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Introduction

This essay addresses a crucial chapter in the development of the modern concept
of humanity (mankind, humanité, Menschheit) in European culture.¹ Rather than
an empirical study based on primary research, it is an attempt to sketch an an-
alytical framework for approaching and understanding a broad array of specific
historical topics and phenomena within the parameters of an encompassing
theme. The methodological assumption at its heart is trivial; our concept of “hu-
manity” is not an intrinsic one, but a contextually defined cultural product shap-
ed by processes of philosophical, historical, social-anthropological, and political
self-reflection, and of encounter with “others” in modern times, which all raised
important and disturbing questions about the differentiae specifica of the human
kind. In tackling some of these questions and significant answers to them from
the sixteenth to the nineteenth centuries, I focus on early-modern versions of
three important intellectual frameworks that determined the consideration of
the diversity versus unity, and diversity within unity, of mankind. These are,
first, the temporalisation of human difference: the notion that such difference
is largely a matter of patterns in the development of human faculties and rela-
tions both among men and between them and their environment across (virtual)
time. Second, the historicisation of nature: the study of nature on the basis of the
collection and ordering of data about phenomena as they actually exist in space
as well as in time. Third, the naturalisation of man: the study of humans without
the ascription of a special status to them,with the approach of the naturalists, as
coequal from the methodological point of view with any other product of the Cre-
ation.

 Earlier versions of this paper were delivered at Babeş-Bolyai University in Cluj (18 May 2017);
in the summer school on “Comparative and Transnational History of Europe” at the European
University Institute (12 September 2017; and as a keynote talk at the conference “Inclusion
and Exclusion in the History of Ideas” (Helsinki Centre for Intellectual History, 14– 15 December
2017). It also builds on experience gained in a course with graduate students at Central Europe-
an University in 2016 and at the University of Cambridge in 2018. Thanks for the stimulation to
everyone involved, especially Marcell Sebők, with whom we designed the course at CEU.
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Generalities and the “Columbian Moment”

Regarding the subject of human diversity – the real or alleged difference of some
human individuals or groups in physical appearance, physiological mecha-
nisms, psychological properties, socio-cultural and moral standards, etc. from
others – it is important to observe that such diversity is not only a matter of hu-
manity’s geographic dispersal all over the planet, as it is most often understood.
The question underlying inquiries into it can also be meaningfully framed in
temporal terms: how different are we from our forebears? Historians taking a
multi-disciplinary approach to evolution, also deriving their cues from “big his-
tory,” have called attention to the importance of this manner of setting the prob-
lem,with important consequences to our understanding of the history of human-
ity itself. They propose that while we tacitly take it for granted that evolution
“stopped” with the rise of modern humanity, and that slow and long biological
evolution was “replaced” with rapid cultural development from the Neolithic era
onwards, this is erroneous. Dietary change of several millennia, public health in-
terventions of several centuries, toxic environment exposures of several decades
are only a few among so many factors serving as reminders that people them-
selves have been constantly changing the conditions in which all organisms, in-
cluding their own, exist. Evolution itself and the identity of “humanity” across
time are thus placed in a different light for the historian of our days; does,
then, “mankind” have “a” history at all?²

Arguably, this temporal dimension in discussing human diversity first be-
came salient at the level of reflexivity familiar to us in the context of the massive
encounter with human groups formerly unknown to Europeans in the early-mod-
ern period. The problem arose as a cognitive one. How were these groups to be
inserted in the existing European system of knowledge, and how were they to be
related to on the basis of this system? That this question is by no means a trivial
one is vividly illustrated by an example presented in a recent analysis dedicated
to the “Columbian moment.”³ Suppose that a group of Neanderthalers which
survived the extinction of their fellows elsewhere tens of thousands of years
ago were suddenly discovered today among the secluded mountains of Mongo-
lia. Especially since we now know with a fair degree of certainty that Nean-

 John L. Brooke and Carl Spencer Larsen, “The Nurture of Nature: Genetics, Epigenetics, and
Environment in Human Biohistory,” American Historical Review 119 (2014): 1500–1513; Edmund
Russell, “Coevolutionary History,” American Historical Review 119 (2014): 1514– 1528.
 David Abulafia, The Discovery of Mankind: Atlantic Encounters in the Age of Columbus (New
Haven and London: Yale University Press, 2008), 5.
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derthalers mingled with homo sapiens before their disappearance, and possibly
for other reasons, it would be problematic to deny their human status. But would
they not be subjected to scientific examinations which, if applied to “modern”
humans, would be rejected as dehumanising? Could they be integrated into
our modern system of labour, of social welfare, of education, of human rights –
would they be eligible for suffrage?

The dilemmas perplexing Europeans upon the “discovery” of (native) Amer-
icans were not indifferent in kind and gravity from these ones, even though for
them the questions arose immediately and explicitly in terms of the grounds for
dominion over indigenous peoples. The answers, which have been explored in
now classic studies,⁴ can be summarised as follows. None of the templates famil-
iar from Western Christians legal traditions regarding how to relate to “pagans”
were applicable to the case of Amerindians. Therefore, Christian claims to sover-
eignty over them had to be established not on supposed juridical rights of the
conquerors, but on the nature of the people conquered; sixteenth-century Tho-
mist philosophers reached back to Aristotle’s theory of natural slavery defining
a category of man (as distinct from civil slavery, which was an institution of pun-
ishment or inflicted on captives of just war). Natural slavery allegedly originated
in the psychology of the slave in which, of the two poles of the duality in the
human psyche, reason has failed to achieve proper mastery over the passions.
This failure apparently undermined the slave’s capacity for making deliberate
choices, i.e., for moral action and thus for being a virtue-seeking, political ani-
mal. Slaves were located outside the civil community, at the bestial end of hu-
manity, with a function of being slaves; their freedom would thus be a violation
of the natural order, even harmful for themselves. The relationship between
Spaniards and Indians was proposed to be determined not by human but by nat-
ural and universal law.

One problem with this explanation was posed by the lack of any recognisa-
ble and substantial difference between Europeans and Amerindians in physical
shape, and that the allegation that one of them was “inferior” as a species would
have even violated the belief in the perfection of the creation as well as the Ar-
istotelian theory of habituation (ethismos). The solution lay in the conflation or
identification of “slaves” and barbaroi whose culture and society is insufficient
and inferior, so that in the case of Indians “a great labour is necessary before

 Anthony Pagden, The Fall of Natural Man:The American Indian and the Origins of Comparative
Ethnology (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1982); cf. several studies in Joan-Pau Rubiés,
Travellers and Cosmographers: Studies in the History of Early Modern Travel and Ethnology (Lon-
don: Routledge, 2007).
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they can be brought to the faith and to the practice of good customs”.⁵ This was a
crucial moment, and the element of emphasis in this statement is the word be-
fore. The project of improvement requires considerable effort and implies serious
hazards, but it is feasible because the difference between the civilised conquer-
ors and the savage or barbarous natives is presented as a matter of location on a
temporal axis. In this approach, human diversity is historicised,with reference to
the natives’ primitive modes of subsistence, property, knowledge, standards of
intercourse, etc., which made them “live in the past.”

This manner of discussing the topic was already quite prominent in its em-
blematic sixteenth-century treatments. In A Brief Account of the Destruction of
the Indies (1542, pub. 1552) Bartolomé de las Casas elaborated on the indigence,
imbecility, incapacity for hard labour, and lack of ambition in the Amerindians.
However, he also emphasised that they were capable of morality and of receiving
the Gospel, and that they were not at all averse to civility – i.e., to progress, and
the enhancement of their own humanity. Las Casas may also have been the first
to object to the disparaging of the “primitive” customs and manners of indige-
nous peoples with reference to the existence of similar practices among the an-
cestors of “civilized” Europeans.⁶ Similarly, José de Acosta, in his The Natural
and Moral History of the Indies (1590), painted a vast canvas of barbarians and
savages, some of them virtuous while others less so, most of them living in so-
cieties marked by relatively low levels of specialisation (distinction of functions),
primitive laws and customs, rudimentary political organisation and cultural at-
tainments (with a special emphasis on the lack of alphabetical writing as a ver-
satile means of fluent communication, record keeping and cultivating collective
memory) when compared to contemporary Europe.⁷ However, Acosta, too, had
no doubt that the gulf separating “them” from “us” arose from differences in
socio-cultural development across historical time, but certainly not one of kind.

 This formulation derives from Bernardo de Mesa, later bishop of Cuba, at the junta – debate of
theologians, civil and canon lawyers – of 1512 in Burgos, as cited in Pagden, Fall of Natural Man,
50.
 Bartolomé de las Casas, A Brief Account of the Destruction of the Indies, Project Gutenberg
EBook edition (2007), http://www-personal.umich.edu/~twod/latam-s2010/read/las_
casasb2032120321–8.pdf , 3, 12, 21. Accessed May 15, 2018.
 Joseph [sic] de Acosta, The Natural and Moral History of the Indies (London: The Hakluyt So-
ciety, 1880), II. 396, 404–406, 409–413, 421–422.
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The New Science and Modern Natural Law

At this point, it is important to remember that well into the early-modern period
historia was understood not merely as the narrative record and evaluation of
human events and deeds that have occurred, but also more broadly as an ap-
proach: as knowledge based on the collecting and rendering of first-hand obser-
vational data or “facts” about objects, including human ones – about natural as
much as civil history. Bacon’s “inductive method” – the injunction that laws and
regularities in the operation of the universe and its creatures ought to be infer-
red, instead of pre-assigned assumptions about “essences,” on the basis of data
ascertained by experience and observation – was a methodical reformulation of
this approach. In turn, as it became established as the manner of procedure
characteristic of naturalists, the human phenomenon was also found eminently
susceptible for being studied through this lens. There are thus two intersecting
developments that need to be taken into account as underlying the rise of the
modern notion of mankind: the historicisation of nature, and the naturalisation
of man. The one regarded nature as an assemblage of “things”, including events
as they happen or have happened, to be studied as they are, with properties pe-
culiar to them, and to be ordered or classified according to the degrees of affinity
and compatibility (or, contrariwise, distance and difference) among them. The
other tended to locate the human animal firmly within the order of such
“things.”

It is true that until the nineteenth century, when history became institution-
alised as a university discipline and those ushering in this development decided
that nature has no part in it, a long tradition anchored in classical antiquity had
regarded civil and natural history to be mutually incomprehensible without con-
stant reference to one another.⁸ In this sense, there was nothing really new in the
early-modern manifestations of the historicisation of nature and the naturalisa-
tion of man. And yet, there was an equally old tradition, potentially at odds with
the developments just described, which ascribed to man a privileged status in
the order of creation by virtue of being endowed with the soul. This representa-
tion received strong stimuli from the ancient paradigm of the Great Chain of
Being, especially as it reverberated in Christian thought. Thanks to the soul, in
especially eloquent statements of the “dignity of man,” such as the one put for-
ward in Giovanni Pico della Mirandola’s famous eponymous treatise of 1486
(pub. 1496), this dignity was proposed to consist in the capacity of ascension:

 Joyce E. Chaplin, “Ogres and Omnivores: Early American Historians and Climate History,” The
William and Mary Quarterly 72 (2015): 26.
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lifting oneself above the temptations of the flesh and the achievement of a quasi-
angelic elevation. This interpretation, while it took account of the animal side of
human nature, posed a barrier to engaging the relevant phenomena with the
methodology of the naturalists because it was preoccupied with precisely
those features of man that enabled him to participate in a transcendental – su-
perhuman – communion with the higher spheres.⁹ It was also compatible with
old stoic notions about the ultimately shared moral outlook of all mankind as
based on “innate ideas” and a propensity to acknowledge and respect universal
laws of nature.

Several aspects of the sixteenth and seventeenth century European experi-
ence tended to undermine these assumptions. Even among themselves, Christi-
ans were seen to disagree about the most suitable manner of attaining what sup-
posedly all of them regarded as the supreme good – salvation – to an extent that
led them break out in mass physical violence. This spoke strongly against the al-
legation of a shared set of principles of conduct, and common subordination to
natural laws, among them. The simultaneous inundation of information about
the enormous disparities of religious belief, ideas and practices of morality, so-
cial and civil institutions, etc. among men in other geographic regions – opened
to the gaze of Europeans by voyages of exploration and military, commercial and
missionary penetration – only amplified the effects of domestic experience. An
important intellectual effect was the rejuvenation of philosophical ideas of scep-
ticism, especially regarding the above-mentioned stoic notions concerning the
universality of certain fundamental moral precepts. The thrust of scepticism
was to suggest that if there was anything “universal” in human behaviour as
it is according to observed evidence in real time and space, it is obedience not
to abstract laws demanding ethical conduct, but to the natural urge of preserving
oneself – by extension, to obtain and retain, and to perform all that is necessary
for self-preservation.

No serious discussion of the laws of nature after Michel Montaigne¹⁰ could
afford avoiding engagement with this proposition, and as a further consequence,

 Giovanni Pico della Mirandola, On the Dignity of Man: On Being and the One: Heptaplus, trans.
Charles Glenn Wallis, Paul J. W. Miller, and Douglas Carmichael (Indianapolis, IN: Hackett,
1998), 3–34, esp. 9– 10.
 Especially Michel de Montaigne, “Of Cannibals,” “Of custom, and not easily changing an ac-
cepted law,” “Apology of Raymond Sebond (section “Man can have no knowledge”),” in The
Complete Essays, trans. Donald M. Frame (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1958), 77–89,
150– 158, 420–442.
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the very understanding of natural law underwent an important transformation.¹¹

The contemplation of the overwhelming inconsistency of cultural behaviour
across the widening space known to Europeans led to the questioning of the
idea of primary and universally binding laws of nature. The seventeenth-century
classics, from Grotius through Hobbes to Pufendorf and Locke, continued to be-
lieve in such laws, but for them they were not metaphysically given. The evident,
empirically ascertained centrality of self-interest to human nature led them to as-
sert that self-preservation – the minimal expression of self-interest, justifiable in
all circumstances – must be acknowledged as a universal natural right, and uni-
versal laws of nature guiding human conduct exist in so far as they proceed from
the obligation to mutually recognise this right in one another.

The point of contact with what has been advanced about the historicisation
of nature and the naturalisation of man above is that on these grounds it was
meaningful to distinguish, more clearly than in earlier contributions to the tra-
dition, an initial natural state of mankind from a subsequent civil state. While
even in the first one, individuals were obliged to seek peace as long as there
was a chance to obtain it, once this did not seem viable, so that they felt their
security under threat, it was legitimate for them to resort to violence to defend
themselves. Given both the weakness of human faculties in attaining full certain-
ty of judgement regarding situations of insecurity, and the fact that in the state of
nature they were indeed the sole judges of such situations as they affected them,
that state was one of ubiquitous conflict over resources, and of general instabil-
ity. In the state of civil society, order and mutual security is provided by the
translation of natural laws into positive laws specific to the particular communi-
ty, and submission to a mutually accepted public authority wielding the mo-
nopoly of defining and sanctioning types of behaviour that constitute a threat
to mutual safety, thus invested with the power of making and executing the
laws. Seventeenth-century natural law thus fully embraced temporality and inte-
grated as one of its organising concepts the notion of progress over a historical
continuum from one state or stage to the other, and remained a strong inspira-
tion for much further reflection along the same lines in other fields.

Perhaps nowhere do these threads intersect so succinctly, yet so poignantly
as in a well-known clause in the second of John Locke’s Two Treatises of Govern-
ment (1689): “in the beginning the whole world was America.”¹² Locke’s classic

 On “modern” natural law as a response to skepticism by integrating its central tenets, see
generally Richard Tuck, Philosophy and Government 1572– 1651 (Cambridge: Cambridge Univer-
sity Press, 1993).
 John Locke, Two Treatises of Government, ed. Peter Laslett (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1988), 301. Importantly, Locke highlights the retardation of American development by
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defence of constitutional government and civil liberty in the later sections of the
Second Treatise was firmly established, among many other things, on a philo-
sophical history of the rise of private property through appropriation from com-
mon enjoyment via “mixing one’s labour” with the things of nature.¹³ In Locke’s
account, improvement – as emergence from the “[native] American” condition –
began and status distinctions among men arose already in the pre-civil state,
and the voluntary transfer into civil (political) society was explained by him pre-
cisely with reference to the widely shared desire of preserving men’s “lives, lib-
erties and estates” (the latter term denoting both status and property) – and the
consequent willingness to suppress the passion of pursuing self-interest in the
hope of a greater good. It was primarily thanks to the – however rudimentary –
analysis of the civilising process of conquering the violent passions and submit-
ting them to rational control necessary for arriving at the decision of entering po-
litical society that seventeenth-century students of natural law went beyond
their predecessors in infusing if with a historical dynamics. Especially Locke
and Pufendorf among them did not cease to appreciate man’s inherent sociable
drive. But for a full account of sociability, and more widely of the human capaci-
ty of “elevation” above mere animal instinct, they were willing and able to rely
on an ingenious analysis of the operation, including the full spectrum of cogni-
tive-psychological consequences, of the natural and self-regarding urge of seek-
ing the satisfaction of bodily and other needs.

These initiatives supplied a great deal of social and moral philosophical
depth to the explanation of human difference as a matter of “virtual time”
emerging in the literature launched and hallmarked by figures like Las Casas
and Acosta, on which seventeenth-century natural jurisprudence relied heavily
for its empirical underpinnings. Among the authors of this tradition, Locke
was also distinguished by the fact that an emphasis on the lack of a consistent

pointing to the lack of cultivation of its potentially rich lands in a passage that anticipates Adam
Smith’s explanation of the advantages of the division of labour: “a King of a large and fruitful
Territory there feeds, lodges and is clad worse than a day Labourer in England.” Ibid., 296–7.
Hobbes accounted for the “brutish manner” in which the “savage people in many places of
America” lived with reference to the rudimentary form of government among them. Thomas
Hobbes, Leviathan (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1981), 187. On Hobbes’s “natural condition of
mankind” in conjunction with the opening chapters of the Genesis, American Indians and the
savage ancestors of civilized nations, cf. Ioannis D. Evrigenis, Images of Anarchy: The Rhetoric
and Science in Hobbes’s State of Nature (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2014), esp.
Ch. 7.
 Locke, Two Treatises, 288, 296.
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pattern in moral views across mankind also permeated his epistemology.¹⁴ In An
Essay Concerning Human Understanding (1690), Locke put forward a comprehen-
sive criticism of the notion of innate ideas as identical principles implanted in
and “born” with every human individual, and famously asserted that the mind
is a “blank sheet of paper” on which ideas arise in response to experience
and sense perception. The cornerstone of Locke’s argument in support of these
claims was a kind of common sense empiricism. For a principle to claim innate
status, he insisted that it must be shown to enjoy universal agreement among all
sensible men, without a single exception. Besides offering a critique of the var-
ious accounts of how innate ideas arise (whether spontaneously with the acquis-
ition of reason, or through consent upon their first presentation),¹⁵ Locke referred
to the unfathomable dimensions of actually existing moral diversity among
human communities. Different societies, he pointed out, reconcile very disparate
actions with words like justice, reverence, etc.,¹⁶ and the sources where this is
documented relate to “primitive” peoples as well as “polite” ones: some of
those classified among the latter are equally marked by disturbing practices
ranging from the murder of children and aging parents through cannibalism
to revenge – so that these are not to be written off as customs of mere barbarians
and savages. The ultimate test was the idea of God and the idea that the Deity
should be worshipped,¹⁷ which were regarded as innate by representatives of
the rival tradition (in Locke’s time, e.g., the Cambridge Platonists). Locke chal-
lenged the innateness of these ideas with reference not only to accounts of “sav-
age” societies (such as the Tupinamba of Brazil, or other “whole nations” at the
Cape of Good Hope), but also lettered societies (like Siam and China), which
demonstrated that not only immoralists and lawbreakers but entire peoples en-
gaged in such “transgression.”¹⁸ If God had intended to endow man with innate
ideas, he would have begun with the notion of himself, and the “generally al-
lowed breach” of this supposedly fundamental principle was a proof against in-
nateness.

The relevance of these propositions to the problem of ‘mankind’ as a distinct
and unitary category is put into sharp relief by the controversies which they eli-

 For a comprehensive discussion, see David Carey, Locke, Shaftesbury, and Hutcheson: Con-
testing Diversity in the Enlightenment and Beyond (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
2006), 34–68.
 John Locke, An Essay Concerning Human Understanding, ed. Peter H. Nidditch (Oxford: Ox-
ford University Press, 1975), 48–49.
 Ibid., 84–85.
 Ibid., 87.
 Ibid.
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cited. One of Locke’s critics, Edward Stillingfleet, bishop of Worcester objected
that Locke’s account of natives “makes them not fit to be a standard for the
Sense of Mankind, being a People so strangely bereft of common Sense, that
they can hardly be reckoned among Mankind.” Locke’s response was unhesitat-
ing: “all the use I made of them was to show, that there were men in the world
that had no innate idea of God … you go near denying those Cafers to be men:
what else do these words signify?”¹⁹ Besides the substantive aspects of inclusion
versus exclusion in this exchange, the methodological implications are notewor-
thy. The debate between Stillingfleet and Locke highlights the central importance
of the approach to choosing the criteria of the “human.” Stillingfleet, believing
in the possibility of a stringent definition – the possession or lack of an (innate)
idea of God – was led to a firm denial of human status to many whom Locke’s
position, recognising the arbitrary, culturally determined nature of the standard,
included in that category. In the latter perspective, scepticism as a philosophical
position was intertwined with the method of natural history adopted by the Ba-
conian adherents of the new science in the Royal Society. In the case of Locke,
continuing in the tradition of Las Casas, Acosta and others, flexibility in regard
of the criteria allowed for a broad diversity within the overall category of “the
human” and for explaining variation with reference to cultural (and other) envi-
ronment. We shall see, however, that the exact reverse of the Stillingfleet-Locke
casting in regard of stringency versus flexibility and their consequences was
equally feasible.

The Eighteenth Century: Taxonomy, Stadial
History, Scientific Travel

Natural history continued to provide powerful incentives, inspiration and empir-
ical material for thinking about the social in the framework of the eighteenth-
century “science of man.”²⁰ This new-old field of inquiry came to embrace sub-
jects as diverse as language, moral psychology, and political economy, the study
of all of which was established on the historical analysis of progress through
stages defined in terms of “modes of subsistence” and the concomitant develop-
ment in the sophistication of manners and institutions.What is more, these foun-

 Cited in Carey, Locke, Shaftesbury, and Hutcheson, 59–60,
 On these imbrications, see Robert Wokler, “The Gaze of Natural History,” in Inventing Human
Science, ed. Christopher Fox, Roy Porter, and Robert Wokler (Berkeley and Los Angeles: Univer-
sity of California Press, 1995), 112– 151.
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dations were also shored up with new advances in physical anthropology and
taxonomy, i.e., systems of classification of the whole of the natural order. It is
helpful to begin this section with a brief consideration of the two most influen-
tial works in the latter area, The System of Nature (1735 and several later, revised
and expanded editions and elaborations in the author’s lifetime until the three-
volume twelfth edition of 1766– 1768) by Carl von Linné, and the Natural History,
General and Particular (36 volumes, 1749– 1789) by Georges-Louis Leclerc, Comte
de Buffon, focusing on the element highlighted in the case of the Locke-Stilling-
fleet debate: the centrality of criteria for establishing categories, or the grounds
on which specimens are identified as belonging to genera and species.

In a somewhat old-fashioned manner, but in a way also compatible with the
Cartesian and Leibnizian emphasis of the faculty of reason, man was generally
acknowledged by Linné to be “the last and best of created works, formed after
the image of his Maker, endowed with a portion of intellectual divinity.”²¹ Never-
theless, within the genus of “homo” he established, first, two human species –
homo sapiens and troglodyte – and then introduced in the former further subdi-
visions according to morphological traits, such as the shape of organs of repro-
duction, and generally of the body, the limbs, the skull, facial features, teeth,
skin colour, etc. He also determined psychological characteristics (supposedly)
accompanying the physical ones, and even assigned the groups thus defined pe-
culiar socio-cultural habits and dispositions. There was the European: “Fair, san-
guine, brawny. … Hair yellow, brown, flowing; eyes blue; gentle, acute, inventive.
Covered with close vestments. Governed by laws.” By contrast, the “Black” was
characterised as “phlegmatic, relaxed. Hair black, frizzled; skin silky; nose flat;
crafty, indolent, negligent. Anoints himself with grease. Governed by caprice.”²²
Besides two other groups identified by skin colour (red Americans and yellow
Asians), there were some further categories, including homo monstrosus and
homo ferus. As for the troglodyte or orang-utan, Linné was following the anato-
mist Edward Tyson’s Orang-Outang, sive Homo Sylvestris: or, the Anatomy of a
Pygmie Compared with that of a Monkey, an Ape, and a Man (1699) where the
body and organs of some apes – Tyson’s “Orang-Outang or Pygmie” was actually
a chimpanzee –, even the brain, was described as nearly the same as those of

 Carl von Linné, “Homo in The System of Nature,” in Race and the Enlightenment: A Reader,
ed. Emmanuel Chukwudi Eze (Oxford: Blackwell, 1997), 12–13. Cf. Gunnar Broberg, “Homo sa-
piens: Linnaeus’s Classification of Man,” in Linnaeus:The Man and His Work, ed. Tore Frängsmyr
(Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1983), 156– 194.
 Linné, “Homo,” 13–14.
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humans.²³ What is noteworthy is that in spite of the lip service to humans’ (ap-
parently common) participation in divine intelligence, the meticulous presenta-
tion of and emphasis on such subdivisions in Linné’s system without equally
strong and clear standards for what unites humanity as a species raised three
problematic interpretive possibilities. The first one of these was the establish-
ment of hierarchies within the species with reference to different morphological
qualities and the consequent psychological properties as inherent or “genetic” in
these groups. Second, it enabled claims about the permeability, or even the ques-
tioning of the boundary between some human groups at the “lower” end of the
scale and morphologically similar non-humans (apes). Third, with reference to
the differences among human groups as intrinsic and constant, it encouraged
speculation about “polygenesis”:²⁴ the origin of these groups of mankind from
several pairs of ancestors created by God through multiple acts, further accentu-
ating the sense of separation among them.

Buffon, on the other hand, chose the element of procreation as the corner-
stone of classification: according to him, it was the capacity for having fertile off-
spring that identified two specimens as belonging to the same species. If the
mule defined the horse and the donkey as belonging to two different species,
by implication the same was incontrovertibly the case with man and monkey,
too, while all individuals demonstrably capable of producing fertile human off-
spring were to be members of “humanity,” in spite of the great and obvious dif-
ferences in physical appearance. These were asserted by Buffon to spring from
climate, nourishment, air, soil and other factors in the environment that, over
several generations, nurtured the development of inheritable features. As he con-
cluded,

 It is important to add that the apparent blurring of the boundaries was, for Tyson himself,
not incompatible with the “dignity of man.” See Nicole Mennell, “‘The Dignity of Mankind’: Ed-
ward Tyson’s Anatomy of a Pygmie and the Ape-Man Boundary,” in Seeing Animals after Derrida,
ed. Sarah Bezan and James Tink (New York: Lexington Books, 2018), 87– 106.
 This term was not consistently used until after it appeared as a counterpart of “monogenism/
monogenist” in the work of the Philadelphia school of anthropology in 1857. However, the idea
itself had been in currency for several centuries, even without necessary regard to global human
diversity: the notion of “pre-Adamite man,” occasioned by the consideration of Cain’s encounter
of human creatures after his expulsion because of the fratricide, belongs to this tradition, too. Cf.
Isaac la Peyrère’s Pre-Adamitae (1655), with sixteenth-century antecedents including the work of
Paracelsus,Water Raleigh and Giordano Bruno. See Claude Blanckaert, Monogénisme et polygé-
nisme, in Dictionnaire du darwinisme et de l’évolution, ed. Pierre Tort (Paris: PUF, 1996), II. 3021–
3037
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[u]pon the whole, every circumstance concurs in proving, that mankind are not composed
of species essentially different from each other; that, on the contrary, there was originally
but one species, who, after multiplying and spreading over the whole surface of the earth,
have undergone various changes by the influence of climate, food, mode of living, epidemic
diseases, and the mixture of dissimilar individuals; that, at first, these changes were not so
conspicuous, and produced only individual varieties; that these varieties become after-
wards specific, because they were rendered more general, more strongly marked, and
more permanent by the continual action of the same causes; that they are transmitted
from generation to generation […].²⁵

The concurrence of nature and history in Buffon’s system resulted in a novel con-
cept of species as the unceasing succession of similar – or even fairly dissimilar –
individuals who are able to reproduce.

In a parallel tradition, the temporalisation of human difference and its anal-
ysis with a view to the human engagement with nature evolved into a fully fledg-
ed theory of the progress of societies from rudeness to refinement. Eighteenth-
century stadial history was thoroughly indebted to the aspects of Lockean
(and Pufendorfian) natural law highlighted above, as well as to the kind of geo-
graphic, climatic and cultural determinism found in Montesquieu’s The Spirit of
the Laws (1748), where “national characters” were explained as relative to cir-
cumstances. Its distinctive contribution was its systematic insistence on, and me-
thodical application of the idea that the diversity observed among human groups
in any historical moment ought to be largely attributed to the stage they have at-
tained in a universal pattern of development in their mode of subsistence – or
the different pace of progress from one stage to the next – beginning with hunt-
ing-gathering, through stockbreeding-pasturing and agriculture (with the rise of
the division of labour as a decisive moment), to commerce. The main methodo-
logical assumptions (including “conjecture”: reasonable inferences made on the
basis of sociological comparison in order to make up for the lack or unreliability
of empirical data in “original” testimonials) are succinctly illustrated in this sen-
tence from one of the classics,William Robertson’s History of America (1777): “A
tribe of savages on the banks of the Danube must very nearly resemble one upon
the plains washed by the Mississippi. Instead then of presuming from this sim-
ilarity, that there is an affinity between them, we should only conclude, that the

 Georges-Louis Leclerc, Comte de Buffon, “From A Natural History, General and Particular,” in
Eze (ed.), Race and the Enlightenment, 27. Of the vast literature, see for a concise introduction
Jacques Roger, Buffon: A Life in Natural History (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1998),
Ch. 9– 11.
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disposition and manners of men are formed by their situation, and arise from the
state of society in which they live.”²⁶

There was a considerable amount of disagreement among the practitioners
of stadial history – including philosophers and historians of the Scottish Enlight-
enment, French physiocrats, Rousseau, and many more across Europe and its
colonial extensions – about the direction and the benefits of progress. This, in
turn, heavily depended on their judgement about the most fundamental features
of humanity in its “original state” and the triggers of emerging from it. A major
fault-line separated Rousseau from the Scots. The former believed in animal-like
self-sufficiency as an ultimate human characteristic, which enabled primitive or
pre-social man – Tyson’s orang-utan/pygmy and Linné’s orang-utan/troglo-
dyte²⁷ – to exist as an independent and free agent, a condition lost as a result
of the operation of “perfectibility”: an a priori distinguishing feature of humans
which enabled them to raise themselves to more sophisticated levels of exis-
tence, but also demolished the bulwarks of individual integrity by nurturing
needs that could only be satisfied by resorting to what others had to offer. The
resulting inter-subjective relations, non-existent in the original state, catalyzed
natural inequalities and transformed them into social inequality.²⁸ In his em-
blematic critique of Rousseau, Adam Smith, and in his wake most figures of
the Scottish Enlightenment, dissented exactly in their judgement of human na-
ture: according to them, humans were distinguished from the animal world by
their original and constant dependence on the assistance of their fellows for
the satisfaction of even basic needs. This predicament was alleged to feed an in-
terest-based sociability: a propensity to “truck and barter”, evoking an endless
succession of human interactions in which the parties are increasingly compel-
led to act in ways that make others interested in their own well-being, mitigating
antagonism and fostering fellow-feeling.²⁹ It has recently been pointed out that
in spite of such disagreements, the analysis of morality and politics in modern

 William Robertson, The History of America (London: Routledge/Thoemmes Press, [1777]
1996), II. 30.
 Silvia Sebastiani, “L’orang-outang, l’esclave et l’humain: une querelle des corps en régime
colonial,” L’Atelier du Centre de recherché historiques 11 (2013), 32, http://journals.openeditio-
n.org/acrh/5265, last accessed 21 May 2018.
 Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Discourse on the Origin and Foundation of Inequality among Men,
Preface and Part I, in The Basic Political Writings, trans. and ed. Donald A. Cress (Indianapolis,
IN: Hackett, 1987), 33–60.
 Adam Smith. “A Letter to the Authors of the Edinburgh Review,” in Essays on Philosophical
Subjects, ed.W. P. D.Wightman and J. C. Bryce (Indianapolis, IN: Liberty Fund, 1982), 251–254; cf.
idem., An Inquiry into the Nature and Causes of the Wealth of Nations, ed. R. H. Campbell, A. S
Skinner, and W.B. Todd (Indianapolis, IN: Liberty Fund, 1981), I. 26.
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commercial society by Rousseau and Smith had much more in common than
usually acknowledged.³⁰ For the purposes of this essay, it is important to remem-
ber that the commonality extends to another important issue: “mankind,” just as
in Buffon’s vision in the natural-physical aspect, was seen in their gaze uniform-
ly as emerging socially as a product of time.

Many of these works did engage directly or indirectly Linnean and Buffonian
natural history, occasionally also pointing out their inconsistencies (in which re-
gard it is important to remember that both works themselves developed over sev-
eral decades). In some cases, like James Burnett, Lord Monboddo’s Of the Origin
and History of Language (1773) and especially and explicitly Henry Home, Lord
Kames’s Sketches of the History of Man (1774), the thrust of these critiques was
a reassertion of the multiplicity of humanity. They pointed out the weaknesses
of climate theory (and thus the proposition of the development of inheritable
features under the impact of environmental factors) on empirical grounds, and
challenged the argument from procreation; with reference to differences in phys-
ical appearance, they maintained the possibility of polygenesis, or at least irrep-
arable disarray upon the convulsion of Babel which consolidated the division of
humans into separate “kinds” or “races”; and they identified “pre-social man” in
apes.³¹

As far as the empirics of these contributions are concerned, while taxonom-
ical patterns derived from natural history and theories of progress put forward by
the sciences of man were central to the mental equipment of “scientific travel-
lers”, their accounts, in turn, provided an immense wealth of material to the for-
mer throughout the eighteenth century.³² This often took place in a shape already
subjected to a primary procedure of “ordering” and analysis en route, all the
more because the authors of the reports were usually highly qualified naturalists
and social philosophers whose pursuit of fieldwork was informed by a thorough
familiarity with and participation in the ongoing intellectual debates, and a con-
fident mastery of the relevant scientific paradigms. They were generally also en-
lightened citizens of the world whose attitude to indigenous peoples around the
globe was marked by a blend of enthusiastic curiosity and generous philanthro-
py. Two especially famous ones among them, father and son, Johann Reinhold

 István Hont, Politics in Commercial Society: Jean Jacques Rousseau and Adam Smith, ed. Béla
Kapossy and Michael Sonenscher (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2015).
 James Burnett, Lord Monboddo, Of the Origin and Progress of Language, 2nd. ed. (Edinburgh:
Balfour, London: Caddell, 1774), I. 270–280; Henry Home, Lord Kames, Sketches on the History
of Man, ed. James A. Harris (Indianapolis: Liberty Fund, 2007), I. 17–24, 46–51.
 Harry Liebersohn, The Traveler’s World: Europe to the Pacific (Cambridge, MA: Harvard Uni-
versity Press, 2006), Introduction.
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and Georg Forster, companions of James Cook on his second voyage (1769–1772),
should suffice here to illustrate the perplexity, and the ways of coping with it,
which the contemplation of indigenous populations and their cultures across
the Pacific caused to this type.

Both Forsters published extensive and rich accounts of their experiences. In
Johann Reinhold’s Observations Made during a Voyage round the World (1778),
the “Varieties of the Human Species” (as the relevant, bulky section is entitled)
in the Pacific archipelago are explained predominantly with reference to differ-
ent levels of social development – “manners” (sociability, taste, “amiability”,
etc.) as related to the level of material well-being and the sophistication of social
organisation: these are occasionally made to account even for differences in
physical features among the various groups of islanders, besides environmental
factors. While the elder Forster made efforts to reconcile Linné and Buffon, in
emphasising the ultimate unity of humanity he evidently drew on the latter:

[in spite of the Biblical position of common descent,] [s]ome divide mankind according to
its colours into various species, instead of being contented with bringing all men under one
kindred, choose to extend the human species even to ouran-outangs […] indeed, if we are at
once to make a sudden transition from the contemplation of the fairest beauty of Europe to
that of a deformed negro; the difference is so great, and the contrast so strong, that we
might be tempted to think them of a distinct species; but if we examine the insensible gra-
dations, in the form, habit, size, colour, and some external differences, we shall find that
they are by no means so widely remote from each other in the scale of beings, as to form
separate species. […] For considering that if the most remote tribes of mankind cohabit to-
gether, they always procreate children similar to their parents, and capable of procreating
others, the difference cannot be so material […].³³

To be sure, disparaging overtones abound in these descriptions of indigenous
peoples, and within the large family of humankind some appear to be grossly
inferior to others even in the representation of a self-styled champion of the
equal dignity of all men, such as the future revolutionary radical, the younger
Forster was. This is how he wrote in his Voyage Round the World in His Britannic
Majesty’s Sloop, the Resolution (1777) about the inhabitants of the Tierra del
Fuego: they have a “vacant stare which is the characteristic of the most consum-
mate stupidity”; they are “dull, hungry, deformed savages […] having their men-
tal faculties reduced to that miserable situation which places them next to

 Johann Reinhold Forster, Observations Made during a Voyage round the World, ed. Nicholas
Thomas, Harriet Guest and Michael Dettelbach (Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press, 1996),172,
174.
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brutes.”³⁴ However, it must be stressed that in this account these qualities are
described as unequivocally arising not from genetic features, but from cultural
distance, possible to bridge through improvement. They are even presented as
an inverted proof of the merits of progress:

[i]f ever the pre-eminence of a civilized life over that of the savage could have reasonably
been disputed, we might, from the bare contemplation of these miserable people, draw the
most striking conclusions in favour of our superior happiness. Till it can be proved, that a
man in continual pain, from the rigour of the climate, is happy, I shall not give credit to the
philosophers, who have either had no opportunity of contemplating human nature under
all its modifications, or who have not felt what they have seen.³⁵

Forster, the philanthropist, appears to be resorting here to the discourse of the
civilising process indebted to stadial history as an antidote to inferences which –
under the dramatic and disturbing impact of first-hand exposure to human “oth-
erness” – offered themselves via the approach of natural history in its Linnéan
guise.³⁶ In must be added that this use of the two paradigms was specific to For-
ster, as it was generally contingent; both stadial history and natural history were
capable of inclusionist as well as exclusionist uses.

Public-Political Stakes and the
Nineteenth-Century Legacy

The public-political cause intertwined with such experiences, theories, and de-
bates of the later eighteenth and nineteenth century was, of course, slavery
and the slave trade. An especially salient contribution in this regard was the His-
tory of Jamaica (1774) by Edward Long, lieutenant-governor of Jamaica. Reading
Buffon, Linnaeus and Tyson through Monboddo’s lens, Long advanced an argu-
ment in which the orang-utan was humanised, while the “Hottentot” (classified

 Georg Forster, AVoyage Round the World in His Britannic Majesty’s Sloop, the Resolution, com-
manded by Capt. James Cook, during the Year 1772. 3, 4, and 5 (London: White, Robson, Elmsly
and Robinson, 1777), II. 507, 606.
 Ibid., II. 503.Without being mentioned by name, Rousseau is obviously the targeted “philos-
opher.”
 For an argument about the four-stage theory as a barrier against racialization, see Roxann
Wheeler, The Complexion of Race: Categories of Difference in Eighteenth-Century British Culture
(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2000), 182– 190.
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in the “monstrous” category of man by Linnaeus) became bestialised.³⁷ Here is a
gist of Monboddo’s take on the much-vaunted subject of the orang-utan:

When they are clothed, they immediately walk erect; and they play very well upon the pipe,
harp, and other instruments. The females among them have monthly courses; and the
males have great desire for women. […] when they are young, they learn to perform all do-
mestic offices, and, particularly, to carry water; and, if they let fall, and break the vessel,
they fall a crying. […] if they were not men, they had the docility belonging to our species
[…] they were entirely of the human form, and their action was, for the greater part, that of
a man […] They were sensible of their captivity, and appeared, on that account, melancholy.
[…] these apes […] seem to have more wit than men in certain respects.³⁸

This excerpt contains most of the common stereotypes in popular contemporary
accounts about African tribes, from the centrality of the topics of menstruation
and excessive sexual desire among them to their specific manner of expressing
sentiments³⁹ – here, however, applied to apes. To the often raised objection that
apes ought to be distinguished from humans on account of their lack of the ca-
pacity of language, Monboddo retorted that, contrary to allegations, language is
“not essential to man’s nature”, but a cultural product – thus, he concluded, “I
believe it will be very difficult, or rather impossible, for a man […] to draw the
line betwixt the Orang Outang and the dumb persons among us.”⁴⁰ Long, for
his part, took these observations as a starting point for approaching the confla-
tion of apes and Hottentots from the other end, summarily styling the latter as “a
people certainly very stupid, and very brutal”, appending a long list of negative
attributes that in his view made them “one of the meanest nations on the face of
the earth.” In particular, they were alleged to be “almost incapable of making
any progress in civility and science” and having “no plan or system of morality.”
Long asked the – to him – rhetorical question: “Has the Hottentot from this por-
trait a more manly figure than the orang-outang?”, only to answer that the latter
had “a much nearer resemblance to the Negro race, than the latter bear with
White men.”⁴¹

 Cf. Silvia Sebastiani, The Scottish Enlightenment: Race, Gender, and the Limits of Progress
(Houndmills: Palgrave Macmillan, 2013), 104–108 and Ch. 4 in general; cf. idem, “L’orang-out-
ang, l’esclave et l’humain”; Suman Seth, “Materialism, Slavery and the History of Jamaica,” Isis
105 (2014): 764–772.
 Monboddo, Of the Origin and Progress of Language, I. 276–279, 297.
 Cf. Londa Schiebinger, Nature’s Body: Gender in the Making of Modern Science (New Bruns-
wick: Rutgers University Press, 1993), esp. 75– 114.
 Monboddo, I. 297.
 Cited in Sebastiani, Scottish Enlightenment, 106.
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While the criticism of slavery was on the rise in Europe and America from
the 1750s onwards, in response performances like Long’s presumed to bestow
a philosophical and scientific guise on the literature which justified slavery
with reference to the inferiority of Blacks to Whites. To be sure, the assertion
of such inferiority did not necessarily imply a complete exclusion of black slaves
from mankind, though certainly and explicitly the ascription of a far less digni-
fied degree of humanity to them. In these defences, slavery was hailed as a “mild
and benevolent institution” offering Blacks the best chance of improvement and
education they could possibly have: work, starting them on the path to civil so-
ciety. Thus it was in their inferences, not their general approach that polemicists
employing this argumentative strategy differed from philanthropists, who estab-
lished their position on the universalist principle of the uniform history of hu-
mankind. As the philosopher and poet James Beattie suggested in An Essay on
the Origin and Immutability of Truth (1771), even if the racist assertions (specifi-
cally those advanced by David Hume) were true, “they would not prove the point
in question, except it were also proved, that the Africans and Americans, even
though arts and sciences were introduced among them, would still remain un-
susceptible of cultivation. The inhabitants of Britain and France were as savage
two thousand years ago, as those of Africa and America are at this day.”⁴² That
they would never become civilised is like claiming that a child would never be-
come a man – as Beattie rehashed an old metaphor in order to point to the ab-
surdity of the racist and pro-slavery argument.

New advances in physical anthropology during the same period also lent
support to the idea of a single human species, though not inevitably to anti-rac-
ist and anti-slavery polemics. The works of Peter Camper, Eberhard August von
Zimmermann, and Friedrich Blumenbach in the 1770s laid down the foundations
of modern physical anthropology, including its distinctive principles of racial
classification. According to them, the close study of the structure of the body
and comparative anatomy undermined the assumption of several, originally sep-
arate human species, and demonstrated the existence of an insurmountable di-
vide between man and animal in the organs – e.g., of speech, the subject of a
1779 article by Camper published in the Philosophical Transactions of the Royal
Society. Others, investigating the causes of the differences in skin colour,
found these in the structure of the skin: “in the skin of the black race there is
[…] a particular apparatus, which is altogether wanting in the man of the
white race, and apparatus composed of two layers, the external of which is

 James Beattie, An Essay on the Origin and Immutability of Truth, in Opposition to Sophistry
and Scepticism (Philadelphia: Wieatt, 1809), 318–319.
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the seat of the pigmentum or colouring matter of the Negroes.”⁴³ These develop-
ments strongly worked against the credibility of the indefinite fragmentation that
marked polygenism. Blumenbach defined five large groups or “races” (Caucasi-
an, Mongolian, Ethiopian, American, Malay)⁴⁴ on the basis of skin colour, shape
of the head, proportions of the cranium, sensory organs, teeth, etc., understood
as varieties within one and the same human species. To some commentators,
both Buffon’s argument from reproduction and Blumenbach’s assertions on
physiological difference and commonality confirmed the scriptural teaching
about the unity of mankind.⁴⁵

All these positions were caught up in the debates around the abolition of the
slave trade, culminating in the 1807 acts in Britain and the United States, and
then the British Abolition of Slavery Act of 1833. Even after that date, they
were kept on the agenda by the illegal slave trade and the continuation of slavery
in the American South. A compelling argument has been put forward, according
to which opposition to slavery and the slave trade was in fact the “sacred cause”
for Charles Darwin which made him embark on his search for the true Origin of
the Species and the Descent of Man.⁴⁶ These seminal works certainly marked a
new beginning, and this is not the place to enter even a most rudimentary as-
sessment of all the specific innovations brought by this new beginning into
the discussion of the present subject. Two general observations, however, are im-
portant to make. First, in spite of the paradigm-shift inaugurated by Darwin, his
“system” was not possible without, and was still deeply anchored in, the early-
modern developments, outlined above, in the naturalisation of man and the his-
toricisation of nature. Approaching these texts not with the hindsight gained
from the revolutionary changes triggered by evolutionary theory, but from the
vantage point of the eighteenth century, they read very much like latter-day con-
tributions to the “natural history of mankind” in the style of the Enlightenment.
Darwin’s analysis of “the causes which lead to the victory of civilised nations

 Marie-Jean-Pierre Flourens, “On the Natural History of Man,” Edinburgh New Philosophical
Journal 27 (1839), originally Annales des Sciences (December 1838), republished in Race: The Ori-
gins of an Idea 1760– 1850, ed. Hannah Franziska Augstein (Bristol: Thoemmes Press, 1996), 182–
183.
 Others worked with fewer of more categories.
 Marcel de Serres, “On the Unity of the Human Species,” Edinburgh New Philosophical Journal
39 (1845), originally Bibliothèque Universelle de Genève no. 107 (1845), republished in Augstein
(ed.), Race, 195–202.
 Adrian Desmond and James Moore, Darwin’s Sacred Cause: Race, Slavery, and the Quest for
Human Origins (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2011).
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[over savages]”⁴⁷ could have been written by Robertson. His reminder that “the
Dutch families […] have not undergone the least change of colour, after residing
for three centuries in South Africa”⁴⁸ echoes Kames’s reservations about Buffon’s
climate theory. Darwin’s comments on “the half-art and half-instinct of lan-
guage” and “the development of moral qualities”, with the subsequent discus-
sion of the topics of sympathy, happiness, and virtue,⁴⁹ sound like an engage-
ment of arguments from Rousseau, Monboddo and Smith. With the rejection of
the idea of God⁵⁰ as innate, even Locke lurks in the text. The last two paragraphs
of the Descent of Man are distinctly Forsterian:

The astonishment which I felt on first seeing a party of Fuegians on a wild and broken
shore will never be forgotten by me, for the reflection at once rushed into my mind –
such were our ancestors. […] Man may be excused for feeling some pride at having risen
[…] to the very summit of the organic scale; and the fact of his having thus risen, instead
of having been aboriginally placed there, may give him hopes of a still higher destiny in the
distant future.⁵¹

Naturally, the grafting of “selection in relation to sex” on these traditions as a
universal principle of the evolution of all species was a path-breaking contribu-
tion, but it is also one that helps in further integrating Darwin with the argument
pursued in this article. It serves as a powerful reminder that it is highly context-
dependent whether the crossing of the animal/human boundary via classifica-
tion criteria results in a vision of humanity that is inclusive of all humans, or ex-
cludes and dehumanises some. Buffon’s insistence on the unequivocal separa-
tion of the whole of humanity as a unitary species from the rest of the animal
world by the focus on procreation inspired striking expressions of Enlightenment
cosmopolitanism concerning the equal dignity of all men. At the same time, the
obliteration of the same boundary in other contemporary discourses entailed
both the humanisation of (some) animals and the animalisation of (some) hu-
mans. Darwinism introduced a change in this casting; in that context, it was
the assertion of the shared ancestry of all humans and animals that had an
emancipatory force in establishing the equality of all humans as part of “one

 Charles Darwin, The Descent of Man and Selection in Relation to Sex (London: Murray, 1871),
I. 238–240.
 Ibid., I. 242.
 Ibid., II. 390–393.
 Ibid., II. 394.
 Ibid., II. 404–405.
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family.”⁵² In every aspect, then – substantively and methodologically – the quest
for “humanity” remained a thoroughly contingent pursuit, and “mankind” an
unstable notion, over more than three centuries of intense European engagement
with the subject; a sobering conclusion to draw at the beginning of the twenty-
first century, when the concept is, once again, deeply contested.

 Undeniably, Darwin’s texts also had their ambiguities and lent themselves easily to eugen-
icist and other problematic inferences and uses. Cf. “There should be open competition for all
men; and the most able should not be prevented by laws and customs from succeeding best and
rearing the largest number of offspring.” Ibid., II. 403.
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