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Some years ago evolutionary psychologist J. Philippe Rushton asked me, as a 
historian, the following question: 

Why have modern historians „unlearned‟ so much that was known and 
understood in 1900? Why has knowledge about the evolutionary basis of race 
regressed while the understanding of other matters has increased?  

I did not have a good answer at the time, but I‟d like to try again. Let me begin 
with a brief summary of the prevailing wisdom of 1900. Charles Darwin‟s Origin 
of Species was published in 1859, and by 1900 his theory of evolution had 
become the dominant opinion in academic and scientific circles. In 1900, most 
scholars understood evolution in terms of the sub-title of Darwin‟s book: The 
Preservation of Favoured Races in the Struggle for Life.[1] 

Origin of Species maintained that evolution toward higher forms of life stemmed 
from adaptations to different environments and from conflict and competition 
that led to „„survival of the fittest” (though it was the philosopher Herbert 
Spencer who coined that phrase). Darwin specifically applied this concept to 
mankind in his 1871 sequel, The Descent of Man. He wrote: “At some future 
period, not very distant as measured by centuries, the civilized races of man will 
almost certainly exterminate and replace the savage races throughout the 
world.” “Looking at the world at no very distant date, an endless number of 
lower races will be eliminated by the higher civilized races . . . .“[2] 

By 1900, Darwin‟s prediction had been seconded by mainstream American 
writers and scientists. Novelist John De Forest (1826 – 1906) conceded that 
superior blacks might continue to dominate in some territories, “that portion 
being probably the lowlands where the whites cannot or will not labor.” But De 
Forest also predicted that what he called “the low-down Negro” would pass “into 
sure and deserved oblivion.” Francis Walker (1840 – 1897), a prominent 
demographer and economist, studied the census figures of 1870, 1880, and 
1890 and concluded that the black population was already declining because 
black slaves had been freed and thrust into competition with white people. Lord 
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James Bryce (1838 – 1922), a distinguished British student of the United 
States, seconded this opinion. Joseph Le Conte (1823 – 1901), a highly 
regarded biologist and geologist, summed up the Darwinian consensus: “The 
struggle for life and the survival of the fittest” were “applicable to the races of 
men.” The destiny of weaker varieties of humanity was either “extinction . . . or . 
. . relegation to a subordinate place in the economy of nature; the weaker is 
either destroyed or seeks safety by avoiding competition.”[3]  

The failure of Reconstruction had reinforced this consensus. After the Civil War, 
Southern blacks were enfranchised. Then, with cooperation from so-called 
Southern “scalawags” and Northern “carpetbaggers,” blacks became influential 
in the governments of several states of the former Confederacy. However, 
Reconstruction ended in the 1870s, most blacks were disfranchised, and by 
1900 a great many whites, in the North as well as the South, considered 
Reconstruction to have been a failure. They attributed the failure to blacks‟ 
presumed inability to restrain spending, balance budgets, or control crime. 

According to historian George W. Stocking, Jr., “In turn-of-the [twentieth] 
century evolutionary thinking, savagery, dark skin, and a small brain and 
incoherent mind were, for many, all parts of a single evolutionary picture of 
„primitive‟ man, who even yet walks the earth.” Darwinists believed there was a 
racial hierarchy–that evolutionary adaptations to different climates and 
environments caused human nature to differ somewhat from one continent to 
another. They thought blacks had proclivities toward crime, promiscuity, and 
sloth; and that these tendencies had to be held in check by white supervision.[4] 

Evolutionary psychologist Kevin MacDonald notes that: 

The early part of the twentieth century was the high water mark of Darwinism in 
the social sciences. It was common at that time to think that there were 
important differences between the races–that races differed in intelligence and 
moral qualities. Not only did races differ, but they were in competition with each 
other for supremacy.[5]  

The eminent black historian and sociologist W.E.B. Du Bois recognized racial 
differences in behavior, but disagreed on the cause. In his famous study, The 
Philadelphia Negro (1899), he reported that blacks in Philadelphia, although 
only four percent of the population, committed 22 percent of the serious crimes. 
He also called attention to what he called “the unchastity of a large number of 
women.” “The great weakness of the Negro family,” Du Bois wrote, “is . . . lack 
of respect for the marriage bond. . . . . Sexual looseness then arises as a 
secondary consequence, bringing adultery and prostitution in its train.” In a talk 
to one group of blacks, Du Bois declared that “the first and greatest step [toward 
solving America‟s racial problems] is the correction of the immorality, crime, and 
laziness among the Negroes themselves.”[6] 

At the same time, Du Bois shifted the paradigm by arguing that racial 
discrimination by whites was largely responsible for the condition of blacks. He 
emphasized that whites, because they established racial barriers to good jobs, 
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were responsible for black failure. Du Bois did not ignore the weaknesses of 
blacks, but he emphasized the culpability of whites. 

A century later, it is Du Bois‟s view that prevails. Most people attribute racial 
disparities to the influence of history, culture, and discrimination. This is “the 
sovereign doctrine of twentieth century social theory,” naturalist E. O. Wilson 
has written, adding that this modern consensus eschews the importance of 
biology, pays “little attention to the foundation of human nature,” and has 
“almost no interest in its deep origins.”[7] 

George M. Fredrickson, who taught history at Stanford until 2002, 
acknowledged that earlier generations of scientists and scholars often 
mentioned evolution as the source of racial disparities, but he insisted they were 
motivated by racism. They “raised prejudice to the level of science; thereby 
giving it respectability.” Fortunately, Fredrickson wrote, in the 20th century there 
occurred a “fundamental change . . . in white racial thinking.” In “respectable” 
circles, “liberal environmentalism” emerged as a pervasive “racial creed,” and 
most mainstream social scientists now maintain that there are “no differences 
between the races which [are] likely to affect their social, cultural, and 
intellectual performance; all apparent differences [are] the result of 
environment.”[8] 

This is what I was taught when I was a student at Stanford and Berkeley from 
1956 to 1965. My professors implied that with the right social reforms, ethnic 
and racial gaps could be abolished. They implied that emphasis on biology was 
a sign of bigotry. My professors subscribed to the blank-slate theory that all 
races of humanity have the same innate distribution of aptitudes and talent. One 
of my favorite professors, historian Kenneth M. Stampp, summed up the 
prevailing wisdom in a memorable sentence: “Negroes are after all only white 
men with black skins, nothing more, nothing less.”[9] 

What caused this turnabout? I believe four considerations are especially 
important. One is a phenomenon that has been called “Hitler‟s posthumous 
revenge.” Then there is the logic and legacy of the civil rights movement. There 
was also a new pattern of thinking in social science. And, eventually, there were 
programs to re-educate–or indoctrinate–students. 

I first became acquainted with the term “Hitler‟s posthumous revenge” when I 
read Peter Brimelow‟s 1995 book, Alien Nation.[10] Mr. Brimelow noted that 
during the Second World War most Americans came to loathe Nazi Germany. 
After the war, the United States and its allies decided to put as much distance 
as possible between their nations and Nazism, which they came to define as 
the refusal to accept diversity. In retrospect, we can see that this set the stage 
for dismantling the existing particularisms in Western societies. Rejecting 
nationalism and distinctions between racial groups as retrograde–and even as 
akin to Nazism–eventually led to the Immigration Act of 1965. Repudiation of 
national traditions paved the way for massive immigration of non-whites into 
Europe as well as North America–immigration that is transforming and could 
ultimately destroy the victors in World War II. In the last few years, Angela 
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Merkel has opened Germany to massive Third-World immigration as well, so 
the vanquished may be submerged along with the victors. 

The Civil Rights Movement also led many whites toward egalitarianism and a 
hyper-critical attitude toward their ancestors. In some circles, this attitude has 
come to be known as “ethnomasochism.” 

The Civil Rights Movement began long ago, but its high point came in the 1950s 
and 1960s, when blacks demanded the right to vote, an end to formal 
segregation, and the abolition of racial discrimination in public accommodations. 
Most white people thought these demands were reasonable, especially since 
civil rights leaders insisted that their movement be nonviolent and dignified. As 
journalist James J. Kilpatrick noted, for tactical reasons the leaders of the 
Movement emphasized the contrast between “well-dressed, studious blacks 
peacefully protesting” and violent mobs of whites, “a ragtail rabble, slackjawed, 
black jacketed, grinning fit to kill.”[11] According to legal historian Michael 
Klarman, the freedom riders “count[ed] upon the racists of the South to create a 
crisis,” and black leaders “calculated for the stupidity of Bull Connor.” Conner 
did not disappoint. He and his police dogs became the most widely recognized 
symbols of white opposition to the Civil Rights Movement. Civil rights leaders 
carefully chose to hold demonstrations in areas where local authorities were 
likely to over-react. Sheriff Jim Clark of Selma, Alabama, was one of many 
examples.[12] Meanwhile, the racial implications of evolution were relegated to 
a few scholarly journals and some small academic societies. 

The roots of this new paradigm went deeper, however, back to the work of 
anthropologist Franz Boas, who was at Columbia University from 1896 to 1942. 
It was Boas who, more than anyone else, persuaded anthropologists and other 
social scientists that racial differences were not the result of genetic inheritance 
but were shaped by historical events.[13] 

Franz Boas 

Early in his career, Boas had reported that “the average size of the Negro brain 
is slightly smaller than the average size of the brain of the white race,” and 
therefore Boas thought it likely “that differences in mental characteristics of the 
two races exist.”[14] But by the 1920s, he was teaching that “the variations in 
cultural development” could be explained “by a consideration of the general 
course of historical events” and without recourse to innate racial differences.[15] 
Instead of stressing the importance of race, he insisted that “patterns of culture” 
were primarily responsible for differences in behavior. 

Carl Degler (1921 – 2014), a Pulitzer-prize winning historian at Stanford, has 
noted that Boas did not present “conclusive evidence” that “unambiguously 
disproved” the Darwinists. Instead, Boas managed to substitute his own 
“unproved (though strongly held) assumption.” Boas established a new 
orthodoxy, one that held that “the well-recognized diversity among human 
groups derived not from race but from different histories and environments.”[16] 
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How did Boas do it? According to Degler “changes in the ethnic makeup of the 
social science community”–that is, the increasing numbers of Jewish scholars, 
which led eventually to Jewish domination of the social sciences–explained “a 
large part of the explanation for this shift in outlook on race.”[17] 
Degler was, himself, Jewish. Kevin MacDonald adds that “ethnic networking by 
Jews with access to prestigious academic institutions, academic presses, and 
the elite media created dominant intellectual and political movements that 
effectively excluded dissenters from positions of authority and influence.”[18] 

George Stocking (1928 – 2013) had a different argument. He conceded that 
Boas had a strong sense of Jewish identity; that Boas was sensitive to anti-
Semitism in his native Germany; that he “bore scars from several duels he had 
fought with fellow students who had made anti-Semitic remarks.” But Stocking 
believes that Boas‟ fieldwork with Eskimos in northern Alaska was even more 
influential. There Boas found himself living as “as a true Eskimo,” eating and 
hunting with the natives, and celebrating “the sea-change that comes from 
immersion in another . . . culture.” It was “a beautiful custom,” Boas wrote, “that 
these „savages‟ suffer all deprivation in common, but in happy times when 
someone has brought back booty from the hunt, all join in eating and drinking.” 
Boas concluded that men and women who knew so much about surviving 
against the odds, about ice fishing, dog sledding, and polar bears, were not 
intellectually inferior. They, and other supposedly “inferior” groups, were not 
shaped by Darwinian adaptations but by their own history, climate, and 
culture.[19] 

Whatever the reasons for Boas‟ “culturism,” he instilled his views in scores of 
graduate students who eventually came to dominate anthropology. One of 
these students, Margaret Mead, wrote the best-selling anthropology book of the 
20h century, Coming of Age in Samoa (1928). Another, Ruth Benedict, wrote 
the most influential “culturist” book of the era, Patterns of Culture (1934). A 
third, Ashley Montague, was the principal author of UNESCO‟s influential 1950 
“Statement on Race,” which argued that race was unimportant. 

 
Ruth Benedict 

Meanwhile, other Boas students became heads of the anthropology 
departments at such places as Berkeley (Alfred Kroeber and Robert Lowie), 
Chicago (Edward Sapir and Fay Cooper Cole), Northwestern (Melville 
Herskovits). In addition, between the 1920s and the 1950s, several of Boas‟s 
students served as editors of the American Anthropological Association‟s 
flagship journal, American Anthropologist, (John Swanton, Robert Lowie, Leslie 
Spier, Melville Herskovits). From these perches, Boas‟s former students made it 
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difficult for biologically-oriented anthropologists to publish or find jobs. Boas, it 
seems, employed the Gramscian strategy of infiltration by means of a “long 
march” through his profession.[20] 

Beginning in 1934 with funding from the American Jewish Committee (AJC), 
Boas and his proteges also launched a campaign to persuade teachers and 
administrators to revise the standard curriculum in social studies. They wanted 
grade school and high school students “to learn that it was [not evolution but] 
the concept of culture, learned customs in a specific social and historical 
context, that explained the extraordinary diversity of human life.” To that end, 
Ruth Benedict wrote an influential pamphlet, The Races of Mankind, which was 
used as a textbook to explain that “differences between individuals of any group 
. . . were due to variations in social environment and historical circumstances 
and [were] not biologically determined.” Margaret Mead explained the goal, 
saying, “[C]hanging the climate of opinion in which young people are reared . . . 
will inevitably have profound reverberations in the social order . . . . [It] is well 
within the power of educational leaders.”[21] 

This proved to be the case. According to Zoe Burkholder, the author of a solid 
academic monograph on this effort to reform the public schools, Boas and his 
“early civil rights warriors . . . forever change[d] the way American schools 
taught about [the] human race . . . .”[22] They showed that there was a measure 
of truth in a statement that has been attributed to Abraham Lincoln: “The 
philosophy taught in the classrooms in one generation will become the 
philosophy of the government in the next.” 

Many of those who taught Boas‟s program believed what they were teaching. 
Boas, however, admitted that the program was a form of propaganda. At one 
point in the 1930s, even Ruth Benedict lamented that Boas had “given up 
science for good works . . . such a waste!” In 1939, after concluding that Boas 
had become more a propagandist than a scientist, the American Jewish 
Committee stopped funding Boas‟s work for school reform.[23] 

During the Cold War, when the Boasian program came to be associated with 
the propaganda of the Communist Party, there was a decline in the public 
schools‟ use of what Boasians called “tolerance education.”[24] But in recent 
decades the left-liberal, culturist version of race relations has been revived and 
has become the dominant, central theme in America‟s elementary and high 
school classes. For the last 50 years, America‟s elementary students have been 
taught that different races have the same distribution of innate aptitudes and 
talent. 

Culturism also gave rise to a new form of intolerance. In some colleges there 
have been efforts to silence those who give Darwinian or biological explanations 
for race and sex differences in achievement. Meanwhile, many colleges and 
school districts pay the expenses of students and teachers who attend 
conferences where leftist fanatics maintain that persistent racial and ethnic 
disparities are the result of “white privilege.” Culturists have also silenced 
candid discussion of other topics, especially feminism, homosexuality, trans-
genderism, and gay marriage. We have moved beyond the days when the 
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exceptions to free speech were limited to incitement, sedition, pornography, and 
blasphemy. 

According to one recent poll, 71 percent of college freshmen now think 
universities should “prohibit racist [and] sexist speech on campus.”[25] Since 
these freshmen had only recently arrived at college, their opinions were most 
likely not the result of indoctrination by professors, but were shaped earlier 
through the modern counterpart of the Franz Boas‟s “tolerance education” of the 
1930s. America‟s schools, as well as its major media, claim that all group 
disparities can be eliminated only if whites get over their racism, renounce their 
privilege, and reshape their culture. 

However, since the 1950s there has been a slow revival of Darwinism among 
scholars in biology and psychology and even in anthropology and sociology. In 
1975, the eminent Harvard naturalist, E. O. Wilson, reviewed and added to this 
research in his magnum opus, Sociobiology: The New Synthesis. This synthesis 
united social and natural science. It conceded that history matters, but also 
maintained that there is a biological basis for culture. 

In 1991, Carl Degler published a 400-page book that described scores of recent 
academic studies that also have pointed toward a Darwinian understanding of 
the biological basis of social behavior.[26] By the time a 25th anniversary 
edition of E. O. Wilson‟s Sociobiology was published in 2000, Amazon.com 
listed 416 titles under “sociobiology” and 1,218 under “human evolution.”[27] 
Three years later, New York Times science writer Nicholas Wade explained that 
racial differences arose “because after the ancestral human population in Africa 
spread throughout the world . . . , geographical barriers prevented 
interbreeding. Consequently, under the influence of natural selection . . . people 
. . . diverged away from the ancestral population, creating new races.” In his 
2014 book, A Troublesome Inheritance: Genes, Race and Human History, Mr. 
Wade summarized a large body of research that indicates that evolution in 
different environments has led to different distributions of genes that influence 
not just skin color but also behavior, intelligence, and personality.[28] 

The climate of educated opinion is shifting, but the neo-Darwinians have by no 
means supplanted the culturists. In part, this is because some of the Darwinian 
sociobiology is provisional and debatable. But there is also stiff resistance, not 
so much from scientists as from politicians, the media, students, many 
professors, and doctrinaire reformers. Culturism has become dogma, not only in 
the United States but in Canada and Europe as well. 

Nevertheless, genetic information continues to slip out of the laboratories, and 
this information is showing that people with different ancestries have different 
distributions of DNA. Thanks to these studies and to better methods for dating 
ancient remains, the vast majority of scholars agree that mankind separated 
into two parts well over 50,000 years ago. One part remained in Africa, the 
ancestral homeland, and the other crossed into Southwest Asia. The second 
group separated again and again until there were human populations living in 
reproductive isolation in almost all parts of the world. This continued for 
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hundreds of generations and, over time, there were numerous adaptations to 
differing climates and conditions. 

This is how racial and other group differences evolved. Groups with different 
ancestries or different ways of living developed different genes because those 
genes were suited to their respective environments. Anthropologist Greg 
Cochran says someone would have to be an “idiot” to believe that “the optimum 
mental phenotype . . . [is] the same in the tropical hunter-gatherers, arctic 
hunter-gatherers, Neolithic peasants, and medieval moneylenders.”[29] 

As an historian, I am primarily a story teller. I describe and try to explain what 
others have done, said, written, or thought. Nevertheless, my students 
sometimes ask what I think. They may ask, “What was the major cause of the 
American Civil War?” Or, “What do you think about Woodrow Wilson‟s plan for a 
new world order?” Or, “Did Roosevelt‟s economic policies end the Great 
Depression or did they prolong it?” 

These questions give me pause. They can be answered plausibly but not 
definitively. Of course, I have opinions. In fact, now that I am retired I seem to 
have more opinions than I did when I taught full-time at the University of 
Delaware. 

I think the Darwinists of 1900 were correct when they said the characters of 
different races had been influenced by natural selection, but I believe they went 
too far in dismissing the significance of “culture.”[30] 

I also think Boasian culturists went too far in discounting the importance of 
heredity. It is not correct to affirm, as one college textbook does, that “there is 
no logical reason to expect that the number of minority students [in advanced 
classes] would not be proportional to their representation in the general 
population.” It is a mistake to write, as one New York Times columnist has, that 
“given the opportunities, most people could do most anything.”[31] 

I think we should acknowledge that in accounting for racial disparities “the data . 
. . tip toward a mixture of genetic and environmental influences.”[32] Heredity 
and culture are both important. Human behavior should be understood as the 
product of an interplay between biology and culture. 

We should also recognize that this balanced view prevails among many 
scholars and scientists, although most politicians, the media, and most schools 
are mired in politically correct culturism. The task before us, I believe, is to 
inculcate in our teachers, social scientists, journalists, and politicians a realistic, 
scientifically-based understanding of racial disparities. 

Phil Rushton passed on in 2012 at the age of 68. If Phil were with us today, I 
would have a mixed message: one part gloom and the other more hopeful. 
Gloom because our culturist establishment has embraced a sentimental, 
scientifically-unwarranted egalitarianism that, if it continues, will doom the white 
race and its civilizations. 
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But there is also good news. I would tell Phil that informed scientific opinion is 
shifting. I would tell him that Darwinism is regaining its cachet with scientists, 
although not yet with molders of opinion. I would tell him that his own work is 
now recognized as a significant contribution to the revival of Darwinism in our 
time.[33] And I would remind him of a statement that Martin Luther King made 
at the end of his famous march from Selma to Montgomery, “Truth crushed to 
earth will rise again.” 

When King said that in 1965, he was drawing on William Cullen Bryant‟s work of 
1839, “The Battlefield.” But history is replete with ironies, and King was not the 
first to paraphrase Bryant. Among his predecessors was Jefferson Davis, the 
president of the Confederacy, who, in 1868, declared, “Truth crushed to earth is 
truth still and like a seed will rise again.”[34] 
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