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COLOUR-BAR: A DIGRESSION IN ETHNOLOGY. 
By COLONEL R. H. FIRTH. 

IT will be conceded that, all over the world, the law of custom 
is slowly breaking down. The influence of steamships and railways 
is steadily removing the isolation of many races, and alien settlers 
are intermarrying with many old-time peoples. So great and so 
cosmopolitan are the forces now at work, that the ethnologist of 
the future will probably have no pure races left to examine. In 
fact, it is safe to say that even now no one of the existing peoples 
is racially pure; we are tempted to go so far as to say that there 
never has been a pure race since the Mousterian Age; certainly 
there has been none in Europe during historical times. 

We may put the present population of the world at some 1,500 
millions, and these we may classify as being 700 millions wbo are 
progressive and 800 millions who are stagnant under the law of 
custom. We cannot say civilized and uncivilized owing to the 
existence of the London" hooligan," the Parisian "apache" and 
the New York" Bowery tough." Even the terms progressive and 
stagnant are inadequate, as witness the Parsi gentleman and the 
Somerset farm labourer. In the same way, white and coloured 
are no more satisfactory, for there are Afgha,ns and Chinese many 
shades whiter than the Portuguese. The problem that will have 
to be solved by the next generation, and as to which this article 
aims at directing thought, is, What part is to be taken in the world's 
affairs by the 800 millions of so-called stagnant or uncivilized men 
who happen to be pigmentally different to the other 700 millions? 
The answer is intimately associated with that to another question, 
Is there any inherent inferiority in their equipment of mind and 
character? Readers of our daily press will appreciate the presence 
of this question at our very doors to-day. 

The law of custom was the only law known to our forefathers, 
until the infusion of new blood and new customs forced them to 
choose between the old and the new, and to make new laws to 
meet new needs. All this happened so long ago that, if it were 
not for a few ceremonial survivals, we might well doubt whether 
our forefathers were ever stagnant. Isolated races will remain 
stationary for centuries under an ethical code which bids them do 
as their fathers did before them. In nearly all these cases, custom 
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320 Colour-bar: a Digression in Ethnology 

is interwoven closely with religion, and is enforced by a fear of 
punishment in this life. Among patriarchal races, whose gods are 
their ancestors, this view is strongest, for to depart from the 
ancestral custom is to insult the tribal god, and it is therefore the 
business of every member of the tribe to see to it that he suffers 
no personal harm through the impiety of one of his fellow-tribes
men; so custom holds everyone in its iron hands from the cradle 
to the grave, and a man cannot move hand or foot without the 
dread of breaking some tabu. It is true, the law of custom has 
been swept away by conquering races many times in the world's 
history, but in all these cases, where new customs took root at all, 
they were implanted by force upon the weaker race by the strong 
hand of its conquerors, and, as the subject race had obeyed its own 
custom-law through fear of the unseen, so it adopted the new law 
through the fear of its new masters. It was a rough but whole
some schooling. Nowadays we go to work in another way; there 
is little of the conqueror's way about us; we saunter into a country 
and trade with its inhabitants; we undermine their customs with
out forcing them to adopt ours; we teach the precepts of Chris
tianity, and in the same breath assure them that, instead of 
.l?hysical punishment by disease which they used to fear when they 
did wrong, their delinquencies will be visited by eternal punishment 
after death, a remote contingency which presents no terrors to 
them; and when the novelty of the idea has worn off they are left, 
like a rudderless ship, to drift where the wind of fancy drives them. 
From this point of view, in the coercion of native rac,es the suaviter 
in modo is a more dangerous process than the fortiter in 're. The 
fabric of their social system has been built up gradually; we may 
raze it to its foundations and erect another building in its place, 
but if we pull out a stone here and there the whole building comes, 
tumbling about our ears before we have time to do any rebuilding. 

To some a comforting belief is, that Nature will maintain a 
balance by operation of a natural law that primitive races begin to
decline in numbers as soon as Europeans come into contact with 
them. A few cases of the kind are on record, but only in respect 
of islanders, among whom a new disease on introduction has run 
riot. But we know now that this phenomenon is but temporary 
and is far from general application. Some continental races have· 
never shown a tendency to decrease, in spite of close contact with 
Europeans: they seem immune from the ordinary epidemics that. 
have proved so fatal to insular natives. Their capacity for 
numerical increase would seem to be limited only by the capacity' 

'. 

P
rotected by copyright.

 on M
ay 22, 2023 by guest.

http://m
ilitaryhealth.bm

j.com
/

J R
 A

rm
y M

ed C
orps: first published as 10.1136/jram

c-25-03-04 on 1 S
eptem

ber 1915. D
ow

nloaded from
 

http://militaryhealth.bmj.com/


R. H. Firth 321 

of their country to support them. Of course, we cannot ignore the 
fact that as uncivilized people begin to adopt scientific methods 
of medicine and surgery they will begin to elude the law of the 
survival of the fittest, but, on the other hand, the more isolated 
races, who are now the victims of new diseases, will gradually 
become immune. It is probably safe to predict that the rate of 
increase of the more virile races will decline as the change in their 
habits begins to affect them. The European is reckoned to double 
his numbers in eighty years, the Chinese in sixty, and the African 
negro in forty years. If this statement be only half true, the out
look for men of European descent is not bright; but, making an 
allowances, it is obvious that the over-population of the earth is 
within sight unless some unforeseen agency intervene to prevent it. 

We have already premised that no existing people is racially 
pure, but in spite of this we find nationality and patriotism much 
in evidence. Possibly both are artificial and really geographical 
sentiments, yet the whole path of human advance through the 
centuries is strewn with the corpses of race hatred. Now, the real 
test by which to gauge race hatred is the test of intermarriage. 
If two races live side by side for a century or two without any 
intermarriage, one may conclude that the colour-bar is natural and 
not an artificial sentiment. Historically, we have little to guide us. 
Virgil in his eighth lEneid (687 to 688) unhesitatingly condemns 
the marriage of Antony with Cleopatra, and Horace in his first 
Ode (37), referring to the relations of Julius Cffisar with the same 
lady, cans her a <t fatale monstrum." Similarly Titus was obliged 
by public opinion to part with Queen Berenice. In all these cases, 
and also in the case of Roman soldiers taken prisoner by the 
Parthians and then marrying native wives, the condemnation was 
due rather to pride in Roman citizenship and to contempt for 
barbarians rather than to any colour-bar. Though Juvenal, in his 
second Satire (23), classes the Ethiopian skin as a physical defect 
in the same category as bandy legs, one fails to find evidence from 
the Romans of any colour antipathy having been a bar to inter
marriage. This is a very interesting question to us, and much 
turns upon the question whether race antipathy is inherent, for 
when two races are brought into contact and competition there is 
no middle course. Either race antipathy must disappear, or one 
breed of man must dominate and extinguish the other. Few 
people have studied race hatred dispassionately, and it calls for 
calm, cold scrutiny in these times. We meet with it in its acutest 
form in the United States. In England it is weak and confined 
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exclusively to those who have lived in the Tropics. In other Euro
pean countries it is scarcely noticeable. If we look back a bit, we 
find that race antipathy is a sentiment of modern growth. In the 
fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, Englishmen do not seem to have 
thought coloured people their inferiors by reason of their colour. 
The only race hatred in the Middle Ages was anti-semitic, and this 
was probably due to the Crusades. Shakespeare saw nothing 
repulsive in the marriage of Desdemona with a man of colour. 
The colour-bar seems to have dated only from the slavery period in 
the West Indies with us, and yet the Romans, Spaniards, Portu
guese and Dutch, who were great slave-owners, do not seem to have 
felt it. These considerations give cause for thought, and, though 
we do not see clearly the racial future of mankind, certain facts are 
clear, and one of these is, that a white skin cannot for ever be a 
kind of patent of nobility. Race prejudice does not die so hard as 
many think, and when the white man finds himself in a state of 
political or economic inferiority, he is and will be ready to drop his 
racial pride and adapt himself to circumstances. It is an unpalat
able truth, but a truth all the same. 

The real question for the moment is, How far are the backward 
races fit to compete with Europeans? Someone has said that the 
average man is incapable of assimilating much more knowledge 
than his immediate ancestors could acquire, and that the growth of 
the mind can, in the average man, be but by fractional increments 
in each generation. There are more exceptions than will prove any 
such rule. One has only to realize that Brooker Washington and 
Bughardt Dubois were both full-blooded negroes, or even to look 
around one in this country or in India. In some physical attributes, 
such as the sense of smell, the average European falls far below the 
Malay or Japanese, and a little below the Murray Islander, who 
excels him in the sense of delicacy of touch and in nice discrimina
tion between small differences of weight. Mental attributes are 
not open to any scientific test. In making comparisons between 
the mentality of two races, one must compare the average with the 
average, and not the average of one race with the exceptional 
individuals of the other. At most we can say that, so far, there 
is no evidence to show that any of the backward races have pro
duced individuals equal to Europeans of the first calibre; but we 
are bound to admit that, among a limited number of individuals of 
those races, one finds the same aptitude as among the average of 
Europeans, and that there is, so far as is known, no race of marked 
mental inferiority, though there may be a larger number of slow 
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witted individuals in one race than in another. What is lacking, 
as a rule, in the backward races is character and application. It 
is strength of character, rather than intellectual power, that 
achieves big things in this world, and of character we may say it 
is probably affected by climate and by pressure of circumstances. 
We must not be rash to assume that character and application are 
lacking in all individuals of the backward races. Far from it, there 
are many instances on record. True they are rare, but they are 
becoming less rare; all around us we see men who are defying the 
law of custom to their material profit, though not always to their 
peace of mind perhaps. 

As a student of heredity, one can find nothing to encourage the 
belief that the white and the coloured races will coalesce to produce 
an intermediate type, but it is a popular error to believe that inter
marriage on a large scale would be physically disastrous. The 
half-caste offspring of such mixed marriages is supposed to inherit 
the vices of both races and none of the virtues. This is not true, 
and the idea is based on superficial knowledge of facts and super
ficial·thinking. What little truth there be in the accusation, the 
social ostracism in which these people are condemned to live would 
be sufficient, and is sufficient, to account for it. Disowned by their 
fathers and unrestrained by the customs of their mothers' people, 
it could scarcely be otherwise. But those who know the Eurasians 
of India and the half-castes of many races all agree that in aptitUde 
they are equal to the average European, when they have the 
same education and opportunity. There is, moreover, no physical 
deterioration iu the offspring of half-castes inter se. In Java, 
where the Dutch regard them as social equals, they are eligible for 
the highest positions in the colony. 

Looking at the question from the impartial and critical stand
point, one is forced to conclude that the day is not far distant when, 
in tropical countries, the line of colour will cease to be the line 
of social caste. There, as elsewhere, wealth will create a new 
aristocracy recruited from men of every shade of colour. In this 
country, in India, and in China the process may be accelerated, for 
labour unrest and high wages in western lands may compel manu
facturers to transfer capital to countries where labour is cheap, 
plentiful and efficient. The writer of this article knows many men 
of Hindu and Chinese and Arab origin in London, Manchester, 
and Liverpool, who control large industries with their wealth. 
These are no isolated cases, but indices of the time. The day is 
not far distant when the aristocracy of wealth and of brains will be 
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composed of every shade of colour. So, too, will be the masses of 
the workers. In one country the majority of workers will be black 
or brown, in another, white; but throughout the white man will 
work shoulder to shoulder with the black and feel no degradation. 
Logically, why should he, and by stress of evolutionary environment 
what alternative will he have? It is the picture of no visionary 
to say that in the near days to come there will be the same feverish 
pursuit of wealth, the same struggle between capital and labour, 
but all races will participate in this distribution of wealth. The 
world, possibly, will then be neither so pleasant nor picturesque to 
live in as now, but the dominant note will be the curious absence of 
colour-bar and the evident decay of the law of custom. Few of us 
are free from prejudices on this colour question, but no thinking 
man can conceal from himself the need for a saner outlook. To 
stimulate thought in that direction this article is written, and 
merits calm reflection by those of us in the Service called to serve 
in lands other than our own, and often alongside of men racially 
and pigment ally different from ourselves. Every man is entitled to 
his own opinion, but let us not be blind to the wider outlook; and 
be ever mindful that every shield has two sides. Times are 
changing, and it is for us all to be not only alive to those changes, 
but also in touch with all arguments and influences which are 
bringing about these mutations. One writes in no spirit of dogd 
matism, but rather as the detached observer who sees things too 
often overlooked by those in the thick of the fight, also as one 
anxious to warn others of possible troubles ahead, and impressed 
with the need for an intellectual anticipation of the same. 
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