s vision a reality. To “breed up the herd,” 
one pamphleteer wrote in support of these efforts, the “next generation 
must be made better, not worse.”74

7. “Three Generations,” from A. O. Neville’s Australia’s Coloured Minority: Its Place 
in the Community (Sydney: Currawong, 1947).
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Neville agreed. In his memoirs he recalled that “the increasing 
numbers of near- white children” convinced him that breeding out 
color was the only viable solution to what he saw as the state’s half- 
caste problem. Neville remained unwavering in this, maintaining that 
“what we have to do is to elevate these people to our own plane, and 
if intermarriage between them and ourselves becomes more popular, 
than we shall be none the worse for it. That will solve our problem 
of itself.”75

For Neville to solve “our problem” he needed the sanction of the law. 
Throughout the 1930s, Neville lobbied members of the Legislative Assembly 
to pass an Aboriginal bill “to remove any ambiguity” from the definition 
of an Aboriginal person.76 In 1935 Neville’s campaign for clearer legal 
definitions of Aboriginality and wider- reaching powers for the chief pro-
tector received a boost from the findings of a royal commission, headed 
by H. D. Mosley. The Mosley Commission reiterated Neville’s complaint 
that authorities labored under vague legal definitions of what constituted 
an Aboriginal person. With “the half- castes . . . multiplying rapidly . . . 
chiefly in the Southern portion” of the state, Mosley supported Neville’s 
calls to place all people of Aboriginal ancestry under the control of the 
chief protector. Mosley argued that unlike the United States, Western 
Australia did not need segregation laws to prevent racial violence; public 
opinion and the passage of time meant that the “feeling of repulsion” 
of whites for blacks had, and would continue to, diminish. As the half- 
caste population of southern Western Australia was proving, “a greater 
degree of contact with whites” produced higher degrees of civilization 
among mixed- race peoples, as half- castes were “gradually weaned from 
aboriginal influence[s].” Echoing Neville’s faith in breeding our color, 
Mosley concluded that half- caste women should be “encouraged . . . to 
look higher” for a marriage partner; local protectors should steer them 
toward “a coloured person higher in the white scale.”77

The publication of the Mosley Report placed pressure on the Legis-
lative Assembly to pass new Aboriginal legislation. The Reverend Mr. J. 
I. Boxall warned the assembly that the “control of the Chief Protector of 
Aborigines over [the] youth is insufficient, and additional legislation to 
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protect half- caste girls from the immoral white is needed.”78 In December 
1936 a new Aborigines Act, designed to complement the 1905 act, came 
into effect. It defined a “Native” as an individual with “quadroon blood” 
or less, living as, and associating with, the original full- blood inhabitants 
of Western Australia. The act struck out the term half- caste from Western 
Australian law in preference for a one- drop rule of hypodescent, thereby 
giving the chief protector the power to engineer the type of population 
he believed would serve the racial interests of Western Australia, and a 
white Australia generally. The outbreak of the Second World War stymied 
Neville’s vision of creating a biologically and culturally homogenous 
west, but his belief that color could be bred out attracted national and 
international attention.79

The media attention that Neville’s ideas received had a major impact 
on the way commonwealth officials envisioned handling the “problem” of 
the Northern Territory’s growing half- caste population.80 In the adjacent 
state of Queensland, state officials rejected the idea of breeding out color 
in favor of a more rigid, and very often violent, system of racial segre-
gation. J. W. Bleakley, the chief protector of Aborigines in Queensland, 
insisted that racial prejudice was too high a barrier to such a policy and 
he championed instead a strict segregationist policy.8¹ The anthropologist 
W. E. H. Stanner agreed with Bleakley that breeding out color wasn’t a 
viable approach to Aboriginal affairs. “Miscegenation is neither escape 
nor solution,” he argued. Stanner thundered that “any scheme of misce-
genation cannot be regarded as even a partial solution. It also runs the 
risk of raising a wretched border colony of lost souls.”8²

Medical experts and government officials in the Northern Territory 
didn’t agree. The Northern Territory, a vast and varied region of tropical 
jungle and desert landscapes, became a laboratory for the idea of “breed-
ing out the colour.”8³ Anthropologists, experts in tropical medicine, and 
government officials who supported human breeding programs dismissed 
critics of their managed miscegenation schemes.84 According to Dr. Cyril 
Bryan, breeding out color was a strategy that half- castes themselves were 
receptive to because they wanted to “lose their ‘dash of colour.’”85 But 
breeding out color was more than simply an effort to eliminate differences 



“Breeding out the Colour” | 331

in phenotype; it represented a concerted attempt to have the “coloured 
section” of the population adopt “the social, economic and industrial 
standards of the white.”86 Thus, while the dying remnant of “full- bloods” 
were cared for in kindly, paternalistic fashion, half- castes were encouraged 
to aspire to the biological and cultural ideals of whiteness.87

Herbert Basedow, a member of the South Australian Parliament and 
an expert in the fields of geology, medicine, and anthropology, was among 
those prominent, early twentieth- century white Australians to place both 
the cultural and biological assimilation of mixed- race Aborigines at the 
forefront of racial discourse in Australia. Basedow drew from mid-  and 
late nineteenth- century Indo- Aryan migration theory to argue that “the 
Australian Aborigine is not a remote animal creature which happens to 
belong to the human species— he is our racial brother. The Europeans . . . 
are of the same ancestral stock and have evolved from an ancient Aus-
traloid type.”88 In essence, Basedow claimed that there existed nothing 
in the ancient cultural and biological origins of Aboriginal and white 
Australians that prohibited them joining together socially, politically, and 
in marriage to “breed out the colour” and create a unified, homogenous 
white Australia.

To make the white Australia ideal a reality in the Northern Territory, 
Basedow believed that segregating half- castes from what he saw as the 
pernicious influence of “Asiatics” was essential. This aspect of Northern 
Territory Aboriginal policy differentiated it from Southeastern Australian 
policy. In 1911 Basedow’s field officers informed him of the following: 
“There is little room for doubt that unrestricted association of the blacks 
with the Asiatic residents of Darwin has debased and rendered them 
vicious, cunning and untrustworthy. The women in particular have been 
ruined physically and morally and it is generally understood that the insti-
gation of some of these unscrupulous people who regard native women 
merely as instruments for sating their lust, the lubras quite commonly 
resort to a brutal and perverted method of procuring abortion.”89

To articulate a progressive vision of a homogenous white Australia, Base-
dow drew on some very old racial stereotypes. For example, he appealed 
to white Australia’s fear of the “yellow peril,” a fear that was particularly 
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pronounced in tropical Australia, to characterize “Asiatic residents” as 
a very real source of moral and physical corruption among Aboriginal 
people, particularly women. Basedow also drew on long- held stereotypes 
of black sexuality, portraying Aboriginal women as “ruined physically and 
morally” by their sexual encounters with “Asiatic” men and committing 
acts of infanticide— acts, we will recall, that so horrified missionaries 
in the early nineteenth century— to erase the physical evidence of their 
sexual behavior. Thus, for Basedow, like so many white male (and to a 
lesser extent white female) humanitarians, scholars, and Aboriginal pro-
tectors, indigenous women were not agents of their own sexual and social 
destiny but victims of male lust and the licentious excesses of frontier 
settler colonialism.

It was this paternalistic mentality, with the help of late nineteenth-  and 
early twentieth- century science and racial thought, that finally led Aborig-
inal protectors, scholars, and missionaries to draw together the threads of 
evolutionary theory and ideals of whiteness to articulate a clear plan for 
the fulfillment of the white Australia ideal. Basedow led the way in the 
early twentieth century, but it was the Northern Territory’s chief medical 
officer and chief protector of Aborigines, Cecil Cook, who made the most 
concerted effort to make the ideal of “breeding out the colour” a reality. 
Cook viewed the half- caste problem as a national issue. Conscious of 
the deep antipathy white Australians felt toward people of color, he and 
Basedow hoped that through controlled breeding and the right education, 
mixed- race Aborigines would eventually assimilate into white society.

It would be overly simplistic to describe this idea, which centered on 
half- caste women marrying European men, as simply another example 
of eugenics.90 Many eugenicists opposed the idea of breeding out color, 
arguing that it contradicted Mendelian laws of heredity and produced a 
“mongrel breed.”9¹ While one historian recently labeled breeding out color 
an example of eugenics, it is the case that eugenic thinking was on the 
decline in Australia during the 1920s and 1930s.9² The racism, sexism, and 
gendered assumptions that advocates for breeding out color made prior to 
World War II involved a combination of ideas that included eugenic health 
reforms, Lamarckian environmentalism, and genetic determinism.9³ This 
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often contradictory body of thought— facilitated by some anthropologists 
who continued to insist that Aborigines shared with white Australians 
a distant Caucasian and/or Indo- Aryan ancestry— led to the idea that 
breeding out color was a legitimate solution to the half- caste problem.94

Cecil Cook saw breeding out color as a common- sense solution to 
racial and sexual tensions in the tropics. He explained that “unless the 
matter of his [the half- caste’s] propagation be dealt with immediately, 
Northern Australia will be faced in the course of a few decades with an 
insuperable problem necessitating the admission of a preponderating 
number of frankly coloured citizens to full social and economic equal-
ity.”95 Cook went on to argue that “these coloured individuals constitute 
a perennial economic and social problem in the Northern Territory and 
their multiplication throughout the north of the continent is likely to be 
attended by very grave consequences to Australia as a nation.”96

A number of nongovernmental organizations shared these concerns. 
At the Church Missionary Society mission on Groote Island, missionaries 
worked to separate half- castes from full- bloods and to train them to be 
“useful citizens.”97 In 1934 the Aborigines’ Friends’ Association declared 
that the half- caste problem was a national dilemma. Sharing Cook’s fear 
that racial hybridity caused social instability, the association argued that 
the time had come to remove the half- caste “from the status of an Aborig-
inal so that he may feel a closer affinity to the white race.” The association 
applauded efforts to breed out color, highlighting its own conformity to 
the white Australia ideal:

The authorities intend to try to inter- marry these half- castes, and to 
marry the surplus to white men, for whom, in the outback areas, they 
make very competent wives. This is a far- sighted policy. It looks toward 
breeding the Aborigine white, instead of letting the half- castes become 
black. Blood tests appear to show that the Aborigine is akin to the white 
man. There are no records of throwbacks. The black strain breeds out 
relatively quickly, and the slight evidence available indicates that the 
octoroon is of good type. One feels that Australia should support the 
Federal authorities in their policy, which is in accordance with racial 
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tendencies; for if a country contains a large majority of one colour 
and a small minority of another the majority will always tend to breed 
the minority out.98

The idea of breeding out the color existing in the context of a racist 
and misogynistic culture. Cook, Neville, and their supporters focused 
on harnessing black female sexuality to breed out color “by elevating 
female half- castes to white standards with a view to their absorption by 
mating into the white population.”99 Not only were half- caste women 
to be the incubators of “white blackfellas” and their offspring seamlessly 
assimilated into white Australian society, but mixed- race women were 
encouraged to aspire to the maternal standards of white women “so that 
there may be no question of her impairing the social or economic status 
of her husband.”¹00

To ensure the success of interracial marriages in the Northern Terri-
tory, Chief Protector Cook screened white men who expressed interest 
in marrying a half- caste woman.¹0¹ While half- caste women were free to 
accept or deny such offers, Cook hoped— somewhat naïvely— that the 
screening process would check, and ultimately eliminate, the potentially 
dangerous Aboriginal- European hybrid population. Cook also hoped that 
this policy would end illicit sexual encounters, something that he saw as 
a noble attempt to protect Aboriginal and half- caste women. Behind this 
benevolent façade, however, lay a colonial attempt to acquire knowledge 
about the (interracial) sexual practices of Aboriginal women and to use 
that knowledge to control their reproductive lives so that Aboriginality 
could be eliminated and the parameters of the white Australia ideal 
adhered to.¹0²

Cook’s plan to assimilate half- castes involved a preliminary period 
of training with a view of sending the lightest- skinned children to live 
among white people. A South Australian woman wrote to express her 
interest in adopting a mixed- race child in August 1934. Attached to her 
letter was a photograph with the following request: “I would prefer the 
octoroon child, one whom I could take out everywhere with me.”¹0³ In 
response to these types of letters, commonwealth officials compiled a list 
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of octoroon children containing a variety of personal details, including 
skin color. Comments ranged from “European very light coloured,” “Octo-
roon in colour,” and “Fairly light in colour” to the terse “Not so white.”¹04

But if Cook and white Australians believed that mixed- race Aborigines 
could be eliminated from Australia, indigenous people had very different 
ideas. They weren’t going anywhere. The early twentieth- century South 
Australian Aboriginal leader David Unaipon made this clear in the way he 
wove traditional beliefs with Western scientific knowledge and migration 
theory to present an Aboriginal identity steeped in tradition. According to 
Unaipon, “Aboriginal myths, legends, and stories . . . stand today as a link 
between the dawn of the world and our latest civilization.”¹05 In Unaipon’s 
rendering, white Australians did not direct the course of indigenous life 
as Aboriginal people watched passively; rather, Aboriginal people were 
as responsible as white people for the nature of “our latest civilization.”

Unaipon took possession of “civilization” and attempted to detach the 
concept from race by placing Aboriginal history in a global context. He did 
this by appropriating Dravidian migration theories and modern scientific 
rhetoric. Unaipon argued, “If there is anything in the scientific theory 
that our Aborigines are descendants of the Dravidians (a very ancient 
Indian race), then Aboriginal folklore may be among the oldest in the 
world.” In Unaipon’s mind, the antiquity of Aboriginal beliefs “seems to 
agree with science,” validating these beliefs as civilized codes of conduct 
that structured, and continued to structure, indigenous life. Tribal laws 
thus connected modern Aboriginal people to an ancient civilization, a 
people not mired in superstition but as steeped in tradition as the world’s 
Caucasian races and equally as capable of evolving to modern forms of 
“civilization.” Unaipon therefore viewed the concept of “civilization” as a 
universal ideal; “civilization” was not contingent on skin color but could 
be improved or degraded by whites as well as people from any other 
“race.” In fact, Unaipon accused whites of undermining the health of 
Aboriginal civilization, writing, “It is only when the Aborigines come in 
contact with white civilization that they leave their tribal laws, and take 
nothing in place of these old and well- established customs. It is then that 
disease and deterioration set in.”¹06
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Unaipon’s remarks might be interpreted as evidence of his internal-
ization of, and thus subjugation to, settler colonial hegemony and racial 
essentialism. However, Unaipon’s words also served a different purpose. 
Unaipon’s Legendary Tales of the Australian Aborigines methodically and 
carefully outlined an ancient history and set of indigenous traditions that 
originated in “another land in the north- west” that was once connected 
to Australia. The indigenous Australians evolved like any other people, 
developing a sophisticated civilization with laws and customs. Thus Unai-
pon’s narrative represented a political challenge to Australian authorities 
and their more oppressive Aboriginal policies.

Unaipon’s protest relied on a rhetorical inversion of settler colonial 
knowledge. For example, he inverted racial stereotypes of Aboriginal 
“trackers.” Contrary to white perceptions, Aboriginal “trackers” did not 
think with their bodies (and therefore lacked reasoning skills) but were 
scientific investigators who used their highly cultivated reasoning skills 
in a way that was analogous to the work of a police fingerprint expert.¹07 
Unaipon also undermined several of the pillars of the idea of “breeding 
out the colour.” For instance, he believed that migration theory did not 
connect Australian Aborigines to an ancient Aryan race but legitimated 
indigenous land rights. Unaipon argued that prior to global climate 
changes and the rise of sea levels, Australia had been connected to a vast 
continent called Gondwanaland. According to Unaipon, this ancient 
connection to the northwest legitimated Aboriginal land rights, as the 
people he represented were the first to make improvements to the Aus-
tralian landscape. Similarly, Western science did not bring civilization 
and technological advances to Australia, he contended, but undermined 
the purity of traditional Aboriginal society that lived by “sex- laws [that] 
are very strict” and a belief system that placed humans, animals, and the 
land in a symbiotic relationship.¹08

Unaipon characterized the idea of “breeding out the colour” as “a 
policy of negation which leads nowhere.”¹09 He was not the only Aborig-
inal Australian to reject the “policy of negation.” Marnie Kennedy did so 
too. Kennedy, born in 1919, recalls in her memoir her mother’s sexual 
exploitation at the hands of a white man. She writes that “my father was 
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an unknown white man— the rat— making me one of the many sunburnt 
babies to roam our country. I am neither white nor black but a new breed, 
to be punished along with our mothers for what we are.”¹¹0 The hybridity 
Kennedy describes was exactly what the architects of breeding out color 
tried to eliminate.

To speak only of sexual violence and identity confusion, however, would 
neglect the multiplicity of racial experiences in Australia and the new 
cultural identities these experiences helped to shape. Some half- castes, 
for instance, have spoken of how they embraced, contrary to government 
objectives, their mixed- race heritage. While acknowledging the hardships 
of domestic labor and the psychological torment of working for a white 
family in the 1920s and 1930s, Alice Nannup declared in her reminiscences 
that “I’m Aboriginal, English and Indian— a real international person. 
You hear people run down the English but I never do, because that’s a 
part of me, just like having Indian blood.”¹¹¹ Responding to changes in 
social and economic formations, many nonurban half- caste women used 
their sexuality to move between black and white worlds. The federal 
government wanted to prevent this type of sexual activity, but as Alice 
Bilari Smith recalled of the 1920s, “My Aborigine father used to send my 
mother to go and get the tucker from my whitefella father, sleep with 
him and bring the food back in the morning, and that’s how I come 
to be half- caste. They was both looking after me: I was a white kid, and 
my stepfather is a full- blood Aborigine; he was still looking after me.”¹¹²

Social relations in Australia’s northern frontiers were complex and 
not as easy to control as government officials, missionaries, and anthro-
pologists had hoped.¹¹³ How the recollections of women like Alice Bilari 
Smith must have them turning over in their graves.
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the idea of breeding out color was not new to early 
twentieth- century Australia. The Australians who tried to act on the 
belief that such an idea could become reality built on scientific, sexual, 
and racial ideas several centuries in the making. It’s within that sweep 
of history that we should understand the Commonwealth of Australia’s 
decision in 1933 to place its support behind “breeding out the colour.” 
In an extraordinary document, the Department of the Interior made the 
commonwealth’s position on “half- caste” Aborigines clear: “The policy of 
the government is to encourage the marriage of half- castes with whites or 
half- castes, the object being to ‘breed out’ the colour as far as possible.”¹

At a time when Germany under Adolf Hitler inched toward a policy 
of Jewish extermination and the United States maintained its commit-
ment to Jim Crow segregation with a panoply of laws and racist cultural 
practices, the Australian government led the world in its determination to 
scientifically eradicate social distinctions based on race. Using the power of 
the state, the law, taxpayer revenue, and modern scientific knowledge, the 
Australian government’s policy of “breeding out the colour” represented 
a systematic effort to cleanse Australia of black blood, thereby making the 
commonwealth an oasis of whiteness in the Southwest Pacific.²

By the early twentieth century, good breeding had come a long way 
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from John Locke’s 1693 discussion about behavior and the internalization 
of manners. In the two and a half centuries that followed Locke’s articu-
lation of good breeding, the British expanded and settled in distant lands 
that the English philosopher would not have dreamed of. The result of 
settler colonial expansion was a British Empire and the emergence of an 
American continental empire composed of a seemingly ungovernable 
mixture of cultural and racial groups. In Australia, the commonwealth 
government’s “White Australia policy” was thus more than a policy of 
immigration restriction; it became a synonym for a way of life, a culture of 
racism, sexism, and a chauvinistic brand of white supremacy that defined 
social norms and informed government policy.

Cecil Cook reflected this position. Cook maintained that the common-
wealth government’s policy of “breeding out the colour” united white 
Australia’s political and economic factions while undermining racial 
tensions. Cook was convinced that what he was doing was progressive; 
breeding out color was “modern, humane and advanced to the extent 
that it involves the granting of full citizenship to a generation of persons 
who may fairly claim it.” At the same time, Cook believed that “breeding 
out the colour” placated the demands of “the conservative purist who 
demands an All White Australia.”³

Cook insisted that his vision of a biologically homogenous white 
Australia would foster social harmony and provide the basis for a stable 
political and economic system in which individuals cultivated Christian 
morality, self- sufficiency, and independence— the cultural foundations of 
what John Locke understood as the prerequisites for good breeding. Cook 
had a number of prominent supporters. A.O. Neville, the chief protec-
tor of Aborigines in Western Australia, agreed with Cook that breeding 
racially homogeneous societies represented a modern, progressive form 
of good breeding. Neville insisted that “ultimately the natives must be 
absorbed into the white population of Australia.”4

White Americans took more than a passing interest in settler colo-
nial expansion and racial and reproductive policies in Australia. In 
April 1937 the New York Times ran a story about Australia’s biological 
absorption program. American readers, familiar with their own nation’s 
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segregationist approach to racial difference, must surely have been stunned 
when they read about developments in Australia and the commonwealth 
government’s support for the idea that the “half castes were capable of 
assimilating if educated with white children.”5

With the rise of professional sociology and anthropology in American 
universities, early twentieth- century American scholars looked at the results 
of “breeding out the colour” in Australia as an important test case for 
social Darwinian theory, Mendelian genetics, and/or neo- Lamarckianism. 
In 1908 J.W. Slaughter, the secretary of the American Sociological Society, 
claimed that in the United States the current rates of “inter- breeding” 
between black and white Americans meant that “in the course of a few 
decades the really full- blooded will be the exception.” However, Slaughter 
cautioned that Mendelian genetics proved that racial types always revert 
to their original form, “just as blondes revert to the original Scandinavian 
type.” Slaughter demonstrated how American scholars differed from their 
Australian counterparts, clinging to the belief that genetically distinct 
races existed and insisting that environmentally acquired characteristics 
were not inheritable. If some African American people in fact “turned 
white,” they were probably genetic anomalies. Thus, most Americans never 
accepted James Cowles Prichard’s early nineteenth- century contention that 
the original and superior color of all humanity was white, much less later 
ideas about the malleability of racial “types.” The mid- nineteenth- century 
influence of the American School of Ethnology remained strong in the 
American academy and reinforced American racial attitudes generally, 
informing a popular belief that mixed- race people were the product of 
illicit intercourse or bad breeding practices.6

But this genetic skepticism did not dissuade all American scholars 
from arguing that the “race problem” could be solved through managed 
miscegenation. Benjamin Stolberg, the writer and cultural critic, argued 
in 1929 that “the only solution to the negro problem is the attainment 
of absolute social, economic and political equality.” Franz Boas, the most 
important early twentieth- century American anthropologist, agreed. Boas 
contended that “the problem of race antagonism between the negro and 
European races in America will be solved inexorably by the leveling of 
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the degrees of distinction between the negroes and whites by the amal-
gamation of blood.” Children born in marriages between a white father 
and black mother, Boas declared, reduce the “amount of negro blood,” 
leading ultimately to the “elimination of the negro type.” This, Boas implied, 
fostered social harmony through the elimination of racial differences.7

The nineteenth- century debate about race and good breeding gave rise 
to these early twentieth- century theories about human reproduction. The 
Australian government’s policy of “breeding out the colour” and Franz 
Boas’s endorsement of a similar approach to racial tension in the United 
States reflected a desire to eliminate social fissures based on race and the 
racial chauvinism of the Anglo- Pacific world during the nineteenth and 
early twentieth centuries. Moreover, “breeding out the colour’ highlighted 
how Robert Knox’s and Benjamin Disraeli’s mid- nineteenth- century 
maxim that “race is everything” continued to shape the way white Amer-
icans and Australians viewed the world in the twentieth. Disraeli, writing 
that the greatness of the Anglo- Saxon people “results from its organisation, 
the consequences of which are shown in its energy and enterprise, in the 
strength of its will and the fertility of its brain,” expressed a view shared 
throughout the Anglo- British world in the early twentieth century.8

It’s important to remember, though, that these views were informed 
by late nineteenth- century interpretations of social Darwinian thought 
and the emergence of new genetic theories about species evolution. In 
both the United States and Australia, the future of modern society, of 
well- bred civilizations, hung precariously on the maintenance of white 
mental and biological fertility. In the United States, Disraeli’s ideal of 
racial separation held sway, while in far- off Australia, the Prichardian 
vision of racial malleability reached its apogee in the decades immediately 
prior to World War II. In Australia, good breeding became the policy of 
“breeding out the colour.”

Two glaring flaws existed in the idea of breeding out color, just as they 
had existed in Prichard’s earlier ethnology. The first was the emphasis that 
racial progressives placed on whiteness. By coveting whiteness so highly 
the engineers of racial homogeneity reinforced the white/nonwhite binary 
in Western racial thinking by highlighting the socially destabilizing effects 
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that mixed- race and colored people had in white supremacist societies of 
settlement. The African American writer Charles Chesnutt understood 
this when he asked in 1889, “What is a white man?” Chesnutt, himself 
mixed- race, knew better than most that the coveting of whiteness rein-
forced the racist assumption that “mixed blood [is] a prima- facie proof of 
illegitimacy.” Similarly, the idea of marrying education to Western forms 
of commerce and culture reinforced popular white notions that people 
with nonwhite ancestry were historically frozen in premodern cultural 
practices, practices anathema to the modern age of industrial capitalism.9

The second flaw, a product of the racial chauvinism of racial progres-
sives, was the refusal to acknowledge the human subjectivity of mixed- race 
people. Individuals like Emma Price Roach, a Cherokee woman who 
migrated to California with the Okie generation during the Great Depres-
sion of the 1930s and lived in both the Cherokee and white worlds of 
early twentieth- century America, was treated by racial progressives as a 
malleable human atom, a mere womb to future generations of physically 
homogenous white people. But as Alice Nannup, a mixed- race Aborigine, 
reminded us of in chapter 10 of this book— “I’m Aboriginal, English and 
Indian”— white settler colonial power had its limits. Nannup’s celebration 
of her multiracial ancestry preempted late twentieth- century multicul-
turalism, straining conservative notions of racial purity as a prerequisite 
to good breeding and the progressive hope that from mixed- race people, 
whiteness would be remade, laying the foundations for social stability 
and a modernity without race.¹0
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