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the fact that specific portions of the brain govern the operation of individualized activi-
ties in our bodies. For example, a particular portion of the brain governs the action of 
our hands, whereas other areas govern our arms, legs, and so forth. So the phrenologists 
weren’t completely wrong, but the extent to which they relied on bumps on the skull to 
indicate who would be most disposed to criminal behavior was inaccurate.

Physiognomy

After phrenology fell out of favor among scientists, researchers and society still did not 
want to depart from the assumption that certain individuals or ethnic groups were infe-
rior to others. Therefore, another discipline, known as physiognomy, became popular in 
the mid-1800s. Physiognomy is the study of facial and other bodily aspects to indicate 
developmental problems, such as criminality. Not surprisingly, early physiognomy stud-
ies focused on contrasting various racial/ethnic groups to prove that certain groups or 
individuals were superior or inferior, as illustrated in Figure 5.1.9
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Illustration (anonym): The Physiognomist’s Own Book: an introduction to physiognomy drawn from the writings 
of Lavater, Philadelphia; Pittsburg 1841.
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Physiognomists attempted to show that criminals’ facial profiles resembled 
those of animals, such as monkeys, apes, birds, and lions, implying they 
were a genetic “throwback” to an earlier, inferior stage of evolution.

FIGURE 5.1


