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were not the most reliable individuals, many of them choosing the sailing life as an 
alternative to prison. We’ll give Linnaeus the benefit of the doubt and say it was 
likely the sailors who were drinking too much of the hard stuff.

The other four varieties that can be identified more clearly as humans, although 
incorrectly put into racial categories, are described in Table 3.1. Personality and 
cultural attributes are included as well. Note that each variety of human is identi-
fied by a color. The racial color classifications that are still in use today stem from 
Linnaeus’s work.

Linnaeus’s varieties of humans reflect biased observations and are skewed posi-
tively toward Europeans. With this subdivision of human races, Linnaeus laid the 
foundation for a number of scientists to follow. Until science advanced to the point 
at which it could break out of this mold, many theorists continued to revisit the 
same theme.

Johann Blumenbach attempted to make the division of races less cultural 
and more physically oriented, by leaving out clothing and personality traits that 
Linnaeus had included. In 1795, he developed a similar five-division classifica-
tion of humans: Caucasian (Europe, West Asia, North Africa); Mongolian (East 
Asia, Eskimos); Ethiopian (Sub-Saharan Africa); American (non-Eskimos); 
and Malay (Oceania). Blumenbach continued to use the strangely inaccurate 
skin color labels of black, white, yellow, “copper” to describe the Americans, 
and “tawny” for the Malayan people (Marks 1995). In 1939, a scientist named 
Carleton Coon riffed on this classification scheme again. Coon argued that his 
set of five divisions was the true set: Negroid (from Central and West Africa), 
Caucasoid (Europe and much of the northern hemisphere), Mongoloid (Asia 

TABLE 3.1

linnaeus’s four Varieties of Humans

Homo sapiens 
americanus

Red, ill-tempered, subjugated. Hair black, straight, thick; Nostrils 
wide; Face harsh; Beard scanty. Obstinate, contented, free. Paints 
himself with red lines. Ruled by custom.

Homo sapiens 
europaeus

White, serious, strong. Hair blond, flowing. Eyes blue. Active, 
very smart, inventive. Covered by tight clothing. Ruled by laws.

Homo sapiens 
asiaticus

Yellow, melancholy, greedy. Hair black. Eyes dark. Severe, 
haughty, desirous. Covered by loose garments. Ruled by opinion.

Homo sapiens 
afer

Black, impassive, lazy. Hair kinked. Skin silky. Nose flat. Lips thick 
... Crafty, slow, foolish ... Ruled by caprice [whim or impulse].

Source: Carolus Linnaeus, quoted in Marks (1995:50)
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