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1

Coerced Sterilization

Outcomes, Theories, Methods

For almost a century, politicians, lawmakers, doctors, bureaucrats, scientists,
and citizens embarked on an ambitious social engineering project: coerced
sterilization.

In North America, it began in the 1880s, with one prison doctor’s desire to
prevent masturbation among his inmates. In the following decades, hundreds of
thousands of people – above all, those deemed to be “feebleminded” and there-
fore likely to reproduce that trait – were sterilized in dozens of states, provinces,
and countries around the world. The United States forcibly sterilized at least
60,000 feebleminded1 patients from the 1910s to the 1970s; Nazi Germany (the
most widely known instance) sterilized approximately 360,000 such individuals
in the 1930s; Canada eugenically sterilized approximately 3,000 people (more
than 90 percent of such sterilizations occurred in the province of Alberta); and
the countries of Scandinavia coercively sterilized 35,500, with tens of thousands
more sterilized under quasi-voluntary conditions thereafter.2 In the United States,

1 For obvious reasons, there is much debate on how to refer to those with learning disabilities. The
correct term today is “people with developmental disabilities.” Rather than using this description
anachronistically, we have opted to use the term “feebleminded”when we refer to such individuals
in historical context, as that is how people with mental disabilities were understood and con-
structed in the pre–SecondWorldWar period. This construction, in turn, had an influence on how
state agencies treated them.Whenwe are speaking generally or discussing a contemporary context,
we use the term “people with developmental disabilities.” The distinction between historical and
contemporary usage is not always clear-cut, but we strive to maintain it and, more important, the
correct use of the terms throughout the manuscript.

2 See Mattias Tydén, “The Scandinavian States: Reformed Eugenics Applied,” in The Oxford
Handbook of the History of Eugenics, ed. Alison Bashford and Philippa Levine (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2010), figure from page 370. For a comparative perspective, see
Alberto Spektorowski, “The Eugenic Temptation in Socialism: Sweden, Germany and the Soviet
Union,” Comparative Studies in Society and History 46, no. 1 (2004): 84–106.
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the majority of coerced sterilizations occurred within state institutions: chiefly
homes for the feebleminded but also in state hospitals and prisons.

Eugenics provided the main justification for sterilizing the mentally handi-
capped in the first half of the twentieth century. To oversimplify somewhat,
eugenics is the doctrine that states that the fostering of good genes and the
elimination of bad ones will serve the cause of national “racial” health by
permitting better breeding of a nation’s “stock” of people. Early social science
research purported to show that there were large numbers of feebleminded and,
on top of that, that they were producing children at a disproportionately high
rate. Therefore, doctors, mental health superintendents, psychologists, and
other professionals concluded that the inevitable result would be a gradual
decline in overall national intelligence. Prevailing theories of heredity and their
influential advocates maintained that inferior traits were necessarily transmitted
without modification from generation to generation. As a eugenic report pub-
lished in 1918 on the “Care of the Insane” in California put it: “the whole stream
of human life is being constantly polluted by the admixture of the tainted blood
of the extremely defective.”3

The story of the people who arranged and carried out sterilizations in North
America, how and why they did it, and the story of those who were sterilized are
the subject of this book. Our aim is twofold: (1) to understand why these eugenic
sterilizations occurred, and (2) why they continued to occur after 1945. In
answering the latter question, we seek an understanding of why, despite the
revelations of the German National Socialists’ mass sterilization program and
their mass murder of the mentally handicapped, sterilization in North America
continued and, in some states, increased in the following decades.

Understanding coerced sterilization requires sifting the copious sets
of primary documents on the topic. The book relies on archives from about
twenty collections in four countries. In addition, there is a rich historical
literature on eugenics and sterilization. Dozens of scholars have written
meticulously researched and carefully argued books on eugenic ideas
and eugenic policy in the United Kingdom,4 the United States,5 and

3 Report by John R. Haynes, an influential eugenicist advocate and administrator on the California
State Board of Charities Corrections, cited in AlexandraMinna Stern, Eugenic Nation: Faults and
Frontiers of Better Breeding in Modern America (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2005),
103 and 253.

4 G.R. Searle, Eugenics and Politics in Britain, 1900–1914 (Leyden: Noordhoff International
Publishing, 1976); David Barker, “The Biology of Stupidity: Genetics, Eugenics and Mental
Deficiency in the Inter-War Years,” British Journal of the History of Science 22, no. 3 (1989):
347–75; Richard A. Soloway, Demography and Degeneration: Eugenics and the Declining
Birthrate in Twentieth Century Britain (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1990);
Mathew Thomson, The Problem ofMental Deficiency: Eugenics, Democracy, and Social Policy in
Britain, c. 1870–1959 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998).

5 Mark H. Haller, Eugenics: Hereditarian Attitudes in American Thought. (New Brunswick, NJ:
Rutgers University Press, 1963); Philip R. Reilly, The Surgical Solution: A History of Involuntary
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Germany,6 as well as comparative studies of these and other countries.7 We
cannot and we do not intend to replicate the exhaustive detail of existing case
studies, and, in part for this reason, we devote as much space to the understudied
postwar period as we do to the prewar one.8 Our aim in the prewar chapters is
rather to use this literature to draw out further comparisons (including in partic-
ular the neglected and important case of Canada)9 and to reflect on the general
factors determining whether states adopted coerced sterilization policies.

The following portions of the book can be read in several ways: as organiza-
tional histories of some of the chief pro-sterilization lobby groups, as oral
histories of the victims of coerced sterilization, and as what might be called
“alternate histories.” In the last, we offer in particular revisionist histories of two
great social movements and one transformative social program: the choice
movement, the anti-population growth movement, and the Great Society pro-
grams. All three had important eugenic undercurrents, and many of the

Sterilization in the United States (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1991);
Elazar Barkan, The Retreat of Scientific Racism: Changing Concepts of Race in Britain and the
United States between the Two World Wars (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1992); Ian
R. Dowbiggin, Keeping America Sane: Psychiatry and Eugenics in the United States and Canada,
1880–1940 (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1997);WendyKline,Building a Better Race:Gender,
Sexuality, and Eugenics from the Turn of the Century to the Baby Boom (Berkeley: University of
California Press, 2001); Stern,EugenicNation;MarkA. Largent,BreedingContempt: TheHistory
of Coerced Sterilization in the United States (New Brunswick: Rutgers University Press, 2008);
Paul A. Lombardo, ed., A Century of Eugenics in America: From the Indiana Experiment to the
Human Genome Era (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2011).

6 Gisela Bock,Zwangssterilisation imNationalsozialismus (Opladen:Westdeutscher Verlag, 1986);
Peter Weingart, “German Eugenics between Science and Politics,”Osiris 2nd series, vol. 5 (1989):
260–82; Sheila F. Weiss, “Race and Class in Fritz Lenz’s Eugenics,” Medizinhistorisches Journal:
Internationale Vierteljahresschrift für Wissenschaftsgeschichte 27, nos. 1–2 (1992): 5–25;
Paul Weindling, Health, Race and German Politics between National Unification and Nazism
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1989); Weindling, “The Survival of Eugenics in 20th
Century Germany,” American Journal of Human Genetics 52, no. 3 (1993): 643–9;
Michael Burleigh, Death and Deliverance: Euthanasia in Germany c. 1900–1945 (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1994); Benno Müller-Hill, Murderous Science: Elimination by
Scientific Selection of Jews, Gypsies, and Others, Germany, 1933–1945 (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 1988).

7 Daniel J. Kevles, In the Name of Eugenics: Genetics and the Uses of HumanHeredity (Cambridge:
HarvardUniversity Press, 1995); Dowbiggin,KeepingAmerica Sane; Diane B. Paul, “Eugenics and
the Left,” in Politics of Heredity: Essays on Eugenics, Biometrics, and the Nature-Nature Debate
(Albany: State University of New York Press, 1998), chapter 2; Nancy Leys Stepan, The Hour of
Eugenics (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1991); and Ian Dowbiggin, The Sterilization
Movement andGlobal Fertility in the Twentieth Century (Oxford:Oxford University Press, 2008).

8 See Johanna Schoen, Choice and Coercion: Birth Control, Sterilization and Abortion in Public
Health and Welfare (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2005); Matthew Connelly,
Fatal Misconception: The Struggle to Control World Population (Cambridge: Harvard University
Press, 2008).

9 For major exceptions, see Dowbiggin, Keeping America Sane; Angus McLaren,Our Own Master
Race: Eugenics in Canada, 1885–1945 (Toronto: McClelland & Stewart, 1990); Carolyn Strange
and Jennifer A. Stephen, “Eugenics in Canada: A Checkered History 1850s–1990s,” in Oxford
Handbook of the History of Eugenics, ed. Bashford and Levine, 523–38.
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individuals involved in all three had previously enthusiastically supported
eugenics and coerced eugenic sterilization.

translating ideas into policy: coerced eugenic
sterilization

Political scientists have devoted sparse attention to the study of eugenics and
coerced sterilization. This oversight is curious. Sterilization policy across the
United States was a significant plank of public policy, one that directly affected
tens of thousands of people and indirectly affected hundreds of thousands more.
The study of policy is basic to the discipline, and work on sterilization should be
mainstream, not marginal, in policy studies. Furthermore, a core interest of
political scientists is power, and the sterilization of the mentally handicapped
was a case par excellence of the exercise and abuse of power. Over the past
century, the mentally ill and developmentally disabled have been stigmatized,
isolated, and institutionalized; their bodies have been poked, prodded,
restrained, electrically shocked, beaten, and mutilated. They have been robbed
of their dignity, their reproductive power, their citizenship, and, at times, their
lives. The mistreatment of these individuals is one of the great human rights
abuses of the twentieth century, and political scientists have all but ignored it.

Two factors likely account for political scientists’ neglect of coerced steriliza-
tion. First, coerced sterilization is a quintessential example of illiberal social
policy, and scholars have paid little attention to illiberal policy as public policy.
Although recognized as a category,10 there has been a marked hesitancy on the
part of scholars to apply established social science techniques to the study of
policies such as genocide, mass expulsion, slavery, sterilization, or even the more
mundane illiberal policies such as conditional welfare benefits, workfare, and
other punitive social policies. Scholars have accorded extensive attention to anti-
liberal political parties and, to some degree, to the movements supporting them,
but, even here, they are viewed as distinct spheres of inquiry rather than as
mainstream social science.11

Second, coerced sterilization continues to be viewed as prewar history. It is in
fact also part of postwar politics. The practice of eugenic sterilization persisted in
major liberal democracies until the 1970s, and, in some cases, it is still with us
today.12 Eugenic sterilization did not endwith the SecondWorldWar. It also did
not end when the world began to learn that doctors in National Socialist
Germany had sterilized hundreds of thousands of mental patients, murdered

10 Desmond King, In the Name of Liberalism: Illiberal Social Policy in the United States and Britain
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999).

11 Hence there is the hesitation to view right-wing, anti-immigrant, Islamophobic movements in
Europe as “new social movements.”

12 Alison Bashford, “Epilogue: Where Did Eugenics Go?” in Oxford Handbook to the History of
Eugenics, ed. Bashford and Levine, 539–58.
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80,000 more, and used them to conduct experiments in the very gassing techni-
ques used to liquidate the Jews of Europe. On the contrary, the coerced steri-
lization of the mentally ill in North America continued and, in other states,
increased. It did not end in most states until the 1970s. In some places, it did not
end at all.13

The question of why policies adopted in the 1910s, 1920s, and 1930s could
last so long and at such human cost does not admit of easy answers, and it is dealt
with in the second part of the book. The explanation rests on the examination of
archival records and through conversations with dozens of individuals whowere
sterilized unknowingly, against their will, and sometimes after an impossible
choice between a barren freedom and a fertile imprisonment. We have gathered,
corroborated, and weaved into the narrative the personal stories of some of
those who were forcibly sterilized.

In offering an account of why coerced sterilizations continued after the war –
and therefore after the Holocaust and the human rights revolution –we focus on
the interaction among institutions, ideas, and agents. The decision to sterilize
was made by officials (Eugenics Boards populated with doctors, asylum super-
intendents, and social workers) holding power over the mentally ill and devel-
opmentally disabled. The key figure in our account is the superintendent, and the
key institution is the home for the feebleminded.14 The vast majority of official
sterilizations occurred within institutions (North Carolina is the exception), and
the rules and ethos of the mental health institution are central to understanding
how sterilization could continue, especially in the postwar years.15

In the institutions, the superintendent had near-complete legal power over the
patients, and he (it was almost invariably a “he”) was the central figure in
deciding (a) whether the institution would sterilize its patients at all and (b)
whether an individual’s sterilization would be authorized. Institutional practice

13 In the late 1990s, a semi-voluntary sterilization program in Peru resulted in hundreds of thousands
of coercive sterilizations and eighteen documented deaths. When the law was passed, progressive
forces congratulated President Alberto Fujimori for taking on the Roman Catholic Church. Brita
Schmidt, “Forced Sterilization in Peru,” Committee on Women, Population, and the
Environment, July 12, 2006. Available at: http://www.cwpe.org/resources/popcontrol/forcedster-
peru. The statistic on deaths comes from “Peru: Forced Sterilization Cases Reopened; 300,000
Women Sterilized,” Latinamerica Press, January 28, 2013, available at: http://www.eurasiare
view.com/05112011-peru-forced-sterilization-cases-reopened/

14 In Alberta, members of the Eugenics Boards traveled to and made a decision in favor or against
sterilization within the mental health institutions themselves. “Return asked for by Mr Giroux
respecting Members of the Sexual Sterilization Act Board,” March 2, 1932, ACC, GR 1970.44,
31/1173, Provincial Archives of Alberta (PAAB). These institutions included the Provincial
Training School, Red Deer, and the Provincial Mental Hospital, Ponoka.

15 Less practical to determine is how many sterilizations occurred in private institutions and how
many were voluntary. The distinction between voluntary and involuntary sterilization was, as we
will see, a fuzzy one throughout the twentieth century. Some arrangements called “voluntary”
with patient consent were in fact closer to coercive.
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was that arbitrary. In other cases, social workers held the power of the purse:
theymade renewal of financial support dependent on submission to sterilization.

The relationship among agency, institutions, and ideas is a theoretical and an
empirical one, and it needs to be developed. Before doing so, we position the
book’s argument within the scholarly literature.

the intellectual terrain

Although it can appear at times to indulge in theorizing for its own sake, social
science theory is ultimately about isolating causality, and it shares this aim with
history.16 In the latter, historians have developed, explicitly or implicitly, several
theoretical frameworks for the study of eugenics and coerced sterilization. Subject
to inevitable overlap, five approaches can be teased out of the existing literature.

1. Eugenics as a Religion

The first approach views eugenics a new religion,17 which would have been a bitter
irony to some of the leading eugenicists, given their hostility to religion and to
religious believers. Like religion, eugenics was a comprehensive framework that
gave reasons for the state of theworld and also prescribed actionsmeant to improve
it in the future. More specifically, eugenics provided an account of both the origins
of human difference and the correct social and economic policies needed to deal
with it. Francis Galton, as historian Daniel Kevles put it, was the “founder of the
faith.”18 Like many religions, it promised salvation – in this case, from biology.
“Could not,”Galton wrote, “the race of men be similarly improved? Could not the
undesirables be got rid of and the desirables multiplied?” Kevles takes the rhetoric
further: “Could man not actually take charge of his own evolution?”19 What made
eugenics unique was the incorporation of scientific language into a religious world-
view.20 As Michael Burleigh writes in one of the best descriptions, eugenics was a
“collectivist, materialist, technocratic creed which promised to conquer in a
Prometheanway, nature’s final frontier andwhich, like socialism itself, had evolved
from primitive utopianism into a secular religion with scientific pretentions.”21

16 There are a number of works that tell us what happenedwithout speculating onwhy, but these are
generally works that “broke” the story of eugenics or some part of it. SeeMüller-Hill,Murderous
Science; Stefan Kühl, The Nazi Connection: Eugenics, American Racism and German National
Socialism (New York: Oxford University Press, 1994).

17 Kevles, In the Name of Eugenics, 12–13.
18 Ibid., chapter 1.
19 Ibid., 3. The first two questions are direct quotations fromGalton. The last is posed rhetorically by

Kevles. Ibid.
20 Marius Turda, “Race, Science, and Eugenics in the Twentieth Century,” inOxford Handbook of

the History of Eugenics, ed. Bashford and Levine, 73.
21 Michael Burleigh, “Eugenic Utopias and the Genetic Present,” Totalitarian Movements and

Political Religions 1, no. 1 (2000): 64.
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That the eugenicists held such views is indisputable, and the religion analogy
is a powerful one. Galton himself directly makes this connection:

[Eugenics] must be introduced into the national conscience, like a new religion. It
has, indeed, strong claims to become an orthodox religious tenet of the future, for
eugenics co-operate with the workings of nature by securing that humanity shall be
represented by the fittest races.22

Nonetheless, defining eugenics as a religion provides little explanatory value; it is
really another way of saying that eugenics was a comprehensive ideological
framework with policy prescriptions. The question is why these policy prescrip-
tions were followed. Certain religions, such as Islam and Christianity, attract
billions of followers; others, such as the Bahá’í faith, attract a few million. As
students of ideational approaches to politics note, the fact of policy impact
cannot be read off the coherence of an ideational framework.23

2. Eugenics as Racialist Policy

The second approach views eugenics as a racial project designed to purge the
population of nonwhite, homosexual, and/or poor people. Unsurprisingly, given
the country’s history of slavery, accounts of eugenics in the United States often
fall into this category.24 As one book recently put it, “in the early decades of the
twentieth century, not long after the technology of surgical sterilization had been
devised, state governments throughout the United States began a quest for racial
purity that would change the lives of thousands of their citizens.”25 In a similar
(if more jargon-ridden) vein, another scholar argues, referring to eugenicists’
support for nationality-based immigration control:

[E]ugenics . . . has played a pivotal role in nationalist and racist enterprises. . . .
Central to the [pursuit of racial purity] is a “racism of extermination or elimination
(an ‘exclusive’ racism) and a racism of oppression or exploitation (an ‘inclusive’

22 Quoted in G.K. Chesterton, Eugenics and Other Evils: An Argument against the Scientifically
Organized Society (London: Cassel, 1922; repr., Seattle: Inkling Books, 2000), 57.

23 Sheri Berman, “Ideas, Norms and Culture in Political Analysis,” Comparative Politics 33, no. 2
(2001): 231–50; and Daniel Béland and Robert H. Cox, eds., Ideas and Politics in Social Science
Research (New York: Oxford University Press, 2011).

24 Edwin Black,War against the Weak: Eugenics and America’s Campaign to Create a Master Race
(New York: Four Walls Eight Windows, 2003); Harry Bruinius, Better for All the World: The
Secret History of Forced Sterilization and America’s Quest for Racial Purity (New York: Knopf,
2006). Black’s account may be the most strident of this view: “in America this battle to wipe out
whole ethnic groups was fought . . . [to] create a superior Nordic race.” Ibid., xv. He adds,
“American eugenicists were convinced they could forcibly reshape humanity in their own
image.” Ibid., 21. Also see, in a more complicated way, Nancy Ordover, American Eugenics:
Race, Queer Anatomy, and the Science of Nationalism (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota
Press, 2003).

25 Bruinius, Better for All the World, 9.
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racism) . . .” Eugenics employed and rationalized both “inclusive” and “exclusive”
racism.26

These analyses are not so much wrong as overblown. Many eugenicists were
racist and held views of black, Asian, Latino, and indigenous people that most
now regard as repugnant. In this stance they were, however, hardly unique: an
unreflective assumption of Northern European racial superiority was common
in North America before the Second World War. These eugenicists were prod-
ucts of their time. But their eugenics was not, at its core, a racist attempt to
eliminate other races; the motivation was to improve the lot of white North
Americans. Indeed, and rather paradoxically, racism was until the 1960s some-
thing of a shield for African Americans from eugenicists’ practices. North
American eugenicists viewed their society’s African American citizens as so
removed from the mainstream of the white society as not to warrant consider-
ation in the development of this new public policy.

Had North American eugenics been fundamentally racist, nonwhite people
would have been a primary target of the policy of coerced sterilization. They
were not. On the contrary, the majority of sterilized people was white. Virginia
opened the first institution for feebleminded African Americans only in 1939,
and, across the state, physicians concerned with sterilization rarely if ever
mention race.27 Across the South, only a handful of institutions were opened
for African Americans, and only a few white institutions admitted African
Americans – to segregated sections, of course.28 Southern eugenicists shared
Northerners’ overwhelming concern with the threat posed by the (white) feeble-
minded rather than African Americans.29At the same time, some leading eugen-
icists distanced themselves from the most overt forms of racism. In 1947,
Wickliffe Draper, a wealthy racist benefactor, offered to fund Birthright, Inc.,
one of the United States’ main pro-eugenic sterilization organizations, on the
condition that the organization’s research supported racial prejudice and justi-
fied Southern miscegenation laws.30 Birthright’s founder turned his offer of

26 Ordover, American Eugenics, xv.
27 JamesW. Trent, Inventing the Feeble Mind: A History of Mental Retardation in the United States

(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1994), 177.
28 One separate institution for African Americans was the Petersburg State Colony. Like other

institutions, it began with high hopes for vocational training but soon become an overcrowded
“dumping ground for delinquent black youths.” Steven Noll, Feeble-Minded in Our Midst:
Institutions for the Mentally Retarded in the South, 1900–1940 (Chapel Hill: University of
North Carolina Press, 1995), 100. Another institution for African Americans was North
Carolina’s Goldsboro State Hospital for Negroes. Ibid., 102.

29 See ibid., 92, and chapter 5 generally.
30 Dowbiggin, SterilizationMovement, 49–50. The suggestion came from Paul Popenoe. Popenoe to

Marian S. Olden, January 20, 1947, 2/14, Association for Voluntary Sterilization Records (AVS),
University of Minnesota, Minneapolis, MN.
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