HIST 498 F Colloquium in History, Winter 2003

History of Eugenics in American Society

University of Washington, Dept of History

Meetings: Wed. 11:30-1:20, MGH 293

Instructor: Joanne Woiak, jwoiak@u.washington.edu

Office hours: Wed. 10:30-11:15 and 1:30-2:45, and by appointment, in Smith 103F

Class description and goals: At the height of its popularity (1900-1930s), the American eugenics movement proposed and implemented a variety of policies for “improving the biological quality of the human race.” These ranged from fairly benign educational efforts such as “fitter family” contests, to more oppressive measures such as immigration restrictions and compulsory sterilization of those deemed genetically unfit. Today we often hear warnings that advanced genetic technologies will open a “backdoor” to a revived and more powerful form of eugenics. However, the use of the term eugenics in these discussions is problematic: as historian Diane Paul has argued, “eugenics is a word with nasty connotations but an indeterminate meaning.”


Eugenics has often been considered by historians of science as a classic example of the influence of social ideologies and interests on the direction of scientific research. Recent studies of the comparative history of eugenics worldwide have also emphasized that eugenic thought was never monolithic, as shown in particular by the essays in Mark Adams, The Wellborn Science (1990). This course will pursue both of these historiographical approaches, utilizing primary and secondary sources to address a series of questions about the history of eugenics in the United States. We will explore how eugenics was defined by different people in the early decades of the twentieth century. Was there any identifiable core concept of eugenics that lay behind the diverse theories, ideologies, and programs encompassed by that term? What was the relationship between eugenics and the emerging science of genetics? What were the politics and professions of the eugenicists? Can we learn anything about the level of public support or opposition to the eugenics movement? With its emphasis on reproductive issues, how was eugenics perceived by women and feminists? How successful were the eugenicists in passing legislation, and which types of people were targeted by it? Did eugenic practices and discourses change during the Great Depression? What was the effect in America of the disclosure of the Nazi atrocities committed in the name of eugenics? To what extent was post-war work in human genetics and fertility influenced by eugenic priorities?


Another major goal of this course will be to address the relevance of the history of eugenics to present-day issues. A number of historians, sociologists, and philosophers have begun to explore in more subtle ways the continuities and discontinuities between eugenics and modern genetics/genomics. Paul notes that we need to avoid wielding the term eugenics “like a club. . . [as] a way of ending, not promoting, discussion.” Her work points to specific consequences of the new genetics that might intentionally or unintentionally repeat the evils of the old eugenics. On the other hand, some respected scholars such as Daniel Wikler and Philip Kitcher have tried to identify goals of the original eugenics movement that might be considered ethically sound, arguing that our society might be ready to pursue an “individual” or “utopian” form of eugenics. Some of the most powerful challenges to such an optimistic position have come from disability-rights and feminist perspectives. By the end of the course we will have considered various bioethical approaches to the issue of how the legacy of eugenics influences ongoing debates over genomics, genetic testing, and cloning.

Required texts (at the University Bookstore and on reserve at Odegaard Library):
Charlotte Perkins Gilman, Herland (Dover, 1998)

Diane Paul, Controlling Human Heredity: 1895 to the Present (Humanity Books, 1995)

Anne Kerr and Tom Shakespeare, Genetic Politics: From Eugenics to Genome (New Clarion, 2002)

A course packet with the rest of the required readings is on sale at the Ave. Copy Center (4141 University Way, downstairs)


Books listed as supplementary readings are on reserve at Odegaard

Assignments and value:
     10%  Class participation (do the reading and come prepared to discuss it)
     10%  Short paper (summarizing a secondary source), due at start of class Feb. 5
Choose one of the supplementary books on reserve and read one chapter from it. Write 2 pages (typed, double-spaced) paraphrasing the main arguments made by that historian and discussing how primary and secondary sources are used to defend and situate the arguments. Be sure to identify the central thesis of the chapter (if there is one), and summarize the author’s points in your own words. Do not write a critical book review; I only want to see that you understand the arguments and use of sources. Your paper must include proper citations and a bibliography.

     10%  In-class oral presentation
This should be 10-15 minutes long, in which you summarize and comment on some of the main issues from the readings that week, and pose questions for class discussion.

     10%  Annotated bibliography (library research)
Go to the library and find 5 texts, a mix of both primary and secondary sources, that would be useful in beginning a research project on a question relating to your presentation. List these sources in a proper bibliography, and for each write 3-4 sentences summarizing its contents and explaining how it pertains to your topic. NO web sources will be permitted for this exercise. Do not use any of the assigned readings, and do not use more than one of the supplementary readings. Also supply the call number of each item and the library where you found it. Due one week after you give your presentation.

     60%  Research paper, based largely on primary sources, due Fri. Mar. 14, 4pm
This will be 12-15 pages long, presenting the results of your library research into a particular question about the history of eugenics. Your essay will be organized around a thesis statement (main interpretive claim), and it will contain copious references to the texts you have used in formulating and supporting your arguments. By week 6 or 7 you will also be required to submit a proposal outlining your topic and tentative thesis statement, and a bibliography listing 5 or more non-web sources (a mix of primaries and secondaries) used in your project. All students will make an appointment to consult with the instructor about their ideas and the progress of their research.

Policies for this course:
Submitting work, late work, returning work: Written assignments will be collected at the start of the class period. Your final paper must be delivered to my office (Smith 103F) by 4:00 on Mar. 14. Do not submit anything via email unless you have obtained written permission from me in advance. Requests for extensions must be discussed with me well before the due date; other late work will not be accepted. Keep copies of all submitted work for your protection. I will try to return all written work to you one or two weeks after the submission date. If you would like to have your final paper returned, please provide a large mailing envelope, self-addressed and stamped. Otherwise I will hold your paper for pick_up after the quarter.

Grading scale (for individual assignments and final grade):
A  4.0: 98-100%
B+ 3.3: 88%
B- 2.6: 80%
C 1.9: 73%
D+ 1.2: 67%

A 3.9: 96-97%
B+ 3.2: 87%
B- 2.5: N/A
C- 1.8: 72%
D 1.1: 65-66%

A- 3.8: 94-95%
B 3.1: 85-86%
C+ 2.4: 79%
C- 1.7: 71%
D 1.0: 64%

A- 3.7: 93%
B 3.0: 84%
C+ 2.3: 78%
C- 1.6: 70%
D 0.9: 63%

A- 3.6: 92%
B 2.9: 83%
C+ 2.2: 77%
C- 1.5: N/A
D- 0.8: 61-62%

A- 3.5: 90-91%
B- 2.8: 82%
C 2.1: 75-76%
D+ 1.4: 69%
D- 0.7: 60%

B+ 3.4: 89%
B- 2.7: 81%
C 2.0: 74%
D+ 1.3: 68%
E 0.0: 0-59%

Documenting sources: When writing an essay, all direct quotations, paraphrases, information, interpretations, and opinions taken from another person’s work must be identified. Providing documentation will answer your reader’s questions such as “Where did you get that?” or “Why should this claim be believed?” Use quotation marks and footnotes whenever you use someone else’s exact words. Citations are also required to indicate that you have borrowed ideas or facts from a particular source, even if you are not quoting from it. Every paper submitted for this course must have a bibliography listing all sources cited and consulted. For guidelines on MLA documentation style see <webster.commnet.edu/mla/index.shtml>.

Academic integrity: All work submitted for evaluation and course credit must be an original effort. Plagiarism means presenting the words or ideas of another person as if they were your own, for example by turning in someone else’s work or failing to document material you have quoted or borrowed. It is a serious offence and punishable under the provisions of the University’s Student Conduct Code. If you are unsure about your use of sources or are having other difficulties with your writing, please come to my office hours or make an appointment with the History Writing Center. Any evidence of cheating or plagiarism, whether intentional or accidental, will result in a grade of zero for that assignment. Additional sanctions may also be imposed by the University administration. You are responsible for understanding all aspects of University regulations regarding academic integrity.

Weekly Topics and Readings
Jan 8  Introduction to the Course
Jan 15  Organizing the Eugenics Movement, 1900-1930

Diane Paul, pp. 1-49


Anne Kerr & Tom Shakespeare, pp. 1-21

“mainline” style of eugenics (science, policies, rhetoric):

Garland Allen, “The Eugenics Record Office at Cold Spring Harbor, 1910-1940”


Charles Davenport & David Weeks, A First Study of the Inheritance of Epilepsy (1911)

alternative styles of eugenics (more emphasis on role of environment):

Martin Pernick, “Eugenics and Public Health in American History”


excerpts from Proceedings of the First National Conference on Race Betterment  (1914)

Supplementary books on reserve:


Daniel Kevles, In the Name of Eugenics

Mark Haller, Eugenics: Hereditarian Attitudes in American Thought

Steven Selden, Inheriting Shame: The Story of Eugenics and Racism in America

Donald Pickens, Eugenics and the Progressives

Kenneth Ludmerer, Genetics and American Society
Jan 22  The Menace of the Feebleminded

Diane Paul, pp. 50-114


Anne Kerr & Tom Shakespeare, pp. 22-61 (German and Scandinavian eugenics)


Chelyen Davis, “Eugenics Debate Stirs Additional Controversy”


Deborah Blum, “Reproductive Wrongs”

US involuntary sterilization laws and practices:
H. H. Laughlin, “Calculations on the Working Out of a Proposed Program of Sterilization” (1914)


J. H. Landman, Human Sterilization (1932)

racist ideology, immigration restriction, marriage laws:

Madison Grant, The Passing of the Great Race (1921)


Charles Davenport, State Laws Limiting Marriage Selection (1913)

Supplementary books on reserve:


Philip Reilly, The Surgical Solution: A History of Involuntary Sterilization in the US

James Trent, Inventing the Feeble Mind

E. S. Gosney and Paul Popenoe, Twenty-eight Years of Sterilization in California (1939)

Jan 29  Social Radicals and Eugenics: Feminism, Race Motherhood, Birth Control
maternal feminism and eugenics:

Charlotte Perkins Gilman, Herland (1915)


Wendy Kline, Building a Better Race, pp. 7-31

birth control and eugenics:

Diane Paul, pp. 91-96


Margaret Sanger, Woman and the New Race (1920)


Henry Fairfield Osborn, “Birth Selection versus Birth Control” (1932)


Angela Davis, Women, Race, and Class, pp. 202-21

Supplementary books on reserve:


Linda Gordon, Woman’s Body, Woman’s Right

Wendy Kline, Building a Better Race

Carole McCann, Birth Control Politics
Feb 5  How Popular was Eugenics? Public Knowledge and Opinions
contesting forced sterilization:

Inmate, Ward 8 [Marion Marle Woodson], Behind the Door of Delusion (1932)


Philip Reilly, The Surgical Solution, pp. 111-27

popularizing eugenics in film, textbooks, exhibits:

Martin Pernick, The Black Stork, pp. 129-41


National Public Radio program on “The Black Stork” movie (infant euthanasia)


Steven Selden, Inheriting Shame, pp. 63-83


excerpts from A Decade of Progress in Eugenics (1934)

Supplementary books on reserve:

Martin Pernick, The Black Stork: Eugenics and the Death of “Defective” Babies in American Medicine and Motion Pictures since 1915
Hamilton Cravens, The Triumph of Evolution: The Heredity-Environment Controversy, 1900-1941
Feb 12  Bad Eugenics vs. Good Eugenics? 1930s-1970s

Diane Paul, pp. 115-35


Anne Kerr & Tom Shakespeare, pp. 62-78

reform eugenics, population control, and more sterilizations:

“Men and Mice at Edinburgh” (1939)


Garland Allen, “Old Wine in New Bottles: From Eugenics to Population Control”


Linda Gordon, Woman’s Body, Woman’s Right, pp. 391-401


Philip Reilly, The Surgical Solution, pp. 128-65

“individual eugenics”: human genetics and genetic counseling:

Robert Sinsheimer, “The Prospect of Designed Genetic Change” (1969)


Evelyn Fox Keller, “Nature, Nurture, and the Human Genome Project”


Dorothy Wertz, “Eugenics is Alive and Well: A Survey of Genetic Professionals”

Feb 19  Specters of Eugenics: Biological Determinism and Lives not Worth Living

Anne Kerr & Tom Shakespeare, pp.79-119

The Human Genome Project and The Bell Curve

Robert Proctor, “Genomics and Eugenics: How Fair Is the Comparison?”


Stephen Jay Gould, The Mismeasure of Man, pp. 367-78

Utopian Eugenics?

Philip Kitcher, The Lives to Come, pp. 181-269 (book on reserve)


Allen Buchanan, et.al., From Chance to Choice, pp. 40-60

Feb 26  Genetic Testing, Choice, and Quality Control

Anne Kerr & Tom Shakespeare, pp. 120-189


Diane Paul, “Eugenic Anxieties, Social Realities, and Political Choices”


Abby Lippman, “Genetic Construction of Prenatal Testing”


Ruth Chadwick, “Can Genetic Counseling Avoid the Charge of Eugenics?”


Anne Kerr, et al., “Eugenics and the New Genetics in Britain”

also recommended:


K. Rothenberg and E. Thomson, eds., Women and Pre-natal Testing

E. Parens and A. Asch, eds., Prenatal Testing and Disability Rights

Barbara Katz Rothman, The Book of Life
Mar 5  Consultations

Mar 12  Consultations

Mar 14  Research papers due

