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Phrenology and Physical Anthropology:
The George Combe Connection’

by PauL A. ERICKSON
Department of Anthropology, Saint Mary’s University, Halifax,
N. §., Canada B3H 3C3. 15 v176

Several histories of physical anthropology (Topinard 1885,
Warren 1921, Riegel 1930, Hoyme 1953, Shapiro 1959, Comas
1960, Stanton 1960, Sheldon 1963, Harris 1968, Tether 1970,
Davies 1971, Bowles 1974, Erickson 1974, Kottler 1974)
mention a possible connection between 19th-century physical
anthropology and phrenology. During the spring of 1975, I
explored this possibility by examining, for their anthropological
content, the papers of the influential Scots phrenologist George
Combe (1788-1858). The papers are located in the National
Library of Scotland, Edinburgh, and are a rich source of
information comprising 351 volumes. Besides examining these
papers I surveyed the anthropological content of the Phrenologi-
cal Journal, organ of the Edinburgh Phrenological Society, and
consulted Combe’s publications and rare books about phrenol-
ogy in the National Library. My goal was to delineate the
similarities between early anthropology and phrenology and to
discover what influence, if any, phrenology exerted on an-
thropology.

Beginning in 1859, European anthropologists formed profes-
sional societies, led by the Anthropological Society of Paris, the
Anthropological Society of London, and the German Society
for Anthropology, Ethnology, and Prehistory. Professional
anthropologists debated questions about human evolution, the
origin of races, the derivation of European ethnic groups, and
the chronology of prehistory, all in the idiom of biology.
Earlier, ethnologists had debated these and related questions
in the idioms of history, geography, and philology, but anthro-
pologists of the new societies, like Paul Broca in France, James
Hunt in England, and Rudolph Virchow in Germany, made
it clear that anthropology would be physical anthropology.
They lacked a grand theoretical design to encompass these
concerns, so they drew upon existing biological doctrines, some
of them, like phrenology, on the biological periphery (Penniman
1936, Count 1950, Burrow 1963, Odom 1967, Haller 1971,
Stocking 1973).

Phrenology preceded professional anthropology. It began
about 1800 and became most popular when Combe and his
friends promoted it during the 1820s and 1830s. From Edin-
burgh, at that time a leading scientific and intellectual center,
the Combe circle published books, sponsored public lectures,
and travelled abroad to make converts. Phrenology flourished
until the 1830s, then declined because phrenologists began to
bicker among themselves, became doctrinaire, and were dis-
credited by flirting with mesmerism and animal magnetism.
A second generation of phrenologists failed to develop, and
because the movement had become a cult of individuals, it
declined rapidly and really died with Combe in 1858 (de
Giustino 1969). It left, however, a legacy to anthropology.

Combe’s system was founded on the belief that the human
mind acts through the human brain as its instrument. This
belief was controversial in 1820, but became more widely
accepted and was an implicit assumption of anthropologists a
half-century later. The belief that cerebral functions are
localized in some 30 organs, for which phrenology is better
known to historians, was a corollary of this more basic and
enduring declaration. Combe considered phrenology to be a
natural philosophy synthesizing anatomy and ‘‘metaphysics”;

1 A preliminary version of this research conclusion was presented
to the History of Science Society meeting in Atlanta, Ga., Decem-
ber 29, 1975. A longer, documented version (Erickson 1976) is
available from the author. I wish to thank the Canada Council for
supporting my research with Research Grant S74-1345.
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anatomists alone, thought Combe, described cerebral structure
without function, and metaphysicians (a tag for idealist and
environmentalist philosophers) speculated about cerebral func-
tion without structure. With phrenology, knowledge of brain
configuration would lead to knowledge of brain function and
thereafter to knowledge of human behavioral capacities.
Phrenology was a biological reductionist system, which, like
19th-century anthropology as contrasted with ethnology,
belonged at the nature end of the nature-nurture spectrum
(Combe 1819, 1824, 1935).

Combe tried to match personality with cerebral development
as revealed in external skull shape, and he devised standard
procedures and instruments for this purpose. Each cerebral
organ was manifest in a corresponding faculty, and the organs
and faculties were classed in an elaborate scheme. The tech-
niques phrenologists used to measure cerebral development
were like the techniques anthropologists used to measure skull
size, shape, and, especially, capacity. The likeness can be seen
by comparing the craniometric systems of Samuel George
Morton and Combe, both of which appeared in Morton’s
Crania Americana (1839). Spreading calipers and an instrument
called the craniometer, ancestor of the craniostat of today
(Bowles 1974), were used to measure distances between
phrenological landmarks corresponding to anthropological
landmarks on the cranium. In theory, phrenology was supposed
to be accurate and true to nature.

In practice, phrenology was inaccurate and easily falsifiable
even by its own standards, but it was not irrelevant to anthro-
pology. Believing that differences in skull shape were clues to
differences in brain shape, mental function, and therefore
behavior, Combe espoused a naturalistic moral philosophy
wherein educational, social, and political institutions were
supposed to respond to different innate capabilities of people.
This hereditarian theme was echoed later by anthropologists,
who were convinced that anthropology had practical applica-
tions too (Hunt 1863). Phrenologists and anthropologists alike
thought of themselves as scientists, even though today it can be
said that one group succeeded at science while the other failed.
Both kinds of scientists tried to divorce their sciences from Old
Testament theology, and both were accused by religious leaders
of being materialistic. Although Combe was interested pri-
marily in the skulls of Western people, he did analyze ‘“na-
tional skulls” of non-Westerners and take a secondary interest
in the facts of prehistory and in theories of the origin of races,
of evolution, and of heredity—all anthropological concerns.
The most obvious similarity between phrenologists and anthro-
pologists was their common preoccupation with the human
head. The history of early anthropology can be chronicled by
major publications in the craniological tradition: Crania
Americana and Crania Aegyptica (Morton 1839, 1844), Crania
Britannica (Davis and Thurnam 1865), and Crania ethnica
(Quatrefages and Hamy 1882). These and other similarities
place phrenology squarely in the paradigm of 19th-century
anthropology—contrasted with ethnology—defined by Stock-
ing (1973).

There were, then, similarities between phrenology and early
anthropology. There were also historical connections.

Phrenology had a large constituency including a significant
number of medical people with anthropological interests. In
1836 there were more than 30 phrenological societies in Europe
with a combined membership exceeding 900 people of the
prosperous professional classes. The proportion of physicians
and surgeons was about one of three in London and Edinburgh
and about one of two in Paris (Watson 1836, List of Members
1831-32). In North America there were almost as many
societies, and the proportion of medical people in the promi-
nent Boston Phrenological Society was about one of four. The
profile of this phrenological minority fits the profile of the later
anthropological majority, in spite of the hostility and indiffer-
ence with which phrenology was greeted by established medical
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organizations. Besides avowed phrenologists, many people in
the broader scientific community were interested in phrenol-
ogy, especially in North America, where Combe was feted by
the Bostonian and Philadelphian elite. The content of the
Phrenological Fournal, reflecting the editorial posture of Combe
and his associates, was also anthropological. The first volume
alone contained eight articles about human anatomical
variation and seven detailed descriptions of crania of famous,
pathological, and non-Western people (Erickson 1976).

Moreover, phrenologists fostered the collection of skulls and
contributed to knowledge of cranial anatomy. The Edinburgh
Phrenological Society solicited donations from travellers and
military and medical personnel throughout the British Empire,
and it kept its collection in a museum in Edinburgh. Besides
the smaller collections of regional societies, there were large
collections in London and Paris, which were said to rival the
crania of anthropologist Johann Friedrich Blumenbach. During
the heyday of phrenology, anthropologists began to stress
cranial capacity as an informative measurement, and some
techniques and instruments were inherited by anthropology
from phrenology directly (Hoyme 1953).

Combe corresponded with and about important figures in
early anthropology. Some anthropologists rejected phrenology
outright, others thought the doctrine was flawed, still others
accepted it publicly or privately. Much of the Combe corre-
spondence concerns the relationship between phrenology and
religion and the application of phrenology to everyday life,
but some of it, especially among medical people, concerns
anatomy and physiology. James Cowles Prichard refused to
accept phrenology and in turn provoked a response from
Andrew Combe, who devoted several articles in the Phrenologi-
cal Journal to refuting Prichard’s arguments (A. Combe 1837-
38). William Lawrence (1819) was more sympathetic than
Prichard, and, later, Davis and Thurnam invited Combe to
become an original subscriber to Crania Britannica in the belief
that Combe’s prestige would increase prospects of success of
their book (National Library of Scotland 1852:70). Robert
Chambers was a close friend and supporter of Combe, and at
one time Combe was suspected of being the author of Cham-
bers’s Vestiges of the Natural History of Creation. Morton’s commit-
ment to phrenology appears to have been stronger, privately
at least, than historian Stanton (1960) suggests, and outspoken
American anthropologist Charles Caldwell, from whom Morton
obtained much of the ethnographic background for Crania
Americana, published on phrenology and physical anthropology
and the importance of both to race relations. Other prominent
names that appear in the Combe correspondence are Georges
Cuvier, W. F. Edwards, James Hunt, Robert Latham, Richard
Owen, and Adolphe Quetelet.

In sum, historical data show that early anthropology and
phrenology were similar in important ways and that phrenol-
ogy contributed method and theory to anthropology. One
could call phrenology a forerunner of professional anthropolo-
gy, although a misguided one.

References Cited

BowLes, Francis P. 1974, Measurement and instrumentation in
physical anthropology. Yearbook of Physical Anthropology 18:174—
90

Burrow, J. W. 1963. Evolution and anthropology in the 1860’s:
The Anthropological Society of London, 1863-71. Victorian
Studies 7:137-54.

Comas, Juan. 1960. Revised and enlarged edition. Manual of
physical anthropology. Springfield: Thomas.

Vol. 18 « No. 1 « March 1977

ComBE, ANDREw. 1837-38. Remarks on Dr. Prichard’s third
attack on phrenology in his “Treatise on Insanity.” Phrenological
Fournal 11:345-58.

Comse, GEORGE. 1819. Essaps on phrenology, or An inquiry into the
principles and utility of the system of Drs. Gall and Spurzheim, and into
the objections made against it. Edinburgh: Printed for Bell and
Bradfute.

. 1824, Elements of phrenology. Edinburgh: Simpkin and

Marshall. .

. 1835. 5th edition. Outlines of phrenology. Edinburgh: John
Anderson Jun.

Count, EArL. Editor. 1950. This is race: An anthology selected from
the international literature on the races of man. New York: Henry
Schuman.

Davies, Joun D. 1971. Phrenology: Fad and science. Archon Books.

Davis, JosepH BARNARD, and JouN THURNAM. 1865. Crania
Britannica: Delineations and descriptions of the skulls of the aboriginal
inhabitants of the British Islands, with notices of thewr other remains.
2 vols. London: Printed for the Subscribers.

DE GrusTiNO, DAviD ARMAND. 1969. Phrenology in Britain 1815—
1855: A study of George Combe and his circle. Unpublished
Ph.D. dissertation, University of Wisconsin, Madison, Wis.

EricksoN, Paur A. 1974, The origins of physical anthropology.
Unpublished Ph.D. dissertation, University of Connecticut,
Storrs, Conn.

. 1976. Phrenology and physical anthropology: The George
Combe connection. MS.

HavrLER, Joun. 1971. Outcasts from evolution: Scientific attitudes of
ractal inferiority 1859~7900. Urbana: University of Illinois Press.

Harris, MARVIN. 1968. The rise of anthropological theory: A history of
theories of culture. New York: Crowell.

Hovme, LuciLe. 1953. Physical anthropology and its instruments:
A historical study. Southwestern Journal of Anthropology 9:408-30.
Hunr, JaMmes. 1863. Introductory address on the study of anthro-

pology. Anthropological Review 1:1-20.

KorTLER, MaLcoLM Jay. 1974. Alfred Russel Wallace, the origin
of man, and spiritualism. Isis 65:145-92,

LAwRENCE, WiLLIaM. 1819. Lectures on physiology, zoology, and the
natural history of man. London: Printed for J. Callow, Medical
Bookseller.

List of Members of the Phrenological Society of Paris, as at 25th
April 1831. 1831-32. Phrenological Fournal 7:302-3.

MorTon, SAMUEL GEORGE. 1839. Crama Americana, or, A comparative
view of the skulls of various aboriginal nations of North and South
America. Philadelphia: J. Dobson.

. 1844. Crania Aegyptica, or, Observations on Egyptian ethnolog y,
derived from anatomy, history and the monuments. Philadelphia: John
Penington.

N?II%NAL LisrarY oF ScoTLAND. 1852, MS 7336. Letters to Combe

OpowM, HERBERT. 1967. Generalizations on race in nineteenth-
century physical anthropology. Isis 58:5-18.

PENNMAN, T. K. 1936. A4 hundred years of anthropology. New York:
Macmillan.

QUATREFAGES, ARMAND DE, and E. T. Hamy. 1882. Crania ethnica:
Les crdnes des races humaines. 2 vols. Paris: Bailliére.

RiegeL, RoBerT E. 1930. Early phrenology in the United States.
Medical Life 37:361-76.

Suapiro, HARRY L. 1959, The history and development of physical
anthropology. American Anthropologist 61:371-79.

SuELDON, W. H. 1963. The varieties of human physique: An introduction
to constitutional psychology. With the collaboration of S. S. Stevens
and W. B. Tucker. New York: Hafner.

STANTON, WILLIAM. 1960. The leopard’s spots: Scientific attitudes toward
race in America, 1875-1859. Chicago: University of Chicago Press.

STtockiNG, GEORGE, JrR. 1973. “From chronology to ethnology:
James Cowles Prichard and British anthropology 1800-1850,”
in Researches into the physical history of man, by James Cowles
Prichard. Edited by George Stocking, Jr., pp. ix—cx. Chicago:
University of Chicago Press.

TeTHER, J. EpwaRrD. 1970. ‘“Brain,” in Encyclopedia Americana,
International edition, vol. 4, pp. 419-32.

ToPINARD, PauL. 1885. Eléments d’anthropologie générale. Paris:
Adrien Delahaye et Emile Lecrosnier.

WARREN, J. CoLLIns. 1921. The collection of the Boston Phrenologi-
cal Society—A retrospect. Annals of Medical History 3(1):1-11.

WartsoN, HEweTT C. 1836. Statistics of phrenology: Being a skeich of
the progress and present state of that science in the British Islands.
London: Longman, Rees, Orme, Brown, Green, and Longman.

93

This content downloaded from 140.184.72.106 on Thu, 29 Aug 2013 12:14:34 PM
All use subject to JISTOR Terms and Conditions



http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp

	Article Contents
	p. 92
	p. 93

	Issue Table of Contents
	Current Anthropology, Vol. 18, No. 1 (Mar., 1977), pp. 1-147
	Front Matter [pp. ]
	A Panorama of Theoretical Archaeology [pp. 1-42]
	Cultural Resource Management and Archaeological Research: The Cache Project [and Comments and Reply] [pp. 43-68]
	Multiple Book Reviews
	Linguistics and Adjacent Arts and Sciences [pp. 69-82]
	Lexical Reconstruction: The Case of the Proto-Athapaskan Kinship System [pp. 82-91]

	Phrenology and Physical Anthropology: The George Combe Connection [pp. 92-93]
	Research Conclusions
	Paleolithic Tools From Pleistocene Deposits in Panjab, India [pp. 94-95]
	A Method for Adjusting Sample Means in Growth and Development Studies [pp. 95-96]
	The Later Iron Age (A. D. 1100-1600) in the Victoria Falls Region, Zambia [pp. 96-97]
	Some Paleolithic Tools from Northeast North America [pp. 97-99]

	Discussion and Criticism
	On Grossbard's Economic Analysis of Polygyny in Maiduguri [pp. 100-107]
	Still More on Predatory Behavior in Nonhuman Primates [pp. 107-109]
	On Symbolic Interpretation [pp. 109-111]
	On Anthropology in Belize [pp. 111-112]
	On Warp Weight: A Correction [pp. 112]
	On Malinowski's Magic [pp. 112-113]
	On State Formation in Southeast Asia [pp. 113-114]
	On the Segmentary Lineage [pp. 114-115]
	On Natural Selection and Inheritance [pp. 115]
	More on Canal Irrigation and Social Organization [pp. 116]
	More on Serpent Cults [pp. 116-117]
	More on Solutions to Galton's Problem [pp. 117-119]
	On the Demonstration of Our Sins [pp. 119-123]

	Current Anthropology Newsletter
	Editor's Report [pp. 125-126]
	Calendar [pp. 126-127]
	Errata [pp. 127]
	International Aspects of Anthropological Publishing [pp. 127-130]
	The Young Nations Conference [pp. 131-132]
	Wanted [pp. 132]
	Beyond Relativism [pp. 132-133]
	Free Materials [pp. 133]
	Further Comment on Economics and Anthropology [pp. 133-134]
	Serial Publications [pp. 134]
	Institutions [pp. 134-135]
	Personal Opportunities [pp. 135]
	International Union of Anthropological and Ethnological Sciences [pp. 136]
	Our Readers Write [pp. 136-137]
	Recent Publications [pp. 137-147]

	Back Matter [pp. ]



