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John Harvey Kellogg, 
Ellen G. White, and Adventism’s 
Philosophy of Race | BY ALEKSANDAR S. SANTRAC

O
ne of the Adventist pioneers and
progenitors of the health reform
was an active member of the
eugenics program in the nine-

teenth and twentieth-century United States. John
Harvey Kellogg (February 26, 1852–December
14, 1943), who himself adopted a number of
black children, was outspoken on his beliefs on
race. His philosophy of race and establishment of
the Race Betterment Foundation in 1906 (a major
center of the new eugenics movement in Ameri-
ca) appears to be irreconcilable with the general
ethical stance of the later Adventist theology of
race. This paper1 seeks first to find and assess evi-
dences for Kellogg’s position and then to explore
the potential reasons for the incongruity between
his philosophy and the “official” position on race
in early Adventist theology based primarily on
Ellen G. White’s testimony. The paper will also
draw out some ethical and practical implications
for the current Adventist understanding of philos-
ophy/theology of race.

Historical background and Kellogg’s
views on race
John Harvey Kellogg was a notable American 
doctor who is best known for his invention of
Corn Flakes, the revolutionary American break-
fast cereal. He founded a well-known sanitarium,
the Western Health Reform Institute (1866) or
the Battle Creek Sanitarium (following 1902)
using some holistic methods of healing, and he
propagated preventive medicine in a time when
the majority of the population was ignorant

about the concept. I will not explore Kellogg’s
biography here2 or his odd beliefs in sexless mar-
riage, the vice of masturbation (he epitomized
the anti-masturbation mania), pantheistic ideas
about God, extreme vegetarianism and his criti-
cism of ministers as meat-eaters, or his practice
of eugenic ideas, hydrotherapy and other cre-
ative techniques to promote good health. It
seems that some of his ideas, mostly presented in
his volume The Plain Facts for the Old and Young,3

permeated early Adventism,4 and strangely his
co-workers, including Ellen G. White as family
friend and sponsor of his educational career,
never found these unbiblical and heterodox ideas
harmful or destructive for the early Adventist
movement. Only when he published Living Tem-
ple5 in 1903 did some of the leaders and Ellen
White fiercely react against what they took to be
pantheism, a view that they understood to be in
complete contradiction to the biblical view of
divinity. This brief overview merely demon-
strates the fact that Kellogg was an influential
figure in early Adventism with other leaders
adapting, sharing, or reacting against his views.
With this established, we can turn to investigate
his philosophy of race.

Kellogg mentions the expression “negro”
about five times in Plain Facts. None of these
uses are particularly remarkable in the sense of
being racist. He speaks about the onset of
puberty in Negroes and Creoles. He says that
the African race demonstrated “precocity” in
this regard. He attributes this to the climate,
however, rather than any racial flaw.  In one of
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the more notable quotes, he observes: “It has
been observed that the children of negro
women, even by husbands of pure negro blood, are
much lighter in color than usual if she has had a
child by a white man previously” (italics mine).7

Though this statement does not necessarily
undermine the humanity of blacks, it speaks
about blood in terms of purity which resembles
a eugenics distinction.8

By far the most important quote on “negroes” in
Plain Facts is the following one:

Are not these wholesome lessons for that portion of the
human race which professes to represent the accumulated
wisdom, intelligence, and refinement of the world? Those
who need reproof on this point may reflect that by a
continuance of the evil practice they are placing them-
selves on a plane even below the uncouth negro
who haunts the jungles of Southern Africa.9

(emphasis mine) 

Obviously Kellogg’s statement “uncouth negro” does
not mean that all Negroes are uncouth any more
than a statement like “old man” would mean all men
are old. Nevertheless, he apparently categorized
human beings according to their cultural practices
with connotations of these practices to race. There
are some races that, according to Kellogg, represent
“the lowest of those who wear the human form.”10 In
the American context of the nineteenth century this
expression could allude only to one racial group—
Negroes—which was considered “the inferior race.”11

While there is nothing within the book that
denigrates the black race directly, allusions to the
inferiority of uncivilized races support Kellogg’s
overall philosophy of race which is evidenced in
his role of the development of a eugenics program.
In 1906, together with Irving Fisher and Charles
Davenport, Kellogg founded the Race Betterment
Foundation, which became a major center of the
eugenics movement in America. Kellogg was in
favor of racial segregation and believed that sexual
relations between immigrants and non-whites
would damage the gene pool. What was the pur-
pose of the Race Betterment Foundation according
to the first 1914 conference proceedings?

It is fitting, on establishing a new organization, to define
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its objects and explain its methods. As officially announced, the
objects of the Conference are two-fold, as follows: 1. To assemble
evidence as to the extent to which degenerative tendencies are active-
ly at work in America, and, 2. To promote agencies for race better-
ment. Giving to the word “degenerative” its ordinary meaning — 
a loss or impairment of the qualities peculiar to the race — our
inquiry and research includes every matter or thing which in any
wise, nearly or remotely, affects unfavorably the normal physical
development and functional activity of any member of the race. 
The second object of the Conference — to promote agencies for race
betterment — opens a world-wide field for observation, research 
and practice, for these agencies are innumerable. The term “Race”
includes the “Human Family,” “Human Beings as a Class,”
“Mankind.” “Betterment” means improvement in its broadest and
largest sense.12

These aspirations of the society were not far removed from
programs like the Nazi eugenics program of 1930s Germany,
which was inspired by the US eugenics program especially
from California.13 In fact, the Nazi eugenics program bor-
rowed many ideas and techniques from the US eugenics pro-
gram, perhaps even the Race Betterment Foundation.

To strike a sense of balance, Booker T. Washington was
present at the Race Betterment conference and claimed that
he owed Kellogg his gratitude because Kellogg trained a “col-
ored man” who treated Washington when he was ill. In Kel-
logg’s presentation “A New Human Race,” direct statements
concerning the inferiority of certain races were made. Kellogg
quoted Professor Ray Lancaster:

The traditional history of mankind furnishes us with notable examples of
degeneration. High states of civilization have decayed and given place to
low and degenerate states. At one time it was a favorite doctrine that the
savages were degenerate descendants of the higher and civilized races.
This general and sweeping application of the doctrine of degeneration has
been proved to be erroneous by careful study of the habits, arts, and
beliefs of savages; at the same time there is no doubt that many savage
races, as we at present see them, are actually degenerate and
descended from ancestors possessed of a relatively elaborate civilization.
As such we may cite some of the Indians of Central America, the modern
Egyptians, and even the heirs of the great oriental monarchies of pre-
Christian times. While the hypothesis of universal degeneration as an
explanation of savage races has been justly discarded, it yet appears
that degeneration has a very large share in the explanation of the condi-
tion of the most barbarous races, such as the Fuegians, the Bush-
men, and even the Australians. They exhibit evidence of being descended
from ancestors more cultivated than themselves.14 (emphasis mine)

Kellogg used this statement to introduce the idea that the
present condition of America was not necessarily the result
of progress alone. He proposed that the state was just as
likely the result of degeneration. He did not use it to make
any statements about the “negro” race or any other. His
entire speech never directly blamed inherent traits of race
to be the problem. He blamed poor attitudes, habits and
the lack of interest in progress. The presence of notable
black presenters suggested that the purpose of the event
was not the segregation or expulsion of any race. Yet the
use of expressions like “savage races” or “most barbarous
races” might point to the racial inferiority of black races in
the nineteenth-century United States.

To sum up, Kellogg’s view of race might be characterized
as ambiguous. Considering his context, Kellogg held pretty
moderate views of race. His interest in cultural and genetic
development did not single out black people. Yet his active
participation in the eugenics program eclipsed his overall
moderate position.

How different is this view from a “mainstream” Adven-
tist philosophy of race?

Ellen G. White’s views on race
Ellen G. White (1827–1915), the most notable founder of the
Seventh-day Adventist Church, expressed her views on race or
racial segregation in the context of dealing with an overall
redemptive message of Scripture within the nineteenth-century
church setting. First of all, her positive view of “negroes” was
tied to the context of Church unity, evangelism and mission.
She claimed that prejudices towards the blacks had to be
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removed in evangelistic efforts and the worship
service.15 16 17 An observation that the black race was
not inherently inferior and that only forces of evil
through slavery made them degraded spoke much
in that regard.18 19 Colored people are precious in the
sight of God of heaven and they deserve respect,
said Ellen G. White.20 She described the Negro
race as “downtrodden” and not inherently inferior.
She was constantly calling for action of renewing
the unity in Christ between whites and blacks.21

This was a trend within her writings when
referring to colored people. Her comments in con-
text were far more a criticism of the white man
than the black. She claimed that Christians had to
make efforts to right the wrongs of historical
degradation of the black race and slavery.

Nevertheless, there are a few enigmatic state-
ments in her corpus of writings which may be
interpreted as “racial,” or at least ambiguous and
unclear. She argues:

If there were one sin worse than another before Noah’s
flood, it was the base crime of amalgamation of man
and beast which defaced the image of God, and
caused confusion everywhere.22

Every species of animals which God had created was pre-
served in the ark. The confused species which God did not
create, which were the result of amalgamation, were destroyed
by the flood. Since the flood, there has been amalgamation of
man and beast, as may be seen in the almost endless varieties
of species of animals, and in certain races of men.23

Though it might be possible to finally deter-
mine the meaning of these cryptic statements,24

it remains ambiguous and controversial. If the
meaning points to amalgamation of men with
men and beast with beasts, the puzzling allusion
to the “base crime” of this amalgamation remains
a mystery. Was Ellen White under the prejudice
of the US nineteenth-century “scientific racism”
like Kellogg? Can we justify the statement by
the common explanation based on the fact of
her immature spiritual discerning impacted by
the general opinion of the Protestants in the
1860s? Even Uriah Smith, who defended the
authenticity of the prophetic gift in Ellen
White, understood the statement as it has been

written and confirmed that the results of amal-
gamation can be seen in “such cases as the wild
Bushmen of Africa, some tribes of the Hotten-
tots, and perhaps the Digger Indians of our own
country.”25 It is extremely difficult to explain this
enigmatic statement to what has become a
racially diverse and open denomination today.

The second major controversial statement is the
following one:

God cannot take the slave to heaven, who has been
kept in ignorance and degradation, knowing nothing
of God, or the Bible, fearing nothing but his master’s
lash, and not holding so elevated a position as his
master’s brute beasts. But He does the best thing for
him that a compassionate God can do. He lets him be
as though he had not been.26

It looks as if this theological reflection contra-
dicts Romans 1:19–20,27 which points to gener-
al revelation for every human being, including
the “brute slaves.” If ignorant slaves are spiritu-
ally unreachable and untouchable, are they
really fully human? Will the righteous and lov-
ing God judge them as emptied of their sense
of divinity,28 and therefore hypothetically
“unsaved” after they were degraded and mis-
treated by other wicked human beings?

There are a few more ambiguous statements,
namely that in heaven “there will be no color
line; for all will be as white as Christ himself,”29

and that leaders of the southern US should be
white.30 These statements may be interpreted
contextually,31 yet they remain controversial in
the context of Ellen White’s overall positive
assessment of the inherent abilities and features
of blacks as well as their capacity to be the
leaders in the work of the Lord, if not deprived
from the opportunity to develop and exercise
their abilities of thinking and acting.

Kellogg and the Church on racism
By examining the similarities or dissimilarities
between John Harvey Kellogg and Ellen G.
White on the issue of race, one may conclude
that both of them, though not scientific racists at
the core, made some ambiguous statements that
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demonstrate that they were under the influence
of the nineteenth-century US zeitgeist. Of
course, Kellogg went beyond the Church’s gen-
eral position both of his time and today due to
his lifelong commitment to the Society for Bet-
terment of Race and eugenics program. Kellogg’s
view of race contradicts the general and overall
positive SDA position (especially after he was
disfellowshipped in 1907). Yet the fact that he
was never openly rebuked by Ellen G. White or
any other leader of the SDA movement for his
ambiguous views on race gives some evidence
that the official position sanctioned by Ellen G.
White might have been much closer to some of
Kellogg’s views, and thus more controversial
than we have thought before.

Ethical implications for contemporary
Adventism
Michael James, in his article “Race,” expresses
the scholarly consensus amongst contempo-
rary philosophers of race:

The ambiguities and confusion associated with deter-
mining the boundaries of racial categories have over
time provoked a widespread scholarly consensus that
discrete or essentialist races are socially constructed,
not biologically real.32

It seems that contemporary Adventism, too,
has transcended racial categories based on bio-
logical features (essentialism), although of
course there still may be a few among us who
determine the value or position of individuals
on the basis of their biological genes or mere
appearances. Early Adventist pioneers seemed
to have shared in Kellogg’s views on race. In
their context, these views are moderate or
even progressive because they do not claim
that God created some humans to be “essen-
tially” inferior to others, but that any such
inferiorities are the result of what humans have
done to one another. This suggests the need
to address and undo past wrongs.

Furthermore, due to the historical-social con-
structions of the past decades or centuries of our
collective history, partially influenced by the

ambiguity and uncertainty of Kellogg’s position
and some more notable pioneers of the Adven-
tist faith, the Church continues to contribute to
racial segregation rooted in certain institutional
arrangements. This leads to unconscious feeling of
the necessity for exclusion. Unintentionally, by cer-
tain attitudes and gestures we communicate to
specific groups of people that they do not
belong to “us.” This is mainly due to institutional
inertia or the lack of genuine apostolic love and
faith based on the power of the Word of God.
The ideal of a brotherhood/sisterhood of men
and women is not based on an ideology foreign
to Scripture, but is the straightforward result of
a Christ-centered experience of love and under-
standing of his acceptance of every human
being. Cultural or ideological limitations cannot
become the determining factor in this struggle
for contemporary authentic expression of the
Church’s perennial faith.  n
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