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This essay  will focus on the history of eugenics, particularly as that idea was employed in the
United States as a justification for laws adopted in the 19th and 20th Century. I will describe the
impact of eugenic theory in the United States, where it enjoyed widespread popularity, and trace
how some practices described as “eugenic” spread internationally. I will then explore
why—apart from the horrific practices it eventually led to, ranging from coercive sterilization to
genocide-- the underlying hopeful message of eugenicists was popular for so long. Finally, I will
describe how the word “eugenics” is now coming back into common use.  In one case it has
been revived in the service of political and rhetorical goals, and the meaning it had within its
earlier historical context has been distorted.

  

Ancient Eugenic Practices

  

Eugenics is an ancient idea, and has probably been discussed since the earliest years of animal
husbandry, when humans first discovered that they could exert control over the breeding of
livestock.  It is commonly reported that one of the first commentaries on the control of human
reproduction that might be termed ‘eugenic’ occurred in The Republic, where Plato speculated
about a scheme of state controlled childbirth. 
[1]
In Plato’s utopian plan, all marriages would be arranged by the Guardians, who would secretly
evaluate young people to ensure that healthy and talented parents were matched with similarly
qualified partners.  Plato identified the goals of increasing the numbers of children with prized
heredity and decreasing the likelihood that “inferior” parents would bear any children as motives
for the eugenic policy.  We also know that during Plato’s era some Greeks—most notably the
Spartans--practiced infanticide of children with poor health or birth anomalies, and that such
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practices were also common in later Roman society.
[2]

  

Modern Eugenics: Galton and Mendel

  

Although the idea of controlling marriage in order to optimize the hereditary qualities of offspring
is ancient, the word that came to signify state organized efforts toward such a goal is, in
historical terms, relatively recent. Two men, born in the same year, 1822, provided the context
for the development of a eugenics movement in England and America, and eventually gave rise
to laws in more than a dozen other countries.

  

Francis Galton, a British gentleman and scholar coined the term “eugenics” in 1883, and gave
the term an  elaborate definition that included  “all influences that tend in however remote a
degree to give to the more suitable races or strains of blood a better chance of prevailing over
the less suitable.” [3]  Those who later used that term associated their field with “better
breeding” or, as its Greek etymology signaled, being “well-born.”  Galton was passionate about
measurement and he developed many statistical techniques that enhanced the discipline of
“biometry,” a field that sought to use those methods to collect and analyze data to address
problems in the biological sciences.   [4]  Those techniques allowed
others to survey and describe large groups of people, such as school children or occupants of
public institutions, prisons, or hospitals for the disabled. Such research providing an important
underpinning for the worldwide eugenics movement.

  

Galton’s counterpart in contributing to the growth of that international movement was Gregor
Mendel, a monk who eventually became Abbott of his community in what is now the Czech
Republic. Mendel’s research focused on pea plants, which he bred through numerous
generations so that he could describe patterns of inheritance and the transmission of dominant
and recessive characteristics. His experiments led to “laws of heredity” in living organisms,
giving scientists a template for understanding how specific biological traits such as a flower’s
color, a plant’s size or other physical characteristics could be passed down from one generation
to the next. [5]

  

In contrast, Galton’s focus was not plants, but human beings. He began by studying what he
called “hereditary genius” and tracing the careers of successive generations of prominent and
prosperous English families. [6]  That study led to others designed to demonstrate that both
positive and negative traits ran in families and were controlled by the laws of heredity. Galton’s

 2 / 10

#_ftn2
#_ftn3
#_ftn4
#_ftn5
#_ftn6


[P. A. Lombardo] Historical Development and Practice of Eugenics

studies coincided with an existing social anxiety in both Britain and the U.S. about the burden
represented by the poor, the disabled, and criminals. [7]

  

 The care for and control of such people was an expense that society had earlier adopted
willingly.  But as the cost of state institutions to house the so-called “problem classes” grew,
some believed that scientific means should be employed to decrease their numbers.  Those
who believed that heredity was the key to understanding the source of social problems used
Mendel’s insights to argue that many negative traits could be predicted as they passed from
parents to children.

  

The new thinking about heredity was grafted onto an existing social mythology about problem
families contained in books like The Jukes, by Richard Dugdale, which described the genealogy
of a clan known to fill the New York prisons. They increased the expense of jails, almshouses,
and hospitals and also led to other costs paid by the state for law enforcement and social
welfare programs. The matriarch of the clan was called Ada Jukes, who was said to have left
some nine hundred descendants, nearly one quarter of whom began life as illegitimate children.

[8]

  

The Jukes was written before the term eugenics was coined, but it was soon understood as a
eugenic parable that explained the problems that could flow from bad heredity. It was followed
in 1912 by another book: The Kallikak Family, by psychologist Henry Goddard.
Goddard’s book was another story showing social defects that afflicted several generations of
the same family. [9]

  

Do away with families like the Jukes and the Kallikaks, said reformers in America, and crime,
poverty, physical handicap and mental defect would disappear.  Others claimed that preventing
the birth of social misfits would be like selective breeding against vice and moral decay, and in
favor of productivity and virtue.   This was a hopeful and seductive message, promising lower
taxes, higher moral values, and a safer society.

  

A growing literature identified eugenics as a synonym for clean living or enlightened sexuality or
simply the most modern point of view in considering marriage.  Ministers advocated for eugenic
screenings before marriage [10]  and government officials issued semi-official eugenic
certificates of fitness.   [11]  The propaganda in favor of many
eugenic schemes urged efficiency and prudent economic management of the population.  But
most of all, eugenicists claimed the power of inheritance as the single most important factor in
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determining the quality of tomorrow’s children.

  

Formal organizations for those who shared an interest in eugenics were generally small,
populated by physicians, scientists, academics, the clergy and philanthropists.  But the hopeful
Utopian promise of eugenics broadened the reach of the “eugenic ideal” to the general public.
The possibility that crime, poverty, disease and the suffering they generated could be
eradicated had almost universal appeal; so too the notion that as those conditions disappeared,
the burden of taxes paid to combat them would be diminished. The promise of curing social
problems with science captured the moral imagination of the society at large, and eugenics
became a staple of classroom instruction in American schools. Chapters on eugenics found
their way into popular texts in anthropology, biology, medicine and civics.  Members of the
clergy competed to write the best sermons on eugenics [12]  and parents entered “fitter family
contests” to compete for medals offered by local eugenics societies. 
[13]
Most people associated eugenics with a positive outlook on life, biology, and future generations.

  

Eugenic Lawmaking

  

Some supporters of eugenic interventions urged the passage of laws that would use tools such
as pedigree studies and the newly developed intelligence tests to identify people who exhibited
negative traits, including mental disabilities (then referred to as “feeblemindedness” and
“insanity”) alcoholism, sexual misconduct, habits of crime or inability to support their families
financially. Those people would be prohibited from marrying. “Social hygiene” laws were
adopted to curb the spread of sexually transmitted diseases by requiring medical testing as a
condition of marriage; they too were described as eugenic” enactments because their goal was
to protect the health of newborn children. [14]

  

There were proposals for colonies for the feebleminded or epileptic, to set them aside from the
larger society and prevent them from reproducing their kind. Dozens of state laws that
separated the races in marriage, housing or other public involvement were bolstered by one
variety of eugenic theory, which deemed some races inferior to others. [15]  Immigrants were
screened using new I.Q. tests, to decide whether they were fit enough to enter America. Such
testing led to a 1924 law that severely limited the numbers of Jews and Italians who were
allowed to migrate to the U.S., because their hereditary potential was suspect. 
[16]
Some eugenicists even advocated eugenic euthanasia of “defective” children—the Spartan
example brought up to date. 
[17]
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One kind of eugenic law was adopted by those who feared a flood of hereditary degeneracy and
wished to incorporate medical technology into law.  The state of Indiana was first to pass a law
in 1907 that would impose the surgical procedure of vasectomy on imprisoned criminals.
Vasectomy was thought to have two effects: it was therapeutic for convicts because it would
decrease their habit of “self-abuse” or masturbation, and it prevented them from ever passing
on that behavior—thought to be hereditary—to their children. Sterilization laws passed by more
than thirty states stayed in place for almost seventy years and resulted in over 60,000 coerced
surgeries in the U.S.

  

Those laws also gave us one of the most shameful U.S. Supreme Court decisions in a case
called Buck v. Bell. In that case the family history of a young Virginia woman was presented to
a court. Three generations of the family were said to be filled with poverty, disease, moral
degeneracy and mental defect, as well as a habit of illicit sex. To wipe out these conditions, all
considered hereditary, Carrie Buck was subjected to state mandated surgery. The Court’s
official decision proclaimed that “three generations of imbeciles are enough.”

  

Scholarship later demonstrated that Carrie Buck’s case was a legal sham.  Her daughter went
on to win academic honors as a student, and it was discovered that Buck herself was not a
promiscuous woman, but a victim of rape. News of this history has led seven states in recent
years to publicly repudiate coercive sterilization and other abuses carried out under the aegis of
eugenic laws. [18]

  

Eugenic Law in Germany

  

America was not alone in its eugenic lawmaking. While eugenicists in the U.S. complained
about dropping birth rates among White Anglo-Saxons, their counterparts in Germany decried
the excessive deaths and decreasing births in that country.  The propaganda that supported
sterilization laws in the United States echoed overseas.  Charts were printed showing how the
children of alcoholics or mental patients would be born with their parents’ defects, leading to
great costs for other citizens.  Social welfare programs were condemned as economically
imprudent. Posters by the Reich Propaganda Office showed that the total cost of caring for
people ill with hereditary disease in Germany was almost double the amount spent on the
administration of the national, state, and local governments. Sentiments like those were echoed
in Hitler’s sterilization law, written in 1934 “to prevent hereditarily diseased offspring,” and in
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Germany more than 400,000 endured eugenic surgery. [19]  Twelve other countries in Europe,
the Americas and Asia eventually passed sterilization laws.

  

The Nazis took eugenics to its most horrific results, when by using a system of racial
classification, it segregated Jews and excluded them from public life in Germany. The
extermination camps translated the most toxic brand of eugenics into genocide. Thus, the
darkest version of eugenics provided us with an image of evil itself, and a motive force for
tyranny and murder.   [20]

  

Because of the Nazi Holocaust, today eugenics is almost universally considered a pejorative
term.  Yet in the first decades of the 20th Century, when the word came into popular use, it was
generally not associated with coercive laws, murder or genocide. Then even some Jews could
use eugenics as a positive term [21]  and Roman
Catholic bishops in both England and New York gave their Imprimatur to books that described
 versions of “Christian eugenics.” 
[22]
Certainly they were not endorsing the kind of behavior with which we associate that term today. 

  

This raises an important question—what do we mean by eugenics today, and whose behavior
may we accurately describe as “eugenic?” It is easy to agree that Hitler’s brand of eugenics was
horrible, and equally easy for most people to condemn the denials of human rights that
eugenics represented in coercive sterilization or racial oppressive laws.   But too often the word
is used as an all purpose epithet, as if by merely calling something “eugenics” we could link it
with the Nazis and their special brand of cruelty.  Some who wish to attack Darwin’s theory of
evolution have done just that.

  

 

  

The Anti-Darwinians

  

It has recently become common to see eugenics linked to Darwinian theory. Charles Darwin’s
family relationship with Francis Galton—they were half cousins—is used as evidence of the
affinity those men shared.  The anti-Darwinians say that the theory of evolution is the foundation
of eugenics, and they claim that many modern evils—from crime, to excessive materialism, to
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abortion, can be traced to Darwin’s ideas as they were expressed by the eugenics movement
and eventually embodied in Nazi genocide.  To the anti-Darwinians, any embrace of science
and scientific method, or endorsement of any part of evolutionary theory, is equivalent to
embracing eugenics, which they use as a synonym for Nazism and all its excesses.  But this
assertion is not supported by history.

  

In fact, Darwin’s ideas on evolution were only one of the many strands of thought that
influenced Galton’s followers, and practices such as abortion, euthanasia and even birth control
were actively opposed by leaders of the U.S. eugenics movement. [23]  Though many now
tend to identify “eugenics” almost exclusively with its Nazi associations, it is clear that any
attempt to define the history of eugenics as characterized solely by support for sterilization,
abortion, or infanticide and consisting only of repressive laws and murderous practices is a
biased and dishonest history.

  

Honest scholarship today will certainly ask how the negative tenets of eugenics are still with us,
and explore how developments in science, medicine and technology that are both promising
and troubling will force us to ask how new practices are similar to what years ago was done in
the name of eugenics. But honest scholarship will also demand that the history of past ideas be
preserved and studied as they were expressed and applied in their own time. We should avoid
the temptation to distort old terms and refashion them to use as rhetorical weapons in our more
recent culture wars. It would behoove us to keep these matters in mind as we discuss the
relevance of the word “eugenics” and its history to the newest developments in medicine and
genetics.

  

 

  

 

  

 

  

  

  

 7 / 10

#_ftn23
#_ftnref1


[P. A. Lombardo] Historical Development and Practice of Eugenics

  

[1]

  Plato, The Republic  , Benjamin Jowett, Trans. (New York: Collier &amp; Son, 1901) pp.
297-302.

  

  

[2]  H. Bennett, “The Exposure of Infants in Ancient Rome,” Classical Journal, vol. 18, no. 6,
(Mar. 1923) pp. 341-351, 345.

  

[3]  Francis Galton, Inquiries into Human Faculty and Its Development (London: Macmillan,
1883) 24 n11.

  

[4]  Michael Bulmer, Francis Galton: Pioneer of Heredity and Biometry (Baltimore: Johns
Hopkins University Press, 2003) 300-301.

  

[5]  Elof Axel Carlson, Mendel’s Legacy: The Origins of Classical Genetics (Cold Spring Harbor,
N.Y.: Cold Spring Harbor Laboratory Press, 2004) 45-48.

  

[6]  Francis Galton, Hereditary Genius: An Inquiry into its Laws and Consequences (London
and New York: Macmillan, 1892).

  

[7]  See, for example, Charles L. Brace, ”Pauperism,” North American Review, vol. 120, April
1875, 315-334.

  

[8]  Richard Dugdale, The Jukes: A Study of Crime, Pauperism, Disease, and Heredity, 4th ed.
(New York: G.P. Putnam, 1884).

  

 8 / 10

#_ftnref1
#_ftnref1
#_ftnref1
#_ftnref1
#_ftnref1
#_ftnref1
#_ftnref2
#_ftnref3
#_ftnref4
#_ftnref5
#_ftnref6
#_ftnref7
#_ftnref8


[P. A. Lombardo] Historical Development and Practice of Eugenics

[9]  Henry Herbert Goddard, The Kallikak Family: A Study of the Heredity of Feeblemindedness
(New York: Macmillan, 1912).

  

[10]  Rev. John Haynes Holmes, "Deny Marriage to the Unfit," New York Times, June 2, 1912,
magazine, sec. 5, p. 4.

  

[11]  "Gets Eugenic Certificate: Prospective Bridegroom Receives the First Issued by the
Government," New York Times, October 22, 1913, 1.

  

[12]  Christine Rosen, Preaching Eugenics: Religious Leaders and the American Eugenics
Movement  (New York: Oxford University Press, 2004) 120.

  

[13]  Daniel J. Kevles, In the Name of Eugenics: Genetics and the Uses of Human Heredity
(New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1985) 60-61.

  

[14]  J. P. Chamberlain, “Eugenics and Limitations of Marriage,” Journal of Comparative
Legislation and International Law,
Third Series, Vol. 5, No. 4 (1923), pp. 253-257.

  

[15]  Paul A. Lombardo, "Miscegenation, Eugenics, and Racism: Historical Footnotes to Loving
v. Virginia," U.C. Davis Law Review (Vol. 21, No. 2) Winter, 1988, 421-452. 

  

[16]  Diane B. Paul, Controlling Human heredity: 1865 to the Present (Highlands, New Jersey:
Humanities Press, 1995) 97-103.

  

[17]  Ian Dowbiggin, A Merciful End: The Euthanasia Movement in Modern America (New York:
Oxford University Press, 2003)18-23.

  

 9 / 10

#_ftnref9
#_ftnref10
#_ftnref11
#_ftnref12
#_ftnref13
#_ftnref14
#_ftnref15
#_ftnref16
#_ftnref17


[P. A. Lombardo] Historical Development and Practice of Eugenics

[18]  See generally,  Paul A. Lombardo, Three Generations, No Imbeciles: Eugenics, the
Supreme Court and Buck v. Bell  (Baltimore: Johns
Hopkins university Press, 2008)

  

[19]  Paul Weindling, Health, Race, and German Politics between National Unification and
Nazism, 1870-1945 (Cambridge: University Press, 1989) 528-532.

  

[20]  Robert N. Proctor, Racial Hygiene: Medicine under the Nazis (Cambridge, Ma.: Harvard
University Press, 1988).

  

[21]   Max Reichler, Joel Blau, David de Sola Pool, Jewish Eugenics and Other Essays (New
York: Bloch Publishing Co., 1916).

  

[22]  Thomas J. Gerrard, The Church and Eugenics, 3rd ed.  (Oxford: Catholic Social Guild,
1921); see also Charles Bruehl, “The Church and True Eugenics,” in 
Birth Control and Eugenics in Light of Fundamental Ethical Principles 
(New York: Joseph F. Wagner Inc., 1928).

  

[23]  See, for example, Charles Benedict Davenport, Heredity in Relation to Eugenics (New
York: Henry Holt, 1911) 4 (declaring that eugenics “does not imply destruction of the unfit either
before or after birth.”); and Harry H. Laughlin, 
Report of the Committee to Study and to Report on the Best Practical Means of Cutting off the
Defective Germ-Plasm in the American Population: The Scope of the Committee’s Work
, Eugenics Record Office Bulletin no. 10a (Cold Spring Harbor, N.Y.: Eugenics Record Office,
1914) 55 (“Preventing the procreation of defectives, rather than destroying them before birth, or
in infancy, or in the later periods of life, must be the aim of modern eugenics.”)

  

 10 / 10

#_ftnref18
#_ftnref19
#_ftnref20
#_ftnref21
#_ftnref22
#_ftnref23

