TWO ARTICLES ON `RACE'
M. F. ASHLEY MONTAGU

`RACE' IN THE HUMAN SPECIES
IN THE LIGHT OF GENETICS*
is said that when the theory of evoI T lution
was first announced it was received by the wife of the Canon of
Worcester Cathedral with the remark,
`Descended from the apes! My dear, we
will hope it is not true . But if it is, let
us pray that it may not become generally
known .'
I rather feel that the attempt to deprive the anthropologist of his belief in
race is a piece of cruelty akin to that
which sought to deprive the Canon's wife
of her belief in special creation . Indeed,
the anthropological conception of race
and the belief in special creation have
much in common . The prevailing attitude
of mind is illustrated by the remark of a
colleague who, when I gave him an account of the paper I proposed to present
at this meeting replied, somewhat like the
Canon's wife, 'My dear, I always thought
that there was such a thing as race .' I believe he had spoken more correctly had
* Lecture delivered before the American Association of Physical Anthropologists, Chicago,
April 7, 1941 . Reprinted by permission from
Journal of Heredity (Organ of the American
Genetic Association), Vol . XXXII, No . 8,
August, 1941 .
Dr. Montagu's work in physical anthropology is very widely known . His studies of Australian aborigines and, more recently, of the
physical characteristics of American Negroes,
are authoritative in their field . He is associate
professor of Anatomy at Hahnemann Medical
College and Hospital (Philadelphia) and associate editor of Isis.
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he said that he had always taken the idea
for granted, and I think all of us have
done so . Indeed, the idea of race is one
of the most fundamental, if not the most
fundamental of the concepts with which
the anthropologist has habitually worked .
To question the validity of this fundamental concept upon which we were intellectually brought up as if it were an
axiom, was something which simply never
occurred to one . One doesn't question
the axioms upon which one's science, and
one's activity in it, are based,-at least,
not usually. One simply takes them for
granted .
But in science, as in life, it is a good
practice, from time to time, to hang a
question mark on the things one takes
most for granted . In science such questioning is important because without it
there is a very real danger that certain
erroneous or arbitrary ideas which may
originally have been used merely as a
convenience, may become so fortified by
technicality and so dignified by time that
their original infirmities may be wholly
concealed .

Early Views
Blumenbach, in 1775 and in later years,
foresaw this danger with respect to the
usage of the term 'race,' and warned that
it was merely to be used as a convenience
helpful to the memory and no more .

ETC . : A REVIEW OF GENERAL SEMANTICS
Herder, who was the first philosopher to
make extensive use of Blumenbach's work,
wrote, in 1784 in his Ideen zur Philosophie der Geschichte der Menschheit, `I
could wish the distinctions between the
human species, that have been made from
a laudable zeal for discriminating science,
not carried beyond the due bounds . Some
for instance have thought fit, to employ
the term races for four or five divisions,

of the Age of Enlightenment when Linnaeus, in 1735, took over the concepts of
Class, Species and Genus from the theologians to serve him as systematic tools .
The term race was actually first introduced
into the literature of Natural History by
Buffon who, in the year 1749, used it to
describe six groups of man .

ence of origin, which in this case does not
exist, or in each of these countries, and
under each of these complexions, comprises the most different races . . . . In
short, there are neither four or five races,
nor exclusive varieties, on this Earth .
Complexions run into each other ; forms
follow the genetic character : and upon

The term merely represented an extension of the Aristotelian conception of
Species, that is to say, it was a subdivision
of a species . Buffon recognized that all
human beings belonged to a single species, as did Linnaeus, and he considered
it merely convenient, and I emphasize
the word convenient, as did Blumenbach
after him, to distinguish between certain
geographic groups of man . Thus, at the
very outset the term was understood to
be purely arbitrary and a simple convenience.

the whole, all are at last but shades of
the same great picture, extending through
all ages, and over all parts of the Earth .

The Aristotelian conception of Species, the theological doctrine of special
creation and the Natural History of the

They belong not, therefore, so properly
to systematic history, as to the physicogeographical history of man .' When the
last word has come to be said upon this
subject it will, I am convinced, be very
much in the words of Blumenbach and
Herder. Meanwhile I propose to make a
step in this direction here by showing that
the concept of race is nothing but a
whited sepulchre, a conception which in
the light of modern experimental genetics
is utterly erroneous and meaningless, and
that it should therefore be dropped from
the vocabulary of the anthropologist, for
it has done an infinite amount of harm
and no good at all .

Age of Enlightenment, as represented
particularly by Cuvier's brilliant conception of Unity of Type, namely the idea
that animals can be grouped and classified upon the basis of assemblages of
structural characters which, more or less,
they have in common, these three conceptions fitted together extremely well
and together yielded the idea of the Fixity
of Species. An idea which, in spite of
every indication to the contrary in the
years which followed, was gradually extended to the concept of race.

originally made in consequence of country or complexion : but I see no reason for
this appellation. Race refers to a differ-

The Darwinian contribution was to
show that species were not as fixed as
was formerly believed, and that under
the action of Natural Selection one species might give rise to another, that all
animal forms might change in this way.
It is, however, important to remember
that Darwin conceived of evolution as a
process involving continuous materials

The development of the idea of race
may be clearly traced from the scholastic
naturalization of Aristotle's doctrine of
the Predictables of Genus, Species, Difference, Property and Accident . From thence
it may be directly traced to the early days
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which, without the operation of Natural
Selection, would
remain unchanged .
Hence under the Darwinian conception
of species it was still possible to think of
species as relatively fixed and immutable,
with the modification that under the slow
action of Natural Selection they were
capable of change . For the nineteenth
century anthropologist, therefore, it was
possible to think of race, not as Buffon
or Blumenbach did in the eighteenth century as an arbitrary convenience in classification, but as Cuvier at the beginning
of the nineteenth century had done for
all animals, as groups which could be
classified upon the basis of the fact that
they possessed an aggregate of common
physical characters, and as Darwin later
postulated, as groups which varied only
under the conditions of Natural Selection, but which otherwise remained unchanged .
This is essentially a scholastic conception of species with the one additive
fundamental difference that a species is
considered to be no longer fixed and

principally towards the task of establishing criteria by whose means races of
mankind might be defined . All have
taken completely for granted the one
thing which required to be proven,
namely, that 'the concept of race corresponded with a reality which could actually be measured and verified and descriptively set out so that it could be seen
to be a fact . In short, that the anthropological conception of race is true which
states that there exist in nature groups of
human beings comprised of individuals
each of whom possesses a certain aggregate of characters which individually and
collectively serve to distinguish them
from the individuals in all other groups .
Stated in plain English this is the conception of race which most anthropologists have held and which practically
everyone else, except the geneticist, accepts. When, as in recent years, some
anthropologists have admitted that the
concept cannot be strictly applied in any
systematic sense, they have thought to
escape the consequences of that fact by
calling the term a 'general' one, and

immutable. As far as the anthropological
conception of race is concerned, the anthropologist who can afford to pass by
the findings of experimental genetics,
still thinks of race as the scholastics
thought of species, as a knowable fixed
whole, the essence of which could be defined per genus, pro Aria et di f ferentia.
In fact, what the anthropologist has
done has been to take a very crude
eighteenth century notion which was
originally offered as no more than an
arbitrary convenience, and having erected

have proceeded to play the old game of
blind man's bluff with a sublimity which
is almost enviable . For it is not vouchsafed to everybody to appreciate in its
full grandeur the doctrine here implied .
The feeling of dissatisfaction with which
most anthropologists have viewed the
many laborious attempts at classification
of human races has not, on the whole,
succeeded in generating the unloyal suspicion that something was probably
wrong somewhere . If there was a fault,

a tremendous terminology and methodology about it, has deceived himself in
the belief that he was dealing with an
objective reality .

it was generally supposed, it lay not with
the anthropologist but with the material,
with the human beings themselves who
were the subject of classification and who
always varied so much that it was difficult
to put them into the group where they
were conceived to belong, and this was

Reality o f Race Differences

For nearly two centuries anthropologists have been directing their attention
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definitely a nuisance, but happily one
which could be overcome by the simple
expedient of 'averaging,'-the principal
task of the student of 'race .'

logical approach to the study of thei
relationships is unscientific and pre-Men
delian . Taxonomic exercises in the classi
fication of assemblages of phenotypica
characters will never succeed in elucidat

Race No Omelette '

ing the relationships of different group
of mankind to one another for the simple
reason that it is not assemblages of char
acters which undergo change in the form
ation of the individual and of the group
but single units which determine thos

The process of averaging the characters of a given group, knocking the individuals together, giving them a good
stirring, and then serving the resulting
omelette as a 'race' is essentially the anthropological process of race-making . It
may be good cooking but it is not science,
since it serves to confuse rather than to
clarify . When an omelette is done it has
a fairly uniform character, though the ingredients which have gone into its making may have been variable . This is what
the anthropological conception of 'race'
is . It is an omelette which corresponds to
nothing in nature . It is an indigestible
dish conjured into being by an anthropological chef from a number of ingredients
which are extremely variable in the characters which they present. The omelette

characters . One of the great persistini
errors involved in the anthropolo
conception of race has been due togic'
th
steady refusal to recognize this fact. Th
fact that it is not possible to classify the
various groups of mankind by means o
the characters which anthropologists cus
tomarily use, because these characters do
not behave as pre-Mendelian anthropolo
gists think that they should behave
namely, as complexes of characters whirl
are relatively fixed and are transmitte<
as complexes, but behave instead in
totally different manner as the expression
of many independent units which have
entered into their formation .

called 'race' has no existence outside the
statistical fryingpan in which it has been
reduced by the heat of the anthropological imagination.
It is this omelette conception of 'race'
which is so meaningless, meaningless
because it is inapplicable to anything real .
When anthropologists begin to realize
that the proper description of a group
does not consist in the process of making
an omelette of it, but in the description
of the character of the variability of the
elements comprising it, its ingredients,
they will discover that the fault lies not

The materials of evolution are not rep
resented by continuous aggregates whirl
in turn determine particular aggregate
of characters, but by discontinuous pack
ages of chemicals, each of which is inde
pendent in its action and may be onl ;
partially responsible for the ultimate forn
of any character. These chemical package;
are the genes, with which most anthro
pologists are still scarcely on terms of ;
bowing acquaintance . These genes retain
both their independence and their indi
vidual character more or less indefinitely
although they are probably all inherentl ;
variable and, in time, capable of muta

with the materials but with the conceptual
tool with which they have approached its
study.
That many differences exist between
different groups of human beings is obvious, but the anthropological conception
of these is erroneous, and the anthropo-

tion . For these reasons any conception o
race which operates as if inheritance were
a matter of the transmission of gross
aggregates of characters is meaningless
50
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The principal agencies of evolutionary
change in man are primarily gene variability and gene mutation, that is to say,
through the reaarrangement of gene combinations in consequence of the operation
of many secondary factors, physical and
social, and change in the character of
genes themselves . In order to appreciate
the meaning of the variety presented by
mankind today it is indispensably necessary to understand the manner in which
these agencies work. Thus, in man, it is
practically certain that some forms of
hair, and skin color, are due to mutation,
while still other forms are due to various
combinations of these mutant forms with
one another as also with non-mutant
forms . The rate of mutation for different
genes in man is unknown, though it has
been calculated that the gene for normal
clotting mutates, for example, to the gene
for haemophilia in one out of every
50,000 individuals per generation . It is
highly probable, for example, that such
a mutation occurred in the person of
Queen Victoria, a fact which in the long
run may perhaps prove her chief claim
to fame . Mutation of the blood group
genes is, however, known to be very
slow, and it is unlikely that such mutations have occurred since the apes and
man set out upon their divergent evolutionary paths . Mutation of skin color
genes is also very slow, while mutation
of hair form genes is relatively frequent .
If we are ever to understand how the
differing groups of mankind came to possess such characters as distinguish the
more geographically isolated of them,
and those of the less isolated more recently mixed, and therefore less distinguishable, groups, it should be obvious
that we shall never succeed in doing so if
we make omelettes of the very ingredients, the genes, which it should be our
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purpose to isolate and map . We must
study the frequencies with which such
genes occur in different groups . If,
roughly speaking, we assign one gene to
every component of the human body it
should be fairly clear that as regards the
structure of man we are dealing with
many thousands of genes . If we consider
the newer genetic concepts which recognize that the adult individual represents
the end-point in an interaction between
all these genes, the complexities become
even greater. The morphological characters which anthropologists have relied
upon for their 'racial' classifications have
been very few indeed, involving a minute
fraction of the great number of genes
which it would actually be necessary to
consider in attempting to make any real,
that is to say, genetically analytic, classification of mankind .
To sum up, the indictment against the
anthropological conception of race is
(1) that it is artificial ; (2) that it does
not agree with the facts ; (3) that it
leads to confusion and the perpetuation
of error, and finally, that for all these
reasons it is meaningless, or rather more
accurately, such meaning as it possesses
is false. Being so weighed down with
false meaning it were better that the
term were dropped altogether than that
any attempt should be made to give it a
new meaning .
If it be agreed that the human species
is one and that it consists of a group of
populations which, more or less, replace
each other geographically or ecologically
and of which the neighboring ones intergrade or hybridize wherever they are in
contact, or are potentially capable of doing so, then it should be obvious that the
task of the student interested in the character of these populations must lie in the
study of the frequency distribution of the

ETC. : A REVIEW OF GENERAL SEMANTICS

logical concept of race . It may be that a
notion so many times attacked during
recent years is now passed beyond the
reach both of scientific judgment and
mortal malice, but in any event, may 1
be so bold as to hope that you will not
feel as the Canon's wife felt about the
threat to her belief in special creation .

genes which characterize them-and not
in the study of entities which have no
meaning .
In conclusion, let me say that I realize
how unsatisfactory this paper is, and that
I cannot expect to have convinced you,
within the short space of fifteen minutes,
of the meaninglessness of the anthropo-

RACE, CASTE AND
SCIENTIFIC METHOD*
N the last issue of Psychiatry Mr.

by a predominatingly powerful group, tc
practically all persons within a society tc
specific culturally limited status groups
The limiting factors of caste are, in effect
primarily to create barriers against sexua .
relations between the members of the
hegemonic caste and those of the 'lowe
castes,' and secondarily, to regulate the
social status, privileges and social mo
bility of the members of the 'lower castes .

D . Humphrey has suggested
IthatNorman
what, in the social context of Amer-

ica, is usually referred to as a race, or
racial group, in reality constitutes a caste . 1
For example, Negroes, Jews, Japanese,
and Indians are, in actual practice, treated
by dominant White groups as if they
were members of specific castes functioning within a definite caste system . Mr.
Humphrey has offered a definition of
caste based upon those of Warner and
of Dollard . 2 Caste is defined as 'an endogamous status grouping, which places culturally defined limits upon the individual
member in terms of mobility and kinds
of interaction, and [upon] his nature as
a person.'
While such a definition of caste is perfectly acceptable to me, I propose to offer
my own definition of caste, not because
it is any better than the foregoing one,
but merely because it is more meaningful
to me. I define caste as the rank assigned

When, as students of society and inter
personal relations, we speak of the 'rao
problem in America,' what we reall,
mean is 'the caste-system and the prob
lems which that caste-system creates it
America.' To recognize this fact is, I full,
agree with Mr . Humphrey, to effect ;
clarification and a change in conceptua
approach to a problem upon which, per
haps more than any other in our time
clear thinking and accurate concepts ar
a dire necessity.
When Mr . Humphrey concludes tha
'the term race should be discarded en
tirely in the cultural reference, and th
more appropriate term caste employed ii
its stead,' I am in complete agreement
But when he goes on to add that 'th
term race should be retained in its bic
logic context as a taxonomic categor
for the delineation of types of mankind,
we part company, for Mr . Humphre
here falls into the error of all those wh

* Reprinted by permission from Psychiatry :
journal of the Biology and Pathology of Interpersonal Relations, Vol . IV, No . 3, August,
1941 .
' Humphrey, Norman D ., American Race
and Caste. Psychiatry (1941) 4 :159-160.
' Warner, Lloyd, American Caste and Class .
Amer. j . Social. (1936) 42 :234-238 . Dollard,
John, Caste and Class in a Southern Town ;
New Haven, Yale University Press, 1937
(502 pp.)
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commonly assume that because a word
or a concept exists there must necessarily
be a reality to which that word or concept corresponds . For he obviously considers that while the term race has no
validity as a sociological concept, it does
possess some validity as a biological concept with reference to the human species .

anthropological conception of race represents an egregious congeries of errors .
Huxley has suggested that 'It would be
highly desirable if we could banish the
question-begging term "race" from all discussions of human affairs and substitute
the noncommital phrase "ethnic group ."
That would be a first step towards rational consideration of the problem at
issue .'s

Hogben, 3 Haddon and Huxley, 4 Huxley,5 Morant,6 and myself,' entertain no
doubts as to the meaninglessness, not
alone of the popular conception, but also
of the anthropological conception of race .

Since Huxley does not venture a definition of an 'ethnic group' I do so here .
An ethnic group is one of a number of
populations, which populations together
comprise the species Homo sapiens, and
which individually maintain their genotypical and phenotypical differences by
means of isolating mechanisms such as
geographic and social barriers . These
differences will vary as the power of the
geographic and social-ecologic-barriers
vary. Where these barriers are of low
power neighboring ethnic groups will
intergrade, or hybridize, with one another . Where these barriers are of high
power such ethnic groups will tend to
remain distinct from each other, or replace each other geographically or ecologically .

We do not consider that any of the existing conceptions of race correspond to any
reality whatsoever ; but we do consider
that the persistence of the term and of
the concept has been responsible for much
confused thinking, and what is worse, has
rendered possible much confused and
confusing action resulting in the most
tragic consequences for large numbers of
mankind . It is for these reasons that several of us, as biologists, have recently
urged that the term 'race' be altogether
dropped from the vocabulary, at least, of
the anthropologist . If we do no more
than resign this term to the oblivion to
which it properly belongs, this would in
itself constitute a contribution towards
clear thinking, for what is implied in the

From this definition, or description of
an ethnic group, it will be seen that the
problem of ethnic variation is really an
ecological problem, and may ultimately
be resolved to the problem of the physi-

' Hogben, Lancelot, Genetic Principles in
Medicine and Social Science ; New York, Alfred A . Knopf, 1932 (230 pp .)-The Concept
of Race, pp. 122-144.
` Haddon, Alfred Cost, and Huxley, Julian
S., We Europeans ; A Survey of 'Racial' Problems ; New York, Harper, 1936 (254 pp.)
'Huxley, Julian S., Man Stands Alone ; New
York, Harper, 1941 (x and 297 pp .) The
Concept of Race, pp . 106-126 .
' Morant, Geoffrey M., Racial Theories and
International Relations . J. Royal Anthrop. Institute (1939) 69 :151-162 .
' Montagu, M . F. Ashley, The Genetical
Theory of Race, and Anthropological Method .
To be published in the American Anthropologist.

cal mobility of populations and the consequences resulting therefrom . This is a
point which has been emphasized by
R . A . Fisher, who writes, 'While genetic
knowledge is essential for the clarity it
introduces into the subject, the causes of
the evolutionary changes in progress can
only be resolved by an appeal to sociological, and even historical facts. These
should at least be sufficiently available to
reveal the more powerful agencies at
'Huxley, footnote 5 .
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work in the modification of mankind .' 9
Thus, the problem of ethnic variation
falls very definitely into the purview of
the bio-sociologist.
If then, we can replace the outmoded
concept of race by the concept of ethnic
group, we shall have obtained a real
clarification and change in conceptual approach to a problem whose importance
requires no emphasis here . The sociologist
will then be able to proceed with the
study of the problem of caste, intra- and
inter-socially, with the clear consciousness
of the fact that, as far as he is concerned,
'Fisher, R . A ., The Genetical Theory of
Natural Selection ; Oxford, Clarendon Press,
1930 (xiv and 272 pp .) ; p. 174 .

the problem is 'entirely a social problem,'
and that, to him at any rate, it is of no
biological relevance at all . But that, in so
far as it is necessary for him to take cognizance of the biological evidence, the
old concept of race has no more scientific
justification in the field of human biology
than it has in the field of human sociology.
In summary, the term race should be
discarded entirely in the cultural reference, and the more appropriate term caste
employed in its stead, while the term
race should be replaced by the term
ethnic group in the biologic or ecologic
context, and should not be used in any
human context whatsoever .

THE CONTEXT OF SITUATION

Returning once more to our native utterance, it needs no special
stressing that in a primitive language the meaning of any single word
is to a very high degree dependent on its context . The words 'wood,'
'paddle,' 'place' had to be restranslated in the free interpretation in
order to show what is their real meaning, conveyed to a native by
the context in which they appear . Again, it is equally clear that the
meaning of the expression 'we arrive near the village (of our
destination)' : literally : 'we paddle in place,' is determined only by
taking it in the context of the whole utterance . This latter again, becomes only intelligible when it is placed within its context o f situation, if I may be allowed to coin an expression which indicates on
the one hand that the conception of context has to be broadened and
on the other that the situation in which the words are uttered can
never be passed over as irrelevant to the linguistic expression . We see
how the conception of context must be substantially widened, if it is
to furnish us with its full utility . In fact it must burst the bonds of
mere linguistics and be carried over into the analysis of the general
conditions under which a language is spoken . . .
Exactly as in the reality of spoken or written anguages, a word
without linguistic context is a mere figment and stands for nothing
by itself, so in the reality of a spoken living tongue, the utterance
has no meaning except in the context of situation .
1.

BRONISLAW MALINOWSKI, 'The Problem of Meaning
in Primitive Language,' Supplement I in The Meaning o f Meaning, by C . K. Ogden and I . A . Richards .
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