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9. The Australian Race

In 1873, two years before he joined the Board for the Protection of Aborigines, 
Edward M. Curr made a startling discovery regarding Aboriginal languages. 
While conversing with ‘a Blackfellow of the Swan Hill neighbourhood’ he 
noticed the man using a word in common with the Ngooraialum people, whose 
territory lay more than 200 kilometres to the south-east. This was particularly 
surprising to Curr, as he knew that the Bangerang people, who traditionally 
occupied the intervening territory, did not use this word. He subsequently 
observed that the Bangerang ‘were encircled by a number of tribes, which spoke 
related languages, which differed materially from theirs’. This circumstance 
caused Curr to ponder what might be discovered about the migration of 
Aboriginal peoples by a comparative analysis of their vocabularies. His interest 
in ethnology derived, therefore, from an interest in the languages of the tribes 
he had encountered while squatting in the 1840s.1

Curr had earlier declined an invitation to join a group assembling vocabularies 
of Victorian Aboriginal languages, but his linguistic discovery in 1873 triggered 
a new curiosity. He began collecting vocabularies using a circulated list of ‘a few 
common English words’ for translation. Sending his wordlist to ‘stock-owners 
here and there’, Curr soon observed ‘some order in what had heretofore appeared 
a mere jumble of related tongues’. Inspired by his early findings he expanded his 
word list to over 100 words and sought the assistance of colonial governments 
and the press.2 In this way, Curr recruited a wider range of informants, including 
missionaries, government officials as well as pastoralists and stockmen. The 
project was also a family affair: Curr’s youngest brother Montagu and his eldest 
son Edward, who were both pastoralists in the far north of Queensland, each 
contributed several vocabularies, while Curr himself assembled vocabularies 
for 27 Victorian languages. The wordlist included native flora and fauna, 
basic relationship terms, body parts, weapons, numbers and a range of other 
words. Describing his project to the Argus in 1883, Curr wrote: ‘My collection 
comprises vocabularies of about 200 of our languages, drawn up for comparison 
on a uniform plan, many of them in duplicate and triplicate.’ He further stressed 
that the approximately 300 contributors were ‘residents in the bush’.3 

1 Curr 1886, vol 1: xiii–xiv.
2 See, for example: Queenslander, 20 May 1876: 22; South Australian Advertiser, 17 May 1876: 3.
3 Edward M. Curr, ‘Letter to the Editor’, Argus, 9 January 1883: 10.
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Figure 22: Extract from a vocabulary of the Kamilaroi, Leichardt River, 
supplied by Montagu Curr. 

Edward M. Curr, 1886, The Australian Race (Melbourne: John Ferres, Govt. Printer), vol II, 320.



9 . The Australian Race 

147

For Curr’s collection to be valuable for purposes of comparison, a systematic 
approach to transcription was desirable, but with such a large number of 
contributors this goal was elusive. Curr himself recognised the difficulty, 
explaining that ‘it is often difficult to decide whether certain sounds should 
be expressed by b or p, others by d or t, and others by k or g’.4 He addressed 
this problematic issue by attempting to impose a uniform system of spelling 
on the vocabularies he received, but this process must have been fraught 
with difficulty.5 Although he originally aimed to make a study of Aboriginal 
languages, he was increasingly drawn to a more general ethnographic approach. 
Accordingly, he asked many of his correspondents to return a questionnaire 
on tribal customs and manners to supplement the standard vocabulary. The 
questionnaire consisted of 83 items that the Australian anthropologist A.P. 
Elkin later described as being ‘in the range of what could be called physical and 
cultural anthropology’.6 Curr was interested in such issues as territorial range, 
demography, physical characteristics, clothing and ornamentation, weapons, 
wars, marriage and disease. For the most part, however, Curr’s study revolved 
around language.

Curr initially had no intention to publish his collection due to a mistaken belief 
that his Aboriginal protection board colleague R. Brough Smyth had long been 
engaged on the subject. He gradually was convinced, however, that his work 
was important. This was particularly the case following the publication in 1878 
of Smyth’s Aborigines of Victoria – Curr was unimpressed and later wrote an 
extended critique of Smyth’s work.7 As Curr’s project of collection grew in 
scale, he began to ponder how he might interpret the data he had obtained. 
Although he later expressed suspicion of the scientific fashions that he believed 
had influenced other prominent scholars, he found his own inspiration in the 
work of the English philologist Hyde Clarke, who was then vice president of 
the Anthropological Institute of Great Britain and Ireland. In November 1879 
the Royal Society of Victoria heard a paper by Clarke, which (as Curr put it) 
‘drew attention to certain affinities between the Mozambique and Australian 
Languages’.8 Clarke took a vocabulary of the ‘Yarra tribe’ from Smyth’s Aborigines 
of Victoria and compared it with a family of languages from Portuguese Africa 
contained in Koelle’s Polyglotta Africana (1854). He concluded: ‘There is, 
therefore no mistake that the language of the Melbourne tribes is of common 
origin with those of Mozambique.’9 Ironically, Clarke relied on a vocabulary 
compiled by John Green, the former manager of the Coranderrk Aboriginal 

4 Curr 1886, vol 1: 4.
5 Curr 1886, vol 1: 247.
6 Elkin 1975: 12.
7 Curr 1886, vol 1: 237–244.
8 Curr 1886, vol 1: xv.
9 Clarke 1879: 170–176.
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reserve and a major antagonist of Curr’s during the Coranderrk Rebellion.10 This 
might help explain why Curr was initially sceptical of Clarke’s conclusion: ‘To 
me the position seemed doubtful, as I knew many of the words on which it was 
based were accidental, and not prevalent in our languages’. Nevertheless, Curr 
investigated Clarke’s hypothesis more thoroughly and ultimately concurred: 
‘The evidence I have on this subject seems indisputable.’11

Inspired by Clarke, Curr was drawn into a wider debate about racial origins, 
which transformed his project from one of compiling vocabularies to a fully-
fledged ethnological work. Importantly, Clarke provided not only theoretical 
inspiration, but also encouragement and support, as Curr explained: ‘the writer 
is under no small obligation to that gentlemen for the kindly interest he has 
evinced in this undertaking’.12 Clarke’s encouragement probably galvanised 
Curr’s resolve to pursue a project he initially thought beyond his expertise. 
Driven by a belief that the Aboriginal race was dying, he found himself ‘on 
the threshold of an ethnological work … without any previous preparation’. 
After more than a decade or labour, his project culminated in a four-volume 
work with the prosaic title The Australian Race: Its Origin, Languages, Customs, 
Place of Landing in Australia, and the Routes by Which It Spread Itself Over 
That Continent. In the introduction, Curr explained the prime motive behind 
his research:

As raison d’être for this publication then, it may be pointed out that 
when the author drifted into his undertaking, many tribes were passing 
away, leaving no record behind them, and no one seemed likely to step 
in and do what was necessary for ethnology.13

In compiling his work, Curr received considerable support from government 
officials around Australia. Consequently, his list of acknowledgments reads 
almost like a Who’s Who of Australian colonial politics in the 1880s. He thanked 
colonial secretaries from all the mainland Australian colonies, numerous under-
secretaries, the Governor of Western Australia Sir Frederick A. Weld, who had 
been a contemporary of Curr’s at Stonyhurst College, and the former Governor 
of South Australia, New Zealand and the Cape Colony, Sir George Grey.  
The involvement of all these prominent men certainly lent weight to Curr’s 
project and probably contributed to the Victorian Government’s decision to 
publish The Australian Race. Curr certainly had excellent political connections, 
deriving from his father’s role in securing independence for Victoria and from 
his own senior public service position. By the 1880s his key political ally was 

10 Smyth 1878: 99–117.
11 Edward M. Curr, ‘Letter to the Editor’, Argus, 9 January 1883: 10. See also Edward M. Curr, ‘Letter to 
Hyde Clarke’, 8 September 1880, State Library of New South Wales, MLDOC 2095.
12 Curr 1886, vol 1: xv.
13 Curr 1886, vol 1: xiv–xv.
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Jonas Felix Levien, who as minister for mines and agriculture was responsible 
for Curr’s department. Curr dedicated The Australian Race to Levien, ‘through 
whose influence it was published by the Government of Victoria’.

Before recommending the work be published, Levien had arranged for a copy 
to be sent to the Agent General in London, who submitted Curr’s drafts to the 
president of the Anthropological Institute, W.H. Flower. The Argus reported 
Flower’s favourable opinion in November 1884: ‘The linguistic portion of 
the work … seems most valuable, and contains much new and important 
information, collected at great labour, and well worth publishing.’14 Although 
Flower recommended publication, his review appears somewhat equivocal; by 
noting the particular value of ‘the linguistic portion of the work’ he almost 
seems to damn Curr’s wider ethnography with faint praise. This might have 
been due to Curr’s conclusions regarding the racial origins of the Aborigines, 
which did not agree with Flower’s own. Whatever the case, an endorsement 
from the president of the Anthropological Institute was sufficient reason for 
Levien to push for publication.

Curr submitted the first part of his manuscript to the government printer 
in February 1885.15 The first volume was published in March 1886 and was 
distributed at the Colonial and Indian Exhibition in London that year.16 
Publication of all four volumes was slow, however, and was not completed 
until September 1887. In a surviving personal copy of the work, Curr recorded 
his frustration at the slow rate of publication, noting that it had been printed 
months earlier but that Victoria’s premier, Duncan Gillies, ‘would not direct its 
publication’. No money was spent on advertising, leaving Curr to distribute a 
few copies to the colonial press. Curr concluded: ‘Altogether the work appeared 
under very disadvantageous circumstances.’17

The first three volumes of The Australian Race were divided into 23 sections 
or ‘Books’, while the large-format volume 4 featured a comparative vocabulary 
and a map showing the locations of each tribe referred to in the work. The 
244-page ‘Book the First’ occupied most of the first volume and featured Curr’s 
general account of the languages, manners and customs of the Australian 
Aborigines and his arguments about their origins and routes of migration across 
the continent. The remainder of the first volume and all of volumes two and 
three contained Curr’s vast collection of vocabularies, divided into 22 books 
according to geographic location and linguistic affinity. Each book included 

14 Argus, 3 November 1884: 5.
15 Edward M. Curr, Note regarding publication of The Australian Race, 20 September 1887, Murrumbogie 
Papers.
16 Argus, 19 March 1886: 5.
17 See Dixon 1980: 13; Curr’s annotated edition is held by the Menzies Library at The Australian National 
University.
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an introductory preface, which usually featured a short regional ethnography 
written by Curr based on the questionnaires he had received. In some cases, 
however, Curr republished in full the ethnographic accounts of other trusted 
writers. Reviewing the work in Melbourne, the Argus noted the sheer scale of 
Curr’s undertaking: ‘The four volumes before us represent the work of a lifetime 
– work not done only for pecuniary gain, but as a labour of love.’18

Figure 23: Title Page of The Australian Race signed by Edward M. Curr. 

Menzies Library, The Australian National University.

18 Book Review, ‘The Australian Race’, Argus, 24 September 1887: 4.
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Comparative Philology and Racial Origins

Although Curr was overtly self-conscious and aware of his lack of ethnological 
training, he made tentative steps into the broader field of anthropology. In the 
period when he embarked on his project, British anthropology was emerging 
from a tumultuous and divisive period. During the 1860s members of the 
Ethnological Society of London had resigned to form the rival Anthropological 
Society of London, the complicated split involving intellectual disputes as 
well as social and political differences. The ‘anthropologicals’ tended towards 
polygenism and exhibited a more starkly racialist conception of human diversity. 
The ‘ethnologicals’ were more accommodating of Darwinist thinking, which (for 
some) provided a new scientific basis for the unity of all humanity. Nevertheless, 
the two societies represented substantially overlapping intellectual fields: they 
met in the same building on different nights and many were members of both 
societies.19 In 1871 they merged to form the Anthropological Institute of Great 
Britain and Ireland, but the disciplinary boundaries of anthropology remained 
fluid. Although Curr was an enthusiastic student of the languages, customs and 
manners of the Australian Aborigines, he did not take a strong position on many 
of the major theoretical questions of anthropology in the period. The loss of 
Curr’s correspondence certainly hinders a study of his intellectual engagement, 
but an analysis of The Australian Race suggests he was broadly distrustful of 
anthropological theory. It is possible, however, to identify Curr’s principal 
theoretical influences and the key to this is his great interest in language.

Curr viewed language as a valuable lens on the prehistory of an ancient race 
and the key to determining racial origins. In taking this approach he followed 
an earlier ethnological orthodoxy epitomised by the work of James Cowles 
Prichard (1786–1848). Reaching its peak in the mid-nineteenth century, 
Prichard’s approach built on a biblical understanding of human history, which 
assumed all the ‘races of man’ were descended from the sons of Noah and that 
linguistic diversity derived from the ‘scattering of tongues’ at the Tower of 
Babel. As George Stocking has explained, the task of Prichard and his fellow 
ethnologists was to ‘to establish connections between the races of men on the 
basis of similarities of physical type, religion, political institutions, customs, 
and above all, language’.20 The diffusion of the various races around the planet, 
it was assumed, had occurred within the relatively short timeframe of human 
existence implied by scripture. Given the relative youth of the human family, 
it was conceivable that linguistic analysis might enable ethnologists to trace its 
family tree back to the Ark. In Prichard’s time, therefore, comparative philology 
and ethnology were closely related disciplines.

19 Stocking 1987: 248–257.
20 Stocking 1987: 51–52.
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Prichardian ethnology could not, however, survive intact the ‘revolution in 
human time’ that occurred in the 1850s. The discovery in 1858 of a cave in 
Brixham containing ‘numerous human artefacts in situ with extinct animals’ was 
the catalyst for a fundamental reassessment of the span of human existence.21 The 
publication of Darwin’s On the Origin of Species the following year compounded 
this effect; in particular, the evolutionary paradigm undermined the primacy 
of language, which could no longer be used to map the entire span of human 
existence. Comparative philology had emerged as a discipline in Germany and 
a key proponent in Britain was the émigré Max Müller, who had studied in 
Berlin before moving to Oxford in 1851. Müller was strongly antievolutionary 
and responded to the Darwinian challenge by declaring ‘language is our 
Rubicon, and no brute will dare to cross it’.22 Müller’s staunch resistance was 
not, however, sufficient to maintain the place of comparative philology at the 
centre of ethnological inquiry. Comparative anatomy, for example, attracted 
many scholars (such as Darwin’s champion T.H. Huxley) who were searching 
for a more naturalistic anthropology. Furthermore, the diffusionist approach 
of Prichardian ethnology, which presupposed that all humans were descended 
from a single family, increasingly gave way to a developmentalist interpretation 
of human history.

Given Curr’s limited theoretical engagement, it is difficult to say with certainty 
why he adhered to an earlier model of ethnological inquiry when writing The 
Australian Race. He might have had a religious motivation, as a biblical timescale 
is clearly implied by several statements in The Australian Race: he speculated, 
for example, as to when ‘the descendants of Adam developed the Negro type’; 
similarly, he suggested that the Aboriginal arrival in Australia was ‘probably 
prior to the dawn of history’ and their occupation of the continent had been 
completed only ‘some centuries back’. Alternatively, Curr’s predominantly 
linguistic approach might have derived more simply from his own love of 
language, rather than a strongly held religious or theoretical stance. He did 
not make plain his views on Darwin’s theory, but he did suggest that ‘sporadic 
variation’ was an implausible explanation for physical differences between 
Aborigines and Africans. In his assessment of human diversity Curr leaned 
towards monogenism, which was an article of faith among earlier ethnologists. 
He noted, for example, the striking similarity between Aboriginal class-marriage 
and other such systems in Asia, Africa and America – ‘a circumstance which 
should go far to uphold the doctrine of the unity of the human race’. Given all 
these indications of his intellectual influences, it is probably significant that 
Curr opted not to define his field of inquiry as ‘anthropology’, preferring to use 
the older term ‘ethnology’.23

21 Stocking 1987: 73.
22 Stocking 1987: 57–61.
23 Curr 1886, vol 1: 152, 204–207, 182, 111.
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Curr’s commitment to comparative philology as a theoretical approach was 
evident in his response to an Argus report in 1882, which stressed the need 
for ‘a sufficient record of our native languages whilst there is yet time’ and 
urged the Government to employ ‘some competent gentleman’ for the task. The 
newspaper described Curr’s work-in-progress as ‘admirable as far as it goes’, 
but suggested that something more than the compilation of vocabularies was 
required: ‘Mere isolated words can teach the classifying philologist nothing 
more than the connexion of one tribe with another.’24 Curr clearly needed 
to defend his undertaking, which by that time was well known to the wider 
community. In his response he noted the work of R.G. Latham, ‘an authority 
in such matters’, whose Elements of Comparative Philology (1862) was based 
‘almost entirely on vocabularies’. Latham was a former vice-president of the 
Ethnological Society of London and in 1852 had been appointed the director 
of the ethnological department at the Crystal Palace.25 An intellectual heir of 
Prichard, he was a standard bearer for philology as the bedrock of ethnological 
research. In addition to citing Latham, Curr also recalled a letter to a newspaper 
from Max Müller, which ‘strongly urged the great utility to science of such 
compilations’. Anxious to assert the value of his project, Curr described Müller 
as ‘the highest authority on philology’. Nevertheless, Curr was quite aware of 
his own lack of experience: ‘I am no philologist, and I cannot pretend to say 
what might be the value to science of the material I have got together.’26

Reflecting his theoretical approach, Curr began The Australian Race with a 
chapter on language, in which he explained: ‘Generally, the only reliable records 
of the early history of a savage race are its languages, customs, and physical 
characteristics, but particularly its languages.’27 A reviewer in Melbourne’s Argus 
suggested that dealing with language before racial origins was ‘an inversion 
of the natural order of things’ – in so doing the reviewer either missed the 
point of Curr’s theoretical approach or deliberately chose to question it.28 Curr 
estimated that the number of Aboriginal languages prior to white invasion was 
about 500, of which over 200 were covered in his book.29 He concluded that, 
while distinct, these languages were closely related: ‘we find that the whole of 
the Australian languages are pretty nearly as intimately connected as Spanish 
and Portuguese’.30 Curr qualified this view by suggesting some ‘linguistic 
disturbance’ in the languages of the north coast of Australia; nevertheless, he 
offered various ‘proofs’ through a comparative study of vocabularies to suggest 
that ‘the whole of the languages proceed from one’. Extending his study to a 

24 ‘A plea for the Australian language’, Argus, 18 November 1882: 6.
25 Ridler 2004.
26 Edward M. Curr, ‘Letter to the Editor’, Argus, 9 January 1883: 10.
27 Curr 1886, vol 1: 3.
28 Book Review, ‘The Australian Race’, Argus, 24 September 1887: 4.
29 Curr 1886, vol 1: 13.
30 Curr 1886, vol 1: 5.
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grammatical analysis Curr found fewer but striking examples.31 He supported his 
linguistic argument with related theories based on physical appearance, arguing 
that similar variations of physical characteristics within tribes around Australia 
suggested that the Australian tribes were descended from a common progenitor, 
which was itself the result of a racial cross.32 It is important to note, however, 
that Curr employed comparative anatomy to provide supporting evidence for his 
predominantly linguistic argument – an approach in line with the Prichardian 
model of ethnology.

In his commitment to comparative philology Curr was greatly influenced by 
his mentor Hyde Clarke, who played a significant role in the emergence of 
the discipline of anthropology, institutionally if not intellectually. Clarke had 
earlier been a member of both the Ethnological Society and the Anthropological 
Society, but fell out with the council of the latter after he publicly questioned 
its finances.33 After the two societies reunited Clarke was a prominent figure at 
the Anthropological Institute, serving as a council member or vice-president 
for most of its first two decades. In various publications Clarke had employed 
philology to explore racial affinity.34 His prominence at the Anthropological 
Institute demonstrates the fact that while comparative philology’s status had 
declined it was not entirely undermined. In the paper that so influenced 
Curr, Clarke had disputed the view of ‘some distinguished anthropologists’ 
that Australia was ‘a centre of the human race, from which India and Africa 
were peopled’. He suggested the linguistic evidence was proof of the contrary 
and proclaimed Africa ‘the great centre of languages, of mythology, and of 
civilization’.35 

In supporting Clarke’s theory, Curr took a different view from many contemporary 
scholars. Huxley had earlier noted a similarity between Aborigines and 
Dravidians, a Caucasian branch from India. R. Brough Smyth implied the 
Aborigines might be Caucasian in origin, as did Alfred Russel Wallace. In 1891, 
Flower and Lyddeker argued that Melanesians originally peopled Australia but 
were later displaced by ‘a low form of Caucasian melanchroi’. A.W. Howitt 
subsequently concluded this theory was the most credible.36 The principal 
conclusion of Curr’s comparative philology – that ‘the Australian is by descent 
a Negro, crossed by some other race’37 – was, therefore, an unpopular view; 
not that this would have discouraged Curr, who was supremely confident and 
contrary by nature.

31 Curr 1886, vol 1: 10.
32 Curr 1886, vol 1: 36.
33 Rainger 1978: 68.
34 See, for example, Clarke 1878: 44–65.
35 Clarke 1879: 174–175.
36 Anderson 2002: 190; McGregor 1997: 36.
37 Curr 1886, vol 1: 152.
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In addition to proposing a common origin for Africans and Australian Aborigines, 
Curr used his comparative vocabulary (and to a lesser extent some observations 
on custom) to develop a theory for the process by which the Aborigines 
occupied the Australian continent. He conjectured that the original Australians 
had arrived in the Kimberley region of north-west Australia, ‘probably within a 
hundred miles, on one side or the other, of Camden Harbour’.38 A more accurate 
prediction was not possible, Curr explained, due to the lack of vocabularies 
from that area. From the northwest, this original population spread out over 
the continent in three distinct waves of migration. Curr’s predictions were 
inferences based on divisions he observed within the languages and customs 
of the Aborigines. In proposing three main tribal divisions – Western, Central 
and Eastern – Curr pointed to linguistic affinities within each group, but also 
to the presence or absence of certain cultural elements. According to Curr’s 
scheme, the Eastern division was distinguished by the use of the negative 
adverb for tribal names; the Central division was peculiar for the prevalence of 
circumcision, sub-incision, or both; while the Western division evinced neither 
of these features.39 He depicted these divisions in a large map contained in 
volume 4 of The Australian Race. 

In speaking of sub-incision Curr coined the term ‘the Terrible Rite’ and in the 
interests of decency he could only explain the practice using a Latin note: 
‘funditur usque ad uretheram à parte infera penis’.40 In a letter to his son written 
in about 1883 he was more specific: ‘It has become a matter of interest to me, of 
great interest, to ascertain what portion of this continent is, and what portion 
is not, occupied by what you call the Whistle-Cock-Blacks (those who split 
the penis.)’41 Initiation rites became a defining characteristic of Curr’s Central 
division and thus a key basis for his arguments about routes of migration. His 
argument relied, however, on some problematic assumptions, as A.P. Elkin 
later observed: ‘Curr … associated diffusion of cultural elements, particularly 
initiation rites, with the migration of tribal groups, not realising that such rites 
and other cultural elements and social divisions, spread from tribe to tribe 
through contact.’ Elkin still saw value in Curr’s three divisions, but rather than 
interpreting them as routes of migration, he defined them more broadly as 
‘corridors of communication’.42

Although Curr’s prime focus on language linked him to a Prichardian ethnological 
approach, he was not entirely oblivious to more recent developments in 
anthropology. He was able, for example, to accommodate elements of an 
evolutionary or developmentalist approach within what was the broadly 

38 Curr 1886, vol 1: 202.
39 Curr 1886, vol 1: 197.
40 Curr 1886, vol 1: 74.
41 Edward M. Curr to E.M.V. Curr, undated [c.1883], Murrumbogie Papers.
42 Elkin 1975: 14; see also Elkin 1970: 707.



Edward M . Curr and the Tide of History

156

diffusionist assumptions of comparative philology. This tension at the heart of 
Curr’s work was not unusual; indeed anthropology was struggling to cope with 
the various intellectual crosscurrents that defined the discipline in this period. 
Curr’s receptiveness to aspects of the evolutionary paradigm is evident in a final 
observation regarding the origins and migrations of Aboriginal people:

I am led to conclude that the Australian race is of vast antiquity, and 
that, owing to the remarkable isolation to which it has been subjected, 
it has preserved more of the customs, linguistic peculiarities, and ways 
of thought of the Black races of antiquity than any other people now 
existing on the globe; and that hence, if we would realise what the 
earliest Black savages were like, we must study the Australian before he 
passes away.43

A staunch social evolutionist could easily have drawn such a conclusion, but 
it sits more uncomfortably alongside a strictly biblical anthropology, which 
assumes that the ‘lower’ races were ‘the degenerate descendants of far superior 
ancestors’.44 Curr did not address the question as to the origins of ‘the earliest 
Black savages’, perhaps leaving it to the reader to decide whether they evolved 
from ape-like ancestors or degenerated from a more advanced biblical ancestral 
family. Nevertheless, a degenerationist approach is implicit elsewhere in 
Curr’s work, such as his suggestion that apparently sophisticated elements in 
Aboriginal languages probably derived from the languages of more advanced 
ancestors.45 It is also evident in his deference to Max Müller, who resisted 
evolutionism and remained faithful to a biblical view of human diversity.46 This 
theoretical inconsistency is unsurprising given Curr’s limited engagement with 
the social evolutionary model of anthropology. He did not cite Darwin’s Descent 
of Man, nor did he discuss pioneering works of the evolutionist perspective 
in anthropology, such as T.H. Huxley’s Man’s Place in Nature (1863) or E.B. 
Tylor’s Primitive Culture (1871). He briefly addressed John Lubbock’s The 
Origin of Civilisation (1870), but principally to identify what he saw as factual 
inaccuracies.47 Curr’s fundamental interest was the Australian Aborigines, the 
study of which he approached more from the perspective of an antiquarian than 
a theoretically inclined scholar.

43 Curr 1886, vol 1: 207.
44 Stocking 1987: 154.
45 Curr 1886, vol 1: 19.
46 Stocking 1996: 18.
47 Curr 1886, vol 1: 236.


