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Abstract

Charles Darwin’s theory of sexual selection, as described in The Descent of Man, and Selection in
Relation to Sex (1871), should be viewed as a significant transitional point in the modern expression
of race. Unlike earlier race theorists, Darwin proposed that sexual reproduction was not merely a
testing ground of racial character, but was itself a causal force that could create new races. His
account of race was distinctly modern – viewing race not in terms of blood but as a collection of
population-level characteristics. Recognizing this feature of Darwin’s sexual-selection theory allows
us to situate Darwin’s work not solely within the history of evolutionary science, but also within the
structures of racism that became the governing principles of modern nation states. In other words,
sexual selection is an expression of Michel Foucault’s biopolitics, in which political power is exer-
cised by states not through the contracts of liberal governance but through the management of
population-level phenomena. Furthermore, by contextualizing sexual selection in this theoretical
framework, it becomes possible to more clearly emphasize the importance of race in the rise of
modern biopolitics.

Charles Darwin’s theory of sexual selection, first published in his 1871 volume The Descent
of Man, and Selection in Relation to Sex was a pivotal transition between the scientific race
theories of the first half the nineteenth century, when slavery was still legal in much of
the Anglo-American world, and the height of the eugenics movement at the turn of the
twentieth century. The race theorists in the generation before Darwin had conceptualized
sexual encounters between the races as the mixing of stable blood essences. Racial char-
acter could be diluted, or kept pure, through sexual exchange, but the fundamentals of
that character were not altered. Darwin’s evolutionary theory proposed something differ-
ent – he suggested that the selection of sexual partners could influence the set of traits
that survived in a racial type, actually molding and changing the features of that race. This
conceptual shift signalled an important transition in the modern expression of race. Race
was no longer understood as originally created by God, and only alterable through the
direct action of environmental influence, or racial degradation. Rather, it was a natural
feature of human populations that could be shaped by the sexual choices of individual
men and women.

And the question of race was a much-debated one for Anglo-American intellectuals
throughout the nineteenth century. Theologians and naturalists proposed racial theories
that were alternatively grounded in biblical tradition or in the new sciences of ethnology,
heredity and transmutation. But despite their differences, male intellectuals often

© The Author(s), 2021. Published by Cambridge University Press. This is an Open Access article, distributed under the terms of
the Creative Commons Attribution licence (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/), which permits unrestricted re-use,
distribution, and reproduction in any medium, provided the original work is properly cited.

BJHS Themes (2021), 6, 9–23
doi:10.1017/bjt.2021.2

https://doi.org/10.1017/bjt.2021.2 Published online by Cambridge University Press

mailto:sheldonm@ohio.edu
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog?doi=https://doi.org/10.1017/bjt.2021.2&domain=pdf
https://doi.org/10.1017/bjt.2021.2


demonstrated their mutual respect for one another – a feature of their discourse that
stands out in their scientific correspondence.1 For instance, in an 1849 letter from the
American Lutheran minister and naturalist John Bachman to Samuel George Morton,
upon their disagreement about the unity of the races, Bachman amended that despite
their differences, ‘we are both in search of the truth’ and ‘at some point I believe our
views will harmonize’.2 Even at times of bitter disagreement, men of science in the
nineteenth-century Anglo-American world were invested in the respect and approbation
of their peers. The legitimation and circulation of their scientific knowledge depended
upon this esteem, and they had access to the luxury of an intellectual life not solely
through their achievements, but by virtue of the social and economic position of their
race, class and gender.

Rather than portraying these men as the primary agents of this world, we might con-
sider their scientific practices as attempts to make sense of the great natural experiment
in human population mixing that had been ongoing for several centuries because of the
African slave trade and the Columbian exchange. Defining the results of this race mixing
was essential to the legal architecture of slavery in the United States and the colonies of
the West Indies, for determining citizenship and identity in Great Britain, and for defining
citizenship in the United States after the end of the Civil War. We write about Darwin and
other men of science because they were the elites of their own time and thus documented
their perspectives in scientific publications, correspondences and diaries. We have far
fewer records of the bodies that became the objects of their race science – the bodies
of mixed-race persons that were created and remade by the sexual realities of race making
in this period. Thus, while we can read about the views of Darwin or American race the-
orists on the fertility of mulatto women, it is far harder to recover the feelings and experi-
ences of the latter.

To this end, I set Darwin’s theory of sexual selection as a transition between two major
episodes of modern race making: first, the use of ethnology in the development of poly-
genism in the American school of anthropology, and second, the beginning of the inter-
national eugenics movement. I read this transition through the bodies and experiences of
two mixed-race women – one historical and the other fictional. The first section details
the trial of Alexina Morrison, a blonde blue-eyed woman who sued for her freedom before
the American Civil War by contending that she was in reality white, and therefore had
been illegally captured into slavery. The second section explores the imaginative land-
scape of Charles Chesnutt’s 1900 The House behind the Cedars and the romantic travails
of Rena Warwick, the mixed-race woman at the heart of the novel. Through the stories
of these two women, as incomplete, fragmented and even fictional as they are, I connect
the material embodiments of race with the scientific world of Darwin’s evolutionary
theories.

After all, it is an important scholarly task solely to write the intellectual history of
Darwin’s The Descent of Man. And in doing so, we find ourselves astonished that we ever
considered the book as anything other than a proposal for the relationship between sexu-
ality and race. We become incapable of discussing sexual selection without also discussing
race, despite its twentieth-century incarnation.3 We understand how to bridge the

1 Robert A. Nye, ‘Medicine and science as masculine “Fields of Honor”’, Osiris (1997) 12, pp. 60–79.
2 John Bachman to Samuel George Morton, 15 October 1849, Box 3, Folder 79, Samuel George Morton Papers,

Library Company of Philadelphia.
3 When professional biologists returned to sexual selection in the 1970s, it was largely to explain sex and gen-

der differences rather than racial characteristics. See especially Robert Trivers, ‘Parental investment and sexual
selection’, in B. Campbell (ed.), Sexual Selection and the Descent of Man, Chicago: Aldine, 1972, pp. 136–79; Erika
L. Milam, Looking for a Few Good Males: Female Choice in Evolutionary Biology, Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University
Press, 2010.
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anatomical and ethnological race sciences of the early nineteenth century to the popula-
tion race science of early twentieth-century eugenics. And this is deeply satisfying, for in
trying to understand what kind of thing race is, how it functions, how it is embodied and
materialized, how it is written onto and read into bodies, then to know more clearly the
logical structure of nineteenth-century race science is a good in itself. But it is not
enough. It is not enough for me, as a feminist and critical-race scholar, nor as a
twenty-first-century mixed-race person. Instead, let us see the practice of race science
as a kind of imaginative act – a creative force in the making of race, not interchangeable,
but also not entirely separate from the material circumstances that brought together pre-
viously geographically isolated human populations, or the ability for slave masters to
father children and sell them in the slave economy of the Atlantic world. For race is
not something that we merely observe in the world, as if it were static. It is something
that we do with our bodies, as we organize and label, as we partner and marry and
have children.

Considering The Descent of Man in this light, we learn much more than Darwin’s per-
sonal views of race, slavery and human evolution. Indeed, we recognize that the
Darwinian view of race and sexuality – in which humans, not God, have control over
race through their reproductive decisions – is fundamental to what race is in the modern
world. This is not my insight, of course – Michel Foucault argued in The History of Sexuality
and accompanying lectures that the modern state sees its citizens not as individuals but as
part of a population – and it is the population, not citizens, whose health must be
observed and managed.4 Subsequent scholars, notably Ann Stoler in Race and the
Education of Desire and more recently Kyle Schuller in The Biopolitics of Feeling, have greatly
expanded on Foucault’s initial suggestions by demonstrating the ongoing entanglements
between race and the state management of human sexuality in modernity.5 Here I argue
that Darwinian sexual-selection theory was part of the rise of state biopower at the end of
the nineteenth-century state, because of its conviction that sexuality had the capacity to
engineer humanity’s racial futures.

Alexina Morrison: polygenism, blood and affinity

The gaze of nineteenth-century Anglo-American medics and naturalists was fixed upon
the sexual dimensions of race mixing. Were racial hybrids sterile? Were mulatto
women more sexually profligate than black or white women? Did brown people exhibit
intermediate intelligence and attractiveness between whites and blacks – or was the mix-
ture of races an inevitable degeneracy, rendering mixed-race people below blacks and
Native Americans? These were pressing questions for the legal architecture of slavery
in Anglo-America during the antebellum period but continued to preoccupy naturalists
during the racial uncertainties of Reconstruction, and through the waves of immigration
and industrial revolutions of the turn of the twentieth century. Throughout this period,
the bodies and sexual practices of mixed-race men and women were examined for clues as
to the results of race mixture. Determining the fertility of human race crossing was a key
piece of evidence in nineteenth-century scientific debates over the nature of human racial
variation.

4 Foucault first published on the concept of biopower in The History of Sexuality. Michel Foucault, The History of
Sexuality, vol. 1: An Introduction (tr. Robert Hurley), New York: Vintage Books, 1990, pp. 141–3. He most clearly
references race as a product of biopower in Foucault, ‘Society Must Be Defended’: Lectures at the Collège de France,
1975–76 (ed. Mauro Bertani and Alessandro Fontana, tr. David Macey), New York: Picador, 2003, pp. 239–64.

5 Ann Laura Stoler, Race and the Education of Desire: Foucault’s History of Sexuality and the Colonial Order of Things,
Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 1995; Kyla Schuller, The Biopolitics of Feeling: Race, Sex, and Science in the
Nineteenth Century, Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2018.
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In May of 1859, the lawyers of Alexina Morrison presented new evidence to a jury in
the lower State Court House of Louisiana. It came in the form of a witness, a man named
John L. Riddell, a resident of New Orleans and a professor at the nearby medical college
of Louisiana.6 Riddell was called upon to present his view on the central question of the
case – was Alexina a white woman and entitled to her legal freedom, as she claimed, or
was she of mixed parentage and therefore an escaped slave? Riddell brought to the court
a novel piece of evidence – a strand of Alexina’s hair, which he had taken from her head
and examined under a microscope. He declared to the court that after he had ‘prepared a
careful examination of the hair of this girl with a proper apparatus’ and then analysed it,
he determined that the hair was ‘of the moderate oval characteristic of the Caucasian or
white race’.7 Riddell’s scientific expertise was out of place, or at least an unusual occur-
rence, in an antebellum Louisiana court room. Why was Riddell there? And why was
his testimony being used on behalf of Alexina’s claim to whiteness? To answer these ques-
tions, we have to consider both the woman on trial and the circumstances that led Riddell
to believe that a cross-section of hair would reveal something significant about her.

Alexina was a blonde blue-eyed woman who sued for her freedom in the late 1850s on
the basis of the claim that she was white. Morrison’s case was unusual in the history of
manumission trials, as it was only one of a dozen or so in which enslaved status was
judged on the basis of uncertain racial identity, rather than being a dispute over docu-
mentation.8 Morrison’s case ended indeterminately, with a jury unable to decide whether
she was white, and subsequent trials were interrupted by the Civil War. Her record dis-
appears after the war and her final fate has been lost to history. The case has generated
some considerable degree of historical interest; because of its unique features Morrison
v. White has been an important case study for historians interested in how the law fash-
ioned race categories during American slavery.9 The role that scientific experts played in
the trial, however, has proved to be a greater historical puzzle. As Ariella Gross relates in
her study of antebellum race-determination trials, early nineteenth-century cases usually
did not involve the testimony of scientific experts.10 In fact, such testimony is entirely
absent from these cases before 1850. Gross and other historians have attempted to
make sense of this absence by highlighting the greater importance of experiential and
common-sense definitions of race. However, there is a straightforward reason why scien-
tific experts only appeared at trials after 1850 – there was little in the way of a profes-
sional scientific community in the first decades of the early American republic.11

Riddell represented a new era of American science and was part of a network of natural-
ists that extended out from Philadelphia through a web of education and intellectual
patronage. It was centered in the person of Samuel George Morton, one of the leading
figures in the new American school of anthropology, and a key proponent of the new poly-
genist racial theory. Morton and other polygenists contended that the human races were

6 Transcript of trial, Morrison v. White, No. 442, Louisiana New Orleans District Court, September 1858.
7 Transcript of trial, op. cit. (6), p. 93.
8 Ariela J. Gross, ‘Litigating whiteness: trials of racial determination in the nineteenth-century South’, Yale Law

Journal (1998) 108(1), pp. 120–1.
9 See, for instance, Gross, op. cit. (8); Walter Johnson, ‘The slave trader, the white slave, and the politics of

racial determination in the 1850s’, Journal of American History (2000) 87(1), pp. 13–38; Ariela J. Gross, What
Blood Won’t Tell: A History of Race on Trial in America, Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2008; Zoe
Weinberg, ‘The blonde, blue-eyed slave: Alexina Morrison and the legal and scientific construction of race in
Louisiana’, unpublished senior thesis, Harvard College, 2013.

10 Gross, op. cit. (8), 153 n. 181.
11 Sally Gregory Kohlstedt, The Formation of the American Scientific Community: The American Association for the

Advancement of Science, 1848–60, Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1976.
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distinct species that had been separately created by God to suit the climates of their
region of geographic origin.

At the heart of the American school was a desire to establish an empirically grounded
theory for human racial difference that utilized the evidence of nature, rather than that of
Scripture. The members of this scientific community viewed themselves as pioneers
against the dogma of religious tradition. Josiah Nott, another important figure in the
school, made this clear to Morton in a letter from 1844:

Your conclusion that the races, as far as facts can have them are distinct, I think is
the only one which reason can arrive at. You have gone far enough according to my
notions to blow up all chronologies, although it may not be politic to say so in these
days of Christian intolerance – the Bible if of divine origin, was clearly not intended
to include, in its code of beautiful morals, the whole range of natural science, for it
shows no knowledge beyond the human knowledge of the day & its great ends did
not require any other – even the Septuagint account is far too short to take in the
events of Egypt, to say nothing of Geological formations which are now placed before
the ‘beginning’ of Moses.12

Nott was inspired by Morton’s lead in setting aside the biblical chronology in favour of
new historical evidence of the ancient origins of humanity that was fast arriving from
archaeological digs in Egypt.13 This scientific confidence also galvanized another key fea-
ture of polygenism: its interest in grounding scientific theory in empirical evidence.
Through observation, collection and measurement, the American school built a racial the-
ory out of the features of modern science. And in doing so, they became the first inter-
nationally recognized movement of American science.

John Riddell was thus characteristic of many who belonged to Morton’s polygenism
network. He was a medical man who had a great interest in natural history. In fact, he
had garnered some degree of fame after inventing the first practical binocular micro-
scope, which he used to examine Alexina’s hair during the trial.14 He corresponded dir-
ectly with Morton and became a subscribing member of the Philadelphia Academy of
Science, of which Morton was the head.15 During Alexina’s trial, Riddell referenced the
work of another naturalist of the American school – Peter A. Browne, who had published
on the use of hair in the classification of human racial hybrids in his 1852 work The
Classification of Mankind by the Hair and Wool of Their Heads, with the Nomenclature of
Human Hybrids.16 Browne compiled this work in consultation with Morton; Morton sent
him samples of hair from his collection and Browne offered selections of the manuscript
for Morton’s insight before its final publication.17 During his trial testimony, Riddell
referred to ‘Brown [sic] a distinguished servant of Philadelphia’ as an expert who claimed
‘that there is a peculiar difference in the hair in its texture of a person of African descent

12 Josiah Nott to Samuel George Morton, 15 October 1844, Box 1, Folder 87, Samuel George Morton Papers,
1832–62, Library Company of Philadelphia, emphasis original.

13 Morton received specimens and news from Egypt through his correspondence with George R. Gliddon, who
was posted to the British Consulate in Egypt for a number of years. Ann Fabian, The Skull Collectors: Race, Science,
and America’s Unburied Dead, Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2010, pp. 103–12.

14 Weinberg, op. cit. (9), p. v.
15 John Riddell to Samuel George Morton, 6 April 1838, BM843, Samuel George Morton Papers, American

Philosophical Society.
16 P.A. Browne, The Classification of Mankind by the Hair and Wool of Their Heads with the Nomenclature of Human

Hybrids, Philadelphia: J.H. Jones, Printer, No. 34 Carter’s Alley, 1852.
17 P.A. Browne and Samuel George Morton, 4 August 1849, Box 3, Folder 69, Samuel George Morton Papers,

American Philosophical Society.
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from that of a white person’ – and his own observations had ‘served to verify what Mr.
Brown has asserted’.18 Through Riddell’s testimony, the empirical confidence and enthu-
siasm of American polygenism was brought to bear on the fate of Alexina Morrison.

In the historical study of evolutionary science, polygenism is generally dismissed as a
pre-Darwinian non-evolutionary theory that was defeated by Darwin’s argument for com-
mon descent. Further, the reputation of these figures as examples of scientific racism was
established in the 1980s through the writings of evolutionary scientist and public intellec-
tual Stephen Jay Gould, who enshrined Morton as an exemplar of racial bias in science in
his 1981 book The Mismeasure of Man.19 The perhaps unintended consequence of this cri-
tique is that there has been little attention to the continuities between the investigations
of the American school and the work of later evolutionary scientists on the subject of race
theory. And this has meant that historians have generally disregarded the similarity of
scientific questions and objects between polygenist and evolutionary science. However,
both groups looked to the bodies and fertility of mixed-race persons in an attempt to dis-
cern a systematic relationship between sexual reproduction and racial character. And the
differences in their theories are particularly clear in their divergent arguments regarding
the fertility of mixed-race women.

Despite caricatures of polygenists and other pre-Darwinian naturalists, Morton, Nott,
and others of the American school did not believe in the absolute immutability of species.
Since the medieval period, European naturalists had recognized the great variability of
results when two parents came together to produce offspring. What early periods did
not settle on was a methodical way of conceptualizing biological inheritance; that is, a
science of heredity. But as Staffan Müller-Wille and Hans-Jörg Rheinberger have argued,
by the late nineteenth century a science of heredity emerged out of a broader epistemic
space that reached new heights of systematic scientific investigation with the advent of
modern genetics in the early twentieth century.20 In the lead-up to this new hereditary
science, early nineteenth-century naturalists expanded their use of crossing and breeding
experiments, spurred by the expansion and commodification of global agriculture and
husbandry. These studies often focused on hybridization – what happened when two dis-
tinct variations, strains or even species were bred together. As part of this tradition, Nott
and Morton conceptualized hybridization as a physiological process that could reveal the
nature of the relationship between two parent varieties. Together with his colleague
George Gliddon, Nott compiled and authored Types of Mankind in 1857 as a tribute to
the craniometric studies of Morton. Nott built upon Morton’s studies in order to expound
a more full-throated argument for polygenism. In this passage from the book, Nott
explained his view of the usefulness of hybridity for determining racial types:

Hybridity, heretofore, has generally been treated as if it were a unit; whereas its facts
are as susceptible of classification as any other series of physiological phenomena.
For the terms remote, allied, and proximate species, there will be frequent call; and,
in consequence the reader is requested to look back (supra, p. 81) in this volume,
to understand the meanings which, in common with Morton, I attach to them.21

18 Transcript of trial, op. cit. (6).
19 Stephen Jay Gould, The Mismeasure of Man, revised and expanded edn, New York: W.W. Norton & Company,

1996, pp. 82–101.
20 Staffan Müller-Wille and Hans-Jörg Rheinberger, A Cultural History of Heredity, Chicago: The University of

Chicago Press, 2012, pp. 3–4.
21 Josiah Clark Nott and George Robins Gliddon, Types of Mankind: Or, Ethnological Researches, Based upon the

Ancient Monuments, Paintings, Sculptures, and Crania of Races, Philadelphia: J.B. Lippincott, 1857, p. 375, italics
original.
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Nott wanted empirical proof of the distinctive origins of the different human races, but he
was also invested in having a system to categorize those races. In Types of Mankind he
argued that it was possible to study the results of hybridization crosses in order to
learn whether two races were closely or distantly related to one another. He reasoned
that the more closely related – or proximate – that two species were to one another,
the greater the likelihood that they would produce fertile and vigorous offspring.
Conversely, more dissimilar (or remote) species would be less likely to produce viable off-
spring. And in the polygenist classification system, Caucasians from Europe, particularly
Anglo-Saxons, and Negroes from Africa were not only separate species – they were the
most distantly remote species.

Nott sought evidence for this claim in the bodies and behaviour of mulatto women. In
an 1843 paper published in the American Journal of the Medical Sciences titled ‘The mulatto a
hybrid: probable extermination of the two races if the whites and blacks are allowed to
intermarry’, Nott put forward the empirical evidence of the resulting sterility and
death of offspring between whites and blacks.22 And he rested his claims on evidence
of the relative lack of fertility in mulatto women,

3d. That the mulatto women are particularly delicate – are subject to many chronic
diseases, and especially derangement of the catatonia, prolapsus uteri, leucorrhoea,
and other diseases peculiar to females.

4th. That the women are bad breeders and bad nurses – many of them do not con-
ceive at all – most are subject to abortions, and large portion of their children die at
any early age.

5th. That the two sexes when they intermarry are less prolific, than when crossed
on one of the parent stocks.

6th. That the above facts apply with more force to the Terceroons and Quadroons
than to Mulattoes.23

The article, published a decade before Types of Mankind, was the first of Nott’s medical
papers and earned him some degree of fame; as he later related to Morton in 1849, his
‘Niggerology so far from harming me at home, has made me a greater man than I ever
expected to be’.24 Nott was committed to the view that the human races were separate
species, and that any sexual contact between them was to be avoided at all costs. His
claim that mixed-raced women were less fertile was key to his argument that mixture
between the white and black races would lead to high rates of sterility and death.25

When it came to humans, both polygenists and Darwin looked to the slave societies of
the United States, Brazil and the European colonies of the West Indies as natural experi-
ments from which to examine the results of sexual mixing between human races. The
Atlantic slave trade had created a great geographic event, one fraught with both economic
possibilities and social anxieties for Europeans and those of European descent in the
Americas. Intermixture between Europeans and African slaves destabilized the color
line that was essential to the legal infrastructure of slavery. But the fecundity of enslaved
persons also represented a direct economic benefit to their owners, a fact that became a
violent reality in the United States after the end of the Atlantic slave trade in 1808. No

22 J.C. Nott, ‘The mulatto a hybrid: probable extermination of the two races if the whites and blacks are
allowed to intermarry’, American Journal of the Medical Sciences (1843) 6(11), pp. 252–6, 252.

23 Nott, op. cit. (22).
24 Josiah Nott to Samuel Morton, 27 June 1849, Box 2, Folder 83, Samuel George Morton Papers, Library

Company of Philadelphia.
25 Nott, op. cit. (22), pp. 252–6.
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longer able to rely on, but also not forced to compete with, the importation of African
slaves, the US internal slave trade boomed in the early decades of the century. The plan-
tations on the eastern seaboard sold slaves to the newly opened lands of Mississippi and
Texas, where a ravenous cotton industry was fed by the enforced migration of the internal
slave trade.26 For many slave owners on the East Coast, slaves represented a far more
important capital product than the goods of agriculture. And in the United States, the
compounding fact that enslaved status ‘followed the womb’ meant that it was an open
secret that most slave owners were buying and selling their own relatives; offspring
the product of sexual relationships of various degrees of violence and coercion.
Although the historical scholarship is divided over whether white plantation owners
deliberately bred slaves for sale, it is clear that breeding capacity was included in sale
advertisements of enslaved women.27 Thus the human results of race crossing simultan-
eously became the objects of natural history as well as the commodities of early
nineteenth-century slavery. Were the offspring of Europeans and Africans fertile? What
race did they belong to? These were not solely scientific questions, but had real implica-
tions for the lives of enslaved persons in this period.

Polygenists turned to the American South and the West Indies as important sites for
observing the results of sexual exchange between persons of European and African des-
cent. In his letters to Morton, Nott often referenced his own experiences, living and work-
ing in Alabama as proof of his expertise on the subject of race mixing.28 Morton, on the
other hand, spent much less time in the South, particularly toward the end of his life
when his health failed him. His residence in the intellectual centre of Philadelphia did
mean that he crossed paths with the largest and most prominent community of free
middle-class African American intellectuals in the nation. And he lived on the same street
as Sarah Mapps Douglass, a free African American woman of mixed parentage who was a
close friend and confidant of the Grimké sisters, prominent leaders of the early women’s
rights and abolitionist movements.29 Sarah, in fact, took classes at the Philadelphia
Medical School where Morton was a professor, and she utilized his medical text in her
coursework.30 However, there is little evidence that Morton recognized the intellectual
subjectivity of mixed-race women in his city. He viewed mixed-race persons as scientific
objects, not as interlocutors or equals. Although Morton did not live in a slave state, he
had travelled to Barbados in 1834, and recorded his observations of the island’s slave com-
munities in his diary. Most of his observations spoke derisively of the enslaved persons he
met; in one entry he remarked,

How the sudden acquisition of freedom will affect a vast population of uneducated
minds, is an experiment that remains to be decided … [the slaves] are uncultivated,
and by nature indolent; and it is scarcely to be supposed that with the choice
between idleness and industry, they will not adopt the former.31

26 Edward E. Baptist, The Half Has Never Been Told: Slavery and the Making of American Capitalism, New York: Basic
Books, 2014, pp. 48–52.

27 Darlene Goring, ‘The history of slave marriage in the United States’, Louisiana State University Law Center,
2006, pp. 299–347, 308; Laird Bergard, The Comparative Histories of Slavery: Brazil, Cuba, and the United States,
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007, p. 19.

28 Josiah Nott to Samuel George Morton, 1 June 1847, Box 2, Folder 83, Samuel George Morton Papers, Library
Company of Philadelphia.

29 Britt Rusert, Fugitive Science: Empiricism and Freedom in Early African American Culture, New York: New York
University Press, 2017, p. 218.

30 Second Annual Announcement and Catalogue of Students of the Female Medical College of Pennsylvania Located in
Philadelphia for the Session, 1851, Philadelphia: G.S. Harris, Printer, No. 119 N. Fourth Street, 1851, p. 12.

31 Samuel George Morton, ‘Diary of trip to West Indies’, January 1843, Box M483d, Samuel George Morton
Papers, American Philosophical Society.
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In another entry, he commented with some wonder and also disgust on the slaves of ‘all
shades of color, from the ebony negro to the light mulatto’, that he observed in the
island’s capital.32 For Morton and other polygenists, their scientific arguments were con-
tinually leveraged as political justification for slavery.

Members of the American school were deeply committed to preserving and promoting
the white race. Their fears of racial amalgamation were somewhat ameliorated, however,
by their belief in the lack of sexual attraction between the races. Morton was confident
that members of different races were naturally disgusted at the prospect of sexual contact.
He argued this in an 1847 paper, ‘Hybridity in animals, considered in reference to the
question of the unity of the human species’, claiming that

the repugnance of some human races to mix with others, has only been partially
overcome by centuries of proximity … and repugnance … appears to be almost
equally natural to the Africans … for with the former a white skin is not more
admired than a black one is with us.33

Morton’s view that members of the same race shared an intuitive affinity was also echoed
by the witnesses at Alexina’s trial. Several of the witnesses in the case claimed that they
were able to discern the truth of Alexina’s racial identity because of an instinctive ability
to recognize others of their own race. As one witness expressed it, he knew Alexina’s race,
just as ‘the alligator … knows three days in advance that a storm is brewing’.34 Sexual
attraction was the fullest expression of this intuitive identification – Morton, as well as
the witnesses at Alexina’s trial, believed that members of the same race would naturally
be drawn to one another. And for Alexina, this confidence in sexual affinity strengthened
her claims to whiteness. The very fact that white members of her community had recog-
nized her as white, had allowed her in their homes, watched her being courted by their
sons, and drawn into friendships with their daughters, meant that she must be white. It
was too frightening to consider the alternative possibility.

Rena Warwick: sexual selection and the creation of race

The polygenists were confident – or at least hopeful – that the natural repugnance that
the races felt for one another would sexually sequester them. But there were many in
Anglo-America who were far less assured in this erotic distaste, particularly after the
American Civil War. With the end of slavery, the possibilities for legitimate interracial
intimacy struck fear in the hearts of white America. Although interracial sex had been
a feature of American society since before its founding, the legality of slavery ensured
that the children of white and black parents were slaves. But after the war, many of
the political contests of the Reconstruction Era centred on the new possibilities for
legal interracial marriage. If former slaves were now full political subjects, did it not fol-
low that they could also enter into legal unions with white citizens? Although many states
already had in place restrictions against interracial sex, laws against interracial marriage
dramatically increased after the passage of the Civil War amendments to the
Constitution.35 White Americans wanted to ensure that de jure political equality did not
lead to lawful interracial romance.

32 Morton, op. cit. (31).
33 Samuel Morton, ‘Hybridity in animals and plants, considered in reference to the question of the unity of

the human species’, American Journal of Sciences and Arts (1847) 3, pp. 203–12, 211.
34 Weinberg, op. cit. (9), pp. 75–6.
35 Elise Virginia Lemire, ‘Miscegenation’: Making Race in America, Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press,

2002, p. 135.
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The social parameters involved in choosing a spouse were a trope that also occupied
nineteenth-century Anglo-American fiction from the writings of Austen to James. And
the restrictions of class and social expectation that were inherent to the marriage plot
inevitably revealed the cultural preoccupations of these novelists. A few authors from
this period elected to venture into especially thorny social territory – what did romantic
choice look like across the color line? The answer to that question was usually one of
social heartache, or even horrific death, for the characters involved. For instance, in
1864, Louisa May Alcott chose a bitter end for the heroine of her novel Moods, who
dared to traverse the racial boundaries of her day.36 One of the first American novels
to address this quandary by an author who was themself mixed-race was Charles
Chesnutt’s 1900 novel The House behind the Cedars. Chesnutt’s fiction explored the ambigu-
ities, difficulties and longings of his own life, as he did not feel that he fit entirely in either
black or white society.37 The House behind the Cedars explores the romantic travails of Rena
Warwick, who is of mixed race, but so light-skinned that she passes for white. She is ini-
tially courted by a white man, but once he discovers her mixed parentage he rejects her;
she then rebuffs the advances of a mulatto man and subsequently dies from an attack of
brain fever. Throughout the novel, Chesnutt imbues his characters with scientific knowl-
edge of their romantic choices; the novel is peppered with Darwinian language from ‘vari-
ation’ to ‘descent’, ‘adaptation’ and, importantly, ‘selection’. And Chesnutt uses this
evolutionary language to frame the romantic decisions of his characters.38 But the para-
dox at the heart of The House behind the Cedars is that while Chesnutt presents Rena and
her brother John as superior examples of the black race, they have no clear path to mar-
riage in front of them. Rena attempts to make a choice to better her race, but is incapable
of doing so, because of the very fact of her own mixed parentage. Caught in a sexual and
racial paradox, she dies tragically.

Chesnutt’s conferral of the burden of choice upon Rena owes much to the work of
Charles Darwin.39 Darwin’s writings on sexual selection helped shape a new racial imagin-
ary in the Anglo-American world. As it had been for polygenists, racial erotic preference
was a key argument for Darwin’s theory of sexual selection. But Darwin argued that this
sexual preference was not merely like finding like; rather these sexual choices had perpe-
tuated the subtle differences between groups of humans, which over time had caused sig-
nificant racial divergence. He transformed racial sexual preference from mere
identification to an engine of evolutionary progress.

When Darwin published On the Origin of Species in 1859, it was immediately involved in
ongoing debates about race and slavery in the United States. Most abolitionist intellec-
tuals, particularly in the Transcendentalist circles of New England, interpreted the
Origin as a scientific refutation of the polygenist argument for the separate creation of
the human races.40 Transcendentalists were drawn to Darwin’s argument for the common
descent of animals, which they inferred must also apply to humans. By proposing a nat-
uralistic mechanism of species differentiation, Darwin’s work was understood to be a refu-
tation of the theory of special creation, and thus of the primary theoretical foundation of

36 Randall Fuller, The Book That Changed America: How Darwin’s Theory of Evolution Ignited a Nation, New York:
Penguin Books, 2017, pp. 172–80.

37 Importantly, Chesnutt is a controversial figure in the history of black literature and politics. His view that
the black race would be improved through intermixture with whites has earned him severe criticism from later
literary scholars. See Sally Ann H. Ferguson, ‘Chesnutt’s genuine Blacks and future Americans’, MELUS (1988) 15
(3), pp. 109–19.

38 Bert Bender, The Descent of Love: Darwin and the Theory of Sexual Selection in American Fiction, 1871–1926,
Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1996, pp. 289–309.

39 Bender, op. cit. (38), p. 294.
40 Fuller, op. cit. (36).
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polygenism. But the question remained for Darwin’s claim of common descent: how could
humanity have evolved from a common ancestor and yet exhibit the variability in skin
colour and – what nineteenth-century European and American men of science believed
was obvious – the differences in anatomy, temperament and intelligence exhibited by
the world’s races? Darwin’s purpose in The Descent of Man was to make the case that com-
mon descent applied to humans, and, within that theory, to account for the variation of
race.

As had the polygenists, Darwin turned to the moment of sexual exchange between the
sexes as the site at which to study racial character. But unlike the American school,
Darwin did not view sexual reproduction as a testing ground for racial character, but
rather as a causal force. He proposed something novel – that sexual reproduction was
itself a mechanism of evolutionary change. He did so by arguing that it was differences
in sexual preferences that had driven the creation of human races; through mate selection
the erotic attraction to skin colour, facial angles, musical ability or hair texture had pro-
duced racial variation. And Darwin reasoned that this selective force had been at play in
the early stages of man’s history; he made this point in Chapter 19 of the Descent:

We are chiefly concerned with primeval times, and our only means of forming a
judgment on this subject is to study the habits of existing semi-civilised and savage
nations. If it can be shewn that the men of different races prefer women having vari-
ous characteristics, or conversely with the women, we have then to enquire whether
such choice, continued during many generations, would produce any sensible effect
on the race, either on one sex or both according to the form of inheritance which has
prevailed.41

Sexual selection became Darwin’s solution to the question of race in part because of the
logic of natural selection, his first proposed mechanism of evolutionary change. As the
theory was outlined in On the Origin of Species, traits that conferred greater survival advan-
tage on an individual allowed them to survive and pass those traits on to subsequent gen-
erations, thus preserving the traits and influencing the evolutionary future of the whole
population. But natural selection did not account for attributes – such as the ornamental
feathers of birds, the antlers of a deer or the racial features of humans – that did not seem
to contribute to survival. Importantly, Darwin argued in the Descent that racial traits were
not subject to natural selection, since they did not qualify as ‘beneficial variations’
because ‘as far as we are enabled to judge … none of the differences between the races
of man are of any direct or special service to him’.42 If Darwin could not explain the
races with natural selection, he was left with the prospect of attributing them to the
work of special creation. But he was unwilling to concede this view and thus proposed
sexual selection as an additional selective mechanism of evolutionary change. By turning
to sexual selection, Darwin could argue that instead of environmental or competitive
pressures exerting selection based on survival criteria, selection occurred also through
erotic reproductive preference. If natural selection had taken the design of the living
world out of the hands of God and placed it in the purview of nature, then sexual selection
placed that creative force in the sexual choices of individuals.

Darwin was not merely content to propose the possibility that sexual selection could
happen. Although the mechanism was a logical solution to the issue of racial variation, he
also wanted empirical proof that sexual selection was, in fact, at work in the natural

41 Charles Darwin, The Descent of Man, and Selection in Relation to Sex, 2nd edn, London: John Murray, 1874,
p. 573.

42 Darwin, op. cit. (41), p. 198.
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world. The second and longest part of The Descent of Man presented Darwin’s accumulated
evidence of sexual selection throughout the natural world, beginning with the lower ani-
mals and concluding with humans.43 If Darwin could convince his readers that sexual
selection did in fact occur, it would lend weight to his argument that racial variation
was the result of natural causes, rather than of divine creation.

Darwin was by no means the first Anglo-American man to argue that sexual preference
revealed something about racial character. Even before polygenism, Anglo-American nat-
uralists during the eighteenth century believed that sexual preference accompanied com-
mon racial origin. The great French naturalist Georges-Louis Leclerc, comte de Buffon, had
argued in 1749 that ‘we should regard two animals as belonging to the same species if, by
means of copulation, they can perpetuate themselves and preserve the likeness of the spe-
cies’.44 Within the divinely ordered Great Chain of Being, sexual congress should only be
possible between individuals of the same kind. The disruptions brought on by the
American and French Revolutions to this natural hierarchy manifested in panic over
the spectre of interracial sex. In the decades following American independence,
Thomas Jefferson was lampooned by the national press for his sexual proclivities and
his republican beliefs. In the logic of the eighteenth-century Chain of Being, interracial
desire and liberal democracy were one and the same – by claiming that all men were cre-
ated equal, Jefferson laid open the possibility that black Americans would claim the right
to white spouses.45 Naturalists in the following century would attempt to argue that sex-
ual preference actually followed along racial lines. In 1848, the New York lawyer William
Frederick van Amringe published a text arguing that it was part of God’s natural order
that sexual love was directed within racial groups. And he claimed that the ‘difference
of taste for sexual beauty in the several races of man’ had been the most effective
means of ‘keeping distinct … the different species of men’.46

Darwin was familiar with the existing literature on sexual preference and racial vari-
ation.47 But by the time he published Descent, he took this older tradition and transformed
its assumptions. Sexual choice was no longer a means to discover the racial essences that
had been designated by God in his plan for the natural order. Instead it was a natural
force, one that could be controlled by humanity, allowing us to determine our evolution-
ary futures. By the time of publication, he was also well aware that polygenism was thus
far the most influential empirically based theory of race in the Anglo-American world.
Accordingly, he organized the first chapter in the Descent that directly addressed
human racial variation (Chapter 7, ‘On the races of man’) as a serious consideration
and eventual refutation of the polygenist claims.48 In private, however, Darwin was largely
dismissive of the work of the American school. In a letter to Charles Lyell from 1847, he
discussed Morton’s work regarding the sterility of hybrids, but complained that Morton’s
‘worse fault is that he has not gone to his original source’, and informed Lyell that he did
‘not think Dr. Morton a safe man to quote from’, a damning estimation in natural-science
circles.49 Darwin included Morton’s papers on hybridity in his ‘books to be read’ section of
his reading notebook, although he informed Asa Gray that he believed Morton’s 1850

43 Darwin, op. cit. (41), pp. xiv–xvi.
44 Quoted in Lemire, op. cit. (35), p. 18.
45 Lemire, op. cit. (35), pp. 4–5.
46 Wiliam Frederick van Amringe, An Investigation of the Theories of the Natural History of Man, New York: Baker

& Scribner, 1848, p. 41.
47 Evelleen Richards, Darwin and the Making of Sexual Selection, Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2017,

pp. 291–330.
48 Darwin, op. cit. (41), pp. 166–206.
49 Charles Darwin to Charles Lyell, 2 June 1847, Darwin Correspondence Project, ‘Letter no. 1093’, at www.dar-

winproject.ac.uk/DCP-LETT-1093, accessed 4 August 2017.
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paper ‘On the question of hybridity in animals, considered in reference to the unity of the
human species’ to be ‘poor’.50 But although he could disparage Morton and the other
polygenists to his closest colleagues, in print he was obligated to contend with the weight
of their arguments. After all, the American school represented the most thorough and
well-respected empirical race theory of the nineteenth century. Darwin could not simply
reject it out of hand.

The issue of hybrid fertility was at the core of Darwin’s debates with the polygenists. In
the Descent, Darwin acknowledged that it was generally assumed that any resulting ster-
ility from crossing two variations was ‘considered as a decisive test’ that they belonged to
separate species.51 Given this, he agreed that it seemed reasonable to study mixed-race
women to determine whether they were fertile or not. If it was true as had ‘often been
said that when mulattoes intermarry they produce few children’, Darwin proposed to
his readers that this might seem like strong evidence against the unity of humankind.
However, the issue was not so simple. In the first place, Darwin pointed out to his readers
that the scientific literature was not in agreement over the evidence regarding mulatto
sterility. He put forward Bachman’s claim that ‘he has known mulatto families which
have intermarried for several generations, and have continued on an average as fertile
as either pure whites or pure blacks’.52 But even this was not conclusive; instead
Darwin amended that the subject was more complex that a simple test of fertility
might suggest. Instead, he argued, it was necessary for men of science to reframe the
issue. Rather than seeing sexual preference as a testing ground for racial character, he
moved from this debate to building his case for the role of sexual choices in the fashioning
of race.

By arguing that choice formed racial types, Darwin extended his vision for a true his-
tory of life that he had articulated in the Origin of Species in 1859. One of the key concep-
tual transformations engendered by Darwin’s theories was the move to think of biological
traits on a horizontal, rather than vertical, scale. Previous generations of naturalists had
imagined that traits were conferred on individuals by a divine source; Darwin envisioned
them emerging through variation and then circulating, or disappearing, depending on the
survival success of the particular trait. As Rheinberger and Müller-Wille have argued,
before Darwin, ‘Generation [was] reduced to a strictly formal relation of descent, consti-
tuting the species as a set of individuals determined in essentially the same uniform way
by a “procreative” unit instituted by God at the beginning of time.’53 But Darwin, as illu-
strated in the single famous image in the Origin, was part of a transformation that envi-
sioned a horizontality to life. In his view life was no ‘longer dominated by direct relations
among organisms’, but instead by ‘interactions among circulating units of life … that are
transmitted and redistributed from generation to generation’.54 In other words, Darwin’s
theories disrupted the relationship between God and the act of procreation. He imagined a
history for life that was not shaped by iterative instances of God’s divine hand, but instead
through a series of contingent survival moments that determined which traits survived
and spread through a population. Considering sexual selection in this light, it becomes
clear that the theory similarly wrested the action of God out of the mechanism for racial

50 Samuel Morton, Letter to the Rev. John Bachman, D.D., on the Question of Hybridity in Animals, Considered in
Reference to the Unity of the Human Species, Charleston, SC: Steam-Power Press of Walker & James No. 101
East-Bay, 1850; Charles Darwin to Asa Gray, 12 March 1861, Darwin Correspondence Project, ‘Letter no. 3087’,
at www.darwinproject.ac.uk/DCP-LETT-3087, accessed 20 June 2017.

51 Darwin, op. cit. (41), p. 166.
52 Darwin, op. cit. (41), p. 171.
53 Müller-Wille and Rheinberger, op. cit. (20), p. 33.
54 Müller-Wille and Rheinberger, op. cit. (20), p. 39.
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traits. And in this case choice, not survival, was the key to the distribution and redistri-
bution of racial features.

However, in arguing that Darwin’s theory of sexual selection represented a reconstitu-
tion of the discursive grammar of sexuality and race, I do not contend that it was the most
important causal force in this transformation. That is, although Darwin’s theory was read
widely across the Anglo-American world, it was not necessarily the most influential evo-
lutionary schema of its era. In many national contexts, including the United States, the
progressive views of Herbert Spencer and the directed transmutation of
neo-Lamarckianism were far more significant. This is one reason why Schuller argues
that scholars should focus on neo-Lamarckian theories in their efforts to understand
the creation of the ‘biopolitical phenomenon of population’.55 But by concentrating on
Darwin’s work in this essay, my intent has been to trace moments of a new discursive pos-
sibility, of which sexual-selection theory was a clear signatory. How did states come to
manage life, to conceive of people not as individual citizens or subjects, but as population
markers? The rise of biopower came about through massive upheavals in the legal, social
and material structures of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. It was made by the
forces of industrial capitalism and the Atlantic slave trade. And it shaped the intuitions
of generations of elites, as they sought to improve, create and prune the character of
nation states. This did not all come about because of Darwin. But Darwin’s theories helped
to make it thinkable, for these forces to be put into words and concepts. And in the itera-
tive relationship between materiality and theory, Darwin made concrete the engineering
power of sex.

Thus, while the analysis I offer in this essay is indebted to the work of historians such
as Evelleen Richards,56 my own effort has been less toward Darwinian intellectual history
and instead has reached for a vocabulary to describe a new intuition about the relation-
ship between sexuality and race. When sexual reproduction became the link between indi-
viduals and the collective racial future of nations, it also emerged as the most important
site for elite management and self-production. The secularization of racial theory, far
from relieving the social surveillance of sexual behavior, in fact made sexual choices
far more consequential. And nowhere was this more clear than in the rise of the inter-
national eugenics movement of the early twentieth century.

Darwin’s own connection to eugenics has been a fraught historical question, not least
because of the human atrocities that were rendered by the institutional and intellectual
work of eugenicists.57 Setting aside the question whether Darwin was morally culpable for
eugenics, let us instead consider the conceptual shifts enacted by his theory of sexual
selection that opened up new imaginary possibilities for eugenics. Above all, eugenics
was a science of human improvement that took the confidence of hereditary and evolu-
tionary science and applied it to the governance of nation states and European colonies.
Sexual selection introduced two critical aspects of this movement, both of which figured
in a letter that Darwin wrote to his cousin and undisputed progenitor of eugenics, Francis
Galton, two years after the publication of the first edition of the Descent. Darwin sent a
letter to his cousin after reading Galton’s article ‘Hereditary improvement’, in which
Galton laid out his plan of improving the human race through selective marriage and a
heredity registry.58 Darwin was largely sceptical of Galton’s ideas, seeing ‘much difficulty’

55 Schuller, op. cit. (5), p. 14.
56 Richards, op. cit. (47).
57 See discussion, for instance, in Robert John Richards, Was Hitler a Darwinian? Disputed Questions in the History
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in the ‘utopian plan of … improving the human race’, but he saw great merit in Galton’s
idea ‘to disseminat[e] & insist on the importance of the all-important principle of
Inheritance’.59 This was the first critical point – with natural selection, Darwin had intro-
duced the notion that humans were in control of heredity through their reproductive
decisions. By offering an entirely naturalistic account of racial variation, Darwin helped
convince the Anglo-America world that race was not defined by God, but made by human-
ity. But this also introduced a secondary and essential piece of the eugenic logic – because
humanity had this power, it was incumbent upon individuals to know and understand the
power of ‘the principle of Inheritance’. With The Descent of Man, Darwin had conferred a
new burden of reproductive choice upon the world.

After all, Rena Warwick was not the only tragic eugenic figure in turn-of-the-
twentieth-century fiction. Her marriage prospects were fraught because she could not
make a good race choice. Already mixed, she was incapable of breeding a true stock
and so her relationships with both a white man and a black one failed in catastrophe
and death. In fact, as American studies scholars have explored in recent decades, the lit-
erary world of the late nineteenth century was replete with the importance of the eugenic
marriage choice, in everything from the essays of Charlotte Perkins Gilman, to the poetry
of Walt Whitman, to the novels of Nella Larsen.60 Through these fictive worlds, American
authors attempted to discern what duty individuals owed to their race in making their
reproductive decisions. But this obligation to achieve eugenic reproduction influenced
far more than just turn-of-the-twentieth-century literature. It shaped the political and
economic infrastructures of national and colonial governments, affecting everything
from tax codes, to conservation movements, to public-health campaigns.61 Most signifi-
cantly, it brought the power of race into the hands of humanity. Eugenic rhetoric was
full of the confidence of the scientific approach to fashioning the world; as one biologist
wrote in 1922, ‘eugenics means a new religion, a new moral code, a new social and pol-
itical Bible’.62 Although it is impossible to say whether these changes would have come
about without the work of Charles Darwin, it is clear that sexual selection enacted a dra-
matic theoretical shift in the work of race making in the modern era.
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