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Introduction

The brain of our species is, as we know, made up largely of potassium,
phosphorus, propaganda, and politics [...]!

The exergue is from the last book published by James Thurber, an American
journalist, humorist, and cartoonist who assiduously contributed to The New
Yorker. 1 came across it by reading a work by the South African paleoanthro-
pologist Phillip v. Tobias, and it seemed to me that it conveys approximately
the first lesson of the research I am introducing. To those four terms that have
in common the initial letter p a fifth could be added, prejudice. Brain is indeed
plainly an organ of the body, with its complex structure and electrochemical
functioning, but it is also an object of fierce disputes, besides outlining a field
of continuous scientific, cultural, and social practices. “Ein symbolisch kon-
taminiertes Organ’, as aptly stated by Michael Hagner in 2004.2 I am aware
I have not said anything new so far, given the existence of a historical-critical
literature that has thus portrayed the brain during the last couple of decades.3

1 James Thurber, Lantern and Lances (London: Hamish Hamilton, 1961), p. 112. The quote is in
Phillip v. Tobias, The brain in hominid evolution (New York-London: Columbia University Press,
1971), p. 15.

2 Michael Hagner, Geniale Gehirne. Zur Geschichte der Elitegehirnforschung (Gottingen:
Wallstein, 2004), p. 8.

3 Ilisthere only a few of the many possible titles: Michael Hagner, Homo cerebralis. Der Wandel
vom Seelenorgan zum Gehirn (Berlin: Berlin Verlag, 1997); Michael Hagner (Hrsg, ), Ecce Cortex:
Beitrige zur Geschichte des modernen Gehirns (Gottingen: Wallstein, 1999); Daniel Lord Smail,
On Deep History and the Brain (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2008); Suparna
Choudhury, Jan Slaby (eds.), Critical Neuroscience: A Handbook of the Social and Cultural
Contexts of Neuroscience (Oxford: Wiley-Blackwell, 2011); Nikolas Rose, Joelle M. Abi-Rached,
Neuro: The New Brain Sciences and the Management of the Mind (Princeton: Princeton
University Press, 2013); “Focus: Neurohistory and the History of Science,” Isis, 2014, 105:100-154;
Andrew P. Wickens, A History of the Brain. From Stone Age Surgery to Modern Neuroscience
(London-New York: Psychology Press, 2015); Stephen T. Camper, Delia Gavrus (eds.), The
History of the Brain and Mind Sciences (Rochester, University of Rochester Press, 2017);
Fernando Vidal, Francisco Ortega, Being Brains. Making the Cerebral Subject (New York:
Fordham University Press, 2017; Mattia Della Rocca and Claudio Pogliano (eds.), “Different
Histories from 2oth Century Neuroscience,” Nuncius. Journal of the Material and Visual History
of Science, 2017, 32/2:253-500.

© KONINKLIJKE BRILL NV, LEIDEN, 2020 DOI:10.1163/9789004431881_002



2 INTRODUCTION

Since the second half of the eighteenth century, generations of scientists
and philosophers have persevered to look for an answer to the question about
the relationships between quantitative and qualitative characters of the brain,
on the one hand, and the degree of ‘intelligence’ — the most nebulous of con-
cepts — and morality on the other. During an initial period, which lasted about
fifty years, a few agents triggered some of those discursive and operational de-
vices that would have gained more and more consensus during the nineteenth
century. At first human diversity was the actual object of application, seen
through the postulated existence of races on earth, the last and secluded part
of which had recently been approached. It didn't take long, however, before
another object, the female of the human species, attracted a search for further
traits — in addition to the sexual organs — which could explain her specific be-
ing. Although the cerebral status of the woman represents a very secondary
thread of my narrative, nevertheless it needs to be reported. In the early de-
cades of the nineteenth century, new arguments reinforced a somatic and stig-
matizing cliché, and her ‘racialization’ — as it were — easily took hold. Black
male is to white male what in general the female is to the male: this was stated
in 1847 during a séance of the Société d’Ethnologie de Paris. The time when the
Cartesian Francois Poullain de La Barre declared the entire anatomical similar-
ity of the brain “entre les hommes et les femmes” was in the distant past.*

More or less simultaneously, a further kind of figure began to solicit scien-
tific attention. The existence of individuals, whose lives and achievements re-
vealed an outstanding level, had always aroused much curiosity and attempts
at explanation, but from a certain moment onwards it seemed that the cere-
bral secret of their excellence was within reach of a scalpel, or at least of a
craniological scrutiny.® At the opposite end, there would be the delinquent,
except that the historiography relating to criminal anthropology — as a cultural
phenomenon both before and after Cesare Lombroso — is already gigantic
enough to advise me to add almost nothing in this regard. Since the beginning

4 Francois Poullain de La Barre, De legalité de deux sexes, discours physique et moral, ot lon voit
Uimportance de se défaire de préjugez (Paris: Jean Du Puis, 1673), p. 112. In a book that has be-
come a reference, Londa Schiebinger pointed out a deep intellectual shift in the public con-
sideration of women — from recognition to exclusion — occurred at the beginning of the
nineteenth century: see her The Mind Has No Sex? Women in the Origins of Modern Science
(Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1989). See also Elizabeth Fee, “Nineteenth-
Century Craniology: the Study of the Female Skull’, Bulletin of the History of Medicine, 1979,
53:415-433; Nicole C. Karafyllis, Gotlind Ulshéfer (eds.), Sexualized Brains. Scientific Modeling
of Emotional Intelligence from a Cultural Perspective (Cambridge, Mass.: The MIT Press, 2008).
More bibliographic information and a particular interpretation are provided by Gina Rippon,
The Gendered Brain. The New Neuroscience that Shatters the Myth of the Female Brain (London:
The Bodely Head, 2019).

5 See Hagner, Geniale Gehirne (cit. note 2).



INTRODUCTION 3

of his career, Franz Joseph Gall had in mind to write a treatise on the natural
history of the criminal, which was never published, even though this was al-
ways a big bee in his bonnet.® And it is worth just recalling here, en passant,
that five years before the first edition of his Luomo delinquente, the polygenist
Lombroso had gathered some popular lectures for ladies about Luomo bianco
e l'uomo di colore, with no restraint in expressing all the stereotypes of scien-
tific racism. He could not fail to commiserate the poor brains of Blacks, so un-
comfortable (a disagio) in their long, narrow, and heavy skulls: a cerebral
development suspended in simian stupidity, not very different from what
could be found in the head of some delinquent, given the tenets of the atavistic
theory.”

For a while, the grandiose program announced by Gall in 1798, aimed at
founding a new science called organology, was carried out in Europe, and then
disseminated like a cultural epidemic, in the form of phrenology, throughout
the western world, which began either to embrace it as a faith or to fight it. Sort
of a scientific ideology, it acted as the precondition and facilitator of a process
that soon went well beyond its boundaries, and invested a series of interests at
the intersection of various fields.®

Human races do constitute the backbone of this research, which investi-
gates a long period when the species seemed to come naturally partitioned
into a number of discrete types, each furnished with its own distinctive, innate,
and hereditary characters. Once the globe had been progressively explored,
these types were easily identified with the continents they lived in. The stream
of classification that so much energy had been spent on since the days of Lin-
naeus — with variations increasingly ramifying since the nineteenth century —
does not directly affect my story, which takes it for granted. It should also be
said that scientific interest did not regard all the classified races to the same
extent. From the beginning, it has been the brain of Africans (or of their

6 See Sigrid Oehler-Klein, “Mordsinn und Diebsinn. Franz Joseph Galls Erkldrung des
Verbrechens und die Anfinge der Neuropsychologie zu Beginn des 19. Jahrhunderts,” in Fayet,
Roger (Hrsg.), Die Anatomie des Bosen: Ein Schnitt durch Korper, Moral und Geschichte (Baden:
Hier & Jetzt, 2008), pp. 107-122.

7 Cesare Lombroso, Luomo bianco e l'uomo di colore. Letture sull'origine e le varieta delle razze
umane (Padova: Tip.Editrice F. Sacchetto, 1871), pp. 28-29.

8 In the last decades the history of phrenology has raised a great scholarly interest, producing
a considerable mass of books and essays. Suffice it to indicate here just a few titles: Marc
Renneville, Le langage des cranes. Une histoire de la phrenologie (Paris: Sanofi-Synthélabo,
2000); John van Wyhe, Phrenology and the Origins of Victorian Scientific Naturalism (Aldershot-
Burlington: Ashgate, 2004), pp. 27-29; Stanley Finger, Paul Eling, Franz Joseph Gall. Naturalist
of the Mind. Visionary of the Brain (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2019); James Poskett,
Materials of the Mind. Phrenology, Race, and the Global History of Science, 1815-1920 (Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 2019).



4 INTRODUCTION

descendants in America) that captured the eye and the study, mostly in com-
parison with Europeans. Attention was only sporadically paid to individuals of
other origins, due to the scarce availability of their brains, but also because
Blacks were —as Julien-Joseph Virey decreed in 1817 — “en quelque sorte I'inverse
de I'Européen”9

Having often dealt in the past, separately, with both elements that appear in
the title of the book — Brain & Race — I thought it might be suggestive to make
them react with each another, so that the result, whether successful or not, will
describe the effects of this chemical mixture.!® Needless to say, it is not the first
time that this operation is performed", but I have hopefully coped with it in a
more extensive way, without judging the past as if it were the present, nor sep-
arating the good from the bad. By the way, I remember how quickly I devoured,
long ago, the first edition of Steve Gould’s Mismeasure of Man, which might
serve here as a kind of ideal introibo, despite its being quite dated by now, and
criticized for its open partisanship. I must also anticipate that the four chap-
ters of this book have frequent recourse to citations from the original sources,
to convey the flavor of their language, which I have also used in my text —
a language that today can sound obsolete, sometimes.

Almost like in a chronicle, the thread of time drives the narrative from the
mid-eighteenth century to the mid-twentieth century. The chronological order
has not only helped the treatment of a conspicuous amount of sources, but
also served to highlight the continuity of the racial study of skulls and brains.
Given the questionable advancement of knowledge that has gradually oc-
curred along the way, this continuity sometimes acquires the features of resil-
ience: i.e., to still keep playing a game, the dubious outcomes of which did not
fully satisfy the players. A game that is intrinsically political, even though it has
to do with bones and nervous matter. Never leading to certain and definitive
conquests, their search often sowed doubts and disillusions, expressed at least
by the most serious and prudent among them. In the midst of his numerous
brain studies, which inspired a host of followers, Paul Broca surprisingly and
after much reasoning claimed that “il ne peut donc venir a la pensée d’'un

9 Julien-Joseph Virey, “‘Homme,” in Nouveau Dictionnaire d’Histoire naturelle, appliquée aux
Arts, a lAgriculture, a UEconomie rurale et domestique, a la Médecine, etc. par une Société de
Naturalistes et dAgriculteurs (Paris: Deterville, 1817), vol. 15, p. 168.

10 As a sample see Claudio Pogliano, “Between Form and Function: A New Science of Man,”
in Pietro Corsi (ed.), The Enchanted Loom. Chapters in the History of Neuroscience (New
York-Oxford, Oxford University Press, 1991), pp. 144-203; Id., Lossessione della razza. Antro-
pologia e genetica nel xx secolo (Pisa: Edizioni della Normale, 2005); Id., Storie di cervelli,
Dall'antichita al Novecento (Milano: Editrice Bibliografica, 2017).

1 For instance, see Gavin Evans, Black Brain White Brain. Is Intelligence Skin Deep? (London:
Thistle, 2014), a book with a distinctly journalistic approach.
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homme éclairé de mesurer l'intelligence en mesurant I'encéphale.” A little fur-
ther in the same text he nevertheless added that “il serait difficile de ne pas
admettre l'existence d’'une relation bien déterminée entre la masse du cerveau
et la puissance de l'intelligence.”’? Does it seem a contradiction? In part it is,
but the collective enterprise I am about to describe is full of obvious contradic-
tions. Significantly, as early as 1888, all the jumble (fatras) of data on brain
weight, which only served to clutter up science, annoyed Léonce Manouvrier,
one of Broca’s last students. He himself, however, did not cease attending the
field.’

So to speak, one side of the coin shows an obstinacy that appears boringly
repetitive: from this point of view the whole, daring polycentric initiative
might be judged, all in all, as a sort of a failure. For this outcome, the confused
array of the measurement systems and units — which had to be translated into
one another, thus inevitably impairing their accuracy — was also responsible.
On the other side, however, such dedication, in the attempt to snatch from the
brain the secret of inter-individual and racial variation, stemmed from the
positivistic belief that better methods and more data would always correct any
shortcomings and errors. Consequently, the transnational industry, which had
been tirelessly working for decades to discover something new on the same
subject, was occasionally forced to experiment with updated guidelines and
tools. So, what at first sight may look like a static picture actually contains suc-
cessive small changes of direction.

In concluding the sixth book of his Ideen zur Philosophie der Geschichte der
Menschheit, in 1785 Herder confessed the desire to have at disposal a magic
wand (Zauberrute), with the help of which he would transform all previously
given indefinite verbal descriptions of men into images, and thus produce a
gallery of drawn shapes of fellow brothers on earth. But how far — he com-
plained — one was from fulfilling this anthropological wish! For centuries, its
surface had been scored by sword and cross, coral and liquor barrels: the peace-
ful pencil instead neglected. Just the “marvelous” had been mainly sought. Af-
terwards, even when better drawings had been provided here and there, the
intent was still to beautify, whereas no true zoologist would ever alter strange
animal figures in depicting them. Visual representations of non-European peo-
ples were needed, for both scientific and philanthropic purposes: that is why

12 Paul Broca, Sur le volume et la forme du cerveau suivant les individus et suivant les races
(Paris: Typographie Hennuyer, 1861), pp. 10, 16.
13 Léonce Manouvrier, “Recherches d’anatomie comparative et d'anatomie philosophique

sur les caracteres du crane et du cerveau. Sur I'interprétation de la quantité dans I'encé-
phale et dans le cerveau en particulier,” Mémoires de la Société dAnthropologie de Paris, 11
série, 1888, 3:137-326, p. 289.
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Herder called for an anthropological map, modeled on Zimmerman'’s zoologi-
cal geography. Of the same mind, in January 1787, from Vilna Georg Forster in-
formed his friend Soemmerring that he planned to write more about human
Verschiedenheiten, but that he lacked the sources, first of all good drawings, like
those he had seen during one of his stays in England.!#

The nineteenth century would try to fulfill these desiderata through a mass
of anthropological visualizations that grew over time. Also the whole business
of Brain & Race had its own iconography, without which its expanding constel-
lation would not have been possible. The demand for images, to be stored as in
an archive, and shown in books or articles is perfectly understandable in crani-
ology or cephalometry, where scholars had the necessary expertise to decipher,
and mutually verify the peculiar elements of each skull or head, sometimes
quarreling about divergent interpretations. In particular, the brain began to
require drawings or photographs when, from the simple weighing of it —
a methodologically controversial operation — a shift occurred towards the ob-
servation of the cortical surface and to the strict analysis of convolutional pat-
terns.

The retrieval and collection of specimens, or the irresistible impulse to pile
data on data, fueled all this ingenuity, put at the service of science, and depos-
ited a considerable amount of material in various centers of Europe and the
United States, which became pilgrimage destinations. A thousand times com-
plaints resonated because of their scarcity, provenance, anatomical treatment
or conservation techniques. Many of those who spent their time and energy to
compare racial brains had almost always something to reproach to their prede-
cessors, possibly intending to remedy their alleged flaws. In a sense, the entire
exercise might even seem self-correcting, if only actual and positive break-
throughs had been reached. There was something really important at stake: on
the one hand, the racial question that became increasingly explosive; on the
other hand, the coeval transformation of the human brain into an epistemic
object, with multiple facets and political implications. These two threads inter-
twined and uninterruptedly fed each other in a process that never really
reached a conclusion. Doubts and disillusion came along with the intensifica-
tion of research, which nonetheless did not die out, and tried each time to
modify some of its procedures.

The nineteenth century proved to be a “long” one, also as for the topic of this
book. Researches in ‘excellent’ (or otherwise criminal) brains still flourished in

14 Johann Gottfried Herder, Ideen zur Philosophie der Geschichte der Menschheit (Riga: Hart-
knoch, 1785), zweiter Teil, sechstes Buch, pp. 244-245; von Georg Forster, Vilna, den Januar
1787 in Samuel Thomas Soemmerring, Briefwechsel 1784-1792. Teil 11 Januar 1787 — Oktober
1792 (hrsg. von Franz Dumont) (Stuttgart: Gustav Fischer, 1998), pp. 507-508.
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the first decades of the new century, at least until Lenin’s comrades commis-
sioned the German neurologist Oskar Vogt to study his preserved precious or-
gan, and a Brain Institute was founded in Moscow to investigate the biological
basis for greatness of mind.!° Statistics began to work more systematically on a
selection of already collected data, while research also began to focus more
frequently on the brains of some other human group, for instance North Amer-
ican Indians, Chinese, and Australians. In the meantime the practice rarely
included the microscopic observation of the cortex: since the turn of the cen-
tury, the advent of neurocytology has only indirectly influenced the slow de-
cline of cerebral anthropology. Moreover, it cannot be forgotten that the first
decades of the century corresponded to the rise of Mendelian genetics that so
consistently changed the game, and to the golden age of eugenics, the spread
of which managed to infiltrate legislation in many countries. It’s no coinci-
dence that measuring (and improving) intelligence had been one of the main
enigmas to which Francis Galton had devoted himself, and psychologists who
chose to tackle the challenge soon employed reaction times and tests.

This is obviously another story, which fully developed in the twentieth cen-
tury and does not come up in my book since it belongs to the psychological
domain, adjacent to the territory, in itself quite vast, which I have explored
here. However, the scheme of tests was originally very similar to that invented
by cerebral anthropology, which had paved the way. By comparing reaction
times in three small groups composed of Whites, Indians, and Africans, respec-
tively, in 1895 R. Meade Bache had already argued that the Negro was “more of
an automaton than the white man is”, because of the quickness of his sensory
responses. A slowing of these — from a Spencerian viewpoint — accompanied
the intellectual evolution of the species. Two years later, George R. Stetson ran
memory tests on a large sampling: one thousand children in the Washington
(DC) area, equally divided between black and white. And here too, a margin-
ally better performance of Blacks was cunningly explained as due in part to
their deficiency in reasoning power.!6 Alfred Binet’s comment on Stetson’s ex-
periment is noteworthy:

Je me demande seulement quelle signification on peut bien attribuer a
ces chiffres, puisque l'auteur nous apprend d’autre part que les noirs
parlent mal I'anglais, ne le comprennent pas exactement et s'obstinent
dans leur patois; des lors, nest-il pas probable que, pour expliquer les

15 See Hagner, Geniale Gehirne (cit. note 2), pp. 249-264.

16 R. Meade Bache, “Reactions Time with Reference to Race,” The Psychological Review, 1895,
2:475-486; George R. Stetson, “Some Memory Tests of Whites and Blacks,” The Psychological
Review, 1897, 4:285-289.
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différences précedentes dans le rang des éléves dans la classe, il faut tenir
grand compte de la langue qu'ils parlent et de la cause d'infériorité qu'il
existe pour les noirs? Cela suffit pour mettre en suspens toute conclu-
sion.!”

After dealing for a while with cephalometry and craniometry, Binet became
disillusioned with their results and moved towards new horizons. In collabora-
tion with his psychiatrist colleague Théodore Simon, and until his death in 1911,
he developed three versions of “échelles” by administering tests to assess
school-children activities. The following events are well known, after in 1912
William Stern had defined the Intelligenzquotient, while many others, less cau-
tious than Binet, ended up reifying intelligence in the IQ. Conclusions were not
at all put “on hold”, as had been recommended by the French psychologist, but
rather dictated a variety of practical applications there and then.

In 1997, Graham Richards called all this “an undead controversy”, which re-
surfaced from time to time: the notorious 1969 article by Arthur Jensen aroused
adurable, daunting mass of reactions, supported by Hans Eysenck who stressed
genetic factors in 1971.18 At the end of the century, the massive tome Bell Curve
compiled by another two psychologists, Richard J. Herrnstein and Charles
Murray, again stirred up polemics. Here it would be really too much to dwell on
the racist, unflagging campaign that the Canadian J. Philippe Rushton had pur-
sued since the 1980s, also as a director of the white supremacist Pioneer Fund
until his death in 2012.19 After all, biological determinism is always lurking
about — a recurrent temptation both in popular science and in academic re-
search, promising an easy shortcut to tackle economic, social, and political
problems. Even more so in an epoch that is so prone to the cult of the gene.

17 Alfred Binet, review of Stetson, LAnnée psychologique, 1897, 4:575-576.

18 Arthur Jensen, “How Much Can We Boost IQ and Achievement?,” Harvard Educational
Review, 1969, 39/11-123; Hans Eysenck, The IQ Argument: Race, Intelligence, and Education
(New York: Library Press, 1971).

19  The critical literature on the history of 1Q exploitation is quite rich: see for instance
William H. Tucker, The Science and Politics of Racial Research (Urbana, IlL: University of
Illinois Press, 1995); Stephen Jay Gould, The Mismeasure of Man (New York-London:
Norton & Company, 1996, revised and expanded edition); Graham Richards, ‘Race, Racism
and Psychology (London-New York: Routledge, 1997); William H. Tucker, The Funding of
Scientific Racism. Wickliffe Draper and the Pioneer Fund (Urbana, IlL.: University of Illinois
Press, 2002); Jonathan M. Kaplan, “Race, IQ, and the Search for Statistical Signals Asso-
ciated with So-Called X’- Factors: Environments, Racism, and the ‘Hereditarian Hypo-

”

thesis’” Biology and Philosophy, 2014, 30:1-17.



CHAPTER 1

Eighteenth-century Onset

1 Darker Skin and Brain

In 1665 Marcello Malpighi investigated the structure of the skin by first remov-
ing the outside layer of a boiled hoof of a pig, then also the reticular layer to
reach the papillary pyramidal bodies, which — observed at the microscope — he
held responsible for the sense of touch. Incidentally (¢transeunter) he hap-
pened to suggest that it was not incongruous to place the cause of nigredo Ae-
thiopum in the mucous body that connects and protects the papillae. When in
1684 the médecin-philosophe Francois Bernier, a libertine and a great traveler,
divided the Earth according to the different species or races of its inhabitants,
he explained the dark color of the skin of the Egyptians or Indians with an ac-
cidental cause, namely the exposure to the powerful rays of the sun. On the
contrary, with the exception of the northern coast of the continent, most Afri-
cans owed their essential noirceur to the inner structure of their body, to the
seed or to the blood that would be dark like their exterior. And indeed — Ber-
nier ventured to write — if one of their couples were transported to a cold coun-
try, their descendants would be born of the same color until a crossing with a
white individual occurred.!

In Paris, the anatomist and surgeon Alexis Littré exploited the opportunity
of a dissection carried out on the corpse of a black man to test and amend
Malpighi’s assumption in 1702. The Académie des Sciences gave an account of
his experiments, from which he got the certainty that the dark skin was to be
attributed partly to the tissue of the reticular membrane and partly to the ac-
tion of an air “tres-échauffé”? In 1724 Gian Domenico Santorini, chief physi-
cian of the Republic of Venice, collected his Observationes anatomicae, with a
dedication to Peter the Great: the first pages of the first chapter discussed De
Aethiopum cutis nigrore, about which anatomists had not yet established a true
consensus. In fact, some of them placed the seat of dark color in the epidermis,

1 Marcello Malpighi, De externo tactus organo anatomica observatio (Neapoli: apud Aegidium
Longum, 1665), pp. 20-21; [Frangois Bernier], “Nouvelle division de la Terre par les différentes
Especes ou Races qui I'habitent, envoyée par un fameux Voyageur a N. 'abbé de la ***** a peu
preés en ce termes,” Journal des s¢avans, 1684, pp. 133-140.

2 The report of Littré’s text is in Histoire de [Académie Royale des Sciences. Année MDCCI1. Avec
les Mémoires de Mathématiques et de Physique (Paris: chez Gabr. Martin, Jean Bapt. Coignard
& les Fréres Guerin, 1743), pp. 30-32.

© KONINKLIJKE BRILL NV, LEIDEN, 2020 DOI:10.1163/9789004431881_003



10 CHAPTER 1

others in the reticular body, and others in both. After macerating the skin of a
black man for many days, Santorini agreed with Malpighi but also noticed
greater darkness in the outer part of the epidermis and surmised that the cause
was to be identified in the bile.3

Since then, an observational and discursive field took shape and developed
about the color of “Negro” skin, its origins and natural history, as Europeans’
geographical expansion proceeded. Until the early nineteenth century, at least
thirty-eight dissections of Africans were performed just to study their cutane-
ous pigmentation, while there is no evidence of Amerindian or Asiatic bodies
subjected to the same kind of investigation.* Let’s just mention, here, that a
peak of interest in the matter came with the prize offered in 1739 by the Acadé-
mie royale de sciences de Bordeaux “a tous les Scavans de I'Europe” for the best
response to the question “Quelle est la cause physique de la couleur des négres,
de la qualité de leur cheveux, et de la dégénération de I'un et de l'autre?”?
Among the several competitors, the Perpignan-born naturalist and physician
Pierre Barrére — who had spent a few years in Guyana — anonymously pub-
lished a dissertation in 1741, in consonance with Malpighi’s hypothesis, which
maintained that the darkness of the skin — surely not “une couleur demprunt”
—was produced by the blood and the black bile.® Barrere brought new reasons
in favor of the bile argument that had been already put foward by ancient au-
thors and repeated by Renaissance sources then reappeared everywhere in the
first half of the 18th century.

To get an idea of how prominent the issue was in that period, just browse
the seventh volume of the Teatro critico universal (1736) by the enlightened

3 Observationes anatomicae Jo. Dominici Santorini (Venetiis: Apud Jo. Baptistam Recurti, 1724),
pp. 1-4.

4 Renato G. Mazzolini, “Skin Color and the Origin of Physical Anthropology,” in Reproduction,
Race, and Gender in Philosophy and Early Life Sciences, edited by Susanne Lettow (Albany, NY:
State University of New York Press, 2014), p. 138. See the chart 6.1 (p. 137) showing “the chrono-
logical distribution, between 1640 and 1849, of the first editions of four hundred works that
either sought to explain why the skin color of sub-Saharan Africans was black or used skin
color as a criterion for the classification of humankind”. The high number of texts recorded
by Mazzolini does not include entries in dictionaries and encyclopedias, and would demon-
strate “that the problem of the pigmentation of Africans was a major and constant subject of
inquiry.”

5 The prize was announced in various locations, for example in the Journal des S¢avans pour
lannée M. Dcc. XxXIX, Juin, p. 131. Sixteen essays, now available for consultation at the
Bibliothéque municipale de Bordeaux, were submitted but none of them rewarded: see
Andrew S. Curran, The Anatomy of Blackness. Science & Slavery in an Age of Enlightenment
(Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 2011), pp. 82-87.

6 M.***[Pierre Barrére], Dissertation sur la cause physique de la couleur des négres, de la couleur
de leurs cheveux, et de la degeneration de l'un et de autre (Paris: Pierre-Guillaume Simon, 1741).
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Benedictine monk Benito Jeronimo Feijoo y Montenegro, and find its third
part dedicated to Color etidpico, with a review of past and present opinions:
a question that, as stated by him, would be of equal interest to natural philoso-
phy and religion. It discussed, in detail and from a rationalistic point of view,
whether the biblical curse of Noah was still a reliable explanation for the dark
pigmentation, or if it was the burning heat of the African sun, or even the pow-
er of imagination in the Ethiopian’s female ancestor, or water and food con-
sumed by the inhabitants. According to Feijoo, the true, unique cause of the
color is the influence of the climate, i.e. the inhabited country. The general in-
fluential cause may also consist not in a single thing, but in a combination, or
complex of multiple things. Vapors, exhalations, corpuscles of the atmosphere
— effluvia of the earth — or the bodies from which they exhale, must be reck-
oned as the particular good or bad qualities of a country. Different countries,
by their different features, induce a distinctive variety in color, and even in the
configuration of their dwellers.” From the second half of the 18th century on-
ward, the topic became obligatory for anyone concerned with the natural his-
tory of man.

Probably dating back to the period when Montesquieu was working on the
draft of the Esprit des Lois — between 1736 and 1743 — his Essai sur les causes qui
peuvent affecter les esprits et les caractéres contains interpretative cues that
were subsequently recast in his major work.® The text is divided into two
parts, dedicated to physical and moral causes. The general thesis presented in
the first part is well known and shared by many in the eighteenth century: the
climate and the kind of food determine the physical constitution of individu-
als and nations. In order to communicate impressions to the soul through the
nervous juice, it is necessary for the nerve fibers to be flexible and susceptible
to move and be moved. Using a musical metaphor, the smaller the string of an
instrument, the more acute the sound from more vibrations; and, vice versa,
the bigger the string, the deeper the sound. In the same way, therefore, when
the fibers of the soul are coarse, the vibrations become slower and less fre-
quent. Their stiffness or coarseness can produce slowness of spirit; but from
their great flexibility, together with relaxation, a weakness might come. It was
almost unknown what particular arrangement of the brain would be required
to have a lively spirit, but some conjecture seemed possible to Montesquieu.

7 Benito Jerdnimo Feijéo y Montenegro, Teatro critico universal, 0 Discursos varios en todo genero
de materias, para desengario de errores communes (Madrid: Imprenta de Francisco del Hierro,
1736), vol. V11, pp. 69-94.

8 The Essai remained unpublished for a long time, until it was included in Mélanges inédits de
Montesquieu publiés par le Baron de Montesquieu (Bordeaux-Paris: G. Gounouilhou-J. Rouam,
1892), pp. 109-148.
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Surely liveliness is lacking in peoples living in cold countries because their
brains suffer from superfluous moisture. On a similar basis, by the way, when
presenting his “art de former les hommes” in 1762, Jean-Jacques Rousseau de-
cided to set Emile in a temperate climate, because the organization of the
brain is less perfect in extreme environments. A Frenchman adapts rather eas-
ily to life in Guinea or Lapland, but an African cannot survive in northern Fin-
land, nor a Samoyed in Benin.?

A surprising inter-individual variety was revealed by anatomical observa-
tion: perhaps there had never existed two persons whose organic parts were
arranged in the same way under every aspect. The differences were not negli-
gible in the very small vessels of the brain. Here Montesquieu proposed an-
other metaphor, of Eraclitean inspiration: in the human body, the soul is like a
spider in its web. It cannot move without moving the thread that stretch out,
and no one can touch the threads without the spider moving. The more these
threads are extended, the better the spider is warned. If some thread is loose,
the communication to the spider or to another thread will be lesser, and the
spider’s ability to interfere will be suspended in its own web. In other words,
the state of the soul depends not only on the arrangement of the brain, but also
on the whole bodily “machine”, even on those parts that one would never think
of. However, Montesquieu admonished to be “extrémement ménagers” of the
cerebral fibers with an example that should not be followed. The Orientals usu-
ally reach euphoria with decoctions of hemp, which give them such intense
pleasures that, for a few hours, they are beside themselves. This condition is
followed by a total abatement and a state close to lethargy. For its part, the
abuse of wine slowly degrades the drunkards, whose fibers are excited for a
while, then collapse and need increasing alcoholic doses to produce the same
effect. In view of a wise administration of the brain, other forms of abuse
should be avoided, whether it is sleep or waking, fast or loneliness.1

The second part of Montesquieu’s Essai deals with moral causes. When an
individual begins to make use of his own reason, this can happen either in a
barbaric or in a civilized people. In the first case, the individual has only ideas
of self-preservation and ignores everything else. It is not by chance that the
barbarous languages are sterile: few words are enough to express just as few
things. The cerebral fibers of those who speak them, little accustomed to being
flexed, have become rigid. Montesquieu believes that the savage Americans are

9 Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Emile, ou de léducation (La Haye: Jean Néaulme, 1762), 1, pp. 56-

57-
10 Meélanges inédits de Montesquieu (cit. note 8), pp. 109 ff.
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indocile, incorrigible, and unable to reflect and learn. To teach them some-
thing — that is, to flex the fibers of their brain — would be like asking paralytics
to walk. Their roughness can reach such a point that they differ little from ani-
mals. So unused brains end up losing their functions: they almost do not ben-
efit from their soul, nor from its union with the body, made perfect only by the
education of which civilized nations are capable.! In a conference held at the
Sorbonne in 1750, the young Turgot, just graduated, likewise recalled a “heu-
reux arrangement” of the cerebral fibers, more or less strength or delicacy in
the sensory and memory organs, a certain speed in blood circulation as the
only natural differences in the human species: their causes would always re-
main unknown, but the “dispositions primitives” act equally in savage and
civil peoples, in every place and time. All the rest would come from the power
of education: if Corneille had been raised in a village, tied to a plow all his life,
if Racine had been born among the Hurons of Canada, they would have never
unfolded their genius.!2

Brain is not even mentioned in the second part of Buffon’s Histoire naturelle
de homme (1749), where the geographical varieties of the human species
known at that time are described, starting from the extreme north. It should be
added, however, that he had entrusted his collaborator Louis Jean-Marie
Daubenton with the description, included in the same volume, of over four
hundred items from the rich and constantly growing collection of the Cabinet
du Roy. Deformed skeletons, mummies, monsters, anatomical preparations:
eight years of work had been spent distributing the confused bric-a-brac in an
order including classes, genera and species, the three kingdoms of nature sepa-
rately organized. The environmental conditions in which the objects were pre-
served had a particular importance, depending on their character. The
continuous view of them — according to the curator — struck with much more
force and truth than the most exact words or perfect images.

Daubenton began his illustration with the part of the Cabinet concern-
ing man. Bones and cartilages, first of all, appropriately prepared. The 