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Abstract / Introductory Note:

Eugenics was the popular science and associated political movement for state control of reproduction, controversial for its association with the Nazi Holocaust, and forced sterilization and racist policies in the United States. In its day it was legitimate science but today haunts any discussion of controlling fertility or heredity. 

INTRODUCTION
Broadly considered, eugenics represented not only the scientific study of human heredity and the potential controls of the heredity of the population, but also the policies that were created based on these scientific principles, and because of this dual nature eugenics remains hard to define. Eugenics was a dominant social, scientific and political philosophy for thinking about differences in population and public health, and controversial as it was even at the time, it represented the state of the art thinking in the nineteen twenties through forties. Despite these difficulties in definition, one thing that eugenicists (scientists and politicians) had in common was a belief that reproduction should be controlled based on social considerations, and that heredity was a matter of public concern. While both the set of scientific theories and the associated social movement that aimed at the control of human heredity have since been discredited, they were considered acceptable and scientifically credible in their time, and have had a lasting impact. Eugenic thought and eugenicists were among the pioneering scientists to do mathematical evaluation of humans, and their influence in turning biology into the quantitative science it is today should not be underestimated.  
The Eugenics movement reached the zenith of its influence in the nineteen thirties and forties, having influenced public health and population control policies in many countries. Its credibility only slowly faded away even after being popularly associated with the doctrines of anti-Semitism and genocide of the National Socialist Party (Nazi) in Germany during World War Two. Due to its connection to the atrocities of World War II it is easy to forget the extent to which the United States had accepted Eugenics as an important science and enacted policies based in its precepts.

ORIGINS: Galton and the founding of a movement.

The word Eugenics was coined by Francis Galton in 1883. Stemming from Greek roots meaning “well bred”, it represented his participation in a broad cultural interest in breeding and heredity throughout the educated middle class of England and the United States. Galton was inspired to work on evolution and heredity by considering the writings of his cousin Charles Darwin and the economist Thomas Malthus, who had both been key contributors to the popular interest in population-level study in biology within the nineteenth century. Darwin’s theory of evolution stressed the importance of variation within populations while Malthus’s work focused on the dangers of overpopulation.  From a synthesis of their works Galton proposed a new science that would study the variation and effect in humans. Though classification systems based on race and other factors existed, Galton’s work advanced and popularized the idea of differing hereditable traits, and their potential dangers. 
While most well known for his work in eugenics and genetics, Galton was a Renaissance man, or dilettante. He studied and researched in mathematics, meteorology and geography, served with the Royal Geographical Society, traveled widely in Africa and was a popular travel writer. His groundbreaking work on statistics is recognized as some of the earliest biometry (or mathematics of biological variation); his work was crucial in the early development of fingerprinting as a criminal science. While these activities seem disconnected, Galton’s commitment to the idea that mathematical analysis and description would provide deeper understanding has lived on in genetics and biology.

The goal of eugenics both as a scientific practice and social philosophy was to avoid what was considered to be the inverse of natural selection, the weakening of the species or ‘dysgenics’, literally ‘bad birth’. As humanity became better able to take care of the weaker, and as wars and revolutions were seen to take a greater toll on the elites and the intelligent, the population was believed to be diminishing in “quality”. The argument suggested that as the physically fit fought in WWI and II the disabled remained at home receiving government support, and as the smartest struggled to learn, public schools and factory work allowed the least well adapted to survive. Similarly, racial and economic differences were seen as promoting higher birth rates among these lower classes, while the ‘better born’ were seen to be having too few children in comparison. Contemporary fears about birthrates in the developed world (i.e. Japan, France, and the United States) being lower than the birth rates in the less developed world (i.e. India, China, and Latin America) suggest that these fears remain active.

For Galton and other eugenicists, the disparity between who was reproducing and who should be reproducing demanded intervention. Galton envisioned many ways to intervene, but drawing on the metaphor of domestication and breeding of animals which appeared in Darwin’s work, Galton favored what would later be called “positive” eugenics as opposed to “negative.” The positive-negative model is based on the distinction between encouraging the increase of the reproduction of the favored, as opposed to preventing the reproduction of the inferior. Galton proposed incentives and rewards to protect and encourage the best in society to increase their birth rate. In the end most national eugenics policies were based on the negative eugenic model, aiming to prevent some people from having children. 
THE EUGENICS YEARS: Popular Science and Cultural Movements 
The control of reproduction by the state has a long history in practice and in theory, appearing in key political works since Plato’s Republic, wherein the ruler decided which citizens would have how many children, and this history was often cited in at the height of Eugenics’ popular acceptance. Public health, social welfare programs, and even state hospital systems were only beginning to be developed at the middle of the nineteenth century, and among the social and technological upheavals at the end of the nineteenth century were an increasingly strong movement to maintain public health through governmental controls, and there was widespread support in the United States for policies which were seen as progressive. In this context, an effort to promote the future health and quality of the population by encouraging the increase of good traits, while working to limit the replication of bad traits, seemed acceptable. 
Broad movements throughout Europe and the United States gave rise to the first public welfare systems, and stimulated continued popular concern over evolution. Widely held beliefs in the hereditary nature of poverty and other negative traits lead to fear that these new social measures would throw off the natural selection of the competitive world. These debates about welfare and the effect on the population today still stimulate concern about the ongoing effect on society. 
Because of the popular acceptance and its utility in justifying a range of policies, eugenic science was agreed upon by a wide array of notables who might otherwise have been on different sides of issues. Among those who advocated some form of eugenic policy were President Franklin Delano Roosevelt, the Ku Klux Klan and the League of Women Voters. 
The complex relationship many public figures had with eugenics stems in part from the usefulness of using it as a justification because of its widespread support. Birth control advocate Margaret Sanger publicly supported a rational version of negative eugenics, but may have done so only for the credibility she gained in doing so. She and other advocates for access to birth control were taken much more seriously by policy makers due to their connecting the issue with the more popular eugenics movement. In this light, Sanger’s suggestion that since the upper classes were able to get birth control despite the laws, and that there was a need to change the laws to slow the breeding of the poor, who were unable to attain birth control, may be seen as a political as opposed to ideological choice. 

Eugenics organizations and political movements were started in Germany in 1904, Britain in 1907, and the United States in 1910. At the height of the era of Eugenics there were more than thirty national movements in such countries as Japan, Brazil, and others throughout Europe. In some countries coercive measures were rejected and in others policies were more limited, but in each country the adoption of national Eugenics programs and popular movements represented an attempt to modernize and adopt scientific methods for advancing the health and wellbeing of the populace as a whole. Even the most notorious case of the Nazi German Eugenics program was associated with discussion of the “greater good.” It becomes easier to forget that the Nazi obsession with a healthy nation led not only to genocide but also to the first public association of tobacco smoke and cancer, as well as national campaigns for healthy eating and the elimination of criminal behavior. 
The German eugenics laws were capped by the three Nuremberg Laws in 1935 that signaled the beginning of the Nazi genocide, aimed at ‘cleansing’ the German nation of bad blood through negative programs including sterilization and executions, while also promoting increased reproduction of those with good blood in positive eugenics programs. The Nazi German eugenics program sterilized nearly 400,000 people based on the recommendation of the Genetic Health and Hygiene Agency for what were considered hereditary illnesses, such as alcoholism and schizophrenia. Probably the most notorious manifestation of positive eugenics on record was the Nazi program that paired SS soldiers with unmarried women of “good blood” to increase the birthrate for the benefit of the nation. 

The United States program was already underway while the German Eugenics program was still beginning, and though the state governments in the U.S. eventually sterilized fewer people, they were used as a model by the German program. The center of the eugenics movement in the United States was the Eugenics Records Office (ERO) located at Cold Springs Harbor Research Center in New York. The ERO published the Eugenical News that served as an important communications hub and was considered a legitimate scientific publication. By the late nineteen thirties more than thirty states had passed compulsory sterilization laws, and more than sixty thousand people had been sterilized. In 1937 more than sixty percent of Americans were in favor of such programs, and of the remainder only fifteen percent were strongly against them. In discussion of sterilization, a common consideration was the growing system of institutions and their populace. Sterilization was seen as a humane and cost effective remedy for problems such as alcoholism when compared with life long incarceration, and these programs remained a key influence on the development of out-patient treatment for the mentally ill until well into the nineteen seventies.
If there is any practice distinctly associated with the American eugenics movement, it is coerced and forced sterilization. While Nazi German doctors performed these procedures in far greater numbers, in light of the Holocaust it loses its impact, and in the United States this same procedure remains shocking. Many of those sterilized were residents of mental hospitals and poor houses who were forced to undergo the procedure. Others were voluntary or temporary patients at state hospitals. It is difficult to know how many sterilizations were performed, and yet more difficult to confirm what percentage of those were coerced. Some patients intentionally sought sterilization as a form of birth control; others chose it as an avenue out of institutionalization; some percentage were tricked or forced. Today documents show that some institutions told patients who were to be sterilized that they were going to have their appendix removed, and in these and other institutions we can see high rates of appendectomies. Forced or coerced surgery on a single individual today would seem shocking, but they were legally mandated in some states for more than fifty years, and because those most likely to have been sterilized were the mentally ill and the indigent we are likely never to know the full story. 

THE CHANGING FACE OF EUGENICS: From dominant to invisible.

 Numerous court decisions challenged the legality of state sterilization, and while several state laws were struck down in court, the Supreme Court decisions in two key cases upheld what was considered a legitimate state interest. In the 1927 case Buck vs. Bell, the Virginia statute requiring sterilization practices was upheld by the United States Supreme Court, and Chief Justice Oliver Wendell Holmes infamously wrote in the decision that the law was necessary because “…Three generations of imbeciles is enough.”  Carrie Buck, the plaintiff in the case, had been certified “feebleminded”, as had her mother. When her daughter was “tested” at the age of one month and declared to be “feebleminded”, Carrie did have the presence of mind to question the diagnosis and did not want to be sterilized. The court decision came down against Carrie. While not publicized at the time, Carrie Buck’s daughter received further intelligence testing when she was in her early teens and was determined to have above average intelligence. While many countries slowly rescinded eugenics laws over the course of the second half of the twentieth century, in others the laws remain on the books without implementation. Most of the Scandinavian countries and the United States are among those nations that never officially eliminated their eugenics laws, and many others still have public health and hygiene laws from the eugenics period which have simply been modified. 
From the 1890’s until the late 1930’s a series of laws intending to limit the entry of immigrants into the US were associated with eugenics, and became increasingly harsh. Though these laws were widely popular among some groups, their explicit racism and isolationism became a growing source of concern for others. This legal link between eugenics and racist immigration policy was associated with the earliest anti-eugenics responses. Eugenics had initially been associated with the public good and reform, but this association too was tarnished by accusations of racism. Growing segments of the population recognized eugenics as biased against the poor as non-eugenic reformers made social conditions of poverty public and advocated for institutional reform rather than hereditary control of poverty.
In the United States in the late 1930’s, in light of the growing upset about the association between eugenics and racism, reformers tried to shift the eugenics movements to a more moderate stance, and many mainstream eugenics groups moved away from hard line positions. By the late 1940’s the increasing public awareness of Nazi atrocities pushed public opinion even more against eugenics, and the word started to lose its respectability. Eugenics laws were reframed by calling them hygiene or public health laws. Many of the reform eugenicists joined other scientists working in the nascent field of genetics as it was forming, and some were founding members of the American Society of Human Genetics when it was formed in 1948. Without the moderating influence of these reformers, the remaining institutions of the American Eugenics movement were increasingly contrasted with the new science of genetics. While the growing anti-eugenics sentiment slowly turned eugenics from the dominant scientific field into a discredited memory, scientists who had worked on heredity as eugenicists embedded their study of hereditary diseases and mental and moral traits within Mendelian genetics.

Throughout the rise of Eugenics there was no clear understanding of the mechanism of inheritance within the intellectual community. While today we have a scientific consensus on the workings of the cell and the importance of DNA, there was little known about the inner workings of reproduction and development at the turn of the [19th- 20th] century. Gregor Mendel (1822-1884) was a Czech Monk and biologist whose experimental breeding of pea plants led to his developing a series of scientific laws regarding the segregation, parental mixing and transfer of traits. The rediscovery and popularization of the work of Mendelian genetics offered an explanation based on finite internal properties of the cell, which appealed to some, but its laws didn’t appeal to Galton or many eugenicists who saw it as applying only to simple traits such as plant color. The emphasis in Galton’s view was on formal Darwinism, the rate of reproduction and the role of environment and external factors in sorting the fittest and removing the weak. Mendel’s theory is no longer associated with eugenics, in part because one of its strongest supporters, geneticist Thomas Hunt Morgan, opposed eugenics, but many other key scientists involved in promoting the acceptance of Mendel’s work were doing so because it so clearly defined heritability. It was a powerful argument for the lasting and finite specification of heritable traits, and it worked with the idea of Eugenics, while other theories argued for more environmental impact and flexibility. While today there is reason to believe that Mendel’s laws oversimplify a more complicated phenomenon, the rediscovery and embrace of these ideas by eugenic science was instrumental in the founding of genetics.
HAUNTINGS: The Legacy of Eugenics Today

In the early 1970’s, around the time the last of the eugenics laws were enacted and only a few years after the latest forced sterilizations in the United States, references in popular press, media and news sources that suggested a genetic causation of mental and moral traits concerned with eugenics were at an all time low. In the thirty years intervening since, there has been a steady increase in the popular awareness and interest in genetics, and a dramatic resurgence of reference to genetic causes of traits. Between 1975 and 1985 there was a two hundred times increase in public references that suggest a genetic causation of crime, mental capacity/intelligence, alcoholism and other moral and mental traits that had  been central concerns under eugenics. This increased by four times by the early 1990’s, and has not decreased. These issues are magnified today in areas where population growth adds to the economic and social pressure. Where the use of technology for sex selection and choice of appropriate qualities of one’s offspring becomes more active, it leads to controversy. In India and China, the perceived need to extend control to practices and technologies of heredity has garnered accusations of a new eugenics in media coverage. 
Lasting interest and study of eugenics is due to its connection to two perennial questions. First, it asks how much of and what parts of “who” we are comes from our heredity, often described as the debate between nature and nurture, and second, how a society should determine, react and respond to undesirable traits of individuals. These two questions are interlinked in that a trait that is learned may be unlearned, but biological traits have been assumed to be innate and unchangeable, leading to different sorts of responses from society and law. 

Today major news sources and media outlets eagerly publicize front page stories on new scientific findings based on a widespread interest in genetics and biological traits such as  “Gay Genes” causing homosexuality or “alcoholic genes” passed along between father and son, but few place the corrections and negative evaluations of these findings in view when they are discredited. Stories run about these genes that cause diseases such as breast cancer, without discussing any connection to what can be done in response to these discoveries, nor to their connection with the discredited science of eugenics. Little discussion takes place about why these genes are looked for or what good knowing about them does in a culture that emphasizes individual accomplishment as surpassing heredity in determining one’s life story. 

We do not often ask how a history of eugenics has contributed to the demand for genetic explanations and medical testing today, but the idea of heredity, of unchangeable inherited traits continues to hold particular power despite, or because of, its importance at the founding of genetics. One explanation is to be found in the American ethos and legends of the self-made individual. The idea that all people start from a clean slate is ingrained into American society and the ‘American dream’ of the ability of anyone to work hard and get ahead is challenged by the failure of so many hard workers to get ahead. The persuasiveness of inherited cause for success or failure shifts the discussion away from systemic environmental constraints on success, like racism, sexism and class, allowing it to remain on the individual. Another concept frequently connected to eugenics and to contemporary genetics is the idea of the easy solution, as exemplified in lasting presence of the 1950’s ‘better living through chemistry’ mentality of the single drug cure. How much easier to imagine fixing one gene, one trait, than to think through the myriad of causes that might otherwise contribute to something we want to change. 

 With the successes and promises for the future of molecular biology and genetic engineering we are offered new avenues and a new reason to rekindle interest in heredity. The eugenicists believed that heredity was important as a predictive and evaluative tool, but didn’t have the means to alter the traits they attempted to study, while contemporary innovations promise to offer the potential to act upon those traits determined to be harmful. 
Today approximately one in every sixteen babies in the US are born with some birth defect, and while the impacts range in severity, the common conception is that any abnormality or defect creates a victim, and represents part of a public health problem. Thinking about the victims of genetic disease, it is very tempting to consider a return to state control or even a voluntary eugenics where parents make the choice presented by their doctor. It is this eugenics of choice that appears today. As prenatal tests have been improved and are more widely practiced, they are sometimes compared to eugenics. Amniocentesis, in which genetic testing of unborn babies is performed, has been frequently connected to this history because for most anomalies found there is no treatment, leaving parents only with the choice to abort or not. Abortion has been connected to eugenics since Margaret Sanger and others championed birth control legalization at the turn of the century. Medical methods of abortion have gotten more sophisticated, but fertility control methods have been a presence in most human societies in one form or another, and always involve the question of what sort of person the child will be, and what sort of life they will have. Explicit mention of eugenics in contemporary discussions of abortion appear on both sides, as pro-choice advocates are concerned about excessive government control of fertility, and anti-abortion activists attempt to use eugenic associations with abortion to compare it to the Holocaust. The language of eugenics is used on both sides to discuss the differential access and use of abortion between the wealthy and poor, between black and white, as questions of what sort of people are having abortions, discouraged or encouraged from having children. 
The hygiene laws of the first half of the 20th century have faded and today public health regulations in many states require blood tests before marriage so that couples may be better prepared to choose in having children when they carry some traits. But who decides what traits are to be tested for? If the core of eugenics was a belief that society or  the state has an interest in heredity, do we still practice eugenics? 
Contemporary premarital blood test regulations parallel some of the aims and content of the eugenic hygiene laws, though frequently the underlying motivation may be different. In the early part of the twentieth century, these rules were enacted to be based on eugenic arguments against urbanization and growing populations of immigrants and poor, and on notions of social purity that we no longer articulate. In recent years fear of HIV/AIDS and conceptions of personal risk may have taken their place. More than 30 states have evaluated legislation requiring premarital HIV screening; and states including Illinois, Louisiana, Missouri, and Texas made them the law. While later concerns over privacy and the damage done by false positives led all these states to eliminate the laws, some of the state laws had gone so far as to ban marriage for those who had AIDS, and while the fear at the heart of this social crisis passed, we cannot say what has yet to come. Neither were these HIV/AIDS laws unusual; many states still require blood tests for other diseases to receive a marriage license, and in an echo of eugenics some regulations exempt those who are sterile or prevent marriage until treatment for sexually transmitted diseases has been received. 
How will recent court decisions that have legally limited parental rights during pregnancy, for instance specially criminalizing drug use as child abuse, be expanded as society maintains its claim on control of fertility and heredity, and through them the definition of acceptable people in society?
BIOGRAPHICAL SIDEBARS-

Josef Mengele 

Josef Mengele (1911 - 1979) is mainly remembered for his role as the “Angel of Death” in the Holocaust, supervising atrocities at Auschwitz-Birkenau Concentration camp during the WWII, and then as a war criminal in hiding. What is less commonly known are his scientific motivations. 

Prior to WWII he had received his medical doctorate, and researched racial classification and Eugenic sciences in Anthropology. Throughout the war, he provided “scientific samples” (largely blood and tissue samples from victims of the camp) to other scientists. While he is singled out for his personal direction of the deaths of thousands, his participation in a community of scientists who are not considered war criminals remains controversial. Throughout the war, his position in the medical corps of the notorious military service of the SS kept him physically away from colleagues at the prestigious Kaiser Wilhelm Institute, but many there, and in the scientific community in the United States, were in communication. His torture of prisoners was intended to expand German knowledge of such laudable topics as health and the immune system, congenital birth defects, and the improvement of the species. 

It is difficult today to balance the dedicated scientist and doctor with the monster capable of cruelties to those his science saw as less than human, but this contrast is often repeated in the history of eugenics, and frequently appears in the media when contemporary scientists and doctors seem to cross the line between help and harm.

Margaret Sanger

Margaret Sanger (Born Margaret Louise Higgins, 1879 – 1966) was a key figure in the birth and population control movement in the first half of the twentieth century. Revered as a central figure in moving the country to legalizing access to birth control in the U.S., she remains a contentious figure for her advocacy of eugenics. Sanger, a nurse, was horrified at seeing women’s deaths from botched back alley abortions. Her sympathy for the plight of women led her to found the American Birth Control League, which would later be known as Planned Parenthood, and opened the Clinical Research Bureau, the first legal birth control clinic. A prolific speaker and author, her works include Woman and the New Race (1920), Happiness in Marriage (1926), My Fight For Birth Control (1931), and an autobiography (1938). While her work on birth control would have been enough to make her contentious, her political support for eugenic policies such as sterilization has led to a fractured legacy, and these beliefs are frequently used as a reason to discredit her more progressive ones. She died only months after the federal decision in Griswold v. Connecticut officially protected the purchase and use of birth control in the context of marriage for the first time.

HISTORICAL SIDEBAR- 

The First International Eugenics Congress

Even before the dominance of eugenics at its height in the interwar years, interest was widespread, and The First International Eugenics Congress exemplifies how broad participation was in conversation on eugenics. The Congress opened July 24, 1912, a year after the death of Francis Galton, and was presided over by Major Leonard Darwin, the last living son of Charles Darwin. While his father had carefully stayed away from discussion of eugenics, Leonard was an avid eugenicist, interestingly the only supporter among Charles’ five sons, as well as the least accomplished scientist among them. There were more than a thousand registered participants including luminaries such as Winston Churchill, Thomas Edison, and the Lord Mayor of London. The Congress participants argued over new theories and data, the scientific nature and study of heredity as well as the appropriate actions it suggested. Though there wasn’t general agreement on much, there was a shared assumption that some sort of intervention was needed in reproduction and heredity for fear that the weak and undesirable outbreed the strong and fit. 

The Jukes and the Kallikaks

Richard L. Dugdale’s, 1874 ‘The Jukes’: A study of crime, Pauperism, Disease and Heredity, and Henry Herbert Goddard’s, 1912 account of The Kallikak family: A study in the Heredity of Feeble-Mindedness, are key examples of what were known as family-studies, powerfully convincing stories of the danger of bad heredity that were widely circulated in the first half of the twentieth century. Both stories follow the troubles of the members of a family, and the passage of harmful traits generation to generation. Dugdale was a progressive, and in the case of the Jukes family he suggested the problem family was one that demanded rehabilitation, while Goddard was more closely associated with the eugenics movement, and he saw the problem as one of prevention. These stories were very important in the early days of genetics, as they were influential in popularizing the heritability of traits regardless of environment. The comparison in the tale of the Kallikaks between the branch of the family who had been infected with the bad trait, and their still pure and good relations resonated and spread the idea of a trait widely. In the end neither story has stood up to scrutiny as historians have revealed manipulations and fabrications of their sources, but their influence is lasting nonetheless. 
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