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Summary

The study of perfection, progress and evolution is a central theme in the history of

ideas. This thesis explores this theme seen and understood as part of a discourse in

the new fields of anthropology, sociology and psychology in the nineteenth century.

A particular focus is on the stance taken by philosophers, scientists and writers in

the discussion of theories of human physical and mental evolution, as well as on

their views concerning the nature of social progress and historical change. The

wisdom and feasibility of improving the human species is discussed alongside an

analysis of new methods of investigating and measuring physical and mental

attributes of the human organism. The instruments used to assess the development

of mind, body and society are described, and are viewed as part of an increased

emphasis on the use of technology as an integral part of modern life, and as a means

toward the ordered gathering of information in social-scientific practice. An

international perspective is taken by observing the way in which ideas about the

physical and mental development of humankind was discussed in light and

consequence of English and European scientific exploration in the Southern

Hemisphere. Further, an evaluation is made of the manner of the spread of new

thought in the social sciences from the intellectual and cultural ‘centre’ of England

and Europe to the Anglo-European community located at the ‘periphery’ in

Australia in the late nineteenth century. In particular the educative role played by the

non-professional enthusiast as a pivotal conduit for the dissemination of these ideas

is highlighted and linked back to a significant tradition of amateur scholarship as a

central phenomenon in the study of the history of ideas.
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Preface

The motivation for undertaking the thesis presented here is a long held interest in

and enthusiasm for the history of ideas. This interest has been closely connected

with an appreciation of ‘the interdisciplinary approach’. Neither is well understood

as a method of proceeding with research, and it was my objective to attempt a

synthesis of the two in the hope that I might both contribute to and encourage others

to further efforts in this direction. I chose as my topic one which has at one and the

same time been a ‘staple’ for historians of ideas (for example the early twentieth

century American philosopher Arthur O. Lovejoy) and one which remains a centre

of interest if not debate within many disciplines within the social sciences and

humanities. The topic was the complex association between the ‘idea of perfection’,

the ‘idea of progress’ and the ‘idea of evolution’. I understood these as making up

an emotionally charged ‘web of belief’ and I wanted to explore them as part of a

‘complex of ideas’ which has influenced individuals and directed change in the

social sciences over the period 1795 to 1914. My aim was to elucidate the

connection or interrelationship between the three themes; to demonstrate how those

themes were understood across the boundaries of disciplines, and to show these

themes as constituting dynamic intellectual and even intrapsychic problems for

individuals in particular places at particular times.

My purpose was also to show that the study of that interrelationship could best

be approached as a subject for investigation by recognising that it was not merely a

metahistorical or metatheoretical issue. Indeed method is not at the strategic centre

of this thesis. Rather the approach embraces a different rationale: one suggested by

the English philosopher Mark Bevir (1999: 88–9) which states ‘that we [as

historians of ideas] should not dismiss the search for evidence. We should reject

only the idea that the search for evidence should take a particular form’. Taking the

position offered by Bevir (1999: 61) that ‘all historical meanings are either

meanings for individuals or abstractions derived from meanings for individuals’,

what would be at the strategic centre of this thesis is the relationship between people

and the ideas in which they believed; and between people and people and the ideas

in which they believed.
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For this reason this thesis eschews an overt discussion of such issues as the

merits of, or tension between methodological individualism and methodological

holism as preferred approaches to research in the social sciences. I do not choose

between the two. I have chosen rather to ‘oscillate’ like the phenomenon elucidated

in the ideas themselves; to oscillate between the perspective on the idea of

perfectibility and social progress of a utopian philosopher/mathematician like the

Marquis de Condorcet ([1795] 1955) and a sceptical historian/essayist like Thomas

Carlyle (1829). Or there is drawn out here the contrast between the labours of a

pragmatic optimist like the psychologist Francis Galton (1865; 1883; 1885; 1901;

1908) and those of a didactic theorist such as the sociologist Herbert Spencer

(1851; 1857; 1860). And further the effort is made to establish a contrast between

the objectives of the scientifically curious French aristocrats of the Sociéte des

observateurs de l’homme and the scientifically curious mid-Victorians who formed

the first editorial board of the journal Nature. There is also here an attempt to show

how the great ship of ideas—to paraphrase Karl Pearson (1914–30, 2: 69)—was

surrounded by a host of smaller vessels of intellect. The discussion of the idea of

perfection, progress and evolution in the work of major authors in this thesis, is

augmented by discussion of perfection, progress and evolution in the work of

minor authors. Major English and European identities are contrasted with lesser-

known or now forgotten individuals, like the ‘amateur’ Australian journal editor

and anthropologist Dr Alan Carroll, who nevertheless served as a conduit for

conveying ideas to a wider audience in a small, isolated and very distant part of the

world.

Difficulties arose in taking A. O. Lovejoy’s (1936; 1940; 1948) approach as a

model. Lovejoy was enormously well acquainted with a wide European literature

and was able to evaluate that literature in Latin and in French. For me a problem

arose in looking particularly to French sources for inspiration and discussion in the

areas of anthropology and education. As a non-French speaker this led to a reliance

on the translations and commentaries of others. This was particularly the case when

a text which was potentially useful for the discussion of evolution and race had not

been translated at all. I was buffeted in this way between primary and secondary

sources in the case of French anthropology in the eighteenth century. So that the

complete version of George Cuvier’s (1800) ‘Instructive note on the researches to

be made relative to the anatomical differences between diverse races of man’, has

never been translated into English although it is contemporary with Matthew

Flinders’s (1801–03) circumnavigation of Australia at a time when both French and

English scientific interest in the land-mass of Australasia was at its height. The only

source is ‘extracts’ contained within a secondary source discussion of French
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anthropology in 1800 by George Stocking published in 1964. As late as 1988 in an

exploration of the contribution of French artists to the early depiction of the

southern lands, Australian scholars were still relying on Stocking’s limited

translation. It was not possible for me to access the personal papers for most of the

individuals discussed in this thesis when those papers are in archival collections in

England, Europe and America, often in widely scattered locations. The letters and

papers of Francis Galton which have been catalogued by Merrington and Golden

(1976) for instance, are held in the library of London University. Here the ‘tyranny

of distance’ impacted on my work in a real way. Yet even for those with greater

access ‘few Galton books are available in modern reprints and his numerous

[original] papers are lost in nineteenth-century periodicals’ (Keynes 1993: 3).

However, his journal articles are readily available for analysis (as are those of most

of the great Victorian scientists and essayists) in Australia’s major state libraries,

and Karl Pearson’s (1914–30) great biography has never been bettered for its

thorough documentation of his teacher’s life and work. Such, that most Galton

scholars would still look to it for inspiration to some extent.

Yet secondary sources were viewed in another and positive way. The balanced

use of primary and secondary sources is possible when the secondary sources

themselves serve to illuminate a point being made: that all thinkers are influenced by

the social and intellectual environments in which they work, and whose ‘history’

and values they have internalised. In 1958 the English historian Asa Briggs wrote a

foreword to the Centenary edition to Samuel Smiles’s Victorian bestseller Self-Help

(1859). Aside from the analysis of Smiles’s place in Victorian literature and of Self-

Help as a work of literature, Lord Briggs, is able to ask ‘what is the place of self-

help in the welfare state, where social contingencies are met by government action?

In a 1996 reprint of Smiles’s Self-Help, Lord Harris of High Cross, in an essay

titled ‘A New Consensus for the Millennium’ laments the very existence of the

welfare state; reading into Smiles’s work an anodyne for the debilitating affects of

‘state benevolence’ under both Conservative and New Labour governments. He

suggests that rather than dismissing the Victorian author’s gospel of self-

sufficiency as quaint ‘Victorian values’ Smiles’s recipe of self-improvement

through self-help provides the answer to the major social problems besetting the end

of the twentieth century. The use of secondary sources can tell us where—as far as

ideas are concerned—we have come from in relation to certain themes and where we

currently stand intellectually in relation to those themes. After all the discussion of

intellectual change itself is about a centuries long process of the sifting of concepts

and beliefs through many minds in a dynamic relationship with time, place and

scholastic fashion.
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Most texts regarded as indispensable to scholarship in the field of the history of

ideas and in the areas specific to the themes of this thesis, are Anglo-American in

their focus. This I regarded as a challenge, and it largely determined the choice of

an English, French and Australian focus to the themes discussed. I found it

sometimes difficult to reconcile the dominance of the Anglo-American interpretation

in virtually all matters relating to the development of society through the nineteenth

and twentieth century, with my desire to somehow include some analysis which

was Australia-centred.  Consequently a background influence for me was the

tension of acknowledging that scholarship at the centre and the efforts by those

seeking to make a contribution from the periphery was an effort to justify Lovejoy’s

(1948: 3) statement that ‘ideas are commodities which enter into interstate

commerce’.

The problems which I encountered in doing this thesis mirror many of the

problems encountered by others in doing certain kinds of research at the periphery

whatever the discipline concerned. Not to be at the centre can be a real limitation; a

limitation which is more than geographic. It is an emotional one also—the sense of

being cut off from the mainstream.

Finally, I was encouraged in approaching my topic by an awareness of the

seeming diminution of interest in the importance of the ‘themes and variations’ of

European ideas as a worthwhile subject for research in Australian higher education;

and as a still relevant field for understanding our cultural beginnings and our

ongoing progress. I perceive that by taking an interdisciplinary approach to research

in the social sciences and humanities our enthusiasm for intellectual history can be

reinvigorated and maintained. In the immediate future the search for an appropriate

‘method’ seems the most urgent requisite for this type of research. It will perhaps

be one which takes a ‘pluralistic’ approach as to methodology and one which

broadens rather than narrows the definition of thesis.  For while wisdom decrees

that a successful thesis will be ‘narrow and deep’ a willingness to explore beyond

defined boundaries—once again recognising the wisdom of Lovejoy (1940: 4)

when he wrote that ‘ideas are the most migratory things in the world’—is to

recognise the nature of the attempt which I made here.

At a technical level, the consideration of what constitutes the material appropriate

for exploration and extrapolation within and across the boundaries of disciplines I

considered as important as the writing of the thesis itself. For this reason, as well as

using and perusing conventional ‘texts’, that is the written word, I also took a keen

interest in visual material which might be useful in illustrating the biographical,

technical and scientific as well as the literary and artistic dimensions of the thesis. In
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line with Lovejoy’s (1936; 1940; 1948) admonition that researchers cooperate with

others in the promotion of intellectual history I regarded the involvement of those

with particular expertise as vital in undertaking this thesis.
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Faculty of Science at Monash University gave valuable advice. The staff of the

Mitchell and Dixson Libraries at the State Library of New South Wales were

helpful in locating material related to Dr Alan Carroll. I also thank Simon Conti of

The Mary Evans Picture Library, London, for ‘chasing up’ a desired image of the

Marquis de Condorcet and making this available to me.

I thank my supervisor’s Dr Bob Bessant and Dr Lorraine Ling of the Institute
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