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PREFATORY CHAPTER TO THE
EDITION OF 1892

THis volume is a.\reprint of a work published twenty-
three years ago, which has long been unpurchasable,

- except at second-hand and at fancy prices, It was a

question whether to revise the whole and to bring the
information up to date, or simply to reprint it after
remedying a few staring errata. The latter course has
been adopted, because even a few additional data would
have made it necessary to recast all the tabulations, while
a thorough reconstruction would be a work of greater
labour than I can. now undertake,

At the time when the book was written, the human
mind was popularly thought to act independently of
natural laws, and to be capable of almost any achieve-
ment, if compelled to exert itself by a will that had a power
of initiation. Even those who had more philosophical habits
of thought were far from looking upon the mental faculties
of each individual as being limited with as much strict-
ness as those of his body, still less was the idea of the
hereditary transmission of ability clearly apprehended.
The earlier part of the book should be read in the light
of the imperfect knowledge of the time when it was
written, since what was true in the above respects
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for the year 1869 does not continue to be true for
1892,

Many of the lines of inquiry that are suggested or
hinted at in this book have since been pursued by
myself, and the results have been published in various
memoirs. They are for the most part epitomised in three
volumes—namely, Englisk Men of Science (1874), Human
Faculty (1883), Natural Inheritance (1889); also to some
small extent in a fourth volume, now about to be pub-
lished, on Finger Murks,

The fault in the volume that I chiefly regret is the
choice of its title of Hereditary Genius, but it cannot be
remedied now. There was not the slightest intention on
my part to use the word genius in any technical sense,
but merely as expressing an ability that was exceptionally
high, and at. the same time inborn, It was intended to be
used in the senses ascribed to the word in Johnson’s Dic-
tionary, viz. “Mental power or faculties, Disposition of
nature by which any one is qualified to some peculiar
employment. Nature; disposition.” A person who is a
genius is defined as—A man endowed with superior
faculties. This exhausts all that Johnson has to say on
the matter, except as regards the imaginary creature of
classical authors called a Genius, which does not concern
us, and which he describes as the protecting or ruling
power of men, places, or things. There is nothing in the
quotations from standard authors with which Johnson
illustrates his definitions, that justifies a strained and
technical sense being given to the word, nor is there
anything of the kind in the Latin word ingenium,

Hereditary Genius therefore seemed to be a more
expressive and just title than Hereditary Atility, for
ability does not exclude the effects of education, which
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genius does. The reader will find a studious abstinence
throughout the work from speaking of genius as » special
quality. It is freely used as an equivalent for natural
ability, in the opening of the chapter on « Comparison of
the Two Classifications.” In the only place, so far as I
have noticed on reading the book again, where any dis-
tinction is made between them, the uncertainty that still
clings tc the meaning of the word genius in its technical
sense is emphatically dwelt upon (p. 320). There is no
confusion of ideas in this respect in the book, but its title
seems apt to mislead, and if it could be altered now, it
should appear as Hereditary Ability.

The relation between genius in its technical sense
(whatever its precise definition may be) and insanity,
has been much insisted upon by Lombroso and others,
whose views of the closeness of the connection between
the two are so pronounced, that it would hardly be
surprising if one of their more enthusiastic followers
were to remark that So-and-So cannot be a genius,
because he has never been mad nor is there a single
lunatic in his family. T cannot go nearly so far as they,
nor aceept a moiety of their data, on which the connection
between ability of a very high order and insanity is
supposed to be established. Still, there is a large
residuum of evidence which points to a painfully close
relation between the two, and I must add that my own
later observations have tended in the same direction, for
I have been surprised at finding how often insanity or
idiocy has appeared among the near relatives of excep-
tionally able men. Those who are over eager and ex-
tremely active in mind must often possess brains that
are more excitable and peculiar than is consistent with
soundness. They are likely to become crazy at times,
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and perhaps to break down altogether. Their inborn
excitability and peculiarity may be expected to appear
in some of their relatives also, but unaccompanied with
an equal dose of preservative qualities, whatever they
may be. Those relatives would be crank,” if not
insane,

There is much that is indefinite in the application of
the word genius. It is applied to many a youth by his
contemporaries, but more rarely by biographers, who do
not always agree among themselves. If genius means a
sense of inspiration, or of rushes of ideas from apparently
supernatural sources, or of an inordinate and burning
desire to accomplish any particular end, it is perilously
near to the voices heard by the insane, to their delirious
tendencies, or to their monomanias. It cannot in such
cases be a healthy faculty, nor can it be desirable to
perpetuate it by inheritance. The natural ability of
which this book mainly treats, is such as a modern
European possesses in a much greater average share
than men of the lower races. There is nothing either in
the history of domestic animals or in that of evolution to
make us doubt that a race of sane men may be formed,
who shall be as much superior mentally and morally to

the modern European, as the modern European is to the

lowest of the Negro races. Individual departures from
this high average level in an upward direction would
afford an adequate supply of a degree of ability that is
exceedingly rare now, and is much wanted.

It may prove helpful to the reader of the volume to
insert in this introductory chapter a brief summary of its
data and course of arguments. The primary object was
to investigate whether and in what degree natural ability
was hereditarily transmitted. This could not be easily

www . fastio.com

TO THE EDITION OF 1892 xi

accomplished without a preliminary classification of ability
according to a standard scale, so the first part of the book
is taken up with an attempt to provide one.

The method employed is based on the law commonly
known to mathematicians as that of “ frequency of error,”
because it was devised by them to discover the frequency
with which various proportionate amounts of error might
be expected to occur in astronomical and geodetical opera-
tions, and thereby to estimate the value that was probably
nearest the truth, from a ‘mass of slightly discordant
measures of the same fact.

Its application had ‘been extended by Quetelet to the
proportions of the human body, on the grounds that the
differences, say in stature, between men of the same race
might theoretically be treated as if they were Errors made
by Nature in her attempt to mould individual men of the

same race according to the same-ideal pattern. Fantastic

as such & notion may appear to be when it is expressed in
these bare terms, without the accompaniment of a full
explanation, it can be shown to rest on a perfectly just
basis, Moreover, the theoretical predictions were found
by him to be correct, and their correctness in analogous
cases under reasonable reservations has been confirmed by
multitudes of subsequent observations, of which perhaps
the most noteworthy are those of Professor Weldon, on
that humble creature the common shrimp (Proc. Royal
Society, p. 2, vol. 51, 1892).

One effect of the law may be expressed under this
form, though it is not that which was used by Quetelet.
Suppose 100 adult Englishmen to be selected at random,
and ranged in the order of their statures in a row; the
statures of the 50th and the 51st men would be almost
identical, and would represent the average of all the
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