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The Scarboroughs lived at a time when many had doubts about the intellectual abilities of 

African Americans. People wondered whether African Americans needed to be educated at all, 
and if so, by whom, at what cost, and in what subjects—the skills of manual training or the 
classically-based liberal arts education that was the standard for white people. Many agreed with 
words that John C. Calhoun is said to have declared “if he could find a Negro who knew the 
Greek syntax, he would then believe that the Negro was a human being and should be treated as 
a man.”3 Whether or not Calhoun actually said this, the quote went out into the world as his and 
the sentiment rang true to many. Studying ancient Greek proved one’s humanity and inferior 
races did not have the intellectual abilities to learn it. 
 
3. The declaration is not found among John C. Calhoun’s papers. Alexander Crummell (1819–1898) says that he 
overheard David Lee Child and Samuel Sewall, two attorneys from Boston, in the secretary’s office of the New 
York Anti–Slavery Society talking about Calhoun with whom they had recently dined. See Alexander Crummell, 
“The Attitude of the American Mind toward the Negro Intellect (1898),” American Negro Academy Occasional 
Papers, 1–22 (New York: Arno Press, 1969): 10–11. 
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Of this ‘maiden effort,’ I regret that some errors crept into the work, particularly in the 
printing as I was at a great distance from the publisher which made proof reading of Greek a 
difficult task. But I have been repeatedly assured by worthwhile critics that I had no reason to be 
ashamed of the work. In spite of errors I knew I had helped the race further in refuting for the 
second time Calhoun’s infamous aspersion of my race.30 
 
Quotation taken from Scarborough’s autobiography. 
 
30. This is Alexander Crummell who had studied Greek at Queen’s College, Cambridge University and earned a BA 
in 1853. See Wilson J. Moses, Alexander Crummell: A Study of Civilization and Discontent (New York; Oxford 
University Press, 1989): 67, 71–75. 
 


