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Dark Vanishings:
Discourse on the
Extinction of Primitive
Races (1800-1930) - A
Deep Dive into Patrick
Brantlinger's Work

Patrick Brantlinger's *Dark Vanishings: The Discourse
on the Extinction of Primitive Races, 1800-1930%*,
published by Cornell University Press, offers a crucial
examination of the pervasive narratives surrounding
the disappearance of Indigenous populations during
this period. This insightful work delves into the
complex interplay of scientific racism, colonial
ideology, and evolving notions of progress, revealing
how these factors shaped the dominant discourse on
extinction and the subsequent erasure of these
cultures. This article will explore the key themes
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within Brantlinger's book, focusing on the construction
of "primitive races," the role of science in justifying
colonial violence, and the lasting impact of this
discourse.

The Construction of "Primitive
Races”

Brantlinger's research meticulously dismantles the
very concept of "primitive races," demonstrating how
this categorization was a social construct designed to
serve the interests of European colonialism. This
concept, central to the dark vanishings discourse,
wasn't a neutral scientific observation but a powerful
tool used to justify the subjugation and ultimately, the
elimination, of non-European populations. He
illustrates how seemingly objective scientific studies
frequently employed biased methodologies and
interpretations to reinforce pre-existing prejudices.
This involved analyzing skull sizes (craniometry) and
other physical characteristics to supposedly prove
inherent intellectual and moral inferiority, justifying
the colonial project as a civilizing mission. Brantlinger
masterfully reveals the inherent circularity of this
logic: "primitive" races were defined by their
perceived backwardness, and their backwardness was
then used to justify their subjugation and eventual
disappearance.

Science as a Tool of Colonialism

A significant contribution of *Dark Vanishings* lies in
its detailed analysis of how scientific discourse, far
from being objective, actively facilitated colonial
expansion. This is a key aspect of understanding the
extinction narratives prevalent at the time.
Brantlinger shows how seemingly neutral scientific
concepts, such as Darwinian evolution, were twisted
and selectively applied to support existing racial
hierarchies. The idea of "survival of the fittest" was
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often interpreted as evidence of the inherent
superiority of European races and the inevitable
demise of "inferior" ones. This created a false
narrative of natural selection where the extinction of
Indigenous groups wasn't seen as a consequence of
colonial violence but rather as a natural process. The
book effectively demonstrates the insidious ways in
which science was weaponized to justify the brutal
realities of colonialism and the resulting
disappearances.

Narratives of Extinction and the
Erasure of Culture

Brantlinger's study doesn't just focus on the scientific
justifications for extinction; it also examines the
broader cultural narratives that accompanied and
perpetuated these beliefs. The primitive race
extinction discourse frequently portrayed Indigenous
cultures as doomed, fading relics of a bygone era. This
portrayal served to dehumanize these groups,
rendering their suffering less visible and less worthy of
concern. He explores how literary works, travelogues,
and popular media contributed to this narrative,
reinforcing the image of Indigenous populations as
inherently weak and destined to disappear. This
narrative of inevitable extinction not only excused
colonial violence but also silenced the voices and
experiences of the very populations being erased.

The Legacy of Dark Vanishings

The enduring legacy of the discourse analyzed in
*Dark Vanishings* is profound. The racist ideologies
and justifications for colonial violence detailed in the
book continue to resonate today, influencing
contemporary discussions on race, power, and cultural
preservation. Brantlinger's work serves as a powerful
reminder of the dangers of allowing scientific and
cultural narratives to be manipulated to justify
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oppression and violence. The book forces a critical
examination of how seemingly objective knowledge
can be twisted to serve political agendas and how
these historical narratives continue to shape our
understanding of the world. The book's impact lies in
its ability to challenge us to critically examine our own
biases and to fight against the continued
marginalization and erasure of Indigenous
populations. Understanding this extinction
discourse is crucial for dismantling the systemic
inequalities that persist today.

Conclusion

*Dark Vanishings* is not merely a historical account;
it's a powerful critique of the ways in which power
structures shape knowledge and justify oppression. By
meticulously examining the discourse surrounding the
supposed extinction of "primitive races" between
1800 and 1930, Brantlinger provides a critical lens
through which to understand the enduring legacy of
colonialism and racism. His work challenges readers
to confront the uncomfortable truths of the past and
to work towards a more just and equitable future. The
book’s lasting value lies in its ability to illuminate the
subtle and not-so-subtle ways in which prejudice
continues to shape our world, demanding that we
actively challenge these harmful narratives.

FAQ

Q1: What is the central argument of *Dark
Vanishings*?

Al: The central argument is that the widespread belief
in the extinction of "primitive races" between 1800
and 1930 wasn't a neutral scientific observation but a
socially constructed narrative used to justify European
colonialism and the eradication of Indigenous
populations. Brantlinger shows how "science" was
manipulated to support pre-existing racial hierarchies
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and to legitimize acts of violence.

Q2: How does Brantlinger utilize scientific
racism in his analysis?

A2: Brantlinger doesn't merely describe scientific
racism; he analyzes how it functioned as a key
component of the extinction narrative. He examines
specific scientific practices, like craniometry, and
reveals how they were used to produce biased results
that reinforced existing prejudices about the supposed
inferiority of non-European populations.

Q3: What role did literature and popular culture
play in the discourse on extinction?

A3: Brantlinger demonstrates how literary works,
travelogues, and popular media contributed
significantly to the narrative of Indigenous populations
as doomed and destined to disappear. These
narratives helped dehumanize these groups and
normalize their suffering, making colonial violence
seem less objectionable.

Q4: What are the lasting implications of the
discourse analyzed in the book?

A4: The implications are profound and far-reaching.
The racist ideologies and justifications for colonial
violence described in the book continue to impact
contemporary discussions on race, power, and cultural
preservation. Understanding this historical context is
crucial for dismantling systemic inequalities that
persist today.

Q5: How does *Dark Vanishings* contribute to
postcolonial studies?

A5: *Dark Vanishings* makes a significant contribution
to postcolonial studies by providing a detailed analysis
of how colonial discourse shaped the understanding
and representation of Indigenous populations. It
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challenges the dominant narratives and offers a more
nuanced and critical perspective on the historical
relationship between colonizers and colonized.

Q6: What methodologies does Brantlinger
employ in his research?

A6: Brantlinger utilizes a combination of historical
analysis, textual analysis (examining scientific papers,
literary works, and other cultural artifacts), and close
reading to uncover the underlying assumptions and
biases within the discourse on extinction. His
approach is deeply interdisciplinary, drawing on
history, anthropology, and literary studies.

Q7: How does the book challenge traditional
notions of scientific objectivity?

A7: Brantlinger powerfully challenges the idea of
scientific objectivity by demonstrating how scientific
research and its interpretation were consistently
influenced by and served to reinforce existing racial
prejudices and colonial ambitions. He shows how
"objective" data was often selectively used to support
pre-determined conclusions.

Q8: What is the overall tone and style of the
book?

A8: The book adopts a scholarly yet accessible tone.
While the subject matter is complex, Brantlinger
writes in a clear and engaging style, making the
arguments accessible to a broad audience. The book
is meticulously researched and thoroughly
documented, making it a valuable contribution to the
scholarly literature while remaining compelling for
general readers interested in the history of colonialism
and racism.
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Unveiling the Shadows: Patrick
Brantlinger's "Dark Vanishings"
and the Discourse on Primitive
Race Extinction (1800-1930)

Patrick Brantlinger's seminal work, *Dark Vanishings:
Discourse on the Extinction of Primitive Races
1800-1930*, published by Cornell University Press,
offers a compelling exploration of how Western
thinkers constructed and propagated narratives
surrounding the alleged disappearance of "primitive"
races during the 19th and early 20th centuries. This
wasn't merely a objective observation; Brantlinger
skillfully deconstructs the deeply preconceived
frameworks that influenced these narratives,
revealing how they served to rationalize colonialism,
racism, and the powerful ideologies of the time. The
book offers a profound lens through which we can
evaluate the pervasive influence of cultural prejudice
in the development of historical narratives.

Brantlinger's methodology involves a meticulous
examination of a wide-ranging array of sources,
including scientific publications, travel narratives,
missionary reports, and colonial archives. He
meticulously traces how the discourse on the
extinction of "primitive" races evolved, identifying
important shifts in emphasis and rhetorical strategies.
Early narratives often highlighted the intrinsic frailty
of these populations, portraying them as destined to
vanish due to their inherent deficiencies. However, as
the century progressed, the attention shifted towards
environmental and social factors, although these
explanations often masked the underlying racial
biases.

One particularly insightful aspect of Brantlinger's work
is his analysis of the role of academic discourse in
sustaining these harmful narratives. He demonstrates
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how ethnographers and other "experts" employed
pseudo-scientific arguments to justify their
preconceived notions about racial dominance. The
concept of "natural selection," for instance, was often
misused to explain the supposed weakness of
"primitive" races, ignoring the devastating impact of
colonialism and disease on their populations.
Brantlinger meticulously deconstructs these erroneous
arguments, highlighting the social motivations behind
them.

Moreover, the book examines the complex
relationship between religious perspectives and the
discourse on extinction. Missionary reports, while
often expressing concern for the plight of indigenous
populations, also frequently strengthened existing
stereotypes and justifications for colonial expansion.
Brantlinger expertly shows how seemingly benign acts
of civilization were often interwoven with a subtle
narrative of replacement. The absorption of
indigenous cultures was presented not as a
alternative, but as an preordained consequence of
their intrinsic inferiority.

Brantlinger's work isn't just a scholarly analysis; it
possesses significant modern relevance. His
meticulous examination of the construction of racist
narratives serves as a powerful cautionary tale of the
harmful consequences of biased thinking and the
pervasive influence of power structures in shaping
historical narratives. The book provides invaluable
understandings into how racial bias can contaminate
seemingly objective disciplines like science and
anthropology, and how these biases can be used to
rationalize acts of violence and oppression.

In conclusion, *Dark Vanishings* offers a essential
supplement to our understanding of the social
construction of race and the catastrophic impact of
colonial ideologies. Brantlinger's careful research and
insightful analysis provide a forceful critique of the
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hegemonic narratives of the past and offer valuable
lessons for understanding the persistence of racial
prejudice in the present. By investigating the
discourse surrounding the extinction of "primitive"
races, Brantlinger compels us to challenge our own
assumptions and engage in a more critical and refined
understanding of history.

Frequently Asked Questions (FAQs):

1. What is the central argument of *Dark
Vanishings*? The central argument is that the
discourse surrounding the "extinction" of primitive
races between 1800 and 1930 was not a neutral
observation but a socially constructed narrative
deeply intertwined with colonial ideologies and racist
assumptions, used to justify oppression and
expansion.

2. What types of sources does Brantlinger use?
Brantlinger utilizes a wide array of sources, including
scientific publications, travelogues, missionary
reports, colonial documents, and anthropological
studies to build a comprehensive picture of the
evolving discourse.

3. What is the book's relevance today? The book's
relevance lies in its demonstration of how racial bias
can permeate seemingly objective fields and how
these biases can be manipulated to justify oppression.
It serves as a crucial reminder of the importance of
critical thinking and the need to deconstruct harmful
narratives.

4. How does Brantlinger challenge existing
historical narratives? Brantlinger challenges
existing narratives by exposing the underlying
assumptions and biases that shaped them,
highlighting the ways in which "scientific"
explanations were often used to justify colonial
violence and the erasure of indigenous cultures.
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5. What are some key concepts discussed in the
book? Key concepts include the social construction of
race, the role of science in justifying colonialism, the
impact of missionary activities, and the evolution of
the discourse on extinction over time.
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