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CHAPTER V:
DETERIORATION AND DEFICIENCY

THE ENTHUSIASTS OF eugenics were unquestionably stimulated by the advent of Mendelian genetics in 1900 and its application to human heredity. Yet among the audience for the creed, a climate of receptivity to eugenic ideas had already been forming, in both the United States and Britain. Social Darwinism, with its evocation of natural selection to explain diverse social phenomena, had brought about a flow of proto-eugenic writings that foreshadowed the salient concerns of the post-1900 movement, particularly the notion that “artificial selection”—state or philanthropic intervention in the battle for social survival—was replacing natural selection in human evolution. Some regarded the possibilities of artificial selection as an opportunity, others worried that it was leading to the degradation of the race. Alfred Russel Wallace reported in 1890: “In one of my last conversations with Darwin he expressed himself very gloomily on the future of humanity, on the ground that in our modern civilization natural selection had no play, and the fittest did not survive. Those who succeed in the race for wealth are by no means the best or the most intelligent, and it is notorious that our population is more largely renewed in each generation from the lower than from the middle and upper classes.”‘

Wallace, humane and generous, preferred to think that environmental improvement, rather than the elimination of “inferiors,” would produce social advance. But he was compelled to admit that “grave doubts” had been cast upon this view by the work of Galton and August Weismann. If Galton’s statistical studies of heredity strongly suggested the constancy of populations for a given character, Weismann had seemingly provided a mechanical underpinning for the result in his germ-plasm theory that the force of heredity resided in a substance impermeable to environmental influence. Henry Fairfield Ochnrn the paleontologist and director of the American Museum of Natural History, declared in 1891 that Weismann’s theory, if true, “profoundly affects our views and conduct of life.”‘ The theory may have been more a contention than a proved scientific fact; advanced to the English-speaking world in the eighteen-nineties through translations of Weismann’s books, it helped bolster an emerging pre-Mendelian hereditarianism which held that environmental reforms, however well intended, could work little if any social improvement over the long run because people’s germ plasm remained the same—because nature defied nurture.

Important to the eugenics movement was the increasingly widespread notion that heredity determined not simply physical characteristics but temperament and behavior. In the late nineteenth century a growing body of social-Darwinist writings had commonly held that paupers spawned paupers and criminals bred criminals. The research of the Italian criminologist Cesare Lombroso convinced a generation of social analysts that there existed a criminal “type,” defined not only by behavioral but by physical characteristics. The biology of criminality had it that, since the crime-producing features of the physical organism must be hereditary, so must be criminality, especially since criminals tended to mate with each other.;
Perhaps no single work suggesting the hereditary nature of social pathology was better known than Richard Dugdale’s famous study of the Jukes family, published in 1877. Dugdale, who traced the ancestry of a large group of criminals, prostitutes, and social misfits back through seven generations to a single set of forebears in upstate New York, actually attributed the Jukes’s misfortunes in significant part to the degradation of their environment. The misinterpretation of his work simply reflected the mounting hereditarian propensity of the day. Arthur Estabrook, a field worker for the Eugenics Record Office, would later confirm Dugdale’s gloomy results in a follow-up study, The Jukes in ipis. The study reported the latter-day descendants to be as unredeemed—in Charles Davenport’s summary, as beset with “feeblemindedness, indolence, licentiousness, and dishonesty”—as their predecessors had been when Dugdale brought them to national attention.’

In Britain, there was no Dugdale, but there was Charles Booth’s extensive survey of the London poor in the eighteen-eighties and eighteen-nineties, which was taken to show that an irreducible fraction were doomed to remain impoverished. And after 1900 there was also a good deal of exploitation of Mendelism to account for behavior. One study proposed that the excitable religious temperament revealed two characters, religious feeling and instability. These might be transmitted separately, the study warned, with the result that “one son may possess religious feeling of a religion, and finding of necessity the home environment uncongenial, may go to support the common idea that the sons of extremely religious parents are apt to run to excess in riotous living.”5
Yet neither the literature of eugenics nor the preexisting intellectual climate of social Darwinism in which it came to flourish were enough to create’ a eugenics movement. Essential to that were the social changes straining both Britain and the United States after the turn of the century: industrialization, the growth of big business, the sprawl of cities and slums, the massive migrations from the countryside and (in the United States especially) from abroad. Urban Anglo-America may have always known prostitution, crime, alcoholism, and disease, but neither society had ever before possessed the weight of statistical information, expanding yearly by volumes, that numerically detailed the magnitude of its problems. Statistics revealed, with seeming mathematical exactitude, that afflictions such as “mental defectiveness” and criminality were worsening every year.6 Both societies had long absorbed the foreign-born, but the United States experienced an especially large immigration of Eastern and Southern Europeans, who, beginning in the late eighteen-eighties, came by the millions across the Atlantic and settled in the major cities of America. In 1891, the economist Francis Amasa Walker, who had directed the 187o and 1880 United States Censuses, advanced a striking statistical case that immigrants were breeding at a much higher rate than native-born Americans. Britain, too, knew its immigration; Irish Catholics settled in Liverpool and Birmingham or huddled with Polish and Russian Jews in the East End of London. The stresses of immigration alone, Irving Fisher wrote to Davenport in 1912, provided “a golden opportunity to get people in general to talk eugenics.”‘

Why this new “cult” of eugenics? a contributor to the Yale Review asked in 1913. In part because of the rediscovery of Mendel’s laws, he noted, but also because of the growing demands on the taxpayer. “Statistics have shown a rapid and steady increase in the ratio of pauperism, insanity, and crime to the whole population,” he pointed out, “proving that the support of these defectives has become a veritable burden upon the taxpaying community, and that, although there might be individual improvement in those thus cared for, these very persons `breed back,’ so to speak, to their degenerate ancestors, their very betterment but affording the opportunity for them to propagate their unfit kind.” In England, it was said that “the number and kind of people born into a nation . . . are points of vital importance to every sane person, and are brought home to him in a practical manner every time the rate collector calls at the door [or] the Income Tax Commissioners deliver their demand.” In the era of Al Capone, the American Eugenics Society announced that crime cost the average family about five hundred dollars per year. “It must be remembered,” the Society pointed out, “that the majority of criminals have either defective intelligence, defective emotions or a combination of both defects.”8
Yet eugenics expressed more the social than the economic anxieties of the white Protestants who were its chief supporters. They were old stock in America, older still in Britain—though eugenic ranks included hardly any members of the hereditary aristocracy. (British eugenicists tended to denigrate the hereditary nobility; some proposed to reconstitute the House of Lords in accordance with eugenic principles.) No doubt the aristocracy did not suffer from the social insecurity that led members of the British and American middle and upper middle classes to celebrate the qualities of the Nordic or Anglo-Saxon “race” (the terms were often used interchangeably) and to disparage those who seemed—by virtue of their hereditary endowments or lack of them—to threaten their respective nations’ “racial” strength.’

Confidence in such strength meant a good deal in imperial Britain, where the German naval challenge was provoking apprehension over British hegemony on the seas and the protractedness of the Boer War had kindled widespread questioning of John Bull’s mettle. Signs of physical degeneration had cropped up during the Boer conflict when the Inspector General of recruiting reported that eight out of eleven volunteers in Manchester had to be rejected as physically unfit. In 1903 Parliament was stirred to establish a commission on “national deterioration.” To many British, the general fiber of their nation—its overall moral character, intelligence, energy, ambition, and capacity to compete in the world—was declining.10
The English physicist W. C. D. Whetham and his wife addressed the issue of Britain’s racial strength in 1909, in their widely noted book The Family and the Nation. The Whethams, themselves the parents of six, were decidedly distressed by the restriction of births among the abler classes. They called the desire to limit the number of children to those who could be well provided for a “mistaken kindness, . . . an imminent danger to the country, and high treason to the human race.” It was all an old story in the history of nations, the Whethams concluded; such practice had been “the prelude to the ruin of States and the decline and fall of Empires.” The German birthrate, they warned darkly, had fallen far less than the British.”

The American Eugenics Society sponsored a contest in 1928—first prize, a thousand dollars—for essays on the causes of decline in “Nordic” fertility. The psychologist G. Stanley Hall, president of Clark University, raised the specter of “the yellow and Oriental peril,” asserting that “the future belongs to those people who bear the most and best children and bring them to fullest maturity. They will in the end wield all the accumulated resources of civilization, and infertile races will fade before them.”‘‘ And Theodore Roosevelt, the bully imperialist, outdoorsman, and rollicking paterfamilias, whose beloved first wife had died in the aftermath of childbirth, scolded the middle and upper middle classes for committing “race suicide” by restricting their births. The progressive reformers prominently identified with eugenics tended, like Roosevelt, to take as supreme the4national as opposed to the merely local interest, to put the welfare of the group over and above that of the individual, to celebrate America’s new imperial power. It was disturbing to such eugenicists that late-nineteenth century Harvard graduating classes had, twenty to twenty-five years later, accounted for male progeny equal only to half to two-thirds their original number.”

Perhaps no datum was more frequently cited in the Anglo-American literature of eugenics than Karl Pearson’s on the differential birthrate. A 1906 demographic study of a number of London districts, carried out by David Heron of the Galton Laboratory, substantiated his warning—that half of each succeeding generation was produced by no more than a quarter of its married predecessor, and that the prolific quarter was disproportionately located among the dregs of society. The Whethams maintained that social reforms and advances in medical skills extended life “for the members of weak and unsound stock” and—what was more significant—reduced their children’s mortality rate.14 The prospect of “national deterioration” prompted the socialist Sidney Webb, in a Fabian tract, to enlarge upon Pearson’s conclusion that the lower classes were outreproducing everyone else. Webb pointed out that poorer districts characterized by prolific breeding were heavily populated by Irish Catholics and Jews, who tended to be fruitful and multiply for religious reasons. “In Great Britain at this moment,” Webb wrote, “when half, or perhaps two-thirds of all the married people are regulating their families, children are being freely born to the Irish Roman Catholics and the Polish, Russian, and German Jews, on the one hand, and the thriftless and irresponsible—largely the casual laborers and the other denizens of the one-roomed tenements of our great cities—on the other.... This can hardly result in anything but national deterioration; or, as an alternative, in this country gradually falling to the Irish and the Jews. Finally, there are signs that even these races are becoming influenced. The ultimate future of these islands may be to the Chinese!”“

Racism—in that era racial differences were identified with variations not only in skin color but in ethnic identity—was a feature of both British and American eugenics. Eugenicists solemnly discussed the racially hereditary features of non-white Protestant groups. Pearson praised Galton’s attempt to depict the Jewish type by composite photography (“we all know the Jewish boy,” Pearson said); in the mid-nineteen-twenties, Pearson re-ported that Jewish children in the East End of London, while no lessintelligent than Gentiles, tended to be physically inferior and somewhat dirtier.16 Charles Davenport informed a high and interested officer in the American Telephone & Telegraph Company that if a Jew and a Gentile mated, ninety percent of the offspring would resemble the Gentile parent: “In general, the Jewish features are recessive to the non-Jewish.” Whatever good qualities Jews and other aliens might possess, the Whethams asserted, “they are not those typical of the Anglo-Saxon; and these immigrants cannot be regarded as a satisfactory equivalent to the native population.”“

Anglo-American eugenicists embraced the standard views of the day concerning the hereditarily biological inferiority of blacks. Some eugenicists expected that, just as with vigorous hybrids, miscegenation might yield racially beneficial results: Samuel J. Holmes, a biology professor at the University of California at Berkeley, told a meeting of the Commonwealth Club in San Francisco that, because of white males impregnating Negro females, the Negro race was gradually being “bleached” and the white race “nowhere nearly so appreciably tanned,” adding that “from the white point of view, this is a fortunate type of race assimilation.” The weight of eugenic opinion, however, lay with Michael Guyer, who observed that “many students of heredity feel that there is great hazard in the mongrelizing of distinctly unrelated races no matter how superior the original strains may be.” So Davenport believed he and Morris Steggerda, a young zoologist, had demonstrated in a 1929 study, Race Crossing in Jamaica, which examined the characteristics of three groups of a hundred adults each: “full blooded Negroes (Blacks), Europeans (Whites), and hybrids (Browns).” The characteristics included those traits of temperament that, as Davenport had explained to Steggerda, “bear upon our main problem: the relative capacity of negroes, mulattoes, and whites to carry on a white man’s civilization.” The authors concluded not only that blacks were inferior in mental capacity to whites but that a larger proportion of browns than of either pure group were “muddled and wuzzle-headed.”‘ e

Especially in the United States, assumptions of genetic differences between white Protestants of Northern European stock—”Wasps,” in the term of a later day—and the country’s substantial numbers of blacks and Jewish and Catholic immigrants figured significantly in the eugenics movement. The influential New York City circle, grouped around the Galton Society and the Eugenics Record Office, included the Park Avenue socialite and eugenicist Madison Grant, who wrote The Passing of the Great Race, a book, first published in 1916, that enjoyed considerable vogue in the nineteen-twenties, and who insisted that the intermarriage of Nordics—which Grant alleged to be the highest-order group in the white race—and the lesser Alpines or, worse, Mediterraneans inevitably led to debilitating “mongrelization.”‘ 9

Racism figured much less markedly in British eugenics. Francis Galton, the founding father, had been no less a racist than most Victorians, but such considerations entered very little into his eugenic theorizing. Although Karl Pearson disparaged Jews—and blacks, for that matter—he took: certain pleasure from outraging a Newcastle cleric by telling an audience there that, since Neanderthal man was undoubtedly dark-skinned, the original Adam must have been “negroid.”20 British society was ethnically more-or-less homogeneous; most Jews and Irish Catholics were concentrated in a small number of cities, and the United Kingdom had not yet experienced the significant non-white immigration of later decades. Indeed, some Jews, like the physician Solomon Herbert, were prominent in the British eugenics movement.21 While British eugenicists talked of the threat of immigrants from Ireland and the Continent, they fretted a good deal more about the threat to the national fiber arising from the differential birth rate and the consequent weakening of their imperial competitive abilities in relation to France and Germany. British eugenics was marked by a hostility decidedly more of class than of race.22
An unabashed distrust, even contempt, for democracy characterized a part of eugenic thinking in both Britain and America. Henry Fairfield Osborn, the president of the American Museum of Natural History, welcomed his fellow eugenicists to the second International Eugenics Congress with the declaration that “the true spirit of American democracy that all men are born with equal rights and duties has been confused with the political sophistry that all men are born with equal character and ability to govern themselves and others, and with the educational sophistry that education and environment will offset the handicap of heredity.”23 But if Anglo-American eugenicists resented challengers from the social bottom, they displayed no great admiration for the economic top of modern society. Business talent was generally not recognized in the pantheon of eugenically desirable traits, and hardly any businessmen were to be found among the leadership of organized eugenics in either country. The eugenics movement enabled middle- and upper-middle-class British and Americans to carve out a locus of power for themselves between the captains of industry on one side and lower-income groups—both native and foreign-born—on the other. Socialist, progressive, liberal, and conservative eugenicists may have disagreed about the kind of society they wished to achieve, but they were united in a belief that the biological expertise they commanded should determine the essential human issues of the new urban, industrial order.

LIKE FRANCIS GALTON, whom they took as their patron saint, eugenicists identified human worth with the qualities they presumed themselves to possess—the sort that facilitated passage through schools, universities, and professional training. They tended to equate merit with intelligence, particularly of the academic sort. And like Galton, they were predisposed to think that intelligence was inherited. Karl Pearson had sought to test that heritability by relying upon teachers’ estimates of mental ability; earlier, Galton had relied on social or professional place as an inferential proxy of it. In the eighteen-eighties, Galton had helped pioneer a quantitative approach to the psychology of individual differences by measuring reaction times and the like. Inspired by his innovation, psychologists on the Continent and in the United States attempted to establish a relationship between mental ability and physical characteristics. By the turn of the century, it was clear that no such connection existed, but the idea of systematically measuring intelligence had captured the attention of the French psychologist Alfred Binet, an acolyte of Galton’s quantifying aims, if not of his particular methods.24
In 1904, the French government, expanding its educational system, asked Binet for ways to detect mentally deficient children. Binet drew up a series of tests consisting of numerous short problems designed to probe such qualities as memory, ratiocination, and verbal facility. In collaboration with a colleague, Théodore Simon, he also devised a scheme for classifying each test taker according to his “mental age.” A child’s mental age was defined as that of the chronologically uniform group of children whose average test score he matched. Thus, if a six-year-old’s test score matched the average score of ten-year-olds, the six-year-old’s mental age would be ten; similarly, if a ten-year-old scored the same as the average of six-year olds, his mental age would be six.25
The American psychologist Henry H. Goddard brought the Binet-Simon tests from Europe to the United States in I9o8. At the time, American psychology was breaking away from its traditional association with philosophy and, under the leadership of innovators like G. Stanley Hall, was moving in an independent, experimentally oriented direction. Goddard, a student of Hall, was an exemplar of the trend, and he was naturally impressed by the tests, not least because they at long last seemed to provide a direct, quantitative measurement of intelligence. He employed the Binet-Simon examinations at the Vineland, New Jersey, Training School for Feeble-Minded Boys and Girls, where he had recently been appointed director of a new laboratory for the study of mental deficiency—one of the first established in this country.

The tests did seem to classify the Vineland pupils in a way consistent with his staff’s direct experience of them; the “boys and girls” of the Vineland School ranged in age up to fifty, yet none scored on the tests at a mental age greater than twelve. By 191I Goddard had extended his Binet-Simon testing program to many more subjects, including some two thousand children. The tests, Goddard confidently believed, were “amazingly accurate and would be very easily applied by any field-worker without anybody realizing that they were being tested.”26
Goddard noted with particular interest that the test results revealed wide variations in degree of “feeblemindedness”—a term then used to denote a wide range of mental deficiencies and, as well, of tendencies toward socially deviant behavior. The results also provided a way to distinguish among the differences. Turning numbers into categories, Goddard eventually classified as “idiots” those among the feebleminded whose mental age was one or two, and as “imbeciles” those whose mental age ranged from three to seven. Those who scored between eight and twelve he dubbed “morons,” a word he took from the Greek for “dull,” or “stupid.”27
Some of Goddard’s earlier field studies had revealed several families with a high incidence of mental deficiency—in one case nearly three hundred members of a family of six hundred people. Like many scientists of his day, he strongly suspected that “feeblemindedness” was inherited. With regard to the genetics of the disability, he confessed to Charles Davenport, he had “much more zeal than knowledge.” Davenport, who started consulting with Goddard on the matter in 1909, made the heritability of feeblemindedness a subject of increasing importance at the Eugenics Record Office and provided field workers to help Goddard carry out a systematic study of the mental characteristics of the Vineland students and their relatives in the local population.28
Using such data, Goddard, in 1912, published The Kallikak Family: A Study in the Heredity of Feeblemindedness, which examined a pseudonymous family—the name was constructed from the Greek words kalos (good) and kakôs (bad)—in the Pine Barrens to the north of the Vineland Training School. He followed that two years later with Feeble-mindedness: Its Causes and Consequences, in which he speculated that the feebleminded were a form of undeveloped humanity: “a vigorous animal organism of low intellect but strong physique—the wild man of today.” In Goddard’s view, it was essential to distinguish between the moron and the insane person: the latter’s mind was diseased; the former’s was, functionally, “a dwarf brain.” He stressed that, unlike idiots or imbeciles, morons might appear normal but in fact were not.29
Further surveys of intelligence, including administration of the Binet-Simon tests, revealed a high incidence of mental deficiency among the inmates of prisons, reformatories, and homes for wayward girls. The feebleminded, Goddard argued, lacked “one or the other of the factors essential to a moral life—an understanding of right and wrong, and the power of control.” Children thus afflicted became truants because they could not succeed in school. They grew up to become criminals because they lackedthe power to “do the right and flee the wrong”; paupers, because they found the burdens of making a living too heavy; and prostitutes, because they were weak-minded and unintelligent.30 Goddard was unsure whether mental deficiency resulted from the presence in the brain of something that inhibited normal development or from the absence of something that stimulated it. But whatever the cause, of one thing he had become virtually certain: it behaved like a Mendelian character. Feeblemindedness was “a condition of mind or brain which is transmitted as regularly and surely as color of hair or eyes.”31
In both the United States and England, Goddard’s research impressed the corps of people who concerned themselves professionally with social deviants. It was increasingly believed that the root of antisocial behavior lay in the mental rather than in the physical type, and that, in the words of Michael Guyer, “a considerable amount of crime, gross immorality and degeneracy is due at bottom to feeblemindedness.” The so-called feebleminded in America were variously estimated at one to three percent of the population, and were commonly said to constitute a “menace.” On both sides of the Atlantic, workers with the mentally handicapped began to examine the family histories of their charges. While some cases of mental deficiency were recognized as the result of disease or accident, the common opinion concerning the principal cause was summarized by Havelock Ellis in 1912: “Feeble-mindedness is largely handed on by heredity.”32
Goddard’s tests stimulated other psychologists to experiment with different schemes for the quantitative assessment of mental capacity. Various new testing systems were devised, for normal as well as mentally deficient children. Among the most prominent was the revision of the Binet-Simon tests, published in 1916 at Stanford University by the psychologist Lewis Terman—another of G. Stanley Hall’s students—who had come to mental testing and to a hereditary view of intelligence through research with precocious children, including his own. It was Terman who introduced the term “I.Q” to the language. I.Q. of course, stood for “intelligence quotient,” a concept invented by the German psychologist William Stern, in 1912; it was expressed as the ratio of a child’s mental age to his chronological age, times one hundred: if the ratio was 1, the child’s I.Qwould be 100; if nine-tenths, 90; if eleven-tenths, no; and so on. (Terman was pleased to note that his own boy and girl tested consistently between 125 and 140.)33
Before the First World War, there was a good deal of resistance to intelligence testing. Tests had to be administered individually, usually (many psychologists claimed) by a trained psychologist. Because of the expense, for the most part they were used only for the identification and classification of mentally handicapped schoolchildren. Perhaps more important, since they were associated with the measurement of mental deficiency, many people assumed that testing a child amounted to questioning his or her intelligence.” In 1916, the case of Esther Meyer came before the New York State Supreme Court. Meyer had been recommended for confinement in a custodial institution because of seeming low intelligence, and her parents had protested. Justice John W. Goff refused to admit the Binet-Simon test results as evidence of Meyer’s alleged mental deficiency. “Standardizing the mind is as futile as standardizing electricity,” Judge Goff declared, warning that the “votaries of science or pseudo-science” could too easily make prejudiced testimony of the tests. (The New York Times decried Justice Goff’s opinion: “The Binet-Simon tests, intelligently applied, are as trustworthy as the multiplication table.”)35 The Justice’s misgivings were soon forgotten. During the First World War, extensive testing was used to sort out the hundreds of thousands of draftees who flooded into the United States Army.

The chief wartime tester was the comparative psychologist Robert M. Yerkes. Yerkes’s scientific attitudes had been partly shaped by Francis Galton, to whose works Charles Davenport had introduced him, in 1898, when Yerkes was a Harvard graduate student and Davenport one of his instructors. As a young Harvard faculty member, Yerkes helped pioneer the separation of psychology from philosophy, insisting that the study of psychological phenomena must be based on fact rather than on speculation and must be tied to an experimental, preferably quantitative, methodology.36 Fascinated by the study of mental capacity, Yerkes began experimenting with mental tests, in 1913, at the Boston Psychopathic Hospital, working in conjunction with Professor Ernest E. Southard of the Harvard Medical School, an ally of Goddard’s, an adviser to Davenport, and a confirmed eugenicist. With James W. Bridges, a graduate student in psychology at Harvard and an intern at the hospital, Yerkes developed the Yerkes-Bridges scale, a rival to Terman’s Binet-Simon system for measuring mental ability. In 1916, the same year that Yerkes was elected to the presidency of the American Psychological Association, Harvard declined to award him academic tenure—largely, it seems, because the administration considered his field unworthy. Eugenically inclined and ambitious for his science (“theoretically,” he once declared, “man is just as measurable as is a bar of steel”), Yerkes had special reasons to demonstrate its utility during the war emergency.37
The National Academy of Sciences had meanwhile established a National Research Council to mobilize scientists for defense. In May 1917, under the auspices of the Council, a group of psychologists headed by Yerkes and including Terman and Goddard set out to design an Army testing program, “not primarily for the exclusion of intellectual defectives,” Yerkes noted, “but rather for the classification of men in order that they may be properly placed in the military service.” To the end of introducing a scientific system of classification, the committee devised two sets of examinations: the alpha tests for literates in English, the beta tests for everyone else. Unlike most intelligence tests of the day, these examinations could be administered to adults en masse. “If the Army machine is to work smoothly and efficiently,” Terman remarked, “it is as important to fit the job to the man as to fit the ammunition to the gun.”38
The alpha tests consisted of the sort of questions—number sequences, word analogies, arithmetic problems, synonym-antonym puzzles, and commonsense queries—that would become familiar to generations of students; the beta tests consisted largely of pictorial problems involving the comparison of forms and the completion of partial drawings. The regular military had its doubts about both the purpose and the practical utility of the tests, some officers suspecting Yerkes and his crew of making the camps into laboratories for their own purposes. Then, too, most seasoned officers considered themselves quite capable of determining without any tests who would or would not make a good soldier. At Fort Dix, a draftee with a very low test score was, according to his commander, “a model of loyalty, reliability, cheerfulness, and the spirit of serene and general helpfulness.” “What do we care about his intelligence?” the commander wondered.39
The Army critics penetrated to a difficulty that would continue to plague mental testers. The tests were biased in favor of scholastic skills, and the outcome was dependent upon the educational and cultural background of the person tested. Yerkes and others claimed that the tests were almost entirely independent of the environmental history of the examinees, and that they measured “native intelligence.” But certainly one of the questions on the alpha test—”The Knight engine is used in the: Packard/Stearns/ Lozier/ Pierce Arrow”—demanded a knowledgeability that could hardly be supplied by native intelligence. Examinees were also bound to fare better with the word analogies and the arithmetic problems of the alpha test if they had had extensive schooling. Illiterates and non-English-speaking recruits had to cope in the beta test with the vagueness and uncertainty of orally communicated directions. Many of the beta examinees had never taken a written test before. “It was touching,” one examiner recalled, “to see the intense effort . . . put into answering the questions, often by men who never before had held a pencil in their hands.”40 Still, the Army did have to sort out the immense numbers of draftees, and the tests did provide some indication of mental ability. The testing program went forward. By the Armistice, some one million seven hundred thousand recruits had been tested. Younger career officers, at least, had come to value the tests for personnel placement. During the war, the contents of the tests were classified as military secrets.41
The wartime trial of the tests worked a dramatic transformation in the public’s attitude toward intelligence testing. After the war, Yerkes was inundated with hundreds of requests for the now declassified alpha and .beta examinations. In 1919, with a grant from the Rockefeller Foundation, Yerkes and his co-workers drew up a standard National Intelligence Test, which sold more than half a million copies in less than a year. Intelligence testers examined ever more paupers, drunkards, delinquents, and prostitutes. Business firms incorporated mental tests in their personnel procedures. Intelligence tests were administered annually to a few million primary and secondary school students, and a number of colleges and universities began to use intelligence-test results in the admissions process.42
The postwar testing vogue generated much data concerning the “intelligence” of the American public, yet the volume of information was insignificant compared with that from the wartime test program. The National Academy of Sciences summarized that experiment in 1921, in a hefty volume entitled Psychological Examining in the United States Army. 43 Drawn up by Yerkes, Terman, and their colleagues, the report presented the test procedures and broke down a large sample of the test results by geographical region and ethnic or racial background. Two inches thick, five pounds in weight, and containing more than a half a million words, the volume was hardly a best-seller, but it formed the basis of numerous popular books and articles about intelligence tests and their social import. Almost four hundred thousand draftees—close to one-quarter of the draft army—were unable to read a newspaper or to write letters home. Particularly striking, the average white draftee—and, by implication, the average white American—had the mental age of a thirteen-year-old.44
The psychologist Carl Brigham, one of the wartime Army testers, extended the analysis of the Army data in 1923, in his book A Study of American Intelligence. The Army data, Brigham said, constituted “the first really significant contribution to the study of race differences in mental traits.” In the early stages of analyzing the data, he had privately confided to Charles Davenport that “we are all on the right track in our contention that the germ plasm coming into the country does not carry the possibilities of that arriving earlier.” In 1917, Henry Goddard had reported—on the basis of the results of the Binet-Simon test given four years earlier to a small group of “average” immigrants at Ellis Island—that two out of five of those who arrived in steerage were “feebleminded.” Now Carl Brigham found that according to their performance on the Army tests the Alpine and Mediterranean “races” were “intellectually inferior to the representatives of the Nordic race,” and he declared, in what became a commonplace of the popular literature on the subject, that the average intelligence of immigrants was declining.45
The average intelligence of black Americans, apparently, was just as low as most white Americans had long liked to think it. Anyone doubting the claim could turn to Brigham’s analysis of the Army test data, and various test surveys disclosed that blacks accounted for a disproportionately large fraction of the “feebleminded.” The Army tests also appeared to indicate that the average black person in the United States had the mental age of a ten-year-old.46
Clearly a variety of causes, including the cultural bias of the Army tests themselves and the poor education of many of the test takers, might have accounted for the results. Yet the supposedly objective test data further convinced eugenically minded Americans not only that mental deficiency was genetically determined but that so was intelligence. White college students scored very well on the alpha tests, and so did high school students from Anglo-Saxon or white-collar homes. This was taken to mean that gifted students came from homes that, in the words of one educator, “rank high racially, economically, intellectually, and socially.” Terman and other psychologists were quick to point out that opening up avenues of opportunity to the children of lower socioeconomic groups probably made no sense; they did not have the I.Q,points to compete. President George B. Cutten of Colgate University took the Army test results as a starting point to attack the democratization of higher education and wondered aloud in his inaugural address whether democracy itself was possible in a country where the population had an average mental age of thirteen.47
British eugenicists had no similar array of data to sustain their convictions regarding the hereditary nature of intelligence, but they did have the psychologist Cyril Burt. The son of a country doctor, Burt was inspired intellectually in his youth by the aged Francis Galton, who was one of his father’s patients. While a student at Oxford early in the century, and later as an instructor of physiology and psychology at the University of Liver-pool, Burt imbibed Galton’s hereditarian doctrines, Karl Pearson’s statistical techniques, and the Mendelian theory of inheritance. He became an early member of the Eugenics Education Society. Between 1909 and 1911, he tested boys from a preparatory school and a higher elementary school in Oxford, and a school in the Liverpool slums. Most of the children in the first group were the sons of university and college academics, Fellows of the Royal Society, or bishops; the second, of small tradesmen; the third, of laborers. The preparatory-school boys did better than the elementary school students, whose performance was considerably superior to that of the boys from the Liverpool slums. “Among individuals,” Burt declared, announcing the position he would popularize with increasing tenacity, “mental capacities are inherited. Of this the evidence is conclusive.”48
Burt read with admiration, in the Eugenics Review, a Brigham-like account by Robert Yerkes of the United States Army test results. “Your work in the American Army has given psychology an immense impetus in this country,” he wrote to Yerkes. Still, like British eugenic thought in general, Burt’s work showed little if any of the racial themes characteristic of the American school. In fact, he concluded after a review of British and American research on racial characteristics that while for the individual the influence of heredity was “large and indisputable,” for the race it was “small and controversial.” A onetime settlement house worker, Burt also recognized that the causes of crime and delinquency could hardly be pinned entirely upon mere feeblemindedness. But his writings did give a good deal of support in the interwar years to the belief that intelligence was not only heritable but highly correlated with socioeconomic position—that is, with the hallmark of British eugenic concern, class.49
Whatever their prejudices, American and British eugenicists were alike distressed over the trend in their respective nations’ intelligence. Before the First World War, eugenicists like Karl Pearson and Charles Davenport had warned that excessive breeding of the lower classes was giving the edge to the less fit. The growth of I.Q testing after the war gave a quantitative authority to the eugenic notion of fitness. For the vogue of mental testing did more than encourage fears regarding the “menace of the feeble-minded.” It also identified the principal source of heedless fecundity with low-I.Q groups, and it equated national deterioration with a decline in national intelligence.

The majority of mental testers and their audience, their views shaped in considerable part by the racial or class prejudice that pervaded eugenics, found the biological theory of intelligence, advanced in the seemingly neutral language of science, persuasive. In the Vanuxem Lectures at Prince-ton University in 1919, Henry Goddard himself stated their thesis: “the chief determiner of human conduct is the unitary mental process which we call intelligence. . . . This process is conditioned by a nervous mechanism . .. and the consequent grade of intelligence or mental level for each individual is determined by the kind of chromosomes that come together with the union of the germ cells . . . [and] is but little affected by any later influence except such serious accidents as may destroy part of the mechanism. As a consequence, any attempt at social adjustment which fails to take into account the determining character of the intelligence and its unalterable grade in each individual is illogical and inefficient.”so
CHAPTER VI
MEASURES  OF REGENERATION
IN 1891, IN A BOOK entitled The Rapid Multiplication of the Unfit, Victoria Woodhull had observed: “The best minds of today have accepted the fact that if superior people are desired, they must be bred; and if imbeciles, criminals, paupers, and [the] otherwise unfit are undesirable citizens they must not be bred.” After the turn of the century, Anglo-American eugenicists talked increasingly about how to accomplish those aims. The proposals were as diverse as the social convictions of the movement’s members. Nevertheless, the courses of action could be divided into two at times overlapping approaches: “positive eugenics,” which aimed to foster more prolific breeding among the socially meritorious, and “negative eugenics,” which intended to encourage the socially disadvantaged to breed less—or, better yet, not at all)

Francis Galton had been principally a positive eugenicist, and his heirs included visionaries, many of them conservative like himself. Their ranks included Alexander Graham Bell, who advocated marriage between the deaf and people from families with no deafness, in the expectation that the deficiency would eventually be weeded out; the Bishop of Ripon, who urged procreation among the fit in the imperial interest, so that the colonies might be populated with able members of the British “race”; and Theodore Roosevelt, who noted to Charles Davenport that “someday we will realize that the prime duty, the inescapable duty, of the good citizen of the right type is to leave his or her blood behind him in the world.”2 Yet the most vigorous advocates of positive eugenics in the United States and Britain after the turn of the century tended to be social radicals, many of them inclined to utopian visions.

“We generate the race; we alone can regenerate the race,” Havelock Ellis declared in 1911. Ellis hoped to exploit the new knowledge of heredity to increase the numbers of the fit. So did George Bernard Shaw, even though he did not spare the eugenics movement his unpredictable mockery. (Murderers, he once declared, shocking the British press, ought not necessarily to be punished, since they might remove eugenically undesirable people from society; people prone to homicidal mania could perhaps be taught to kill only those whom society could eugenically do without.) But though Shaw acted the outrageous buffoon at times, he took his eugenics seriously enough to subscribe to Karl Pearson’s Biometrika, to stay in touch with Pearson, and to make himself a figure in the British eugenics movement.’

Shaw invested Man and Superman with eugenic doctrines. “Being cowards, we defeat natural selection under cover of philanthropy: being sluggards, we neglect artificial selection under cover of delicacy and morality,” he declaimed in the Preface. To Shaw, mere environmental reforms would by no means usher in a eugenically golden age. He scoffed at negative eugenics, which society seemed ever ready to carry out “with considerable zest, both on the scaffold and on the battlefield,” and insisted that considerably more attention be given to the biological amelioration of so deplorable a piece of work as man. “We have never deliberately called a human being into existence for the sake of civilization, but we have wiped out millions,” he reasoned. “We kill a Thibetan regardless of the expense, and in defiance of our religion, to clear the way to Lhasa for the Englishman; but we take no really scientific steps to secure that the Englishman, when he gets there, will be able to live up to our assumption of his superiority.”‘ Shaw’s positive eugenics distilled Galton’s chiliastic goal—the elimination of original sin by getting rid biologically of the original sinner—to a socially imperative essence. For without the Superman, without the enlargement of man’s moral and ethical capacity, social progress would amount only to an illusion.

Social-radical eugenicists considered environmental reforms eugenically essential. Typical in outlook was the young socialist Harold Laski. Prior to entering Oxford University, Laski spent six months working in Pearson’s laboratory and while there published an article on eugenics that caught the eye of Galton himself, who invited him to tea. (“Simply a beautiful youth of the Jewish type,” he told Pearson, adding to his diary that Laski would make his mark if he stuck to eugenics.) Laski, who at Oxford formed a Galton Club for eugenic discussion, thought that the time was surely coming when society would regard “the production of a weakling as a crime against itself.” But he parted company from Pearson on the question of such social legislation as the Factory and Education Acts, which, by keeping children out of the work force, Pearson said, had perhaps discouraged sturdy working families from bearing more offspring. Laskiconsidered the aims of the acts “worthy of all praise” and their dysgenic effects best dealt with through the payment of a minimum wage high enough to permit parents of desirable children to afford them.’

In the view of social-radical eugenicists, the most important environmental reform was to ease—or, better, to abolish—class distinctions. The presumption was, as Ellis put it, that the “best stocks” were not “necessarily the stocks of high social class” but were spread through all social classes, with those of the lower classes being “probably the most resistant to adverse conditions.” Poverty, the argument went, resulted from indiscriminate breeding among men and women prevented from choosing genetically optimal partners. Once class distinctions were destroyed, human and social evolution could proceed, not haphazardly but by a conscious act of the collective will. In his Preface to Man and Superman Shaw observed: “To cut humanity up into small cliques, and effectively limit the selection of the individual to his own clique, is to postpone the Superman for eons, if not forever. Not only should every person be nourished and trained as a possible parent, but there should be no possibility of such an obstacle to natural selection as the objection of a countess to a navvy or of a duke to a charwoman.”‘

In 1910, Shaw roused a Caxton Hall audience to cheers with the suggestion that, for the eugenic good, women should be permitted to become respectable mothers without having to live with the fathers of their children.’ Obviously Shaw agreed with Ellis’s claim that “the question of Eugenics is to a great extent one with the woman question.” Liberals on that question considered it a eugenic necessity for a woman to control her own life—and not only its physical side. Without independent careers, women were forced to marry, too often taking as husbands diseased or dissolute men. Careers would enable them to avoid eugenically disadvantageous marriages—though not, it was hoped, marriage or parenthood altogether. Havelock Ellis, impotent and childless though (or perhaps because) he was, avowed that “the realization of eugenics . . . can only be attained with the realization of the woman movement in its latest and completest phase as an enlightened culture of motherhood.”8
Yet many social-radical eugenicists doubted that people with hereditary deficiencies would refrain from marriage for the good of the race. That, Ellis noted, had been the utopian fantasy of Francis Galton—with the result, he added, that eugenics was “constantly misunderstood, ridiculed, regarded as a fad.” But now that the mechanical control of reproduction was ever more reliably at hand, Ellis argued, eugenics no longer needed to be impractical, ridiculous, or contrary to natural human desires. Sexual satisfaction ought to be separated from procreation, specifically through birth control. This would render sexual practice purely a matter of private pleasure and invest the act of procreation with responsibility to the race. Ellis added that the limitation of births would ease the financial burdens upon lower-income families, safeguard the health of the mother, and permit better care for the children who were produced.’

These arguments, familiar now, were controversial in Ellis’s day. In Amexica, Comstockery had long suppressed even the discussion, let alone the distribution, of birth-control methods. Even people who sympathized with the cause of contraception at times assisted in the suppression of the subject by a prudish unwillingness to discuss it publicly.10 Before the First World War, the cause of birth control was strongly opposed on both sides of the Atlantic by the numerous eugenicists who adhered to the dominant attitudes of the movement—”mainline eugenicists,” we may call them. Many of these were of a conservative bent, and their views on such issues as the “woman question” were markedly different from those of Ellis and Shaw.

Mainline eugenicists held that contraceptive methods (“preventive checks”) would permit the separation of passion from the responsibilities of procreation, and thus foster licentiousness. As late as 1932, Henry Fairfield Osborn complained that birth control led in “fundamentally unnatural” directions, and noted that the country employing birth control in its “most radical form” was the Soviet Union, “where it is connected with a great deal of sexual promiscuity.” Leonard Darwin kept the subject of birth control out of the deliberations of the Eugenics Education Society and the pages of the Eugenics Review. It was not simply that so many members of the society found the subject distasteful but that they considered birth control—in Darwin’s words—”racially” devastating.” Although contraceptive methods might in principle help halt the proliferation of lower-income, less educated groups, they tended in practice to be ignored in those sectors of the population; instead, they were used disproportionately by the upper classes—precisely those groups whose declining fecundity alarmed so many eugenicists.

Within both English and American mainline eugenics, it was a morally injunctive commonplace that middle- and upper-class women should remain at home, hearth, and cradle—that it was their duty, as Dean Inge intoned and Theodore Roosevelt trumpeted, to marry and bear children (four per marriage was the number thought necessary to maintain a given stock). Edwin Grant Conklin, professor of embryology at Princeton University and one of the prominent biologists of his day, declared in 1915 that the feminist movement was “a benefit to the race” insofar as it brought women greater intellectual and political freedom, but insofar as it demanded “freedom from marriage and reproduction it is suicidal.” In The Family and the Nation, W. C. D. and C. D. Whetham—by themselves the Eugenics Education Society’s most anti-feminist wing—cried, “Woe to the nation whose best women refuse their natural and most glorious burden!’

Mainline eugenicists were alarmed by the higher education of women. Education, so the reasoning went, diverted women’s biological energy from the task of reproduction to the burdens of intellectual or worldly activities. Early in the century, studies showed that women college graduates tended not to marry, and that those who did bore—on the statistical average—fewer than two children, less than half the number necessary to keep up their social stock. (Actually, the principal of Newnham College, Cambridge, had demonstrated statistically in 1890 that college-educated women were just as healthy, just as likely to be married, and just as fertile as their less educated female relatives; the degree of spinsterhood and childlessness was a mark of their social class, not of their higher learning.) An American (male) analyst feared that the large proportion of female professors in women’s colleges encouraged susceptible college girls to yearn for careers. Osborn refused to endorse the women’s suffrage amendment on the ground that it would interfere with human evolution.”

Nevertheless, hardly able to stem the tide of women’s suffrage, higher education, or sexual revolution, mainline eugenicists joined social radicals to make education, at least in eugenics, a cardinal point of their program. The American Eugenics Society was pleased to note in the nineteen-twenties that courses dealing with eugenics were then offered in some three hundred and fifty colleges and universities. Young men and women were to be sensitized to their procreational responsibilities to the race (the marriage brought about merely for the desire of happiness, Karl Pearson lectured in the nineteen-twenties, was “born in selfishness, and is antisocial”). More than that, for the sake of the overall racial welfare, even mainline eugenicists endorsed teaching the young not only the laws of heredity but the facts of sex hygiene, venereal disease, pregnancy, and child care—so that they would know the consequences to offspring ultimately inherent in the act of love, so that, in Havelock Ellis’s phrase, “the new St. Valentine will be a saint of science rather than of folklore.”“

While the educational effort was intended to foster positive eugenics, it aimed at least as much at encouraging a negative eugenic sensibility: matings between healthy and “tainted” or diseased individuals were to be avoided. The British biologist J. Arthur Thomson suggested that eugenics education would arouse a “wholesome prejudice against the marriage and especially the intermarriage of subjects in whom there is a strong hereditary bias to certain diseases—such as epilepsy and diabetes,” and asked, “Is it Utopian to hope . . . that the ethical conscience of the averagè man will come more and more to include in its varied content `a feeling of responsibility for the healthfulness of succeeding generations’?”15 To eugenicists, that healthfulness depended a great deal upon reducing the social differential in the birthrate, an issue which increasingly spotlighted the merits of contraception. Even mainliners could recognize a certain validity in the assertion of Emma Goldman’s monthly, Mother Earth, that those who denied access to birth-control methods would “legally encourage the increase of paupers, syphilitics, epileptics, dipsomaniacs, cripples, criminals, and degenerates.”‘‘

By the nineteen-twenties, the Freudian invasion of middle-class mores was well along. Women were said to expect sexual fulfillment in marriage without fear of pregnancy. Birth control had come to stay, and so, it seemed, had a steady decline in the birthrate of the upper classes. As Margaret Sanger put it, the sensible eugenic response to the differential birthrate was to make available to lower-income and less educated groups the contraceptive knowledge and opportunities enjoyed by others. Before the war, Sanger had linked birth control with feminism. Now, like her British counterpart Marie Stopes, she tied contraception increasingly to the eugenic cause. In 1919, she wrote: “More children from the fit, less from the unfit—that is the chief issue of birth control.”“ Even Leonard Darwin was eventually persuaded to lend his name to the birth-control movement. Stripped of its assertive feminism, contraception became acceptable to conservative eugenicists, for there was a natural harmony between their social predilections and the pro–birth-control rationale advanced by Havelock Ellis: “The superficially sympathetic man flings a coin to the beggar; the more deeply sympathetic man builds an almshouse for him so that he need no longer beg; but perhaps the most radically sympathetic of all is the man who arranges that the beggar shall not be born.”‘ e

MANY EUGENICISTS EXPECTED their program of race improvement, whether positive or negative, to rest on voluntarism—thus the stress on education, moral injunction, and the need for contraception. Control over those most private areas of life—marriage, sex, and childbearing—were to be left in private hands as matters of private choice. Radicals or mainliners, many eugenicists were moral reformers, who held with Havelock Ellis that “the only compulsion we can apply in eugenics is the compulsion that comes from within.” Voluntarism was also deemed essential because, in the view of various genetic authorities, little was yet known about the laws of heredity in human beings.19 Moreover, to invoke the state against the proliferation of degenerates might, in the remark of an English sociologist made long before the Nazis took power, “renew, in the name of science, tyrannies that it took long ages of social evolution to emerge from.” Soon after its founding in 1907, the Eugenics Education Society had announced that its policy was not to advocate eugenic “interference by the state.” Yet a number of British and American eugenicists came to the view suggested by Galton himself at the end of his life: that perhaps with regard to certain critical problems—notably the proliferation of degenerates—the situation was so clear-cut, and so dire, as to warrant state intervention of a coercive nature in human reproduction.20
Given the energy that eugenics drew from social Darwinism, it may seem puzzling that eugenicists, particularly the conservatives, were so ready to resort to governmental action. For in the standard view of that creed, competition led automatically to survival of the fittest, and the intervention of government would corrupt a process best left to the independent operation of Darwinian law—the natural selection of the fit. But in Darwin’s theory, fitness meant the ability to survive and multiply in a given environment, and the fit in that sense included precisely the lower-order types responsible, as Karl Pearson demonstrated, for the high side of the differential birthrate. Edgar Schuster, the first Eugenics Fellow at University College London, remarked that fitness meant something else to eugenicists: “In good condition or of good quality, physical and mental . . . a sort of biological ideal of what a man should be.”21 If natural selection yielded the Darwinian fit, only artificial selection—by governmental means, where appropriate—could multiply the eugenically fit.

This reasoning moved conservatives in particular (reformers and radicals of the day needed no special impulsion) to depart from laissez-faire with a program of positive-eugenic measures. The program included government involvement in the procreation of the better sort through a variety of financial incentives. “If a woman can, by careful selection of a father, and nourishment of herself, produce a citizen with efficient senses, sound organs, and a good digestion, she should clearly be secured a sufficient reward for that natural service to make her willing to undertake and repeat it,” Shaw wrote in the Preface to Man and Superman. Proposed incentives included tax rebates to help cover the costs of maternity and child-rearing, especially for meritorious families (an idea which seemed inappropriate to Chancellor of the Exchequer Winston Churchill, who, though he considered encouraging the fertility of the professional classes praiseworthy, declared that this aim had no connection with the budget, whose only preoccupations were to finance the government). The recommendations also included educational allowances and grants to make up for lost salary to women from the industrious laboring classes who had to leave employment during pregnancy, birth, and early infant care.22
Appalled at the battlefield loss of so many of their “best” young men in the First World War, British eugenicists asked the military to issue “eugenic stripes” to the meritorious wounded; worn on the uniform sleeve, they were presumably to offset the injuries that might make such men less attractive to women. Eugenicists also petitioned the government to award special bonuses to such veterans who married.23 The logic of positive eugenics impelled even conservatives to recommend that the wages of respectable working-class men be raised so that their wives could remain at.home to bear and care for children instead of joining the work force. The Whethams thought that the state might well selectively endow parenthood, giving honors and rewards to those in all ranks of life who produced strong, healthy, and able offspring.24
The willingness to depart from laissez-faire was more forceful still on the side of negative eugenics. Socialist principle led H. G. Wells to claim that “the children people bring into the world can be no more their private concern entirely, than the disease germs they disseminate or the noises a man makes in a thin-floored flat.” Social workers, psychiatrists, reformatory superintendents, and the like, convinced of the hereditary origin of social deficiency, felt compelled to endorse governmental intervention as perhaps the only way to reduce to manageable size the magnitude of their task. Havelock Ellis called it Sisyphean for a society to attempt social improvement while conceding “entry into life . . . more freely to the weak, the incompetent, and the defective than to the strong, the efficient, and the sane.”25
Nowhere did that logic seem more evident than in the response to the “menace of the feebleminded.” Eugenicists of every stripe found common ground in the righteous idea of wiping out social defect by preventing the procreation of the eugenically undesirable.26 Suggestions to accomplish that end ran the gamut from the cruel (putting degenerates painlessly to death or permitting mothers to smother children possessing inherited deformities) to the mocking (the abolition of alcoholism by letting the intemperate drink themselves to death, or the punishment of a murderer by hanging his grandfather). Eugenicists generally refused to consider abortion to halt the birth of the unfit—the American Eugenics Society regarded it as murder, unless performed on strict medical grounds.27 Instead, the eugenics community fastened most seriously and persistently upon marriage restriction, sexual segregation, sterilization, and—in the United States especially—immigration restriction.

The marriage of the feebleminded, the insane, and the diseased, particularly the venereally diseased, was of special concern to eugenicists. Some suggested that the grounds for divorce might be enlarged to include epilepsy, mental deficiency, criminality, and drunkenness. Others went so far as to recommend that all prospective bridegrooms be compelled to obtain a physician’s certificate testifying to their freedom from venereal or mental disease.28 However, Henry Goddard, for one, pointed out that marriage-restriction laws were no panacea, particularly in the case of the feebleminded; since many of them lacked an inherent sense of morality, barriers to marriage hardly constituted an obstacle to procreation. Many eugenicists on both sides of the Atlantic thought that the problem of the mentally handicapped demanded their institutionalized sexual segregation. “By legislative reform,” said the Whethams, “we may segregate the worst types of the feeble-minded, the habitual criminal, and the hopeless pauper, and thus weed out of our race the contaminating strains of worthless blood.”29
Segregation and control were simply the other side of education and care; the two approaches easily complemented each other in eugenic thinking. The American Eugenics Society explained, in its catechismal pamphlet, the decided benefits to be expected from segregation:

Q How much does segregation cost?

A. It has been estimated that to have segregated the original “Jukes” for life would have cost the State of New York about $25,000.
Q is that a real saving?

A. Yes. It has been estimated that the State of New York, up to 1916, spent over $2,000,000 on the descendants of these people.

Q_How much would it have cost to sterilize the original Jukes pair?
A. Less than $150.30
A few officials at American institutions for the mentally incapable had begun to advocate a policy of sterilization as early as the eighteen-eighties, and in 1889, at the Pennsylvania Training School for Feebleminded Children at Elwyn, Superintendent Dr. Isaac Newton Kerlin had, with parental permission, castrated some of his charges. No state had legally authorized sterilization, but such experiments upon the “unfit” were continued, notably by Dr. Harry C. Sharp, physician to the Indiana State Reformatory at Jeffersonville, who in 1899 pioneered the sterilization of criminals by vasectomy. By 1907, Sharp had performed vasectomies on four hundred and sixty-five males, more than a third of whom were said to have requested the operation. “Vasectomy consists of ligating and resecting a small portion of the vas deferens,” Sharp reported. “The operation is indeed very simple and easy to perform; I do it without administering an anaesthetic, either general or local. It requires about three minutes’ time to perform the operation and the subject returns to his work immediately, suffers no inconvenience, and is in no way impaired for his pursuit of life, liberty and happiness, but is effectively sterilized.”31 While men were dealt with by vasectomy, women were sterilized by the more hazardous and painful salpingectomy, or tubal ligation.

Pro-sterilization eugenicists were found all across the political spectrum; all took as higher the good of society over the rights of individuals. “It is the acme of stupidity . . .,” declaimed Dr. William J. Robinson, a New York urologist and a sex radical, “to talk in such cases of individual liberty, of the rights of the individual. Such individuals have no rights. They have no right in the first instance to be born, but having been born, they have no right to propagate their kind.” In the United States, a strong consensus in favor of sterilization—supporters ranged from Margaret Sanger to Theodire Roosevelt—grew among eugenicists. In Britain, no such consensus existed. Comparatively few British eugenicists were convinced of the necessity for the procedure, although among those who considered it were Francis Galton (“except by sterilization I cannot yet see any way of checking the produce of the unfit who are allowed their liberty and are below the reach of moral control”) and H. G. Wells, who pondered improving the human stock by “the sterilization of failures.”32
Many American eugenicists worried that marriage-restriction laws and sterilization programs would be useless if the threat from abroad to the nation’s biological strength were allowed to continue. In the first fifteen years of the twentieth century, immigration accounted for roughly half the increase in population. Michael Guyer warned in 1916 that this trend was particularly alarming in view of the fact that, “once in our country, the alien far outbreeds the native stock.” (In his prize-winning eugenics sermon, the Reverend Kenneth C. MacArthur warned, “At the present rate one thousand Harvard graduates of today will have only fifty descendants two hundred years hence, by which time one thousand Roumanian immigrants will have increased to one hundred thousand.”) High scientific authority —geneticists, psychologists, anthropologists—drew upon expert “evidence,” notably Henry Goddard’s I.Q., tests of immigrants and Carl Brigham’s analysis of the Army intelligence test results, to proclaim that a large proportion of immigrants bordered on or fell into the “feebleminded” category and that their continued entrance into the country made, in Robert Yerkes’s phrase, for the “menace of race deterioration.” Whatever the symbolic meaning of the Statue of Liberty, American eugenicists like Charles Davenport stressed that the nation’s future had to be taken into account. Davenport wrote to his brother William—a minister who was devoting his life to settlement-house work with Italian immigrants in Brooklyn, New York—”Just imagine what sort of country it will be ... [in two hundred years] if the gates have, in the meantime, been wide open and population encouraged to come hither by the transportation companies and by the employers of the cheapest labor? ... We don’t want to make a State of Mississippi or worse out of New York City and Long Island.”3 3

Charles Davenport argued that the selection should be on an individual basis, that no national group could be classified as undesirable. But by the early nineteen-twenties the eugenic principle of selection on the basis of individual biological and mental quality had been submerged in a principle of racial- or ethnic-group selection. The shift no doubt bespoke the weight of the national clamor for immigration restriction; it also expressed the patent racial prejudices of many eugenicists, prejudices which took the form of biologically celebrating Wasps and denigrating non-Wasps. A cardinal point of the American eugenics program had come to be the restriction of immigration from Eastern and Southern Europe. Eventually, the program was enlarged to permit the immigration only of pure Caucasians; to require a minimum grade of “C”—the presumed average grade of the American population—on the Army intelligence-test scale; and to require certification, based on an assessment of near kin, that the prospective immigrant would become a biological asset to the United States. “Immigration,” said the American Eugenics Society, “should be first of all considered a long-time investment in family stocks.”34
CHAPTER VII
EUGENIC ENACTMENTS

IN BRITAIN, the Eugenics Education Society had hardly been founded before it formed a watchdog committee to monitor all parliamentary bills of eugenic interest. British eugenicists sent their opinions to the Times and deputations to Westminster on matters of the poor laws, divorce, education, venereal disease, and the feebleminded.’ In the United States, such matters for the most part did not fall within the purview of the national government, and the political efforts of eugenicists tended to take place at the state level. But immigration was, of course, a matter of federal rather than of state policy, and on the issue of immigration from Europe American eugenicists entered the national political arena to lobby for restrictive laws.

They were not alone. Since the late nineteenth century, various interest groups had been pushing for immigration laws that would stem the flow of new arrivals. The immigration of Asians had already been severely restricted, notably by the Chinese Exclusion Acts of 1882 and 1902 and by the so-called Gentleman’s Agreement between Japan and the United States in 1907-08. The groups opposed to immigration included organized labor, worried that the influx would adversely affect wages; staunch nativists, convinced that foreign influences adulterated the American character; social workers, eager to reduce the flow so as to deal better with the disadvantaged already in the country; and assorted businessmen, who feared immigrants as infectious carriers of radicalism. Though racism figured in the arguments against unrestricted immigration, economic factors, including fear of radicalism, tended to dominate the debate through 1921, when Congress—in the wake of the Red Scare and postwar unemployment—passed an emergency restriction act by which immigration from any European country was limited annually to three percent of the foreign-born of that nationality listed in the 1910 U.S. census.2 The more zealous restrictionists felt that this feature did not discriminate enough against the most recent wave of immigrants—those from Eastern and Southern Europe—and,joined by eugenicists, they campaigned for a still stricter, permanent immigration law. However, unable to make any headway toward a measure more to their liking, they had to content themselves with a two-year renewal of the emergency law after its expiration, in 1922.

Eugenicists did a good deal to make racial differences of an alleged genetic sort a prominent feature of the immigration debate. In 1922, Robert Yerkes urged Carl Brigham’s publisher to bring out the latter’s Study of American Intelligence in time for consideration at the next round of immigration-restriction hearings; he also called the attention of the immigration committee chairmen in both houses of Congress to the seeming mental inadequacies of Eastern and Southern Europeans as revealed by the Army intelligence tests. In 1923, the House Committee on Immigration and Naturalization began holding hearings on a permanent bill. Many witnesses argued that “biology” demanded the exclusion of most members of the Eastern and Southern European “races.” Soon after the conclusion of the House hearings, Congressman Samuel Dickstein, Democrat of New York, who was a Jew and one of the two committee members to vote against sending the measure to the floor, remarked: “If you had been a member of that committee you could not help but understand that they did not want anybody else in this country except the Nordics.” The committee was dominated by members from the South and West, and both the House and the Senate were controlled by conservative Republicans. On both sides of Capitol Hill biological and racial arguments figured prominently in the floor debate on the bill. Congressman Robert Allen, Democrat of West Virginia, declared: “The primary reason for the restriction of the alien stream . . . is the necessity for purifying and keeping pure the blood of America.”3
In April 1924, the Immigration Act was passed by overwhelming majorities in the House and Senate and quickly signed into law by President Calvin Coolidge (who as Vice-President had publicly declared: “America must be kept American. Biological laws show . . . that Nordics deteriorate when mixed with other races”). The act limited the influx to the United States from any European country, through 1927, to a small percentage of the foreign-born of the same national origin recorded in the census of 1890. The shift of the reference point back by two decades, to a date when fewer Eastern and Southern European immigrants were in the country, made immigration policy more discriminatory against newcomers from those areas. A permanent provision of the law, which took effect on July I, 1927, was based on the 1920 census, but it had the same consequences, because the quotas were now to be apportioned in accordance with the distribution of national ancestries in the total population. The new law was widely acclaimed by eugenicists for what they considered its biological wisdom.4
Comparatively few British eugenicists—aside from Karl Pearson, who was lukewarm about the issue anyway—agitated for immigration restriction in this period. Immigration from Eastern Europe, consisting largely of Jews, had been heavy since the eighteen-eighties, but it had already been stemmed by the passage of the Aliens Act in 1905, which empowered the government to bar the entrance of steerage passengers who were diseased, or were criminals or potential paupers.’ Non-white immigration to Britain from the Empire was negligible. Among the variety of other issues with which British eugenicists concerned themselves, one above all—the control of the mentally deficient—engaged their political energies.

Legislative attention to the problem of mental deficiency in Britain was to no small degree stimulated by Mrs. Hume Pinsent. Née Ellen Parker, she was a minister’s daughter and the sister of the eminent lawyer and chancery judge Robert Parker, one of Karl Pearson’s closest college chums and lifelong friends; with her brother and her future husband, Ellen Parker was an active member of Pearson’s Men and Women’s Club. When her engagement to Pinsent became known, Pearson remarked: “I suppose Miss Parker will now devote herself to housekeeping and possibly the piano. She might have done excellent work, if she had had the ordeal of getting her own living by some profession for a few years, instead of passing from home to home.” Actually, Ellen Parker Pinsent, whose husband became a successful lawyer in Birmingham, got herself elected to the city council, became a formidably effective activist in the school program for mentally handicapped children, wrote a book on mental health policy—not to mention four novels—and eventually was made a Dame of the British Empire. A member of the Royal Commission on Care and Control of the Feebleminded from 1904 to 1908, she emerged a firm advocate of preventing the proliferation of the mentally deficient by compulsory institutionalization on a sexually segregated basis.’

Through Ellen Pinsent, the Eugenics Education Society joined forces with the National Association for the Care of the Feebleminded, which she had helped found, to demand of every candidate for Parliament in the 1910 election: “Would you undertake to support measures . . . that tend to discourage parenthood on the part of the feebleminded and other degenerate types?” Winston Churchill, Home Secretary in the Asquith government, told a delegation from Mrs. Pinsent’s association that, while the thousands of feebleminded in Britain deserved “all that could be done for them by a Christian and scientific civilization now that they were in the world,” they should, if possible, be “segregated under proper conditions [so] that their curse died with them and was not transmitted to future generations.” (To Asquith, Churchill privately described the proliferation of the mentally deficient, combined with the “restriction of progeny amongall the thrifty, energetic, and superior stocks,” as a “very terrible danger to the race.”)’

In May 1912, the government introduced a mental-deficiency bill; by the end of that year, the Home Office had received hundreds of resolutions urging passage of some such measure from public bodies—county and borough councils, education committees, and boards of guardians—throughout Britain. The government’s bill passed, with only three dissenting votes, in July 1913. The opposition included the radical libertarian M.P. Josiah Wedgwood, who attacked the measure as the suggestion of “eugenic cranks” and mocked Ellen Pinsent for her “wonderful ability, such as only ladies seem to possess these days.” Wedgwood’s substantive objections—they concerned state interference with individual liberty—were sufficiently felt in the liberal wing of press and parliament to render the law something less than a eugenicist’s dream. It recognized that the varieties of mental deficiency ranged from cretinism or mongolism to inability to benefit from education. It made the test of such deficiency, and of the need for care, not heredity but social incapacity—an inability to look after oneself. It also provided the possibility for many victims of mental deficiency, even while under care and control, to live in the outside community rather than in institutions. The law, in short, did not impose mandatory segregation of all mentally handicapped people to prevent their reproducing themselves, and there was no mention of sterilization.’

Yet the Eugenics Education Society took the Mental Deficiency Act as a victory for the eugenics movement. The law did, after all, grant a central authority compulsory powers to detain and segregate certain of the “feebleminded,” a feature which would result in some curbs upon the multiplication of the unfit. And “defectives” subject to the Act were defined to include not only paupers and habitual drunkards but women on poor relief at the time of giving birth to, or being found pregnant with, an illegitimate child. The Eugenics Review celebrated the act as the “only piece of English social law extant, in which the influence of heredity has been treated as a practical factor in determining its provisions.”9
Britain passed no sweeping law preventing the marriage of the mentally deficient, but in America, by 1914, some thirty states had enacted new marriage laws or amended old ones. Three-quarters of the statutes declared voidable the marriages of idiots and of the insane, and the rest restricted marriage among the unfit of various types, including the feebleminded and persons afflicted with venereal disease. The ostensible ground of most of the laws was that such partners were incapable of making contracts, marital or otherwise, but in some of them, the restrictions were justified on eugenic grounds. The first of this type, passed in Connecticut in 1896, prohibited marriage (as well as extramarital relations) to the eugenically unfit if the woman was under forty-five, and set the minimum penalty for violation at three years’ imprisonment. The Connecticut statute was extolled as a model for other states, but the marriage law that captured the most attention was Indiana’s—a three-part measure passed in 1905, which forbade the marriage of the mentally deficient, persons having a “transmissible disease,” and habitual drunkards; required a health certificate of all persons released from institutions; and declared void all marriages contracted in another state in an effort to avoid the Indiana law.10
By the nineteen-twenties, many states had enacted measures forcing a delay between license application and the actual wedding, a policy that eugenicists advocated in the interest of discouraging hasty and ill-considered unions. Eugenic arguments also figured in the anti-miscegenation statutes of the day.” Clearly, eugenicists did not single-handedly cause the passage of the large variety of restrictive marriage laws enacted in the first quarter of the century; they were part of a coalition that put the laws on the books, and they provided prior (or, at times, post hoc) biological rationalizations for what other interest groups wanted. But American eugenicists played a dominant role in bringing about the passage of state sterilization laws.

The first state sterilization law was passed in 1907, in Indiana, where Dr. Sharp of the State Reformatory had mounted a campaign for the measure. (“Indiana is working much on sterilization,” a Johns Hopkins physician remarked in 1910. “Practice hurries ahead of inquiry there.”) Between 1907 and 1917, sterilization laws were enacted by fifteen more states, representing every region of the country except the South. Virtually all of the prewar statutes gave the states the power to compel the sterilization of habitual or confirmed criminals, or persons guilty of some particular offense, like rape. Also included within the scope of most of the statutes were epileptics, the insane, and idiots in state institutions. Most wide-ranging was a law passed in Iowa in 1911. It made eligible for sterilization inmates in public institutions who had been incarcerated for a variety of reasons, including drug addiction, sexual offenses, and epilepsy. The Iowa statute compelled the sterilization of twice-convicted sexual offenders, of thrice-convicted other felons, and of anyone convicted just once of involvement in white slavery.’ z

BRITISH EUGENICISTS MARVELED at the extent to which their American counterparts managed to write such a comprehensive negative-eugenics program onto the statute books. Perhaps contributing to the divergent legislative outcomes, at least with regard to marriage and sterilization, was the jurisdictional difference—in Britain such matters fell to a national body,

Parliament, while in America they were the province of state legislatures, whose level of deliberation even today leaves a good deal to be desired. Yet the Parliament at its worst has often been inferior to a number of American state legislatures at their best, and American standards of civil liberties have often been higher than the British. To account for the legislative differences, it also bears keeping in mind that the eugenics movement depended upon the authority of science, and that it was a coalition, united by a belief in the significance of heredity in human affairs yet, particularly in Britain, divided along a cluster of social fault lines.

In the United States during the opening decades of the century, it came to be a hallmark of good reform government to shape public policy with the aid of scientific experts. In many states the practice was modeled after the “Wisconsin Idea,” advanced by the progressive governor Robert La Follette, of drawing upon experts in the state university for advice in complicated policy areas like taxes, agriculture, regulation, and public health. Eugenics experts aplenty were to be found in the biology, psychology, and sociology departments of universities or colleges, and among superintendents of state mental institutions. The fount of expertise was Charles Davenport’s Eugenics Record Office, with its numerous publications and field workers. After their stint with Davenport, the field workers fanned out to various states, where they took jobs on the staffs of institutions for the mentally incompetent and, often with the aid of state appropriations for the purpose, conducted investigations among the local population regarding the heritability of mental and social defect.”

The field workers, the professors, and the institution superintendents not only could provide expert advice on eugenic issues to state legislative committees and commissions; together they might form a small yet influential lobby for eugenic legislation, particularly under reformist state administrations, and usually in the absence of equally expert opposition.” In the state of Wisconsin itself, the prime mover in the sterilization movement was Albert W. Wilmarth, the superintendent of the Home for the Feebleminded and a firm believer in the existence of hereditary “moral imbeciles” unable to resist the “animal emotions” that led to the promiscuous production of endless criminals, prostitutes, paupers, and tramps. In the campaign for a sterilization law, Wilmarth enlisted the State Medical Society and found additional allies at the university, including the well-known progressive sociologist Edward A. Ross and the biologists Michael F. Guyer and Samuel J. Holmes, whose teachings helped create a pro-eugenic

climate of opinion.’ S

Davenport himself was somewhat ambivalent about the employment of Record Office information for legal or legislative purposes. Field worker data ought not to be given to governmental authorities without his permission, Davenport insisted, even to save a man from the gallows.16 Yet, not surprisingly, his objection to governmental involvement was selective. In-deed, he indulgently tolerated the rather influential and significant foray into policymaking of Harry H. Laughlin, his appointee, in 1910, as superintendent of the Eugenics Record Office, his right-hand man at Cold Spring Harbor, and an advocate of views that accorded with Davenport’s own social prejudices.

Laughlin was the product of small midwestern towns and a family that teetered impecuniously between the religious and the academic life. His father, a preacher in the Christian Church, wandered through the unstable world of sectarian colleges, from presidencies to pastorates to professorships; he finally landed in Kirksville, Missouri, where, in 1892, he became chairman of the English Department at the Kirksville Normal School. Laughlin did not take the fundamentalist doctrines of his father’s church too fundamentally. As an undergraduate in history at the Kirksville School, he reconciled science and religion by identifying God with some sort of force, “a universal ether—perfectly elastic, granular and uniform.” After 1896, while holding school posts in rural Iowa, he developed an interest in agriculture. He took several terms of work in the subject at the state college, and in 1907 returned to the Kirksville Normal School to head a one-man Department of Agriculture, Botany, and Nature Study.” That year he wrote to Charles Davenport for advice about certain breeding experiments with chickens. He soon came to Cold Spring Harbor for a summer course

· “the most profitable six weeks that I ever spent,” he later told Davenport

· and proceeded to turn himself into a professional biologist, specializing in heredity. He published workmanlike papers in genetics and achieved a certain degree of professional recognition, including a doctorate of science in biology from Princeton University. He also became a convert to eugenics, just as soon as Davenport introduced him to the creed.18
Like Davenport, Laughlin was a workhorse—humorless, intolerant of criticism, and continually afire with dogmatic secular zeal. The stern force in Davenport’s background had been the father; in Laughlin’s it was the mother, a determined, energetic woman who was a women’s suffragist, an activist in women’s missionary societies, and a contributor to the religious press. A member of the Women’s Christian Temperance Union, she prevailed upon Harry to sign a temperance pledge, which he stuck to through life. “If I can’t be great,” Harry wrote his mother during his Iowa years, “I certainly can do much good. And I intend to do it.”19
The “good” he intended to do centered increasingly on eugenic research, particularly on “feeblemindedness” and on the characteristics of immigrants. Proud that his family could be traced back to the American Revolution, he thought the new immigrants from Eastern and Southern

Europe afflicted, from generation to generation, by a high degree of insanity, mental deficiency, and criminality. A disproportionately large number, he maintained, were to be found in institutions for the insane and the feebleminded.20 In the spring of 1920, Laughlin went down to Washington, D.C., to present a sheaf of eugenic petitions to the House Committee on Immigration and Naturalization, which was then working on the original emergency restriction act. The majority chairman of the committee was Congressman Albert Johnson, Republican of Washington, a rough-hewn, heavy-drinking politico with a hatred of radicals, Japanese, and open-door immigration policies. In short order, Johnson appointed Laughlin “Expert Eugenical Agent” of the committee. Given the franking privilege and letterheads, Laughlin was to study alien inmates and inmates of recent foreign extraction in a number of state institutions.21
In November 1922, Laughlin reported his results to the committee, plastering the walls of the hearing room with numerous charts and tables, including a gallery of Ellis Island photographs labeled “Carriers of the Germ Plasm of the Future American Population.” Laughlin assured the congressmen that he had been wholly objective throughout, interested only in the truth of the situation. Actually, he twisted the facts (often he had found proportionately more native- than foreign-born in asylums) and indulged in blatant prejudice (recent immigrants, he said, might themselves be healthy, but they carried bad recessive genes, which would sooner or later out). In Laughlin’s view, the “evidence”—mainly the results of a survey that he had conducted of the comparative incidence of mental deficiency among the foreign-born—led implacably to the conclusion that the recent immigrants were biologically inferior and that they jeopardized the blood of the nation.22
Quickly, Laughlin became known in Washington as an indispensable authority on the “biological” side of the immigration issue. Without much difficulty, he won over influential members of the committee, including not only Albert Johnson but also the minority leader, John C. Box, to the eugenic point of view. In 1923, Johnson joined the Committee on Selective Immigration of the newly founded American Eugenics Society; the committee issued a compendious report at the end of 1923 which added up to an endorsement of the permanent immigration restriction bill. After its passage, Johnson and his colleagues called upon Laughlin from time to time for new studies, which were done and duly published. Laughlin’s writings and testimonies were much cited in the restrictionist literature of the decade. In 1929, John Box told the head of the Carnegie Institution of Washington, the parent agency of the Eugenics Record Office, that he knew of no one else “so thoroughly competent and so free from factional or political bias as is Dr. Laughlin.” Box added, “Personally, I shall always regard his work in connection with this [immigration] question as monumental.”23
IN THE UNITED STATES, eugenic politics and eugenic research were symbiotically linked; if so much negative eugenics was written into law in America, it. was probably not least because American eugenics activists could draw upon the publications or allies of the Eugenics Record Office—the principal scientific and authoritative institution in its field. In Britain, the counterpart institution was the Galton Eugenics Laboratory, headed by Karl Pearson, at University College, London. But Pearson steadfastly refused to join the Eugenics Education Society, to participate in political activity, or to make available his institutional resources and expertise for the support of legislative measures. In the days of their mutual absorption in socialism, George Bernard Shaw had admonished Pearson: “Your aim is never to give yourself away, never to make a fool of yourself. . . . You are full of reasons for doing nothing, all excellent reasons—reasons for not making speeches in Trafalgar Square, for not writing plays, for not printing them, reasons for not living, not loving, not working, . . . an infinity of nots.”24 For all the bastinado, Shaw did penetrate to an aspect of Pearson’s personality: by temperament, he was simply not a joiner, let alone a political activist. Intent upon establishing eugenics as an academic discipline, he liked to pursue research and publish primarily in scholarly journals. He might lecture widely upon his research results and their social implications, might even send copies of his eugenic writings to Members of Parliament, including Arthur Balfour and Winston Churchill; he preferred to leave the messy business of politics to others.

At the outset, Pearson considered the Eugenics Education Society a mixture of wisdom and folly, yet more than might have been anticipated, he noted to Francis Galton, and possibly a valuable aid in spreading ideas. The rosy hopefulness disappeared once Pearson saw the shape of the society, particularly the presence of people like Havelock Ellis among its leaders. In 1909, he bluntly told Galton that if the Eugenics Laboratory were mixed up in any way with Ellis and his ilk, “we should kill all chance of founding eugenics as an academic discipline.” Physicians were supplying considerable data for Pearson’s studies of human inheritance; Pearson worried that Ellis and his allies were “red rags to the medical bull, and if it were thought we were linked up with them, we should be left severely alone.”25 Setting himself a high standard of scientific rigor, Pearson was contemptuous of eugenic work that he considered careless or slipshod. To Pearson, the Eugenics Education Society indulged itself too little in science and too much in rank propaganda.26 A prominent member of the society was Caleb W. Saleeby, a physician, medical researcher, and temperance advocate, who preached that the evils of alcohol not only afflicted those who drank but devolved upon their offspring as well. Even before the storm that followed Pearson’s announcement, in 1910, that parental alcoholism produced no adverse effects upon children’s intelligence, physique, or tendency to disease, Saleeby had attacked the Eugenics Laboratory as a waste of Galton’s money. Pearson fumed to Galton that “we are the only people who have really endeavoured to measure the relation of alcoholism in parents to the mental and physical condition of the children, and that only in this laboratory is the relation of alcoholism to crime and insanity actually known.” Pearson sneered at Saleeby’s “rhetoric and fustian,” and his opinion of the Eugenics Education Society as a group of mush-minded propagandists deepened.27 Yet the scientific fissure between Pearson and the eugenic activists was more fundamental. While Pearson was a zealous biometrician, organized eugenics tended to be dominated—in Britain as in America—by Mendelians.

The dispute between Mendelians and biometricians which so infected British genetics early in the century plagued British eugenics with almost equal virulence. Pearson’s charges of unscientific propagandizing against the Eugenics Education Society were as much an assault on its Mendelian claims as on its lack of rigor. Particularly offensive to Pearson was the society’s embrace of the Mendelian heritability of mental defect. Pearson had not strayed from his own conviction that mental deficiency was inherited, but his belief rested on biometrical studies, which he thought reliable compared, for example, to the American studies popularized by Charles Davenport. In 1913, in a critique of them published from the Galton Laboratory, David Heron concluded of Davenport’s data that it had been “collected in an unsatisfactory manner,” and “tabled in a most slipshod fashion,” and that “the Mendelian conclusions drawn have no justification whatever.”28
Amid the acrimonious cockfight that followed, thoughtful observers could hardly be blamed for concluding that not a good deal was known for certain about the heritability of mental defect. The dispute, pitting Pearson, the principal eugenic researcher in the land, against his colleagues, undermined the scientific authority with which British eugenicists could speak. On behalf of the society, Leonard Darwin kept trying to reach some sort of rapprochement with Pearson; repeatedly failing, he deplored the sharp rift in the camp of British eugenics.29 Yet if that rift became perhaps the chief weakness of the British movement, British eugenic activism was also hampered by a rift within its own ranks on the appropriateness of pressing for eugenic legislation.

Some of the opposition came from scientifically knowledgeable mainliners like Edgar Schuster, who recognized that knowledge of human heredity was primitive and thought many of the eugenic laws in America “hasty and ill-considered.” William Bateson, sympathetic to eugenics but thoroughly opposed to enforcing it by act of Parliament, declared, in the Herbert Spencer Lecture at Oxford in 1912: “It is not the tyrannical and capricious interference of a half-informed majority which can safely mould or purify a population.” But the principal opposition to legislative action came from the social-radical wing of British eugenics. Havelock Ellis salted his eugenic writings with warnings against it: “Public opinion is the only lever at present, and legislative action must be impossible—and futile—for a very long time to come.”30
Ellis was particularly reluctant to resort to compulsory sterilization. Not offended by sterilization as such, he thought it possibly a useful and effective method of preventing the procreation of the unfit, particularly the mentally deficient. He was convinced, however, that in almost all cases sterilization must be voluntary rather than coercive. Voluntary submission to the procedure was to be accomplished by educating the subjects to their civic duty, their responsibility to the race. Compulsion was to be applied only to that tiny, “irreducible nucleus of the incapable group,” and then only after using such social inducements to foster voluntary avoidance of procreation as the group might be amenable to. The opposition of Ellis and other social radicals probably tempered whatever inclination the Eugenics Education Society may have had for compulsory sterilization; though it had flirted with the idea in the period before passage of the Mental Deficiency Act of 1913, it refrained from advancing a mandatory program in the years that followed.31
There was no social-radical counterpart in the American eugenics movement to the group identified with Havelock Ellis. Many American social radicals—Max Eastman, John Reed, Lincoln Steffens, Mabel Dodge Luhan, and the like—seem not to have been drawn to eugenics, undoubtedly because the mainline posture was so anti-feminist, anti-birth control, and, above all, anti-immigrant. American radicals who did dabble in eugenics, like Emma Goldman, were outside the movement’s organized leadership. American eugenics of course included numerous progressive reformers, but many seem to have been drawn from that wing of progressivism which tended to an anti-immigrant racism. To the reformers as well as to the conservatives in American eugenics, sterilization went hand in hand with immigration restriction and was just as defensible.

Yet it was hardly as effective in diminishing the population of the “unfit.” From 1907 to 1928, fewer than nine thousand people had been eugenically sterilized in the United States, as against a “feebleminded menace” of—in Henry Goddard’s estimate—three hundred thousand to fourhundred thousand people.32 Nevertheless, American eugenicists seemed to have few misgivings about sterilization. Indeed, they were confident, even enthusiastic about the policy—enthusiastic enough to make one speculate about the psychodynamics of their attitudes.

EUGENICISTS GAVE A GOOD DEAL of attention to the sexual behavior of the “feebleminded,” some authorities discerning excessive sexuality among the males, others claiming that mentally deficient males were actually under-sexed. Whatever the disagreement about males, there had long been no dispute about females; they were reputed to be sources of debauchery, licentiousness, and illegitimacy. In the eighteen-eighties, the trustees of the New York State Custodial Asylum for Feeble-minded Women had argued, typically, that retarded women required special care because they were “easily yielding to lust.” Henry Goddard, although he suspected that the feebleminded were not as sexually promiscuous as was generally believed, attributed an overdevelopment in the sexual instinct to a lack of inhibition. Mary Dendy, one of Britain’s leading workers with the mentally deficient in the decade before the First World War, remarked: “the weaker the Intellect . . . the greater appears to be the strength of the reproductive faculties. It is as though where the higher faculties have dwindled the lower, or merely animal, take command.”33
For all the scientific theorizing, there was a good deal of circularity to the analysis. Immoral behavior was taken ipso facto as evidence of feeblemindedness, which in turn was claimed to produce immoral behavior. The circularity arose from the tendency of eugenicists to identify as depravity most sexual expression that fell outside the bounds of prevailing middle-class standards. William J. Robinson proposed that “some of these pseudo-eugenicists would, if they had the power, castrate or sterilize every man or woman who is not strictly moral according to their standard of morality, who smokes, drinks a glass of beer, indulges in illicit sexual relations, or dares to doubt the literal veracity of the Bible.”34 Why such distress at social deviancy? An entire sociopolitical movement can hardly be put on the analyst’s couch, but the attention given eroticism, the denunciation of feminism, and the genital attack implicit in sterilization all suggest the possibility that mainline eugenics was driven in part by the psychic energy of a repressed discomfort with sexuality.

Lionel Penrose, a British physician and a world authority on mental deficiency, knew of little evidence that the retarded male or female had abnormally strong sexual drives. Just why the respectable classes should think they did, and should want to sterilize them for it, stimulated the young Penrose to advance in the early thirties a Freudian speculation: “It is a well-known psychological mechanism that hatred, which is repressed under normal circumstances, may become manifest in the presence of an object which is already discredited in some way.... An excuse for viewing mentally defective individuals with abhorrence is the idea that those at large enjoy themselves sexually in ways which are forbidden or difficult to accomplish in the higher strata of society. The association between the idea of the supposed fecundity of the feebleminded and the need for their sterilization is apparently rational, but it may be emphasized by an unconscious desire to forbid these supposed sexual excesses. It has been pointed out that the advocates of sterilization never desire it to be applied to their own class, but always to someone else.”35
Dr. Harry Sharp first experimented with sterilization in Indiana partly for eugenic ends but also to reduce sexual overexcitation in delinquent boys. Dr. Charles Carrington, surgeon to the Virginia Penitentiary, sterilized a dozen men by vasectomy around the turn of the century and reported, “in every instance but two, the subjects were insane, persistent masturbators, and in every case masturbation has ceased, patients have invariably improved mentally and physically. ...”36 In reality, vasectomy did not diminish male sexual desire. Neither did tubal ligation diminish female sexual drives. Indeed, some of those opposed to sterilization emphasized the point that it would foster rather than diminish sexual license because pregnancy could not follow indulgence. The problem made some knowledgeable eugenicists like Charles Davenport ambivalent towards sterilization, but not Harry Laughlin, who thought “it ought to be a eugenic crime to turn a possible parent of defectives loose upon the population.” There was no more passionately outspoken advocate of sterilization in America than Laughlin, who made himself an authority on the subject, including its legal as well as biological intricacies.37
The prevailing popular tendency seems to have been to confuse sterilization with castration and to assume that sterilization reduced sexual energy. According to a 1932 study of sterilization laws in the United States by Jacob H. Landman—a lawyer who had earned a doctorate for his investigation of the subject—sexual offenses or moral degeneracy figured explicitly in the grounds for sterilization found in almost half the state statutes then on the books. In the rest of the sterilization statutes, sexual license was implicitly covered in the provisions concerning “feeblemindedness.” A review in 1938 of sterilizations at the Virginia Colony for Epileptics and Feebleminded noted that two-thirds of the inmates sterilized had been in trouble with the law, with sexual infractions ranking third among the offenses committed by the males and first among those committed by the females. In California, three out of four of the sterilized women had been judged sexually delinquent prior to their institutional commitment.38
In many states, sterilization measures ran afoul of the courts, of legislative opposition, of executive refusal to enforce, and of gubernatorial vetoes. In 1905, Governor Samuel W. Pennypacker rejected the sterilization act of the Pennsylvania legislature with the ringing broadside: “It is plain that the safest and most effective method of preventing procreation would be to cut the heads off of the inmates.” (Not long afterward, Pennypacker wise-cracked down a raucous political audience: “Gentlemen, gentlemen! You forget you owe me a vote of thanks. Didn’t I veto the bill for the castration of idiots?”) Many of the laws were couched in punitive rather than eugenic terms. Most did not provide elementary procedural protection to those singled out for possible sterilization. Most also confined eligibility for sterilization to people in state institutions. Thus, the objections centered on violations of the constitutional safeguards against cruel and unusual punishment, due process of law, and equal protection of the laws.39
One of the most biting critiques of the sterilization statutes was published in 1913 in the Journal of the American Institute of Criminal Law and Criminology by the prominent New York lawyer Charles A. Boston. Boston’s numerous distinctions included the vice-presidencies of the New York Council of the American Bar Association and the Society of Medical Jurisprudence, whose Committee on the Law of Insanity he chaired. To the principal constitutional objections to the statutes, Boston added the prohibition against bills of attainder and against double jeopardy. Holding up to scrutiny the Indiana law, which began: “Whereas heredity plays a most important part in the transmission of crime, idiocy and imbecility . . . ,” Boston charged that the legislature had “accepted as established fact, the finest shading in the laws of heredity, which are not yet established as a fact in their very broadest outlines.” Boston guessed that the number of convictions for rape annually in Indiana must be smaller than the number of persons killed by automobiles. “If criminal tendencies were hereditary, then there would be more substantial reason for sterilizing reckless chauffeurs than `rapists.’ “40 He indicted the law as without practical effect, having calculated, on the basis of the number of sterilizations carried out in Indiana, that the number of children prevented from birth in that state during a half century would amount to only one half of one percent of the population. And that at considerable threat to civil liberty. “If a legislature can constitutionally sterilize a criminal or an insane person . . . it could sterilize multimillionaires,” he wrote, “. . . for it might declare in a preamble that the sons of these tend to become a menace to the community, as an idle and licentious class; similarly it could sterilize clergymen, pursuant to a preamble that their sons are frequently charged with being, on the average, worse than other men’s sons.” In all, Boston deemed that sterilization laws belonged to that class of legislation better “left behind in the cast-off junk of ignorant efforts, with which the past is filled.”41
By the outbreak of the First World War, sterilization laws were in such dispute as to have been de facto suspended in their operation in a number of states. The courts had also declared unconstitutional not only the stringent Iowa statute but less sweeping measures in six other states. Advocates of eugenic sterilization, frustrated at the legal impasse, wanted to take the issue to the Supreme Court. In Virginia, eugenicists helped draw up a sterilization statute, passed by the legislature in March 1924, that was designed to meet the constitutional objections. The opportunity to press a test case arose that June, when a seventeen-year-old girl named Carrie Buck, who seemed definable as a “moral imbecile,” was committed to the Virginia Colony for Epileptics and Feebleminded, in Lynchburg.42
Carrie’s mother, Emma, had lived at the Colony since 1920 and was also certified to be feebleminded. Carrie herself had conceived a child out of wedlock, and shortly before her commitment, she gave birth to a daughter, Vivian. Carrie was given the Stanford revision of the Binet-Simon I.O test and was found to have a mental age of nine years, well within Henry Goddard’s definition of “moron.” Carrie’s mother was found to have a mental age of slightly under eight years. Thus, according to these results, there was mental deficiency in two successive generations. If Vivian could be shown to be feebleminded too, Carrie would be a perfect subject for a test of the Virginia sterilization statute. In September 1924, the Colony’s board of directors ordered Carrie Buck sterilized, and a court-appointed guardian initiated legal proceedings by appealing the order in a suit on Carrie’s behalf against the superintendent of the Colony, Albert S. Priddy.43
In preparing their case, Virginia officials consulted Harry Laughlin at the Eugenics Record Office. Laughlin examined the pedigrees of Carrie, her mother, and her daughter, and information about them given him by Colony officials, and—without ever having seen them in person—provided an expert deposition that Carrie’s alleged feeblemindedness was primarily hereditary. Carrie and her forebears, Laughlin submitted, “belong to the shiftless, ignorant, and worthless class of anti-social whites of the South.” At the time of Laughlin’s deposition, however, there was no evidence at all that Vivian was mentally deficient. To clarify the matter, Caroline E. Wilhelm, a Red Cross worker who had placed Vivian in a foster home, was prevailed upon to examine her there. At the initial hearing, in the Circuit Court of Amherst County, she testified that there was “a look” about Vivian (who at the time of the visit was seven months old) which was “not quite normal.” Evidence also came from Arthur Estabrook of the Eugenics Record Office, who had subjected Vivian to a mental test for an infant and concluded that she was below average for a child her age. In the courtproceeding, Estabrook testified that the feeblemindedness in the Buck line conformed to the Mendelian laws of inheritance, and the judge upheld the sterilization order.44
The case—now known as Buck v. Bell, because Priddy had in the meantime died and been replaced as the defendant by the Colony’s new superintendent, John H. Bell—was carried to the Virginia Supreme Court of Appeals in 1925, and the sterilization order was again upheld. In April 1927 it was argued before the United States Supreme Court. Carrie’s defense counsel, I. P. Whitehead, a onetime member of the board of directors of the Colony, attacked the sterilization statute, warning that under this type of law a “reign of doctors will be inaugurated and in the name of science new classes will be added, even races may be brought within the scope of such a regulation and the worst forms of tyranny practiced.” Nevertheless, the Court was persuaded not only that Carrie Buck and her mother were “feebleminded” but also—because Vivian was, too (or so all the experts said)—that the feeblemindedness was heritable. The Court, whose membership ranged in political conviction from William Howard Taft to Louis D. Brandeis, upheld the Virginia statute by a vote of eight to one. The sole dissenter was Justice Pierce Butler, a conservative, and he kept his minority opinion to himself. The decision declared that sterilization on eugenic grounds was within the police power of the state, that it provided due process of law, and that it did not constitute cruel or unusual punishment.45
The Court’s opinion was written by Justice Oliver Wendell Holmes, an enthusiast of science as a guide to social action, who managed to find a link between eugenics and patriotism: “We have seen more than once that the public welfare may call upon the best citizens for their lives. It would be strange if it could not call upon those who already sap the strength of the State for these lesser sacrifices . . . in order to prevent our being swamped with incompetence. . . . The principle that sustains compulsory vaccination is broad enough to cover cutting the Fallopian tubes.” With deliberate punch Holmes asserted: “Three generations of imbeciles are enough.”46
Eugenicists naturally rejoiced at Buck v. Bell. For some years prior to the decision, the American Eugenics Society had promoted what it thought might be a constitutional revision of the faulty sterilization statutes. Apart from procedural and technical changes, the revisions centered on making the laws eugenic rather than punitive in intent. After Buck v. Bell, what was constitutional was clear. By the end of the nineteen-twenties, sterilization laws were on the books of twenty-four states, with the South no longer a regional exception. (Though now severely restricted by federal regulation, they are still on the books of twenty-two states today.) The laws were not uniformly enforced, but Carrie Buck was sterilized soon after the Court’s

decision, and officials at the Virginia Colony subjected other inmates to the procedure—a total of about a thousand in the next ten years. By the mid-thirties, some twenty thousand sterilizations had been legally performed in the United States.47
Buck v. Bell generally stimulated either favorable, cautious, or—most commonly—no editorial comment. Few if any newspapers took notice of the impact of the decision on civil liberties in the United States. The I.Q tests used in the Buck case have long since been discredited as indicators purely of general intelligence. With regard to the allegedly hereditary nature of mental defect in the Buck line, it is of interest that Carrie’s daughter Vivian went through the second grade before she died of an intestinal disorder in 1932. Her teachers reportedly considered her very bright.48
CHAPTER VIII
A COALITION of CRITICS

IN 1930 the eugenic publicist Albert Wiggam told a gathering at the American Museum of Natural History: “Civilization is making the world safe for stupidity.” Mainline eugenicists may have long worried about differential birthrates or declining national intelligences, but their apprehension deepened considerably in the era of the Great Depression.’

In the thirties, eugenicists marshaled statistical evidence that America’s mental institutions would soon house more than half a million people, one for about every two hundred and fifty persons in the country. It was said that twice as many families sent a child to an institution for the feebleminded as those who sent one to college. But no American statistics matched in authority the evidence provided, after a five-year survey, by the 1929 report of the British government’s Joint Committee on Mental Deficiency. According to what the committee considered a conservative estimate, there were at least three hundred thousand mental defectives in England and Wales, which meant that since 1908, when the last survey was completed, the incidence of deficiency had doubled.’ Three-quarters of the mentally deficient tended to come from families persistently below the average in income and social character. These families included, in the words of the Joint Committee Report, a much larger proportion of “insane persons, epileptics, paupers, criminals (especially recidivists), unemployables, habitual slum dwellers, prostitutes, inebriates, and other social inefficients” than did families with no mentally deficient members. In the nomenclature of the report, they constituted a “social problem group” comprising about a tenth of the English and Welsh population.’

The committee’s report was hedged with cautions: the increase in the number of mental defectives did not necessarily result from proportionately more unfortunates being born; it no doubt expressed, among other things, that more were surviving into adulthood because of improved public-health services. But the central conclusions of the report, not the cautions, commanded the headlines. The future Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain solemnly told the House of Commons that the doubling in the estimated incidence of deficiency “must give serious anxiety and apprehension among all who care for the future physical and mental condition of our people.”4
Mainline eugenicists attributed the economic condition to biological detdrioration, a consequence of the differential birthrate. They insisted that the unemployed were by reason of biological destiny mentally incompetent, improvident, irresponsible, and thriftless. In the United States, in 1931, Cosmopolitan magazine reported that in the opinion of President Herbert Hoover all deficient children suffered from malnutrition. The White House was moved to issue a correction: the statement did not represent the President’s views, and it of course contravened “all scientific knowledge of heredity.”5 British eugenicists called special attention to Heredity and the Social Problem Group, a study of the poor in London’s East End, published in 1933, after a quarter of a century of research, by E. J. Lidbetter, a longtime relief worker in the area. The study, essentially a vast compendium of genealogical data, tentatively concluded that the poor constituted a biological class of their own, which was marked by a considerable degree of defectiveness and which they tended to perpetuate by marrying each other. “The best in civilization is the best biologically,” Lidbetter averred. “What is therefore necessary today is attention to the problems of reproduction and its control.”6
The Depression added a strong fillip of interest to the pro-sterilization arguments of mainline eugenics. In Britain, the Eugenics Society—as the Eugenics Education Society had been renamed in 1926—printed ten thousand copies of a pamphlet explaining the advantages of sterilization; demand was so brisk that it had to print ten thousand more. The editor of the respected scientific journal Nature devoted space to sterilization matters, including the view of one British biologist who proposed “compulsory sterilization as a punishment for parents who have to resort to public assistance in order to support their children.” In the United States, people talked of similar measures for potential parents on relief beyond a certain length of time. A 1937 Fortune magazine poll revealed that sixty-three percent of Americans endorsed the compulsory sterilization of habitual criminals and that sixty-six percent were in favor of sterilizing mental defectives. The country, said E. A. Hooton, professor of physical anthropology at Harvard University, had to do some “biological housecleaning.”‘

The housecleaners on both sides of the Atlantic insisted that sterilization was humane as well as practical, and in proof of the point they cited Sterilization for Human Betterment, a report published in 1929 by the American eugenicists Ezra Gosney and Paul Popenoe on the history of the procedure in California. Since early in the century, California had led thenation in sterilizations and by 1929 had 6,255 operations to its credit—almost twice as many as those of all other states combined. According to Gosney and Popenoe, sterilization was prescribed with kind judiciousness by a group of doctors, social workers, and mental-health professionals in consultation with the family, and the operations—vasectomy or tubal ligation—were carried out in a scrupulously professional fashion, with a very low rate of infection and a minuscule number of fatalities. Many of the patients—or at least their families—were reported to have welcomed the procedure. Particularly grateful were numerous women, “many of them pathetic in their expression of gratitude and their wish that other women who faced the combination of pregnancy and psychosis might have the same protection.”‘

Aided and abetted by the Depression, sterilization drew diverse support in the United States and Britain which went far beyond eugenicists. Its advocates ranged from college professors to elementary school principals, from clubwomen to mental-health workers, from the British Conservative Women’s Reform Association to the New Jersey League of Women Voters, from private congresses to the 1930 White House Conference on Children and Health, from Anglican bishops to the Newark Methodist Conference, from Lord Horder, physician of King George VI and the Prince of Wales, to H. L. Mencken, who suggested that the federal government pay a thousand dollars to every “adult American” who volunteered to be sterilized.9 Governments in Sweden, Denmark, Finland, and even a canton of Switzerland also enacted eugenic sterilization measures. By 1933, Paul Popenoe proudly estimated that sterilization laws were in effect in jurisdictions comprising some hundred and fifty million people.1’

In Britain, however, sterilization on any ground was assumed to be repugnant to the law. No statute forbade it directly, but various laws were held to imply that the eugenic sterilization of the mentally deficient would be illegal. Most frequently cited was the Offences Against the Perms Act of 1861, which made it a crime for one person to cause grievous bodily harm to another. Although sterilization would probably not constitute such an injury, British doctors were reluctant to perform the operation even on volunteers, let alone on anyone who, by virtue of mental incompetence, could not in either legal or commonsensical terms make a voluntary choice.”

In the United States, despite Buck v. Bell, the large majority of the mentally afflicted were safe from the surgical knife. Mencken talked of voluntary sterilization because he rightly recognized that “the sharecropper, though he may appear to the scientist to be hardly human, is yet as much under the protection of the Bill of Rights as the president of Harvard,” adding, “He may not be jailed unless he has perpetrated some overt

act forbidden by law, and he may not be gelded unless his continuance at stud is plainly and undoubtedly dangerous to society.” The import of the Court’s decision was to sanction compulsory sterilization only of the inmates of state mental institutions whose disabilities were judged to be hereditary. Yet if the road was narrow, the constitutional traffic light remained green. By 1935, four more states had passed sterilization laws, and b$lls for the same purpose were pending in the legislatures of another seven. Through the nineteen-twenties, the national sterilization rate had annually run between two and four per hundred thousand. In the mid-thirties the rate shot up to fifteen and climbed to twenty by the end of the decade; the national sterilization total would reach almost thirty-six thousand by 1941. Moreover, from 1932 to 1941, sterilization was actually practiced—as distinct from merely legislated—in a greater number of states than before: California’s share, while still the largest, was about a third of the national sterilization total. Second in rank, with a seventh of the national total, was Virginia, where Buck v. Bell had originated.”

Howard Hale, a former member of the Montgomery County, Virginia, Board of Supervisors, recently recalled that the state sterilization authorities raided whole families of “misfit” mountaineers in the thirties. At the time, Hale was the proprietor of a small candy store that catered to those families. “Everybody who was drawing welfare then was scared they were going to have it done on them,” he remembered. “They were hiding all through these mountains, and the sheriff and his men had to go up after them.... They really got them up on Brush Mountain. The sheriff went up there and loaded all of them in a couple of cars and ran them down to Staunton [Western State Hospital] so they could sterilize them.” Hale added that “people as a whole were very much in favor of what was going on. They couldn’t see more people coming into the world to get on the welfare.” 14

Sterilization of males at the state colony at Lynchburg was carried out regularly on Tuesdays; females were sterilized on Thursdays. Still, Dr. Joseph S. DeJarnette, long a powerful voice in Virginia eugenics and a major influence in its sterilization program, thought that the state was sterilizing too few people. In 1934, he urged the legislature to broaden the sterilization law. “The Germans are beating us at our own game,” he said.” Adolf Hitler’s cabinet had promulgated a Eugenic Sterilization Law in 1933. Going far beyond American statutes, the German law was compulsory with respect to all people, institutionalized or not, who suffered from allegedly hereditary disabilities, including feeblemindedness, schizophrenia, epilepsy, blindness, severe drug or alcohol addiction, and physical deformities that seriously interfered with locomotion or were grossly offensive. The counselor of the Reich Ministry of the Interior, who had drawn up the law, called it an exceptionally important public-health initiative. “We want to prevent . . . poisoning the entire bloodstream of the race,” he told a group of foreign correspondents in Berlin. “We go beyond neighborly love; we extend it to future generations. Therein lies the high ethical value and justification of the law.” 16 After January 1, 1934, when the law went into effect, physicians were to report all “unfit” persons to hundreds of Hereditary Health Courts established to adjudicate the German procreational future. Each court consisted of a jurist and two physicians, including at least one specialist in heredity. Decisions could be appealed to a higher eugenic court, whose rulings were final and could be carried out by force if necessary. Within three years, German authorities had sterilized some two hundred and twenty-five thousand people, almost ten times the number so treated in the previous thirty years in America. About half were reported to be “feebleminded.’

Sterilization was, of course, only the beginning of the Nazi eugenic program. In the interest of improving the German “race,” the government provided loans to biologically sound couples whose fecundity would likely be a credit to the Volk ; the birth of a baby would reduce the loan indebtedness by twenty-five percent. A number of German cities established special subsidies for third and fourth children born to the fitter families. To foster the breeding of an Aryan elite, Heinrich Himmler urged members of the S.S. to father numerous children with racially preferred women, and in 1936 he instituted the Lebensborn—spa-like homes where S.S. mothers, married and unmarried, might receive the best medical care during their confinements.’ a

For a time, the Nazi sterilization program ran independently of the regime’s anti-Semitic policies. Anti-Semitism had not markedly characterized the pre-1933 German eugenic leadership; in fact, before 1933, the leading German eugenic journal had assumed that the Jews of Germany were virtually members of the Aryan race. Jacob H. Landman, who was a Jew and a critic of sterilization, concluded in a 1936 issue of Survey Graphic that the German program was “not intended to exterminate non-Aryans but to improve the German national stock.” He continued: “It does not include in its scope the sterilization of Semites or other non-Aryan groups. There is no evidence that the law has been violated so as to cause the sterilization of patients exclusively because they were non-Aryans.”19
But as Hitler turned ever more overtly against the Jews, Nazi racial and eugenic policies merged. The regime promulgated eugenic marriage laws prohibiting the espousal of persons with mental disorders, certain infectious diseases, or different “racial” backgrounds. Exceptions to the marital ban on the mentally disordered were permissible if the prospective partners had been sterilized, but after the Nuremberg Laws of 1935 no

exceptions were to be made in the case of unions between “Jews” and “Germans.” In 1939, the Third Reich moved beyond sterilization to inaugurate euthanasia upon certain classes of the mentally diseased or disabled in German asylums. Among the classes were all Jews, no matter what the state of their mental health. Some seventy thousand patients were eventually designated for euthanasia. The first groups were simply shot. Later victims were herded into rooms disguised as showers, where they were gassed.20
In the early years of the Nazi regime, most mainline eugenicists in the United States and Britain could not know—and likely did not want to imagine—that a river of blood would eventually run from the sterilization law of 1933 to Auschwitz and Buchenwald. Shortly after the law was passed, an officer in the American Eugenics Society advised several newspaper editors that Hitler’s sterilization policy showed great courage and statesmanship. Other observers, including Havelock Ellis, echoed Landman’s report that the Nazi sterilization program was without nefarious racial content. German eugenicists, flattering to their American counterparts, said that they owed a great debt to American precedent, including the report of Gosney and Popenoe on the California program. In 1936, the University of Heidelberg voted an honorary doctorate of medicine to Harry Laughlin, still a sterilization enthusiast and in charge of the Eugenics Record Office, at Cold Spring Harbor, Long Island. Laughlin, who accepted the degree at the German consulate in downtown Manhattan, wrote to the Heidelberg authorities that he took the award not only as a personal honor but also as “evidence of a common understanding of German and American scientists of the nature of eugenics.”21
THE BARBAROUSNESS OF NAZI policies eventually provoked a powerful anti-eugenic reaction, but the reaction, perhaps because of its pervasive power, obscured a deeper historical reality: many thoughtful members of the British and American public had already recognized that a good deal was wrong with mainline eugenics. Indeed, long before the Nazis came to power a growing, influential coalition had turned against the mainline movement. The opposition came from diverse sources both secular and religious. Prominent among them were Liberals and Labourites in England and civil libertarians in the United States, social workers, and social scientists, among them members of minority groups who were entering the academic world. The critics included eugenicists who had never been part of the mainline —usually social radicals and feminists—and mainliners who had become apostates. Also among them were Protestants of various denominations, Jews, and especially Catholics.22
The Catholic dissent rested intellectually on the Church’s doctrine that in the scheme of God’s creation man’s bodily attributes are secondary, his spirit paramount. What to the eugenicist were biologically unfit people were, to the Church, children of God, blessed with immortal souls and entitled to the respect due every human being. In 1912, in a study for the Catholic Social Guild, Father Thomas J. Gerrard dubbed radical eugenic doctrines “a complete return to the life of the beast” and criticized the more commonplace versions for holding that man was primarily and essentially animal in nature and that “his betterment is chiefly if not entirely a matter of germ plasm, milk, fresh air, sentimental art, and illuminated certificates [of eugenic worth].” The Church stressed the role of love and religious ethics, rather than parental perfection of physique and intelligence, in producing offspring with eugenic qualities. “The Church declares the root cause of degeneracy to be sin,” Gerrard said, “and the root cause of betterment to be virtue.”23 If parents were in danger of producing hereditarily disabled offspring, the Church insisted upon abstinence rather than contraception; the latter not only allowed, in Gerrard’s words, for the “perversion of the appetite within the marriage state” but also made for race suicide. Catholic authorities linked eugenics with the modern permissiveness that threatened the integrity of the family, the obedience of wife to husband, the subordination of erotic passion to moral will. Pope Pius XI revealed the congeries of Catholic fears in his encyclical Casti Connubii, of December 31, 1930, in which he condemned eugenics along with divorce, birth control, companionate marriage, and the celebration of animal passion in films, the press, and the theater.24
Secular critics of eugenics hardly agreed with all the Church’s sweeping denunciations, but there was a good deal they could applaud in the Catholic attack—particularly the assault on the biological reductionism of the mainline creed. Distressed by the implications of such reductionism for women, the British liberal theorist L. T. Hobhouse allowed that the mainline eugenicist was “within his rights in calling attention to the dwindling of the family among the more educated classes,” but declared him wrong “if he insists on quantitative reproduction at the expense of qualitative life, if he returns to the conception of woman as limited in her function to the bearing and rearing of children.”“ James Joyce’s Stephen Daedalus, ruminating upon notions of beauty, disliked to think that “every physical quality admired by men in women is in direct connection with the manifold functions of women for the propagation of the species.” That led “to eugenics rather than to esthetic”—and to professorial lectures “that you admired the great flanks of Venus because you felt that she would bear you burly offspring and admired her great breasts because you felt that she would give good milk to her children and yours.”26
Critics of a humanist bent identified the offensiveness of eugenics with their more general resentment toward the ever-mounting authority of science. G. K. Chesterton, in the years before the war, had fired salvos of biting essays against mainline pretensions, indicting its advocates for having discovered “how to combine the hardening of the heart with a sympathetic softealing of the head,” and for presuming to turn what common decency held to be commendable deeds—marriage to an invalid, for example—into “social crimes.”27 The essays, collected in the early nineteen-twentiesabout the time of Chesterton’s conversion to Catholicism—into his Eugenics and Other Evils, became a staple of the anti-eugenic arsenal on both sides of the Atlantic. Chesterton linked eugenics to Prussianism, to the “same stuffy science, the same bullying bureaucracy and the same terrorism by tenth-rate professors that have led the German Empire to its recent conspicuous triumphs.” In his view, science had long aimed to tyrannize. Through eugenics, it proposed to extend its tyranny “to reach the secret and sacred places of personal freedom, where no sane man ever dreamed of seeing it; and especially the sanctuary of sex.” He predicted that eugenics would mean forcible marriage by the police.28
When various American states enacted eugenic marriage laws, practical analysts scoffed that, like such sumptuary legislation as prohibition, the measures would be largely unenforceable—people could avoid marriage laws in one state by wedding in another. The Nation predicted “evasion

. false swearing . . . maladministration,” and ultimate “immorality.”29 However shrill a Chesterton or practical the legislative analysts, it was commonly understood that eugenic interference with marriage and, more fundamentally, with procreation was an unwarranted and dangerous invasion of civil liberty. Various critics pointed to the mainline eugenic movement’s distrust of democracy, to its claims that men were not created equal even in political rights, to its threat to establish some sort of caste system of government. Bertrand Russell speculated that eventually opposition to a given government would be taken to “prove imbecility, so that rebels of all kinds will be sterilized.” Writing in The American Mercury, in 1926, Clarence Darrow warned that if the state was invested with eugenic authority, “those in power would inevitably direct human breeding in their own interests,” and continued: “At the present time it would mean that big business would create a race in its own image. At any time, it would mean with men, as it does with animals, that breeding would be controlled for the use and purpose of the powerful and unintelligent.”30
Principle fired the anti-mainline dissent, but principle was strengthened by the experience of social workers who confronted face to face the human objects of eugenic attack in charitable agencies, settlement houses, and institutions for the mentally deficient. No doubt typical was Charles

Davenport’s older brother the Reverend William E. Davenport, who drew upon his experience as founder and head of the Italian Settlement Society of the United Neighborhood Guild in Brooklyn, New York. True, like so many native Americans of his day, he tended to attribute behavioral traits to ethnic groups—for example, tendencies toward violence or intoxication —but his experience suggested that the Italians he knew did not merit the biological animadversions visited upon them by eugenics. The Reverend Davenport told his brother that “over and over again young men . . . rated very low mentally by competent [reformatory] examiners . . . have come out and subsequently evinced excellent capacity in their home relations and social obligations and more frequently still in their capacity to get and hold on to their money. . . . I know personally half a dozen bootleggers whose resistance to the temptation to get easy money has been extremely poor, while their resistance to the temptation to part with it quickly has been undeniably marked.”31
Principle also drew energy from the eugenic threat to lower-income groups. Catholic theologians denounced eugenics not only because they found it incompatible with the canons of the Church but because so much of the flock were the poor immigrants of Liverpool and London’s East End, of New York City, Boston, Philadelphia, and Chicago. If Catholic theologians attacked the eugenic embrace of birth control, it was partly because, with Father John J. Burke, general secretary of the National Catholic Welfare Conference, they thought its advocates were “recommending that the lower classes be less productive on account of economic conditions, holding that infant mortality, arising from want of care and from the prevalence of ignorance and disease, should be reduced not by improving social conditions and curbing those who exploit the poor, but by fitting the habits of these classes to their condition.”32 In the impassioned view of many dissidents, to rank the merits of the national germ plasm of the future ahead of the human needs of the socially disadvantaged in the present seemed morally outrageous. Social reformers argued from hard experience that what needed to be halted was social rather than racial decline; and that what needed to be furthered was not racial but social betterment.33
Principle was also reinforced by the newer findings of various social sciences—notably anthropology, sociology, and psychology—which, often without specific regard to eugenics, were trending in anti-eugenic directions. Yet for some years principle had to do without the endorsement of genetics.34 Many geneticists, both British and American, either were themselves caught up in the mainline creed or were reluctant, in the self-professedly apolitical community of science, to offend their pro-eugenic colleagues. Nevertheless, a growing number worried that mainline eugenics was tarnishing the genetics enterprise. Eugenic writings, with their attention to sexuality, baby health, and family life, smacked of a deplorable pop science. Others found mainline eugenics morally or socially offensive.” But important above all for most scientists, much of what passed as eugenic research was slipshod in method, evidence, and reasoning. There was, in fact, a widening disjunction between the chief scientific claims of eugenics and the results of modern genetic science. The more genetics advanced in the first third of the century, the more its practitioners recognized on scientific grounds that they were, in the words of the Harvard geneticist William E. Castle, scarcely able to do more eugenically “than make ourselves ridiculous.”36
During the First World War, a number of geneticists began to separate themselves from mainline eugenics, declining office in eugenic organizations, objecting to meetings that combined eugenics with genetics, insisting that journals of genetics refrain from publishing eugenic material. Thomas Hunt Morgan of Columbia University resigned from the eugenically connected American Breeders’ Association, privately denouncing its journal for “reckless statements” and “unreliability.” In the numerous editions of his Heredity and Environment in the Development of Men, the Princeton embryologist Edwin Grant Conklin called into question the more extravagant mainline claims. The geneticist Hermann J. Muller, an outspoken socialist, roundly condemned the mainline creed at the Third International Eugenics Congress itself. And Raymond Pearl, professor of biometry and vital statistics at Johns Hopkins and intimate of Mencken’s iconoclastic circle, lambasted the “biology of superiority” in the November 1927 issue of The American Mercury, asserting that eugenics had “largely become a mingled mess of ill-grounded and uncritical sociology, economics, anthropology, and politics, full of emotional appeals to class and race prejudices, solemnly put forth as science, and unfortunately accepted as such by the general public.”37
THE LEADING SCIENTISTS IN the anti-mainline assault, those most powerful and sustained in their critique, were the British biologists J. B. S. Haldane, Julian Huxley, and Lancelot Hogben and their American colleague, Herbert S. Jennings. Haldane was professor of genetics, and later of biometry, at University College London; Huxley headed the Zoological Society of London; Hogben was professor of social biology at the London School of Economics; and Jennings was professor of zoology at Johns Hopkins. They were advocates of the new mode in biology—experimentalism, the interpretation of life phenomena in terms of physics and chemistry, and the subjection of biological problems, where appropriate, to mathematical analysis. “An ounce of algebra is worth a ton of verbal argument,” Haldane said

for all of them.38 With different emphases within the new mode of practice, all four made salient contributions to the increasingly related fields of genetics and evolutionary biology. Huxley’s research accomplishments included theories of the evolution of behavior in birds, particularly the rituals associated with courtship and mating. Jennings demonstrated that the asexual reproduction of paramecia yielded genetically uniform descendants and he used this result to untangle the roles of heredity and environment in their development and behavior. Hogben’s work ranged from cytogenetics to the inheritance of intelligence. Haldane, a virtuoso, covered physiology and biochemistry as well as biometry and genetics. Most important, he was one of three scientists—his British colleague Ronald Fisher and the American Sewall Wright were the other two—to deploy mathematics in aid of establishing the theory of evolution on a genetic basis, the overall achievement that Huxley summarized in his classic book of 1942, Evolution, The Modern Synthesis. 3v

The British wing was united by personal attachment: Haldane and Huxley had become friends at Eton. Hogben joined with them in 1922, at the University of Edinburgh, to help found the Journal of Experimental Biology. Jennings, who had gotten a late professional start, was the old man of the anti-mainline leadership, forty-six at the outbreak of the First World War, when the others were just finishing their university training or getting settled in their first jobs. He knew well the lesser lights in the American anti-mainline attack, especially Raymond Pearl, his colleague at Johns Hopkins. Although separated by the Atlantic Ocean most of the time, the British and American biologists were early tied together by Huxley, who had taught from 1912 to 1916 at Rice Institute, in Houston, with Hermann Muller. Muller had taken a job there after completing the requirements for his Ph.D. with Thomas Hunt Morgan.”

What Haldane, Hogben, Huxley, and Jennings knew so intimately about genetics by no means turned them as one man against the chief doctrines of mainline eugenics. To be sure, from early in his career Hogben uncompromisingly opposed the mainline movement, identifying it with “ancestor worship, anti-Semitism, colour prejudice, anti-feminism, snobbery, and obstruction to educational progress.” But Haldane, who as a young man joined the Oxford Eugenics Society, sympathized for a time with aspects of the creed, particularly its denigration of the lower classes and eagerness to reduce their rate of reproduction, while Huxley, at the beginning of the Depression, proposed that unemployment relief be made contingent upon the male recipient’s agreeing to father no more children. Jennings, who had been a student (and a tenant) of Charles B. Davenport at Harvard, belonged to groups of a mainline character.41 The rapidly advancing field of genetics helped turn all four men against mainline eugenics, but so did factors of background, temperament, and sociopolitical belief.

Haldane and Huxley were the products of England’s intellectual aristocracy. Huxley, who remembered sitting upon his grandfather Thomas Henry’s knee, came naturally to science. So did Haldane, who learned Mendelian genetics at home as a boy by breeding guinea pigs. Haldane’s father, an Oxford physiologist and frequent consultant to government as welt as industry, educated his young son as an assistant. (Once, in a mine, Haldane, at his father’s behest, learned about the effect of fire damp by standing up and reciting a Shakespearean speech until, panting, he collapsed on the floor where the air was all right)42 Hogben grew up on the southern coast of England, where his father, a minister of the Plymouth Brethren, delivered fire-and-brimstone sermons on the Portsmouth beach, presided over daily family prayers, and proscribed card playing, alcohol, and dangerous—including scientific—thoughts. It was because his mother dreamed of her son’s becoming a medical missionary that he was permitted to read books on botany and zoology. Once the family moved to London and he entered a secular school, there was no quelling his autodidactic intellectual appetite. Jennings was raised in Tonica, Illinois, a tiny town with three churches and no saloons. Yet like Haldane and Huxley, he came to science as a birthright. His father, an impecunious physician, founded the local literary society, became an apostate from the strict Protestant faith of his ancestors, and earned a reputation as the town infidel. He middle-named his future biologist son Spencer, his other son Darwin, and taught his children the new religion of evolution.43
“I’m an atheist, thank God,” Hogben liked to say. So were Haldane and Huxley, while Jennings tended to a general religious indifference.44 In Tonica, when Jennings was not reading books on natural history, he devoured Shakespeare, and he jubilated upon his arrival at Harvard over the architectural styles that one could see firsthand and over the operas—he loved Wagner—plays, and lectures that one could, and he frequently did, attend. Hogben and Huxley were polymaths of sorts, but Haldane towered over them all. When he had left Eton, Haldane could read Latin, Greek, French, and German, had a fair knowledge of history and contemporary politics, and knew enough chemistry and biology to take part in research. A strapping two-hundred-pounder of indomitable physical courage, he often performed taxing physiological experiments on himself, including the imbibing of hydrochloric acid to test its effect on physical activity, or arduous exercise to measure the change in the pressure of carbon dioxide in the lungs. An awed French geneticist said of him: “Ce n ‘est pas un homme, c’est un force de la nature.”‘

Hogben, who married the feminist and economist Enid Charles not long after the First World War, made the emancipation of women part ofhis formal credo. Haldane and Huxley were both acquainted in Bloomsbury and counted among their friends Ottoline Morrell, Lytton Strachey, D. H. Lawrence, and Bertrand Russell, not to mention Julian’s brother Aldous. They made a point of declaring that sexual compatibility was essential to the happy marriage, that women deserved sexual satisfaction as much as men, that there was nothing wrong or degrading about sexual pleasure dissociated from procreation. Of course, they endorsed divorce and birth control. Huxley actively campaigned for contraception, earning the condemnation of Lord Reith for sullying his BBC ether by discussing the subject on the airwaves.46
Yet Haldane, Huxley, and Hogben were caught between the internalized morality of their Victorian upbringings and their rebellious codes of reasoned belief. Huxley suffered repeated nervous breakdowns—one occurred after his honeymoon—which he attributed to “my unresolved conflicts about sex.” The Hogbens tried to arrange their married life so that the wife, a brilliant mathematician, could pursue her desired career as a statistician, but four children came along and so did the usual differentiation of sex roles. (Hogben often flaunted his own familial fecundity against the barren marriages of many eugenicists, whom he called “childless rentiers —twentieth century bourbons who have earned nothing and begotten nothing.”)47 In an unpublished autobiographical fragment, Haldane took the trouble to note that he did not join in the homosexuality rampant at Eton and that he was sexually—meaning heterosexually—ill at ease until much later. Still, his biographer Ronald Clark found in him “a shyness with women which he never overcame, an inferiority complex which he tried to disguise by an open bawdiness.” Once a student entered Haldane’s college rooms for his first tutorial and was told to be seated while Haldane, chamberpot in hand, finished his natural duty. Inept, like many other theoretically inclined scientists, at the manipulation of laboratory equipment, he would tell women students, “I do claim to be an accomplished exponent of the use of the paternal apparatus.” Haldane once harrumphed at a proper Cambridge dinner party that he never went in “really seriously for bestial sodomy” and he exclaimed while riding on a Glasgow bus filled with Sunday churchgoers, “That’s the place where I came to fornicate as a boy.”48
There was no anti-Victorian sexual bravado to Jennings. As a young man, he thought it adventurous to read Olive Schreiner’s Dreams with a young lady in a cool cellar one sultry afternoon, while eating strawberries and sugar. He and his fiancée—she was Mary Burridge, whom he had met while she was a biology student at Michigan—unflinchingly endured an engagement of some years until familial and financial circumstances permitted them to marry. At Harvard, where he took his Ph.D., Jennings found irritating a female graduate student who constantly attributed every setback to discriminatory intent on the part of the university authorities. “She really does the cause of women a great deal of harm, for people think if that’s the way women will do in science or the university, they [will] want no more of them.” Mary Burridge Jennings attended to the business of her children, her husband, and his career, aiding in his research and illustrating some of his books. In one of his major works, Jennings briefly debated freedom in sexual relationships and concluded that, from a biological point of view, the needs of human beings would probably best be met over the long-term evolutionary future by monogamy.49
Lancelot Hogben, whose family’s fundamentalist religiosity set him apart as a boy, remained a prickly outsider. By his undergraduate years, at Cambridge, the evangelical Christianity had been transmuted into a fervent anti-imperialist socialist radicalism. During the First World War, Hogben served in the Friends’ Ambulance Unit and then, declining his medical student’s eligibility for exemption from military duty, he refused call-up on conscientious grounds and went to Wormwood Scrubs prison. In postwar London, he gave time and energy to socialist and labor groups, including his friend and neighbor Sylvia Pankhurst’s Workers’ Federation.”

J. B. S. Haldane, by contrast, volunteered for the Scottish Black Watch within days of Sarajevo, went to the trenches, and discovered, to his discomfort, that he actually liked killing. He risked his life above and beyond the call of duty and, twice wounded, was commended by Sir Douglas Haig as “the bravest and dirtiest officer in my Army.” Exposure to the common soldier taught Haldane that the lower orders of society might be worth redeeming after all. In 1924, he complained that genetic theory was being used in Britain “to support the political opinions of the extreme right, and in America by some of the most ferocious enemies of human liberty.” Like so many intellectuals of his generation, he came away from the war disillusioned by the failure of liberal aims, particularly the ingrained Liberalism of the Haldane family. But though turning to a nominal socialism, he continued to be an imperialist sympathizer, patronizing toward colonials, and a studied inactivist.s’

Julian Huxley, whose politics had tended to a tepid middle-of-the-roadism, was jolted to the left by the Depression and the Fascist threat. So, even more, was Haldane, who went to Spain as an adviser on civil defense to the Republican forces. Doubting the ability of either a Conservative or a Labour British government to stand up to the Nazi menace, Haldane became a committed Marxist; in 1942 he would follow his wife, the journalist Charlotte Burghes, into the Communist Party. Hogben, uncomfortable with Marxist certainties and Soviet repressiveness, hewed to an independently idiosyncratic radicalism. His open criticism of Soviet Russiaprovoked disapproval among British radicals, including many of his col-leagues at the London School of Economics, but he was commonly identified with Haldane and Huxley as a prominent member of the country’s scientific left.’ 2

Jennings, who had known firsthand the bitter experience of persistent penury, found his own politico-economic perceptions compellingly mirrored in the English journalist William Stead’s If Christ Came to Chicago, the influential tract that infuriated conservatives by asking what the Christ of the Sermon on the Mount might have to say about the brawling city’s mercenary churchgoing establishment. In the eighteen-nineties, Jennings had listened to a preacher say, in one of the best sermons he had ever heard, that “it was more a man’s duty to go to caucuses and elections than to go to church and prayer meetings, and that the Lord had more interest in what the political parties of this country were doing than in what its churches were doing.”“ Jennings never embraced political activism, nor did he ever become self-consciously political in the manner of Haldane, Hogben, or Huxley. Nevertheless, in the eighteen-nineties, he had been a Populist sympathizer, and in later life he strongly tended to the progressive side of the political spectrum.

Their political liberalism-to-radicalism inclined all four to recognize that mainline eugenics expressed race and class prejudice. Hogben’s convictions on the point were sealed during a stint in the late twenties as professor at the University of Cape Town in South Africa. Back in London, he persuaded Huxley that his mainline views concerning the unemployed merely aided and abetted Nazism. Through the lens of his socialism, Haldane saw—and was offended by—the sociopolitical presumptions, so many of them increasingly contrary to his own, hidden in mainline doctrine. Little was yet known about human heredity and, as Haldane put it, “many of the deeds done in America in the name of eugenics are about as much justified by science as were the proceedings of the inquisition by the gospels.”S4 The three British biologists, too, all outspokenly modernist on issues pertaining to women’s rights, were at odds with the sexual repressiveness of mainline eugenics, and Jennings, while conventional in his own attitudes toward women, sex, and marriage, was tolerant of the unconventional in others.

In the interwar years, these four men were among the leading public biologists—writers of books and articles for laymen on the content and social import of advances in the life sciences. Their works were published and read on both sides of the Atlantic.” Hogben wrote with uncompromising force, Huxley with supple lucidity, Jennings with vigorous straightforwardness, and Haldane with wit and irreverence. (Haldane called Einstein “the greatest Jew since Jesus,” and he ventured that the hemophilia gene in Queen Victoria’s pedigree had most likely arisen from a mutation “in the nucleus of a cell in one of the testicles of Edward, Duke of Kent, in the year i8î8.”) Jennings noted in his 1930 book, The Biological Basis of Human Nature —it won the Parents’ Magazine award for the year’s best book on heredity —that “a lot of fallacies” appeared to be circulating “under the guise of biological principles applicable to human affairs.... Particularly abundant appear such fallacies in the attempts to apply to human problems, to social reforms, the results of scientific study of heredity.” The fallacies included, in Jennings’s view, the notion that biology “requires an aristocratic constitution of society” and—Huxley’s critique—”the assumption of the eugenic superiority of the more prosperous classes over the artisan and labourer mass.” In 1930, Hogben complained in The Nature of Living Matter, that eugenicists had encumbered social biology “with a vocabulary of terms which have no place in an ethically neutral science.”S6 During the interwar years, Haldane, Huxley, Hogben, and Jennings, together with their fellow public biologists, took it upon themselves to expose the fallacies, to disencumber the vocabulary, to cleanse the use of their science. The knowledge they injected into public discourse combined with the lay dissent to form a corrosive and increasingly effective case against the authority of mainline eugenics.
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