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3	� Reinventing Europe
Joseph Anténor Firmin and the 
Legacy of the Nineteenth Century1

Gudrun Rath

When I write these lines, families and friends in Hanau, Germany, are 
mourning their relatives, murdered in a racist killing on February 19, 
2020.2 The first decades of the twenty-​first century have given rise to 
a revival of white supremacist thought and nationalist movements in 
Europe as well as in the Americas. Within the European Union, “racism 
and ethnic discrimination remain at levels that raise serious concern.”3

It is thus evident that racism does not belong to the past, and neither 
does the category “race.” The latter continues to haunt everyday life as 
well as scientific realms. As the anthropologist Jean-​François Véran states, 
“it has been impossible to bury this past, and it has become obvious that 
in spite of claims about its scientific irrelevance, the heritage of raciology 
cannot simply be dismissed, at least in its political consequences and 
continuities.”4

It is thus only logical that relatives and organizations in the after-
math of the racist killings in Hanau have called for societal and political 
change.5 In academia, demands such as those made in Germany remind 
researchers working on the history of scientific racism of the fact that a 
critical exploration of this past has not yet come to a closure. It must, on 
the contrary, continuously be kept on the academic agenda, requiring 
critical reflection of how the past keeps trickling into the present, as well 
as new perspectives and counternarratives.

In light of these developments, a reexamination of publications such as 
Haitian diasporic author, diplomat, and politician Joseph Anténor Firmin’s 
De l’égalité des races humaines, a text that stood up to anthropology’s 
physical anatomic methods and racialization at a very early stage, seems 
more than urgent, and not just to imagine “alternative histories”6 and 
provide a different view of the nineteenth century.

“What would a world without prejudice look like? Would 
presuppositions of racial superiority always be present in scholarly 
thought, although their falseness had already been proven?”7

At the end of the nineteenth century, when Firmin wondered about 
the future of racial ideologies while living in the French capital, such 
thoughts still belonged to “utopian futures.”8 Today, the “revolution 
of love,”9 leading to a “future beyond race”10 that Firmin and other 
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Caribbean diasporic intellectuals such as Puerto Rico’s Ramón Emeterio 
Betances envisaged, is not only still pending, but seems to have drifted 
into a far-​away, ungraspable future.11

This chapter discusses how nineteenth century racist ideologies were 
contested and shaped a current of thought that has recently been named 
“Haitian Atlantic humanism.”12 It argues that Haitian diasporic thinkers 
not only put their birthplace and the legacy of the Haitian Revolution 
at the center of their work, but also actively intervened in intellectual 
circles on the European continent. In this chapter, this reexamination will 
thus lead us to ask: How can the critical reflections of the past provide a 
frame for contemporary positions? And how can the “utopian futures” 
envisaged in the past be reactivated for the present?

“le crâne, il reste muet”

In 1885, only two years after his arrival in Paris, Joseph Anténor Firmin 
published De l’égalité des races humaines. In Haiti, Firmin had studied 
law and been a successful attorney and politician in Cap-​Haïtien and 
Caracas before moving to Paris as a diplomat, where he stayed until 
1888, when he briefly returned to Haiti for political purposes.13 Back in 
Paris in 1891, he continued to form part of its intellectual community 
both on a national as well as on a transnational level.

As the title indicates, Firmin’s book De l’égalité des races humaines 
was clearly directed against Arthur de Gobineau’s Essai sur l’inégalité des 
races humaines dating from 1853.14 In his text, de Gobineau famously 
argued for a golden age of “Arianism” that was inexorably in decline, 
and the superiority of whites over Blacks.15 Firmin’s publication, how-
ever, was not merely targeted against de Gobineau. His systematic study 
provided his readers with a general overview of the most established 
European and American scientific positions –​ which comprised, among 
others, the Swedish botanist, physician, and zoologist Carl von Linné; 
French naturalist Georges-​Louis Leclerc; Comte de Buffon; German physi-
ologist Friedrich Tiedemann; German anthropologist Johann Friedrich 
Blumenbach; Kant; and Goethe.16 It also presented the different positions 
intellectuals took in contemporary debates such as monogenism versus 
polygenism, that is, the discussion whether humankind had one or mul-
tiple origins, the question of hybridity and its moral and physical effects, 
or the debate on whether physical differences between humans should 
lead to the conclusion that humankind consisted of different “species.” 
However, Firmin’s analysis was not only a detailed survey of different 
intellectual positions, but also a targeted critique. Although the title  –​ 
and the posterior popularity de Gobineau’s publication achieved –​ might 
suggest the contrary to present-​day readers, de Gobineau was not the 
primary target of the book.17 Due to its precise structural frame, within 
which every argument is followed by a counterargument, Firmin’s study 
can be related to juridical rhetoric: De l’égalité des races humaines is a 
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written objection to the majority of scientific positions of the era, specif-
ically of the ones held by most members of the Société d’Anthropologie 
de Paris.

Firmin had been elected as a member of the Société d’Anthropologie 
de Paris in 1884, where, along with Paris-​based Haitian diasporic intel-
lectual Louis-​Joseph Janvier, he was among the first Black members.18 
The Société d’Anthropologie de Paris had been founded in 1859 by the 
French anatomist and anthropologist Paul Broca. Although not the first 
organization that sought to promote this emerging academic discipline 
in Europe, the Société was the first scholarly association to use the term 
anthropologie and became the most acknowledged anthropological insti-
tution in nineteenth-​century France, with around three hundred sev-
enty members in the 1890s.19 Decades before “anthropology” would be 
recognized as an academic discipline at the end of the nineteenth cen-
tury, the Société placed its focus on “anthropology” as a natural science, 
especially racializing physical anthropology.20 Its members employed 
methods such as anthropometry and craniometry in the comparative and 
racializing interpretation of human physical data, which “viewed the 
inferiority of the black race as an incontestable fact.”21 The anatomic-
ally based methods developed by members of the Société were put to the 
test on a large collection of skulls and other human remains, partly still 
property of today’s Société d’Anthropologie.22 At the beginning of the 
twentieth century, Marcel Mauss, Paul Rivet, and others would intro-
duce a shift toward sociological parameters by promoting the study of 
what they named ethnologie, in opposition to the direction the Société 
d’Anthropologie had been establishing.23

Firmin’s admission to the Société d’Anthropologie had been arranged 
by three other members. French physician Ernest Aubertin, French anthro-
pologist and archeologist Gabriel Mortillet, and Haitian-​diasporic anthro-
pologist and intellectual Louis Joseph Janvier nominated him as a new 
member whereupon he was elected “with majority vote by secret ballot of 
the society.”24 His admission has to be seen within the developments that 
had taken place in the Société after Broca’s death, when Paul Topinard, 
assistant director of the Broca laboratory and his protégé, was trying to 
appropriate Broca’s legacy and take over the institution. One of his main 
opponents was Gabriel Mortillet, who “sought to shift anthropology’s 
emphasis away from biological questions and towards problems of prehis-
tory, archeology, and sociology.”25 His “theoretical agenda had clear ideo-
logical and practical implications: anthropologists must reject the ideal of 
pure science, commit themselves to furthering progress and transform their 
discipline into an applied science of society.”26 Topinard, on the contrary, 
like Broca, insisted that anthropology should remain neutral on ideological 
and political questions.27 The confrontation between the Mortillet group 
and Broca’s self-​declared successor Topinard, thus was not only theoretical 
but also ideological, and Firmin’s admission to the society can be seen as an 
effort by the Mortillet group to give the Société a new direction.28
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Firmin’s essay therefore not only confronted de Gobineau, but was 
also a “groundbreaking critique of scientific racism,”29 a fierce attack 
on the views most members of the Société held, along with the ‘scien-
tific’ methods they had developed.30 Firmin’s analysis was especially 
directed against the legacy of the then already deceased Broca. Firmin’s 
own definition of the discipline as “positive anthropology” in the sub-
title of his study as well as his personal approach differed from the con-
sensus on racial hierarchies most of his colleagues had reached and can 
be situated within the efforts of a renewal of anthropology colleagues 
such as Mortillet were making. In his positions Firmin, however, went far 
beyond Mortillet, who did not entirely reject Broca’s legacy.31

De l’égalité des races humaines is also a critique of the one-​sidedness 
of anthropological methods of the era. Beyond physical data, Firmin 
incorporated cultural, social, linguistic, historical, and archaeological 
dimensions into his study, which in this respect predates posterior 
anthropological approaches such as the one developed by Franz Boas 
by decades.32 Firmin’s repudiation of compared craniometry –​ the meas-
urement of human skulls, that ultimately resulted in parallels drawn 
between size of skull, brain, and intelligence, which had been particularly 
promoted in France by Broca and his successors –​ concerned not only 
the comparison of but also, more fundamentally, the attempt to classify 
human physical data at all.33 According to Firmin, any attempt of classi-
fication could only be arbitrary and was always led by subjective criteria, 
trying to impose order where nature had put its “most capricious irregu-
larity.”34 It was thus only logical that different scientists had established 
different systems of classification, thereby causing a “fluctuation” of arbi-
trary classifications.35 What was at stake was, according to Firmin, not 
only anthropology’s reputation but science itself:

Les anthropologistes, en étudiant la forme et le volume du crâne, 
cherchent surtout à découvrir les différences qui existent entre les 
races humaines, après [sic] avoir assigné arbitrairement à chaque race 
une certaine forme ou une certaine capacité crâniennes spéciales. Plus 
tard, il est vrai, on s’appuiera sur ces mêmes spécialisations pour 
proclamer que telle race est inférieure ou supérieure à telle autre; mais 
cette conclusion, sans avoir plus de poids que celle des phrénologistes, 
ne sera pas moins revêtu d’un semblant scientifique.36

While de Gobineau, with his well-​known publication from 1853, had 
preceded the foundation of the anthropological society, its members, 
rather than questioning de Gobineau’s hypothesis, had, according to 
Firmin, “imagined” scientific practices in order to confirm, mainly on a 
physical basis, the superiority of whites in comparison to non-​whites.37 
This also held true for other comparative methods from the “arsenal of 
anthropology” that only led to an “imagined comparative proceeding.”38 
In the end, all of the established approaches in craniometry were in vain, 
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Firmin argued: One could twist and turn the skull, it still remained 
silent.39

“Tous les hommes sont l’homme”: Haitian-​Atlantic 
Humanism, Revisited

For Firmin, comparative anatomy was not the only anthropological 
method that showed too many insufficiencies.40 His critique also targeted 
comparisons of attributions concerning moral judgment, grades of civ-
ilization, or evolution. For the author, comparisons of physical, moral, 
or other non-​physical attributions were clearly “comparaisons imaginées 
dans le but d’établir ou de consolider la doctrine de l’inégalité des races 
humaines.”41 According to the author, these comparisons did not work 
out because historical factors and probable future progress were not 
considered sufficiently. As Michael Dash has rightfully argued, “Firmin’s 
main thesis is not essentialist but universalist as he sees the differences 
between cultures and civilizations as not based on any innate, genetic 
qualities but historical and material conditions are used to explain cul-
tural difference and evolution.”42 His understanding of race, conse-
quently, is equally based on historical and social factors rather than 
biological ones.43

While Firmin did not go so far as to completely renounce the concept 
of “race” ’ –​ in consistence with the consensus of his era –​ he vehemently 
disputed the idea of a “purity” of races as well as the “anti-​philosophical 
and pseudo-​scientific” idea of racial inequality.44 For Firmin, the insist-
ence on the inequality of human races clearly served only one purpose: the 
legitimization of enslavement and servitude, as well as men’s exploitation 
by men.45 Science, the author argued, had made itself an “accomplice” 
to the “dumbest prejudice” and to the “most unjust system,” either due 
to “flattery” or due to “insufficiency of observation.”46 If anthropology 
only served to proclaim that Black men were destined to serve white men, 
Firmin insisted, he had the full right to say to this “false anthropology”: 
“Non, tu n’es pas une science!”47 Firmin’s own concept of science was 
clearly shaped by the values of the Enlightenment, above all, reason. But 
also, other references, such as the achievements of progress and civil-
ization and Comte as an alternative reference give us some insight into 
Firmin’s ideas.48

At the same time, Firmin also denounced false condemnations of 
enslavement in Europe. As the author argued, such condemnations could 
only be contradictory when they were brought forward while simultan-
eously maintaining the argument of the “comparative inequality” of 
human races.49 This critique was explicitly directed at anthropologist Paul 
Broca who, according to Firmin, only condemned slavery because it did 
not fit into the theory of a polygenistic origin of humanity. Firmin’s argu-
ment can still be reactivated today and brought forward to the twenty-​
first century’s descriptions of Broca’s work that relativize the dimensions 
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of his scientific racism by referring to his anti-​slavery positions and his 
engagement for the republican left.50

In accordance with the title of his publication, Firmin came to the 
following conclusion:

les hommes sont partout doués des mêmes qualités et des mêmes 
défauts, sans distinction de couleur ni de forme anatomique. Les 
races sont égales; elles sont tous capables de s’élever aux plus nobles 
vertus, au plus haut développement intellectuel, comme de tomber 
dans la plus complète dégénération. […] C’est qu’une chaîne invis-
ible réunit tous les membres de l’humanité dans un cercle commun.51

This, the author argued with Victor Hugo’s famous words, “Tous les 
hommes sont l’homme,” was where his argument was leading up to. He 
closed his study with the biblical invitation to love one another.52 It is 
by no means by chance that the first edition of De l’égalité des races 
humaines showed an image of Toussaint Louverture, hero of the Haitian 
Revolution, on the second page.53 Undoubtedly, Haiti and the intellectual 
legacy of the Haitian Revolution were at the heart of Firmin’s argument. 
Scientific racist positions of the era, among others de Gobineau, often 
used Haiti and the outcome of the Haitian Revolution “as proof of black 
incapacity for self-​government, but Firmin and other Haitian intellectuals 
of his generation turned that logic on its head. Haiti was exemplary, yes –​ 
exemplary of black equality, achievement and potential.”54 This becomes 
particularly clear when we consider the dedication that opens Firmin’s 
study: De l’égalité des races humaines is dedicated to Haiti, but also to all 
the “children of the black race”; “love of progress, justice and liberty”; 
and to the “dispossessed of the present and the giants of the future.”55 
At a moment when new European colonial expansions were being under-
taken on the African continent, Firmin thereby underlined the import-
ance of Haitian history as a symbol for and motor of universal equality 
and liberty in the future.56 In this regard, De l’égalité des races humaines 
is a precursor of Firmin’s later transnational political argument for an 
“Antillean confederation” as well as a new “geographic imaginary where 
metropolitan France and post-​independence Haiti […] are no longer 
opposed.”57

Firmin’s position can be situated within the wider context of what 
has recently been named “Haitian-​Atlantic humanism,” that is, “a long-​
standing way of thinking about eradicating the problems of racism and 
slavery through and from the nation state of Haiti, but also in collab-
oration with European and American world powers.”58 For centuries, 
the Haitian Revolution has been regarded as an “exceptional event” 
that could be discarded or “silenced” from official records.59 In scholarly 
research outside of Haiti, this perception has shifted since the increase of 
international interest in the Haitian Revolution during the bicentenary; 
a development that ultimately led to the “Haitian turn.”60 Within this 
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context, scholars have focused on the universal importance of the Haitian 
Revolution and have emphasized its significance as part of a “modernity 
disavowed” as well as part of “universal history.”61 However, within his-
tory of knowledge, currents of “Haitian-​Atlantic humanism” have often 
been overlooked. Only recent research has highlighted the contribution 
of nineteenth-​century Haitian diasporic intellectuals to “hemispheric,”62 
cross-​cultural thought, normally attributed to writers such as Cuba’s 
José Martí or Puerto Rico’s Ramón Emeterio Betances, as well as their 
importance for Pan-​Africanism and Pan-​Americanism and the transat-
lantic space, decades before writers such as Édouard Glissant or Paul 
Gilroy brought forward ideas on the “poetics of relation” or the “Black 
Atlantic.”63

Indeed, Firmin is not the only Haitian intellectual residing in Paris in 
the second half of the nineteenth century whose contribution, both in his 
publications and in his intellectual life, to the shaping of “cross-​cultural” 
thought has been widely ignored. The same holds true for other Haitian-​
diasporic intellectuals of his generation, such as Louis Joseph Janvier, 
author of La République d’Haïti et ses visiteurs (1883). Janvier was 
one of the members of the Société d’Anthropologie who made Firmin’s 
election possible. He had been trained as a medical doctor and anthro-
pologist in France and collaborated with intellectuals such as the aboli-
tionist Victor Schoelcher or Ramón Emeterio Betances in a collaborative 
work, Les détracteurs de la race noire et de la république d’Haïti. He was 
an acknowledged member of intellectual circles in the French capital and 
was close to the Parnassians Charles Leconte de Lisle, Judith Gautier, and 
Stéphane Mallarmé.64 Firmin and Janvier, like other intellectuals of the 
era, used Paris as a “strategic site for spreading their political messages 
and as a locus of community that brought together Latin American 
exiles alongside French liberals.”65 As Michael Dash has argued, these 
intellectuals thus employed a “strategy of performative cosmopolit-
anism.”66 Within this performance, however, –​ whether intentionally or 
not –​ Europe was given pride of place.

Intruding into Europe’s Space and Time?

How, then, has it been possible that the reexamination of these intellectuals 
has been (and still is) undertaken mostly within a national frame, classi-
fying them as “Haitian” intellectuals and reading their work as part of a 
“Haitian” canonical history of knowledge, while both their established 
position within intellectual circles in Europe as well as their work on 
and with transnational communities proves this view untenable?67 How 
come, at the same time Arthur de Gobineau’s Essai sur l’inégalité des 
races humaines was not only translated into English almost immediately 
after its first publication but also edited as an “Oxford classic,” as late 
as 1966, after having served as an inspiration for Nazi ideology, Firmin’s 
De l’égalité des races humaines had to wait until 2002 for a translation 
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into English (not to mention a German edition)?68 Most certainly, all of 
these indicators point to the fact that Europe, on the one hand, has for a 
long time been –​ and still is –​ conceived as the opposite of the Caribbean; 
a position that seems even more untenable given the fact that not only 
Europe’s colonial past but also some present parts of the European Union 
are geographically situated in the Caribbean.69 On the other hand, this 
past and current history of reception of intellectuals such as de Gobineau 
and Firmin sheds light on the desire (or the unconsidered implication) 
to think of Europe as a space of “purity,” within which intellectual 
positions that stood up to and spoke out against the ideological frame-
work of scientific racism from a position of transnational entanglements 
seemed and still seem unthinkable.70 Consciously or not, the continuous 
reception of de Gobineau and the marginalization of counterpositions 
such as Firmin’s –​ even by academics critical of scientific racism –​ has thus 
perpetuated the arguments of scientific racism and promulgated the view 
of the European intellectual space as well as European scientific com-
munities of the nineteenth century as only conceivable within national 
parameters.

That the legacy of scientific racism is still present today also becomes 
clear through a view on the current development of the fields of research 
it originated from. Although in the evolvement from physical to bio-
logical anthropology its “heavy responsibility for having produced a 
raciology that scientifically endorses the division of humanity”71 has been 
critically reflected by researchers in the field, its original involvement in 
the production of these theories can no longer be negated –​ even more so 
when forensic anthropology, one of its present-​day scientific outcomes, 
still uses the instruments developed by Broca in the nineteenth century.72 
It thus seems contradictory when the history of forensic anthropology is, 
on the one hand, traced back to the nineteenth century as a linear devel-
opment from Broca to the present in several phases, while on the other 
hand, this connection is downplayed through the imagery of family lin-
eage, through which forensic anthropology is shaped as a “sister” rather 
than as a “daughter” of physical anthropology.73

In recent years, other lineages have raised dust of the nineteenth 
century’s anthropological collections, when descendants of people whose 
human remains were kept in these collections have stepped forward 
to claim restitution, reparations, and official apologies for crimes that 
directly linked European colonial expansion to the scientific ideas and 
methods of the past. In 2014, in a complicated legal procedure, the Société 
d’Anthropologie de Paris restituted the skulls of rebel chief Ataï and of 
his companion from the South Pacific island New Caledonia that to the 
present day is, as French collectivité sui generis. In 1878, Ataï had been 
beheaded for rebelling against the French colonial regime.74 Ataï’s skull 
had formed part of the Société’s collections after being depredated by an 
officer of the French marine corps and had been anatomically prepared 
by Broca. When twenty-​first-​century research claims Broca’s and the 
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Société’s craniological collection to be “riche de plus de 4900 pièces,”75 
it becomes clear that the nineteenth-​century view imposed on human 
remains like Ataï’s skull is still at least partially present today, consciously 
or not. In the ceremony of restitution, Berge Kawa, the chief’s direct des-
cendant, stated: “These remains bring us back to our own reality […] We 
were ravaged by the French state. It is therefore up to the French state 
to give us back our property.”76 Although the skulls remain silent, one 
could argue following Firmin, the voices of their descendants need to be 
heard.77

In his introduction, Firmin acknowledged that, while attending the 
Société d’Anthropologie’s discussions on the inequality between human 
races, he had come to the conclusion that counterarguments could only 
be brought forward in written form, for he felt he would have been 
regarded an “intruder” if he had directly expressed his arguments in 
the discussions.78 The result of this process was De l’égalité des races 
humaines, a work of almost seven hundred pages that was published by 
the Parisian publisher Cotillon. Firmin’s decision has ultimately made his 
objections more durable; it has provided a persistent and more effective 
form of ‘intrusion’ from within the European intellectual communities of 
the nineteenth century –​ an “intrusion” that can still be reactivated for 
the present. It also gives some rare evidence of the fact that the history 
of knowledge of the nineteenth century should be reconsidered beyond 
national boundaries. Europe’s past, after all, has always been subjected to 
transnational entanglements. And this also holds true for its present and 
future, despite claims to the contrary.
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