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25. "It is the view of the society that d . estltution, so far as it is 
represented by pauperism (and there is no other standard) is to a 

large extend confined to a special or degenerate class". 

(Eugenics Review III (1910-11» p.170 

26. National Committee for the Prevention of Destitution (1911 session 

Mental Deficiency Section) p.72 (NCPD) 

27. Eugenics Review III (1911-12) p.172 

28. W.C.D. Whetham - Eugenics and Unemployment (Cambridge: Bowes & 

Bowes 1910) Heredity and Destitution (Nature 86 (1911) 484-6) 

Heredity and Destitution (Eugenics Review III (1911-12) 131-42) 

29. Nature p.485 

30. Eugenics Review III (1911-12) p.135 

31. ibid. p.140. This alsomade it possible to avoid some of the more 

elitist corollories of the natural selection position and make 

comparisons within classes. "With few exceptions, the best stocks 

of every class, the best families in each rank of life, are being 

supplanted by the progeny of the residuum". ibid. 

32. ibid. p.14l. Or again "it is undeniable that the ranks of the 

paupers contain a certain proportion of those who, mentally or 

physically, are hereditarily unsound". p.486 

33. Issued by the Department of Applied Mathematics, University 

College, London, at that time run by Karl Pearson. There was no 

doubt as to the purpose of the series. In the prefatory note to 

monograph number seven (E.C. Snow - The intensity of Natural 

Selection in Man) Pearson wrote, liThe chief problem which 

impresses itself upon all social enquirers of the present-day 

centres in the question of whether the enormous growth of 

charitable institutions and the municipal provision made for the 

poor and destitute, unaccompanied as they are by any effective 

limitation on reproduction, are not tending towards the 
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degeneration of the race by handicapping the fitter for the sake 

of the less fit members of societytl. 

34. D. Heron - On the relation of fertility in man to social status , 
and on the changes in this relation that have taken place during 

the last fifty years (Dulau & Co. 1906) p.3 

35. ibid. p.5 

36. ibid. p.13 

37. ibid. p.13. There was considerable debate, not discussed here, of 

the selective effects, if any, of infant mortality. For the social • 

welfare side see the comments by H.M. Blagg in The Commonwealth 

XVI (1911) 43-6 and for the statistical technicalities see 

J. Brownlee{ - The Relation of Infantile Mortality to Mortality in 

Subsequent Life (Journal of the Royal Statistical Society 80 (1917) 

222-42) 

38. ibid. p.12 

39. a. "There is some reason to believe that illegitimacy may tend to 

run in families, and is due in some cases to inherent desires so 

strong that they resolve themselves into deliberate or 

unrestrained intent, in others to mental defect, and in yet other 

cases to general weakness of character tl • (Eugenics Review II (1910-

11) p.188 

b. "Among the actually defective, as well as among the lower 

types, there is a diminished power of resistance to moral as well 

as to physical disorder, and less power of control". (Eugenics 

Review IV (1912-13) p.54 

40. G.P. Mudge for example took the position that there should be no 

'interference' with infant mortality. A similar argument went as 

follows, "But improved sanitation of the co-operative and 

compulsory type does more than save the weak. It saves the 

innately dirty people from the consequences of their habits". 

(Mendel Journal NQ. 3) p.129 
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41. See J. Brown - Charles Booth and Labour Colonies 1889-1905 

'Ec. Hist. Rev. 21 (1968) 349-70) 

42. NCPD op.cit. pp.75-6. For another brief discussion see H. Ellis _ 

The sterilisation of the unfit (Eugenics Review I (1909-10) 20a~6}\ 

43. The Pauper Investigation Committee argued that, "The right of the 

subject may be anything but the right to curse the future". 

(Eugenics Review II (1910-11) p.171 

44. I have taken the main currents of at least reform opinion from 

A.M. McBriar - Fabian Socialism and English Politics 1884-1918 

(Cambridge University Press 1962), as follows 

a. i) S. Webb - Eugenics and the poor law - the minority report 

(Eugenics Review II 1910-11 233-41 

ii) B. and S. Webb - The prevention of destitution (pub.191l) 

ch. 3 Destitution and Eugenics 

b. i) C.S. Loch - Eugenics and the poor law - the majority 

report (Eugenics Review II (1910-11) .229-41) 

ii) Cha~tty Organisation Review - various articles, reviews 

and editorial comments 

c. i) British Constitution Association leaflets No. 1 - Aims 

and Objects (nd. but ca. 1905) 

ii) B.C.A. Poor Law Papers No. 1 - Poor Law reform not 

revolution: a statement by the national committee of the 

BAC (2nd. ed. 1909) 

iii) B.C.A. Poor Law Papers No. 2 - W.A. Bai1ward - The reports 

of the poor law commissioners of 1834 and 1909 (1909) 

iv) W.A. Bailward - Socialism and the Poor Law (Anti

socialists union pamphlet No. 70 n.d.) Cf. Also 

Constitution Papers vols. 1-4. I can find almost no 

reference to heredity in the voluminous evidence given 

to the Poor Law Commission. 

45. Sir Arthur Clay - the principles of poor law reform (British 

Constitution Association Lecture 1910 pp.10-11. The BCA also 

included on its councilor committee such figures as W. Chance 

and T. Mackay, both regular contributors to the Charity 
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Organisation Review, taking what for convenience may be called 

the right-wing position within it. Cf. for example T. Mackay -

The poor law commission - what is it all about? (CoO.R. vol.XXIX 

(1911) 136-146) 

46. "There is considerable evidence that as a nation we are breeding 

largely from our inferior stocks. The action of the present 

poor law in subsidising the reproduction of mental, moral and 

physical defectives and in discouraging the thrifty from 

undertaking the responsibilities of parentage, is one of the most 

important factors in this process, and one of the most easily 

dealt with". (Eugenic Review II (1910-11) p.240 

47. The Prevention of Destitution p.47 

48. So far as I know no eugenist ever suggested this in public but it 

is possible some may have thought it. 

49. Prevention of Destitution p.47 

50. The eugenists were not unaware of these points Cf. J.A. Lindsay -

Immunity from disease considered in relation to eugenics (Eugenic 

Review IV (1912-13) 117-135). Eugenists in fact tended towards 

Webb's position on this point, see e.g. the Whetham articles 

cited in footnote 27. Webb's point was not a fanciful one - for 

a modern and of course more serious version see P.B. Medawar 

Do advances in medicine lead to genetic deterioration? in C.J. 

Bajema (ed.) - Natural Selection in Human Populations (John Wiley 

& Sons Inc 1971) where innate resistance to epidemic diseases is 

characterised as a "cheap genetic trick" (p.302) 

51. Charity Organisation Review 28 (1910) p.365 

52. B. Bosanquet - The problem of selection in human society (Charity 

Organisation Review 28 (1910) 369-86) 

53. ibid. p.379 

.J..-' t • 
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54. ibid. p.377 

55. Quoted in J. Harris - Beveridge (Oxford University Press 1977) p.103 

56. Eichholz - The Alleged Deterioration of Physique (Brit. Jnl. of 

Nursing 33 (1904» p.4l0 

57. A. Newsholme - The Declining Birth Rate (Cassell 1911) See pp.46 

for criticisms of Heron's book referred to above. And see 

critical comment on eugenics in The Crusade (Dec. 1910) 

58. Cf. Royal Commission vol. III Minority report pp.674-5 where 

detention colonies are proposed but it is unclear what the 

relations of the inmates to their families, if any, would be. 

59. It may be of interest to note here that after the First World War 

pauperism disappeared as a concept and was replaced in Eugenic 

circles by the notion of the social problem group. Sir Bernard 

Mallet designated the investigation of this group as the Society's 

next great task in 1932 (Eugenics Review XXIII p.203). It formed 

the centre piece of the Galton Lecture that year by E.J o Lidbetter 

entitled the Social Problem Group - as illustrated by a series 

of East London Pedigrees (Eugenics Review XXIV (1932) 1-12). A 

year later E.J. Lidbetter's great work was published or at least 

its first volume, financed partly by the Society and partly by the 

L.S.E. called Heredity and the Social Problem Group vol.I (Edward 

Arnold 1933). Leonard Darwin in his introduction remarked that 

"students of sociology will consult it for many years to come" 

(p.6). This does not appear to have been the case, indeed no 

further volumes saw the light of day. The discussion did not end 

there though. A later volume edited by C.P. Blacker called a 

Social Problem Group? (Oxford University Press 1937) whose 

interrogative title alone indicated accumulating doubts, an 

impression confirmed by the writings of many of the contributors. 

Later in the 30s and 40s discussion in the Society of these 

matters seems to have been strongly influenced by F. Lafitte and 

R. Titmus neither of whom appeared to have much sympathy with the 

social problem' group concept. For a review of later debates see 
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A.Phelp and N.Timms - The Problem of Problem Families 
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Chapter VI - DEGENERATE PARENTHOOD: EUGENICS AND ALCOHOLISM 

"On February 14, 1908, the first General Meeting of the Society was 

held at Denison House, the Hon. Sir John Cockburn in the chair ••• 

Dr. Saleeby drew attention to the then recent action of the London 

County counc~l in clos~the Hom~s for chro~ic inebriate women in 

the Metropo11tan area~the follow1ng resolutlon was unanimously 

passed. That the Eugenics Education Society enters a protest against 

the recent administration of the Inebriates Acts (of 1898) whereby, 

through the closing of the Inebriates Homes, some hundreds of chronic 

inebriate women will be set adrift in London, with an inevitably 

detrimental result to the race". Eugenics Review 1909. 

The Eugenics Education Society more or less began on an alcoholic 

note (1) and the issue is of interest primarily for the virulent 

controversy generated within the ranks of eugenists themselves. 

There were three distinct positions within the broad eugenics movement 

on the question of alcoholism (2). Perhaps the most publicised was 

the 'racial poison' school whose chief architect and spokesman was 

C. Saleeby (3). Within the Society he was closely 4upported by 

Crackanthorpe and in a more qualified manner by Tredgold (4) while 

outside it he had the backing of eugenically inclined doctors and 

temperance reformers (5). As the opening quotation indicates he early 

established his dominance over the Society's policy (6), but, his 

crusading manner notwithstanding, he faced opposition within the 

eugenics movement. A major opponent inside the Society, (elected a 

vice-president in 1910) (7), was Dr. G. Archdall Reid whose 

controversial position was of long standing and well known in the 

medical world. Outside the Society the figure most closely 

associated with eugenics was Karl Pearson, whose Eugenics Laboratory 

produced six major statements on the alcoholism question over the 

period 1910-1912. 

These three positions are most conveniently approached by looking at 

two rather separate disputes namely, that between Pearson and Saleeby 

(and their respective 'schools') and that between Archdall Reid and 

his critics. Their debates focussed largely in the first case on the 

question of heredity and in the second on the question of selection. 
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It must be made clear at the outset that in principle there was much 

that Pearson and Saleeby could agree on. Pearson's general position 

was broadly acceptable to all eugenists. He argued that alcoholism 

was a somatic mark of a germ-plasm defect. Necessarily then there 

were defects at the somatic level and at the germ-plasm level and some 

form of correspondence between the two. So e.g. a child might be 

defective "not because the parent is alcoholic, but because it is the 

product like the parent of a defective germ-plasm. The child may be 

physically and mentally fit, and yet when adult may exhibit alcoholic 

tendencies" (8). Here there was a form of direct correspondence -

alcoholism could be a specific germ-plasm defect with a definite 

chronology of appearance at the somatic level (9). For Pearson there 

was a second form of heredity which he called cross-heredity 

requiring a second type of correspondence, between a generalised form 

of defect at the germ-plasm level and a variety of forms at the 

somatic level, one of which might be alcoholism. The implications 

were clear - "If, as we think, the danger of alcoholic parentage lies 

chiefly in the direct and cross-hereditary factors of which it is the 

outward or somatic mark, the problem of those who are fighting 

alcoholism is one with the fundamental problems of eugenics" (10) that 

is, of course, problems of defective stocks. 

While there was much that Saleeby could accept - "the Eugenics 

Education Society has from the first recognised and fought for the 

principle that alcoholism is often a symptom of natural nervous defect 

such as should most certainly disqualify for parenthood" (11) -

Pearson1s formulations made no mention of any fdea of alcoholic 

poisoning of the germ plasm indeed one of the major argumen~of his 

various studies was that such poisoning did not occur. Controversy 

then centred on the possibility of a third form of heredity - a direct 

toxic effect on the parental germ-plasm caused by 'racial poisons' 

and requiring (in Saleeby's view) as a corollary of its acceptance a 

third form of eugenics (after positive and negative), a preventive 

eugenics (12). 

The essential ingredients of the notion of racial poison were firstly 
. 

that it involved a poisoning of the germ material and was thus to be 

clearly disting~ished from ante-natal poisoning. It could affect the 
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germ cells of either parent. Secondly, the damaging of the germ plasm 

could take place without damaging the individual himself - i.e. he 

could simply 'carry' the potential bad effects. Thirdly the racial 

poisons could damage certain entities, without fundamentally 

altering them. Thus for example damaged versions of nerve cells 

remained nerve cells, they did not become liver cells or whatever. 

This was Saleeby's explanation of the fact that blastophthoria (a term 

coined by Forel, a Zurich psychiatrlst, to describe the process) was 

not a case of heredity in the proper sense (not a mutation) and 

therefore not subject to the Mendelian rules (though Saleeby was not 

always consistent on this). Finally there seems also to have been a 

somewhat ill-defined notion that even having sustained damage the 

germ-plasm could regenerate itself (13). 

Thus these two different positions, both claiming to be eugenic and 

both attributing a great deal of importance to heredity, approached 

the question of alcoholism in quite different ways. How was such 

discordance and disagreement possible? One obvious answer was that 

the whole controversy was ultimately trivial because animated on one 

side by Temperance fanaticism, intolerant of any evidence that denied 

the more extreme views of the Temperance cause. In this view (14) the 

problem lay in the genuineness or otherwise of the protagonists in the 

debate rather than the arguments themselves. Indeed as a Lancet 

editorial rather tartly put it, liTo minds with a bent for fantastic 

speculation it might be suggested as a subject of curious consideration 

why controversy on the question of alcohol is so apt to produce in the 

controversialists many mental phenomena which have a singular 

resemblance to the effects which alcohol itself produces on the 

judgement and temper of those who take too much of it" (15). This 

explanation was prompted by undoubted inconsistencies in the 

criticisms levelled against Pearson. For example, as he showed, the 

research that was often cited against him frequently failed to observe 

some of the very criteria he was himself accused of failing to observe 

and on the basis of which his research was rejected as fundamentally 

misconceived. Of course this element was present (16) as well as a 

dislike of Pearson himself but possibly there was a little more to it 

than that. There is at least the question why should Temperance 

fanaticism find its expression in an hereditari~Aargument? The 
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answer can only come from a deeper analysis of the two positions. 

There was some disagreement about characterisation of qualities which 

proved in this area to be a great problem. Both Saleeby and 

Sullivan made the criticism that the classifica";:ion wIthin the saraples 

used in Pearson's study was carried out by non-medical personnel which 

seriously reduced the value of the survey. According to Saleeby, 

" many ••• cases notably amongst women ••• , which to the outsider,or 

even for very long periods to the relatives, are reckoned sober, are 

really cases of steady decent tippling of the very kind which we should 

expect to have most marked effects upon the germ-plasm or upon the 

foetus" (17). The point here is that, on the one hand, doctors had 

made a rough distinction between alcoholism and drunkeness (18), but 

on the other hand the same problem applied to many studies which 

supported the Temperance cause and were used against Pearson. For 

example Laitinen, in his survey (19), asked his sample to 'diagnose' 

themselves! Thus it seems that medical men who were committed to the 

Temperance view, faced with a study which used certain methods 

rigorously and produced unacceptable conclusions, searched immediately 

for any possible criticisms and therefore obviously for what they 

knew best, namely the principles of their own practice. 

Disagreement extended also to the question of heredity. It has been 

pointed out that both positions (the racial poison school and 

Pearson) accepted a form of alcoholism which was symptomatic of 

hereditary nervous defect or degeneration. Both wanted to make a 

distinction between this and other forms. Thus much depended on how 

the notion of nervous defect was used. Sullivan distinguished between 

intoxication in those with normal and abnormal constitutions on the 

basis of different observed behaviour during drunkeness. In those of 

the former type "emotional instability is expressed in fatuous 

gaiety, in sentimental drivel, or in motiveless whimpering" (20) 

whereas those of the abnormal type showed wild maniacal excitement or 

prolonged dream consciousness. He also tried to deal with the 

statistical aspects of the question. Others besides Pearson were 

aware of the fact that "statistics which show nothing but the 

co-existence of the two conditions, or which attribute a causal 

influence to alcoholism on no better grounds than a history of 
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drunkeness prior to the recognition of lunacy, are of small value" (21) 

and in his examination of the insanity statistics Sullivan cast doubt 

on the attribution of insanity to antecedent alcoholism. The 

relation of parental alcoholism to the state of the progeny is, 

statistically at least, identical to the insanity question and 

Sullivan looked at this too. As with insanity alcoholism was "one of 

the most easily traced antecedents, and is pretty sure, therefore, to 

figure disproportionate1ly amongst the assigned causes of defect" (22). 

Yet despite this drawback Sullivan outlined and defended this data on 

the grounds that it had "the value that must attach to opinions based 

on wide experience and trained judgements" (23). As to the 

perennial difficulty of whether alcoholism was a ca.se or a symptom 

of nervous degeneration Sullivan argued on the basis of "the direct 

knowledge which we have of the possible effects of parental 

intoxications" (24) by which he meant experimental knowledge gained 

from animals; and he referred to the researches of Grassman, who 

found that in the family histories of the insane, while insanity was 

found in the grandparents and the collateral line alcoholism was met 

with chiefly in the father or mother. He concluded from this that 

"Obviously such a contrast would not appear if parental alcoholism 

were, like parental insanity a mere manifestation of a degenerate 

trait and not as it really is its direct and efficient cause" (25). 

These kinds of arguements were often repeated by others. When Miss 

M. Dendy (26) suggested that alcoholism was most often a result 

rather than a cause of feeble-mindedness the rights of doctors were 

swiftly reasserted in the British Journal of Inebriety: "Miss Dendy, 

of course, writes as a lay woman, without special knowledge of the 

medical aspects of this difficult problem ••• many careful observers 

in the best position to form unprejudiced opinion based on an actual 

clinical experience contend that there is a very close aetiological 

relationship between alcoholism and mental defectiveness" (27). 

There were numerous similar expressions of medical opinion (28) almost 

always containing two elements, namely a very great deal of trust in 

clinical experience and a preference for 'direct l
, which usually 

meant experimental 'proof'. In a discussion recorded in the British 

Journal of Inebriety Sims Woodhead stressed the difficulty of 
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gathering reliable statistics, Clouston was cautious but emphasised 

his clinical experience; Mott also expressed caution but offered the 

opinion "that the combination of a drunken father and a feeble-minded 

mother is a fertile source of feeble-mindedness in the offspring" (29). 

P. Jones, an asylum physician found it impossible "to conceive that 

the germ-plasm (bathed as it is in the plasm of the blood) should be 

unaffected by its environment when we know that alcohol is taken up 
directly into the blood for it is exhaled by the lungs and excreted 
by the kidneys, and we have further proof of its direct effects upon 
living cells by experiment in vitro" (30). Some of these authors 

offered their version of a crucial experiment e.g. Jones in the form 

of a reductio ad absurdum - "two identical persons of identical 

tendencies from identical parents married to identical wives, and 

having ,identical families, with an identical environment, except that 

one (or both) was placed under the direct effect of alcohol - a 

condition which only a very trivial imagination could conjure - and 

then observation and records, which is plainly impossible" (31). 

Similarly Horsley and Sturge, in what must have been the medical best 

seller of the day (32) offered a critique of Pearson, telling him what 

should be done, "The fact is, the only way in which this comparison 

can be properly made is by obtaining data from some source which can 

provide instances of genuinely abstaining families for three of four 

generations. These should then be compared with people in similar 

circumstances of life amongst whom it can be proved that drinking 

habits have prevailed for the same period. A careful investigation 

into the health and total life history (say up to thirty years) of 

persons born with these two types of ancestry would be of great 

value" (33); and they added their voices to the chorus of faith in 

clinical judgement - "It is, of course, impossible for a mere onlooker 

to connect a special state of health in a girl or boy with what is 

observable by the outward eye in the physique of the parents, but the 

skilled physician finds it comparatively easy to understand the 

causes which account for the condition of body and mind in the 

children under his care, when the family history is known to him for 

two or three generations" (34). 

What was it that Pearson had said that had caused such a fuss? The 
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Pearson school argued firstly, that extreme alcoholism was due to 

mental defect and fuis could be proved statistically (the two extreme 

alcoholism monographs) and secondly, that alcoholism not due to 

hereditary degeneration did not produce degeneration and that this 

also could br proved statistically (the substance of the two parental 

alcoholism monographs which started all the controversy). On the 

second of these questions the fundamental charge Pearson levelled 

against the medical school was their failure to control for the 

factors of hereditary stock in their samples. He set up the problem 

as follows - alcoholism (which tended to mean drinking in the 

Pearson studies) could have three possible modes of effect -

hereditary, 'toxic influence' (either on the germ-plasm or the 

foetus) or environmental. However before these distinctions could be 

broached the quantitative measure of alcoholic influences on the 

physical and mental characters of the offspring had to be found. In 

doing this there was a trap that had to be avoided i.e. the now 

familiar problem of the spurious correlation, as in Pearson's own 

example below: 
~ more alcohol~ \, 

Virile people~ , ~ good offspring 

real chain of causation 
Feeble people --' ----, ,~,-,,---,-,--j feeble offspring 

Thus in this example the spurious correlation is alcohol/good 

offspring, while the treal t correlations are virile people/virile 

offspring and feeble people/feeble offspring. The obvious way round 

this problem was to take an undifferentiated sample with differential 

exposure to the variable in question viz. 

physical and mental state > ? 

Identical drink 

physical and mental state -- . -} ? 

do not drink 

This was the course pursued and the technique argued for in the first 

Eugenics Laboratory monograph. However it is necessary to probe a 

little deeper into this obvious methodology. 

There seems to have been an implicit assumption at both 'ends' of the 

causal chain that the correlation of physical/mental states in 
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parents and offspring irrespective of environmental variables 

amounted to the description of an hereditary relation. In fact in 

Pearson's usage the term hereditary stock was extremely problematic, 

argued inferentially from other treal' correlations. This can be 

seen in the central raison d'etre of the study. It will be recalled 

that the technique of getting round spurious correlations was to hold 

constant the physical and mental state of the parents while alcohol 

consumption varied. A secondary difficulty presented itself here. 

How could the researcher decide that the two populations drinkers and 

non-drinkers were in fact of more or less identical stock? It was 

decided to resolve this question by reference to wages on the grounds 

that "we think it may be safely affirmed that if the alcoholic parent 

were markedly inferior in physique or intelligence his average wages 

would be markedly less than those of the sober parent" (35). Wages 

were the best index "of the general status as to physique and 

intelligence of the parent" (36). 

Now irrespective of the viability of this index (which is what the 

debate with Keynes and Marshall was about) the method here was crucial. 

If the study meant anything the results must be interpreted as 

having controlled for heredity. As the results turned out, in a 

number of areas the offspring of the drinkers emerged rather better 

than the offspring of the non-drinkers. In intelligence for example 

Pearson found a small correlation between intemperance and 

intelligence i.e. the intemperate had slightly less mentally 

defective children. The logic of the study would indicate that the 

qualities of the offspring, whether good or bad, were due to alcohol 

yet, "here again we must repeat that we do not suppose temperance to 

be a cause of mental defect any more than we supposed it to be a 

cause of phthisis or epilepsy" (37). The question must be asked, 

bizarre as it may seem, why not? The logic of the data, however small 

the coefficients, was that intemperance caused less disease and less 

mental defect. 

When it came to explaining apparent anomalies Pearson resorted to two 

rather odd arguments. The first depended on variability in the very 

factor which should be controlled i.e. hereditary stock. Indeed his 

results were, on these supplementary arguments precisely what the 



(142) 

monograph on its own terms was supposed to avoid (38). Thus with 

reference to general health (taking phthisis and epilepsy as 

indicators) Pearson argued "Tft~ fact, as shown in these figures, that 

the children of the intemperate are healthier th~n the children of 

the sober is probably due to the more virile and physically fit 

members of the community being liable to alcoholic temptation, and ~s 

as such an indirect effect of heredity and not a result of alcohol" 

(39). The natural obverse of this was used to explain odd results in 

connection with intelligence - "The small association, if it be 

significant, is probably a secondary ~ffect of an herditary influence, 

the mentally defective children coming from a feebler stock, which 

has not the desire or possibly the capacity for alcohol of a stock 

of a more vigorous physique" (40). This second argument, in itself 

rather vague and dubious appears to have been in at least partial 

contradiction with one of the fundamental axioms supposedly proved by 

the monograph and extreme alcoholism that "the bulk of the mentally 

defective became criminal or alcoholic" (41). 

ThMs in the Pearson studies the two crucial elements were 

quantification and differentiation, but the first two pages of the 

monograph were taken up with what may be called the modes of effect 

of alcohol and these were not drawn from statistics but from the 

existing state of medical and hereditarian discourse. The 

Pearsonian elements functioned in relation to these discourses. The 

first element was the quantitative measure which supplied the 

criterion of the necessity to differentiate (i.e. did alcohol have 

effects on the offspring?) the modes of effect. The second element 

was the capacity to handle such differentiation should it occur in 

terms of distinguishing the modes of effect. As the examples that 

have been cited show when such differentiation did occur (in some 

cases in favour of intemperance) the modes of effect could only be 

brought to bear on the results by speculation and by sabotaging the 

crucial principles of the study. This is not to say that the methods 

could not produce results of greater accuracy as for example in the 

first set of correlations between parental drinking and the height and 

weight of offspring. From the fact that the mother/daughter 

correlations were higher than the mother/son ones Pearson concluded 

that he was dealing with an environmental relationship rather than a 
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direct toxic one because the latter would affect boys as much as 

girls. Nevertheless the fact remains that the correlations were not 

incompatible with a toxic effect i.e. the methods employed did not 

make possible the distinction of the modes of effect. 

Thus we have here a conflict not between men of reason and men of 

passion, not even between partisans of incompatible methods. For all 

their savage denunciations of each other the two schools had much in 

common but their shared commitment to eugenics could not resolve their 

differences. Both these differences and the common features were 

rooted in the confused melange of theories that constituted 

hereditarianism at the time (42). 

For both Pearson and the racial poison school the central issue was 

heredity yet there were others for whom a quite different concept was 

of critical importance, nrunely, selection. Foremost among these was 

Dr. G. Archdall Reid (43). In SQme ways Reid saw himself as 

fighting on two fronts. Like Pearson he objected to the racial 

poison school not so much on statistical grounds but rather on the 

basis of his ruthlessly Weismannist position on the germ-plasm i.e. 

it was immune to any outside effects. Unlike both Pearson and the 

racial poison school he posited susceptibility to alcohol as an 

hereditary characteristic not necessarily a function of any general 

germ-plasm defect. The racial poison school for their part were 

prepared to concede some minimal selective effect to alcohol but for 

them alcohol produced more degenerates than it removed • 

. 
For Reid the most fundamental questions of the contin~~ty of the 

germ-plasm and the explanatory value of natural selection were at 

stake. The arguments were at one level relatively straightforward so 

much so that Reid delighted in impressing on his opponents the 

supposedly axiomatic structure of his theory which could be reduced to 

five propositions. Firstly, individuals differed in their 

susceptibility to alcohol and this was grounded in the hereditary 

material. "A drunkard drinks because he is so constituted that 

experience of alcohol awakens in him a craving for alcohol. Whether 

he drinks or not he tends to transmit this inborn constitution of 

mind to his child" (44). Since the susceptibility trait was 
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hereditary it could exist without being fulfilled - "The facts remain 

however, that though many people who are very susceptible to the 

charm of alcohol do not fall victims to it, yet, whether it be 

indulged or not, the susceptibility exists, is greater in some 

, 

people than in others, tends to be inherited in its various degrees •• " 

(45). 

Secondly men consumed alcohol in proportion to their desire for it. 

This was argued as a general axiom - " ••• generally speaking, men 

indulge in sugar, salt, or tobacco, or anything else in proportion to 

their desires" (46). The combined effect of these first two points 

was to considerably downgrade the question of self-control and Reid 

backed this up with an ingenious appeal to introspection that must 

have been appreciated by a public somewhat disenchanted with decades 

of Temperance propaganda. Reid enquired of his reader whether he had 

"observed in his wife or mother, for instance, a tendency to 

intemperance, checked only by a sense of duty? Are his father, his 

brother and his ~~ter victims of this miserable craving, as they are 

tvictims' if I may use the word, of the cravings for food and water?" 

(47). Here Reid was simply drawing on the obvious fact, that most 

people did not experience personal dramas of resisting the 

'temptations' of alcohol, while producing an apparently satisfactory 

explanation of the fact that alcoholics, though endlessly exhorted to 

control themselves, generally failed to do so. Reid l s third 

proposition, which would have found few opponents, was simply that 

alcohol in excess was a poison causing death and that alcohol and 

alcohol related conditions were important causes of mortality (48). 

It was Reid's last two propositions and their legislative implications 

that made him a controversial figure. He insisted that alcohol in 

parents did not have a degenerative effect on offspring on the usual 

grounds: that there was no generally accepted case of the inheritance 

of acquired characteristics; that the degeneracy school consistently 

confused post hoc and propter hoc (49) and that if alcohol did cause 

degeneration then races which had used it for millenia should have 

degenerated, which was clearly not the case (50). This topic disposed 

of Reid was able to proceed to his final point that alcoholic 

mortality was exercised on the hereditarily susceptible and to 
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conclude therefore that this mortality had a selective effect. 

These arguments were derived from Reid's version of orthodox 

Darwinism, which is best approached in terms of three aspects: firstly, 

the main structural features; secondly, the prominence given to the 

facts of human disease in his model of Darwinism; thirdly, the 

appropriateness of this disease model to alcoholism. Reid's version 

of Darwinism put into play three features, namely definitions of 

'fit' and 'unfit' and the facts of what he called 'injurious 

agencies' (with the proviso that only inborn characters were being 

dealt with). 

DarwiniaA. evolution "infers that, as a rule, the individuals who 

survive and have offspring, are those which are better fitted to the 

environment in which they are placed than those which perish" (51). 

Thus two major problems were set up: firstly, innate variations (how 

are they known?), secondly, death rates (what are their effects?). 

In Reid's Darwinism selection appears to oscillate between two roles. 

It is on some occasions credited with producing a certain structure, 

on other occasions as a means of inferring that structure. Take the 

following "It follows, if an injurious agency is so little injurious 

as not to influence the death (or birth) rate, or so very injurious 

as not to discriminate between the fit and the unfit that it cannot 

be a cause of evolution. In the one case the unfit are not 

eliminated, in the other the fit do not survive. Haphazard deaths 

again are not causes of evolution. Thus fire and water may destroy 

many lives in this country but they do not select for survival any 

particular type of individual" (52). This passage makes a firm 

distinction between the identification of the fit/unfit and the 

effects of death rates and indeed this point was crucial to Reid's 

argument that human data were much more suited to Darwinism than 

plant or animal data precisely because in the latter case, "we 

cannot declare, with certainty that this or that type, as a rule, 

perishes" (53). 

The strategy here then is quite clear. In order to proceed it would 

be necessary to be able to identify 'types' and then investigate how 

death rates affected the reproduction of these types. How then in 
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the case of human disease were these types to be identified? - lilt is 

a matter of common knowledge that men differ in their powers of 

resisting this or that disease. Some men take a disease and perish; 

others take it and recover, yet others do not take the disease at all 

they are totally immune. It is also a matter of common knowledge 

that every prevalent disease tends to afflict certain families more 

than it does others; in other words, parents weak or strong against 

any given disease, tend to transmit their peculiarities to children" 

(54). The reasoning here is rather different - the distinction 

between the fit and unfit types in the matter of human disease is 

, 

made by inference from who survives and who perishes. They are not 

identified independently from death rates but as an effect of death 

rates. This is then argued as an example of the general case -

according to Darwinism "evolution results from the selective 

elimination of inferior individuals, and then only when the selective 

elimination is considerable in volume ••• We have, therefore, only to 

note the principal causes of the death rate to discover the actual 

lines of evolution" (55). In this mode of argument the category of 

haphazard deaths (i.e. deaths having no systematic effect on an 

identifiable type) - could not exist - so there is now nothing ~o 

prevent the postulation of innate susceptibilities to death by e.g. 

fire and water (56); fire and water tend to destroy those who are less 

alert, less quick in their reactions etc; it is 'common knowledge' 

that men vary in their alertness, their reaction times etc. 

Thus Reid1s Darwinism, while axiomatic, was entirely circular. His 

answer to the question how can one prove that alcoholic causes of 

death are selective, required the examination of the destruction of 

the unfit types. But the unfit types could only be recognised by 

virtue of their destruction. Nevertheless in Reid1s view it 

followed "that every deadly and prevalent zymotic disease plays the 

part of a breeder. It eliminates the unfittest, leaving the fittest 

to continue the race" ~57). This Darwinism had some paradoxical 

characteristics. Its central feature was a list of obvious 

empirical facts (58) - the extensive documentation of human disease 

that Reid pointed to, causes of death, number of causes of death and 

so on was a question of classification and tabulation which 

contained of itself no evidence one way or the other about innate 
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susceptibilities - and while being impossible to apply to animal or 

plant life it was easily applied to Man (59). 

It was this model Reid used to explain alcoholism since "the 

analogy between narcotics and disease is so close that it is more 

convenient to deal with them at once especially as narcotics usually 

kill by producing disease" (60). Applied to alcoholism Reid argues 

that the disease model required an additional postulate, a 

psychological one referred to as point two above (61) which reveals 

another aspect of the open-endedness of the innate susceptibility 

argument. In the context of alcohol the fit and the unfit were 

obviously those who did not desire enormous amounts of drink and 

those who did - hence the irrelevance of self-control. But this was 

superfluous since the theory already contained all the resources it 

needed to deal with the problem. Just as men varied in all kinds of 

characteristics so they varied in their degree of self-control with 

regard to liquor. Clearly if you attempted to meet Reid·s 

psychology you got hit over the head by his Darwinism (62). 

The main terrain on which alcoholic selection was argued was 

historical and ethnographic. Reid concluded that races were immune to 

diseases (and by extension, narcotics) in proportion to their 

experience of them (63). This clearly followed - the longer natural 

selection had to work the more its results would be in evidence. All 

the conditions for the transferrability of the disease model were 

present - "since alcohol weeds out enormous numbers of people of a 

particular type, it is a stringent agent of selection - an agent of 

selection more stringent than anyone disease" (64). 

Reid did not shrink from drawing the practical implications of his 

doctrine. At the psychology section of the 1899 BMA conference he was 

quoted as saying - "The Temperance Reformer's plan of abolishing 

drink was not the true method of reform. Were such a procedure to 

corne into force for a time the result would be that the race now 

removed from alcoholic selection would revert to the ancestral type 

in which the tendency to excessive drink was greater, and directly the 

opportunity recurred drink almost to extinction, like savage man 

unacquainted in the past with alcohol" (65). The difference between 
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Nature's method and Temperance Reform was clear - "She (Nature) has 

eliminated drunkards; temperance reformers propose to eliminate 

drink" (66). This was the basic point besides which all the detail 

about the failure of Temperance legislation in the U.S. and the 

British Dominions paled into insignificance (67). Clearly the only 

way out was a eugenic one. Reid's suggestions were forthright and 

uncomplicated showing a robust disregard for practicality that no 

Temperance Reformer, however fanatical, could have hoped to rival. 

"If drunkards were taken before magistrates, sitting in open or 

secret session, as the accused preferred, and, on conviction, were 

warned that the procreation of children would subject them to this or 

that penalty, say a monthts imprisonment, the birth-rate of drunkards 

would certainly fall immensely" (68). 

Perhaps surprisingly in view of its initial enthusiasm the Eugenics 

Education Society seemed to lose interest in the matter (69). It seems 

reasonable to conclude that this was in part an effect of Saleeby!s 

waning influence and the intractable differences among eugenists on 

the question. In 1915 Darwin then President of the Society was 

invited by the Society for the Study of Inebriety to lecture on 

alcoholism and eugenics (70), and he attempted to steer a judicious 

middle course. He would not concede that there was such a phenomenon 

as alcoholic damaging of the germ-plasm more or less on the grounds of 

the Archdall Reid position but against the latter he refused to accept 

that the banishment of intemperance would lead to reversion. In his 

speech there was no raison d'etre for any specific eugenic interest in 

alcoholism and Darwin's position was the popular eugenic one (in this 

sense closest to Pearson) that "the natural qualities which lead to 

crime are, in fact, those which we have seen lead to intemperance, 

and here the eugenist finds a reason why crime and alcoholism are 

closely correlated" (71), the ground for both these being, of course, 

feeble-mindedness. Leading figures in the debates - Reid, Sullivan, 

Saleeby - gave their views on the paper and little change is 

observable (72). 

Almost as Darwin spoke, however, many aspects of these theories were 

about to be put to the cruel tests of real life. In D'Abernon's 

words, as a result of the Liquor Traffic Control Board's activities 
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(of which he was Chairman) " ••• within eighteen months drunkeness had 

diminished by one half, within three years ••• by more than eighty per 

cent on the pre-war convictions ••• Inefficiency ••• bad time-keeping, 

cases of Delirium Tremens and illness proceeding from drunkeness, all 

diminished rapidly" (73). And the benefits remained, reversion 

failed to put in an appearance while convictions for drunkenness and 

deaths from alcohol fell precipitately. Where was natural selection, 

where were the feeble-minded? In 1939 Mapother, a leading British 

psychiatrist, writing on the physical basis of alcohol mental 

disorders briefly mentioned previous debates as if thQy had taken 

place on another world - "I doubt whether even a dictator would 

propose to improve his race by alcoholic massacres of the innocents 

upon such evidence as exists" (74); the theory of selection was "no 

longer tenable. The poverty-stricken peasantry of rural Italy and 

Spain were and are sober, but the populations of the industrial towns 

of these countries are not more so than in the north" (75). 
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Chapter VI - FOOTNOTES 

1. There was a considerable correspondence between Eugenists and the 

LCC on this matter which can be followed in The Times 19/2/08; 

27/2/08; 18/4/08; 21/4/08 and the Pall Mall Gazette 4/3/08. 

2. The general background I have taken from J.F.C. Harrison (Drink and 

the Victorians, Faber & Faber 1971), ("the temperance movement from 

1872 to first world war badly needs a historian" (p.20»; 

R. M. MacLeod - The edge of hope: social policy and chronic 

alcoholism 1870-1900 (Jnl. Hist. Med. Allied Sciences 22 (1967) 

215-245; G. Basil Price - Legislation and the care and control of 

the inebriate (British Journal of Inebriety X (1912) 25-34); anon -

The scientific study of alcohol and alcoholism (British Journal of 

Inebriety VII (1909) 24-34); G.B. Wilson - Alcohol and the nation 

(Nicholson & Watson 1940). A.E. Wilkerson - A history of the 

concept of alcoholism as a disease (University of Pennsylvania 

Dissertation in social work 1966) has some interesting material but 

is almost exclusively devoted to the United States. Unfortunately 

E. Gordon - The anti-alcohol movement in Europe (N.Y.: Fleming H. 

Revell Co. 1913) deals only with continental Europe. 

3. His major statements were, Alcoholism and Eugenics (British Journal 

of Inebriety VII (1909) 7-20): Racial Poisons II. Alcohol (ER II 

(1910-11) 30-52); also a great deal of polemical material which will 

be referred to where relevant. For Saleeby's influence in the 

United States see Bartlett C. Jones - Prohibition and Eugenics 1920-

33 (Jnl. Hist. Med. Allied Sciences, 18 (1963) 158-72). 

4. Cf. A.F. Tredgold - Some medical aspects of eugenics (The Medical 

Press (7/8/1912) 110-112; 137-9) 

5. And indeed other writers Cf. G. Chatterton-Hill - Heredity and 

Selection in Sociology (A. & C. Black 1907) p.279 

6. He claimed and his claim seems justified, to have written the 

Society's memorandum to a government enquiry into the subject of 

alcoholism. See Appendix IV. 
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7. See EES annual report 1910 

8. Pearson - A First Study of the influence of parental alcoholism on 

the physique and ability of the offspring (Du1au & Co. 1910) p.1 

9. op.cit. p.2 

10. op.cit. p.32 

11. Eugenics Review II (1910-11) p.33 

12. In Eugenics and Public Health (Journal State Medicine XXI (1913) 

440-445) Saleeby argued that opposition to the rac{a1 poison 

conception of alcohol was based on the biometric memoir and a 

misplaced Darwinism. In what follows, because of the somewhat 

fragmentary nature of Saleeby's statements on the question I have 

sometimes relied on W.C. Sullivan's Alcoholism - a chapter in social 

pathology (Nisbet 1906) which was written from a not dissimilar 

position. This seems justified also by the fact that both 

Crackanthorpe and Saleeby constantly cited it in their writings. 

13. This seems to have rem~ned a live issue for some time. The author 

of the revamped version of the Horsley and Sturge book, (see 

footnote 33), expounding the n.tion~of blastophthoria, said that 

"the condition induced does not necessarily become hereditary and 

thus transmissible to successive generations" but also argued that, 

"alcohol in excess is a definite racial poison inducing charges in 

the germ-plasm, which are transmissible to succeeding generations". 

C.C. Weeks - Alcohol and Human Life (H.K. Lewis 1929) p.III 

14. Taken, understandably, by Pearson. See e.g. the pamphlet replying 

to Horsley and Sturge. (Bibliographical Appendix II ref. 51 

pp.36-7) 

15. Lancet 21/1/1911 p.177 

16. As comments at the time make clear. e.g. " ••• the profession is 

indebted to him (Pearson) for his usefulness as a corrective factor 
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in - to mention only one instance - the absurd overrepresentation 

of the case against alcohol" (The Hospital LIV (1913) p.629) 

11. C.W. Saleeby - Professor Karl Pearson on alcoholism and offspring 

(British Journal of Inebriety VIII (1910) 53-66) p.61 

18. Sullivan op.cit. ch.IV 

19. Laitinen's paper, fA contribution to the study of the influence 

of alcohol on the degeneration of human offspring' is in J.T. 

Rae (ed.) - The proceedings of the 12th international congress 

of alcoholism pp.263-270 (National Temperance League 1910) 

20. Sullivan op.cit. p.38 

21. op.cit. p.172 

22. op.cit. p.186 

23. ibid. 

24. op.cit. p.189 

25. ibid. 

26. A leading mental deficiency campaigner who supplied half the 

data for the first Pearson study. 

27. British Journal of Inebriety VIII (1910) p.SO 

28. e.g. in the editorials in the Lancet 9 Feb. 1901 and 23 March 1901 

and National Temperance Quarterly symposium on the Pearson 

monograph. 

29. British Journal of Inebriety discussion of T. B. Hyslop's paper 

'The influence of parental alcoholism on the physique and ability 

of offspring'g VIII (1911) 175-215. Mott p.190 
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30. op.cit. p.192 

31. op.cit. pp.192-3 

32. The book was reported to have sold 60,000 copies in National 

Temperance Quarterly (March 1911) p.9. There are brief comments 

on Horsley's role in the controversy in S. Paget - Sir Victor 

Horsley (Constable 1919) and J.B. Lyons - The Citizen Surgeon _ 

A biography of Sir Victor Horsley (Peter Dawnay 1966) 

33. Horsley and Sturge - Alcohol and the Human Body (1911 MacMillan 

4th ed) p.247 

34. op.cit. p.244 

35. Pearson op.cit. p.4 

36. ibid. 

37. op.cit. p.14 

38. lilt is possible that the more virile members of the community 

habitually take more alcohol than the feebler members and we 

might thus be led to a spurious correlation between alcoholism 

and good physique in the offspring". ibid. p.3 

39. op.cit. p.ll 

40. op.cit. p.14 

41. Bibliographical Appendix II ref. 36 p.44 

42. It would be quite wrong to suggest that the whole of the medical 

profession were Temperance fanatics and I am not in a position 

to establish how typical of the profession medical temperance was. 

There are a number of points here that could be followed up. My 

impression is that complete confusion prevailed about definitions 

of alcoholism, drunkard, chronic alcoholic and so on. See for 
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example T. N. Kelynack - The Alcohol Problem in its biological 

aspect (Richard J. James 1906) in which the known medical facts 

are liberally flavoured with bluster and common sense. For 

another example see the reports of the Medico-Psychological 

Association (Lancet 28/5/1904 pp.1503-4), and Sullivan's paper _ 

A Statistical Note on the Social Causes of Alcoholism (Journal of 

Mental Science 1904). It would also be interesting to pursue 

the questions which sections of the medical profession asked 

which questions. Again my impression is that there was rather a 

difference between the amateur Darwinist wing and those who 

actually had to look after 'inebriates'. On attitudes to 

therapies Cf. J.W. Astley-Cooper - The Treatment of alcohol 

inebriety by psycho-therapy (British Journal of Inebriety VIII 

(1911) 135-42 - "Till recently in this country at all events 

the psychic treatment or inebriety has received scant attention". 

(p.137) and H. Crichton-Miller - Psychotherapy and the Inebriate 

(British Journal of Inebriety X (1913) 175-187) - "yet I venture 

to say that a generation hence our successors will smile at the 

almost complete absence of psychological diagnosis and analysis 

which at present characterises our treatment of the inebriate". 

(p.186). Crichton-Miller's later contributions to British 

psychiatry are, of course, well-known. And the eugenists had 

their sworn enemies. "Please do not say or think that my patient 

was degenerate. I think we doctors may leave the term to the 

amateur biologists who revel in eugenics and such nonsense". 

(M.D. Eder - A case of Obsession and Hysteria treated by the 

Freud psycho-analytic method (BMJ 30/9/1911) pp.750-752. Eder 

of course was not typical of the medical profession. See the 

references to him in volume two of E. Jones biography of Freud 

(Hogarth Press 1967). 

43. His writings, the discussion of which was very considerable (my 

bibliography is by no means complete) seem to be one of the lost 

chapters of British Darwinism. For my purposes the central 

texts are Alcoholism: A study in Heredity (T. Fisher Unwin 1901) 

and Human Evolution with special reference to alcohol (BMJ 31 Oct. 

1903 818-20) but where necessary or useful I have used other 

material. 
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44. Alcoholism p.89. Elsewhere in this book (pp.86-7) Reid uses the 

term 'alcohol diathesis'. 

45. Reid - The Laws of Heredity (Methuen 1910) p.294 

46. Alcoholism p.78 

47. op.cit. p.8l 

48. op.cit. ch.VI - The death rate from alcohol 

49. Cf. Reid - Alcoholism in its relation to insanity (Lancet 12 

August 1899) pp.45l-2 

50. Cf. "D •• Drummond thinks that alcohol circulating in the parents' 

blood may so damage the germ-cells as to render the offspring 

which arise from them more liable to drunkenness than they 

otherwise would have been. In that case, races which have 

longest used drink should be the most drunken, whereas the 

contrary is the fact". Reid - Alcoholism in relation to heredity 

(BMJ 6 January 1900 pp.46-7) p.46 

51. Reid - The Principles of He~ity (Chapman & Hall 1905) p.16 

52. Alcoholism p.16 

53. op.cit. p.25 

54. op.cit. pp.30-3l 

55. op.cit. pp.17-l8 

56. Cf. H.G. Wells' susceptibility to skull fracture by falling 

bricks (in Mankind in the Making) mentioned in chapter IV above. 

Funnily enough Reid actually comments on this passage himself 

(Principles pp.344-5) and seems to have completely missed the 

point. 
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57. Alcoholism p.31 

58. "It has long been recognised that most infectious diseases tend 

in course to 'wear themselves out!'. W.A. Brend-He~h and the 

State (Constable 1917) p.32 

59. One of the subtitles of chapter 3 of Alcoholism is "the 

impossibility of proving natural selection by a study of wild 

nature". 

60. Principles p.189 

61. " ••• the study of the effects produced by narcotics should be 

deferred till we have considered the phenomena of mind". 

Principles p.189 

62. "The fact remains that some men are so constituted that they 

succumb much more quickly and completely to the charm of alcohol 

than others. They acquire the habit and the craving for 

intoxication with much greater ease. Even if, ignoring obvious 

facts, we attribute differences in drinking habits solely to 

differences in powers of self-control, and insist that all men 

are equal as regards their susceptibility, that central fact 

would still remain". Principles p.194 

63. "Given equal accessibility of alcohol, in every case the most 

temperate races are those which have been most exposed and the 

least temperate are those which have been least exposed". Reid -

Recent Researches in Alcoholism(Bedrock No.1) p.41 

64. Alcoholism p.86 

65. Cf. Reid - Alcoholism in its relation to insanity (Lancet 12 

August 1899) pp.451-2 

66. Principles p.339 

67. Alcoholism ch.XIII - The Temperance Failure and Principles pp.340-

44 



(157) 

68. It would be unfair not to point out that elsewhere Reid 

expressed, as we would now see it, more moderate and practical 

views e.g. Laws p.465 but what is at issue here is the logic of 

his position. 

69. There is almost no mention of the topic in the Eugenics Review 

for example and no account of the various Parliamentary efforts 

to pass a new Inebriates Act whereas the Review always reported 

the legislative battles over mental deficiency. 

70. L. Darwin - Alcoholism and Eugenics (British Journal of Inebriety 

XIII (1915) 55-66) 

71. op.cit. p.64 

72. As footnote 70 reactions printed in the same issue of the 

journal. In general, with a few exceptions, the medical 

profession seems to have been unimpressed by Reid's case. The 

following is not untypical "Certainly, many careful observers 

will be inclined to agree with Dr. Robertson that at the present 

time one of the most potent causes of genetic variation depends 

upon the action of alcohol, and probably the majority will, 

whatever theoretical support they may be inclined to give to Dr. 

Reidts theories, agree with Dr. Robertson's practical advice that 

it is the duty of the State to remove from the environment of its 

people every inimical condition to which there is imperfect 

d t ·" a apta l.on • (Medical Press and Circular 20/1/1904 p.67) 

73. Lord D'Abernon quoted in M.M. Glatt - The English Drink Problem; 

its rise and decline through the ages (British Journal of 

Addiction 55 (1958) 51-67) p.58. And see M.E. Rose - The Success 

of Social Reform? The Central Control Board (Liquor Traffic) 1915-

21 in M.R.D. Foot (ed.) War and Society: Historical Essays in 

Honour and Memory of J.R. Western 1928-71 (Elek 1973) 

74. British Journal of Inebriety XXXVI (1939) p.104 

75. ibid. pollO 
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Chapter VI - BIBLIOGRAPHICAL APPENDICES 

These bibliographical appendices are loosely based on "A bibliography 

of the controversy between Professor Karl Pearson and his critics, 

with brief comments by Walter N. Edwards F.C.S." which appeared in 

the National Temperance Quarterly of March 1911 (pp.233-240). I have 

however made substantial alterations as follows. I have split it 

into two halves the first half covering the debate between Pearson 

and Keynes/Marshall and the second covering the debate between Pearson 

and his medical critics. In addition I have corrected a number of 

errors, deleted a number of unimportant or marginal items and inserted 

a number of other references of eugenic interest. 

Appendix I 

1. Marshall - Times 7/7/10 

2. Pearson - Times 12/7/10 (reply to 1) 

3. Keynes - Journal Royal Statistical Society (73 (1910~ 769-73 

4. Marshall - Times 2/8/10 (reply to 2) 

5. Pearson - Times 10/8/10 (reply to 4) 

6. Marshall - Times 19/8/10 (reply to 5) 

7. Pearson - Supplement to the memoir entitled: The influence of 

parental alcoholism on the physique and ability of the offspring -

a reply to the Cambridge economists (this appeared in a series 

called Questions of the Day and of the Fray in which Pearson and 

his colleagues published polemical pamphlets, 

the openly insulting). This was the first of 

appeared in October 1910 (Dulau & Co.) 

usually verging on 

the series and 

8. Keynes - Journal Royal Statistical Society (74 (1910) 114-21) 

(reply to 7) 
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9. Pearson - Journal Royal Statistical Society (74 (1911) 221-9) 

(reply to 8) 

10. Keynes - Journal Royal Statistical Society (74 (1911) 339-45) 

(reply to 9) 

Appendix II 

1. Ethel M. Elderton with the assistance of Karl Pearson - A first 

study of the influence of parental alcoholism on the physique 

and ability of the offspring (Eugenics Laboratory Memoirs X Dulau 

& Co.) 

2. Times 21/5/10 - editorial comment (favourable) and detailed 

summary of the memoir 

3. Times 31/5/10 - letter from H.B. Donkin (approving memoir) 

4. Times 2/6/10 - letter from M. Crackanthorpe President of the 

Eugenics Education Society (attacking the memoir on the basis of 

the limits of biometry) 

5. Times 3/6/10 - letter from F. Galton (defending biometry) 

6. Times 7/6/10 - letter from Crackanthorpe (explication of 4) 

7. Times 1Q/6/10 - letter from Pearson 

8. Times 21/6/10 - letter from Crackanthorpe 

9. Times 24/6/10 - letter from Pearson 

10. National Temperance Quarterly 2 (June 1910) 64-71 review of the 

memoir by W.N. Edwards - The memoir on alcoholism and offspring 

11. BMJ 2/7/10 - letter from W.A. Potts 

12. BMJ 9/7/10 - letter from Pearson (briefly reply to lIon questions 

of samples) 
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13. BMJ 23/7/10 - letter from Potts (reply to 12) 

14. BMJ 6/8/10 - letter from M. Dendy (who collected some of the data 

Pearson used defending its accuracy) 

15. Lancet 2/7/10 - letter from Sullivan (criticism of the memoir) 

16. ER vol II - Sullivan1s review of memoir pp.150-l 

17. BMJ 3/9/10 - letter from R.J. Ryle (a doctor - defending Pearson) 

18. National Temperance Quarterly (September 1910) article by R.J. 

Ryle (as 17). A large section of the September 1910 issue was 

devoted to discussion of the Pearson study - R.J. Ryle pp.167-9; 

G.W. Saleeby pp.170-2; and others on subsequent pages. 

19. T.H. Bickerton and C.T. Williams - Alcohol and Parentage (U.K. 

Band of Hope Union) - criticism of memoir 

20. BJI (October 1910) C.W. Saleeby - Professor Karl Pearson on 

alcoholism and offspring VIII (1910) 53-66 

21. Daily Chronicle 28/10/10 - review of memoir by Sir Thomas P. 

Whittaker 

22. Daily Chronicle 29/10/10 - Part II of review by Sir T.P. Whittaker 

23. Daily Chronicle 1/11/10 - reply to Pearson (to 21 & 22) 

24. Daily Chronicle 2/11/10 - letter ~om Saleeby 

25. Daily Chronicle 5/11/10 - letter from T.P. Whittaker 

26. Daily Chronicle 9/11/10 - letter from Pearson 

27. BMJ 12/11/10 - qualified editorial support for Pearson 

28. Daily Chronicle 14/11/10 - letter from T.P. Whittaker 
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29. BMJ 19/11/10 - letter from Sir Victor Horsley and Dr. Mary Sturge 

(first contribution from the leading critics of the Pearson memoir) 

30. BMJ 26/11/10 - letter from Pearson. Editorial WTiter defends 

himself. 

31. BMJ 3/12/10 - letter from Horsley and Sturge 

32. BMJ 10/12/10 - letter from Pearson 

33. National Temperance Quarterly 2 (December 1910) - R.J. Ry1e -

Does parental inebriety affect the offspring? This article 

appeared on pp.149-154 though in fact these numbers are misprinted. 

34. Karl Pearson and Ethel M. Elderton - A second study of the 

influence of parental alcoholism on the physique and ability of 

the offspring - being a reply to certain medical critics and an 

examination of the rebutting evidence cited by them (Eugenics 

Laboratory Memoirs XIII Du1au & Co.) 

35. BMJ 17/12/10 - letter from Horsley and Sturge 

36. BMJ 24/12/10 - letter from Pearson 

37. BMJ 31/12/10 - letter from Horsley and Sturge 

38. Amy Barrington and Karl Pearson - A Preliminary study of extreme 

alcoholism in adults (Eugenics Laboratory Memoirs XIV Dulau & Co) 

The controversy over the first monograph seemed to have the 

effect of completely obscuring their other research but this and 

a later second study by Heron are the Pearsonian answer to the 

other main problem i.e. the cause of alcoholism - it attempts to 

prove that mental deficiency is the main source of the prob1em.

D. Heron - A Second Study of Extreme Alcoholism in Adults \ 

(Eugenics Laboratory Memoirs XVII Cambridge University Press 1912) 

39. BMJ 7/1/11 - editorial notice of and quotation from 38 - letter 

from Pearson 
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40. Times 14/1/11 - letters from both Pearson and Hors1ey/Sturge 

41. BMJ 14/1/11 - Sturge and Horsley - On some of the biological and 

statistical errors in the work on parental alcoholism by Miss 

Elderton and Professor Karl Pearson 

42. Times 16/1/11 - letter from Horsley and Sturge 

43. Times 16/1/11 - letter from Pearson 

4~. Times 19/1/11 - letter from Horsley and Sturge 

45. Lancet 21/1/11 - fairly judicious editorial summary of the debate. 

46. Times 23/1/11 - letter from Pearson 

47. Times 28/1/11 - letter from Horsley and Sturge 

48. Westminster Gazette 2/2/11 - A.C. Pigou - Alcoholism and Heredity 

49. BMJ 4/2/11 - letter from Pearson 

50. BMJ 11/2/11 - letters from Horsley and Sturge and Saleeby 

51. Nature 9/2/11 - E.H.J. Schuster - Alcoholism and Eugenics (an 

account of the debate defending Pearson) pp.479-480 

52. Karl Pearson - An attempt to correct some of the mis-statements 

made by Sir Victor Horsley, F.R.S., F.R.C.S., and Mary D. Sturge, 

M.D., in their criticisms of the Galton Laboratory Memoir: 'A 

first study of the influence of parental alcoholism, & co." 

(Questions of the Day and of the Fray No. III Cambridge University 

Press) 

53. BMJ 18/2/11 - letter from Horsley and Sturge (having seen the 

original Dendy material, attacking it) 

54. Economic Review (XXII (1912) 35-41) A.M. Carr-Saunders - The 
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problem of alcoholism (an account of the debate defending 

Pearson; ·such were the results which aroused so violent a 

controversy; it extended so far and found its way into so many 

newspapers that there can be few people failed to catch any echo 

of it". p.3B) 

Appendix III 

This appendix is intended simply to list some of the main items in 

Reidts writings on alcoholism and the widespread discussion both of 

his thesis on alcoholism and his position on the wider questions of 

heredity and natural selection. 

1. Reid - Alcoholism in its relation to insanity (Lancet 12/8/99 

pp.45l-2) 

2. Reid - Alcoholism in relation to heredity (BMJ 6/1/1900 pp.46-7) 

3. Reid - Alcoholism, a study in heredity (F. Fisher Unwin 1901) 

4. Reid - Human evolution with special reference to alcohol (BMJ 1903 

8lB-B20) 

5. Reid - Human evolution and alcohol (British Journal of Inebriety 

6. H. Laing Gordon - Alcohol and heredity (British Journal of Inebriety 

I 3 (Jan 1904) 202-20B) 

7. W. Ford Robertson ~ The pathology of chronic alcoholism (British 

Journal I, 4 (April 1904) 226-256) 

B. F.C. Coley - Some points in the etiology of inebriety (British 

Journal of Inebriety II, 1 (July 1904) 22-33) 

7.&B. attacks on Reid 

9. H. Campbell - reply to Ford Robertson (British Journal of Inebriety 

II, 2 (Oct. 1904) 54-63) 
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10. W. Ford Robertson - reply to Campbell (British Journal of 

Inebriety II, 3 (Jan 1905) 104-11} 

11. G.A. Reid - reaction to the debate between Campbell and Ford 

Robertson (British Journal of Inebriety III, 1 (July 1905) 16-30) 

12. W.C. Sullivan - Alcoholism and a priori biology (British Journal 

of Inebriety VIII (Oct 1910) 96-8} 

13. G.A. Reid - Recent researches in alcoholism (Bedrock I (April 

1912) 21-47} 

14. A.M. Gossage - Human evidence of evolution (Bedrock I (April 1912) 

123-30} 

15. G.A. Reid - Inheritance and reproduction (Bedrock I (July 1912) 

240-68) 

16. A.M. Gossage - Human evidence of evolution (Bedrock I (Oct1912) 

383-6) 

17. G.A. Reid - Dr. Gossage1s controversial methods (Bedrock I (Oct 

1912) 386-398) 

18. A.M. Gossage - Crucial tests of evolution (Bedrock I (Jan 1913) 

510-14} 

19. G.A. Reid - llrumunity and natural selection (Bedrock II (April 

1913) 83-101) 

There were also extensive debates (there are too many individual items 

to be usefully listed here) in the Lancet on the following occasions. 

20. 9 February 1901-21 September 1901. Started in this case by an 

editorial entitled Legislation against National Intemperance. 

The debaters included Reid, Laing Gordon and T.S. C1ouston as well 

as other less well-known figures. 
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21. 4 June 1903-10 October 1903. Started by a long letter from 

Archdall Reid attacking medical doctrines of heredity. The 

debaters included Reid, Wiglesworth, Mercier, Laing Gordon. 

Appendix IV 

This appendix simply records some of the legislative background to 

alcoholism, more as a gesture towards further research than a 

statement of any conclusions. The legal context was laid down by 

the Habitual Drunkards Act of 1879 and the Inebriates Act of 1898. 

There was further discussion of the matter by a Departmental 

Committee which reported in 1908 (P.P. XII) to which Saleeby gave 

evidence. These developments are fairly thoroughly reviewed in an 

article in the British Medical Journal 30/3/1912 pp.737-40. 

In parliamentary sessions 1912,1913 and 1914 the government made 

efforts to bring in a new act which would have made compulsory 

detention of Inebriates easier. In the 1912 and 1914 sessions the 

bills went to Standing Committee but were not in fact amended. These 

bills ran into the same kind of opposition as the Mental Deficiency 

Bill (considered in Chapter VIII), especially on the grounds of 

liberty of the subject. Of course it was possible to see them as 

yet another example of the eugenic mood of the times, as Wedgewood 

did - "It is only one of a trio of bills - the others being the 

Mental Deficiency Bill and the Criminal Justice Administration Bill, 

all being directed to take in the unfits and the misfits - those who 

do not fit into our civilisation - and put them into institutions in 

order to turn out more useful citizens to the possessing classes". 

(Commons LXV col.lS20) 

While one may be sceptical of some of the implications of this 

comment the eugenists undoubtedly saw a link between the two. Yet 

as I have said after their initial representations they seem to have 

lost enthusiasm for the matter, and their efforts were not 

successful, (at least so far as I can tell - Glatt op.cit. following 

H. Levy - Drink (Routledge Kegan Paul)195l) p.156 says there was an 

Inebriates Act in 1918 which operated till 1921, but I can find no 

record of it. Sir Norwood EastYs comments on the problem (in Society 



(166) 

and the Criminal HMSO 1949) give no indication that there was a 

1918 act). 
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Chapter VII - EUGENICS AND FEEBLEMINDEDNESS PART I 

"The tendency seems to be at the present moment, in England at any 

rate, to concentrate attention far too exclusively on heredity as 

the cause of feeble-mindedness, and to look to segregation too 

hopefully as the one sure means for its prevention. There is almost 

a scare on the subject". Sir James Crichton-Browne (1912) 

The previous chapters have indicated the tendency for eugenists to 

focus on mental deficiency as the core social problem and it was 

undoubtedly the central feature of their pre-war campaigns. The 

centrality of mental deficiency in their thinking was no accident. 

The contemporary indictment of the feeble-minded (1) was thorough and 

wide-ranging. In this perspective the feeble-minded were 

reproductively prolific; their progeny, often illegitimate, were also 

mentally defective, neuropathic or dysgenic; they had strong criminal 

propensities; they were a prime source of sexual irregularities and 

thus a major factor in the propagation of the venereal diseases; they 

were characterised by occupational incompetence, destitution, 

pauperism and vagrancy and for this, if no other reason, were 

incapable of sustaining family life; finally there was a close relation 

between mental deficiency and alcoholism with respect to genesis and 

consequences. This and the following chapter attempt to elucidate 

the specifically eugenic features of this indictment and show their 

links with bio-medical doctrines on the one hand and legislative 

change on the other (2). 

For the eugenists feeble-mindedness was a social problem with a 

biological cause. The question of causation was their own special 

concern since many other social commentators were convinced (or 

became so) on ~on-eugenic grounds that the feeble-minded were both a 

social problem and the root cause of many other social problems. 

The model deployed by the eugenists had two main features. The first 

of these was a set of correspondences between the hereditary level 

and states of mind such that states of mind were rooted in certain 

general determinants of mental development. These two levels were 

integrated in the theory of degeneration. "In short, we may say that 

mental deficiency is the final expression of a progressive 
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neuropathic diathesis, which, beginning as hysteria, neurasthenia, 

and epilepsy, passes onthrough insanity to culminate in actual 

structural defect" (3). But this germinal impairment was variable 

in terms of its expression or manifestation. The eugenists made much 

of the fact that they did not say that mental disorders were inherited 

but rather, as it were, a specific developmental energy at the level 

of the hereditary material - "it is quite clear that in many of 

these cases what is transmitted is not the actual quality, but a 

tendency to the development of that quality" (4). In the process of 

degeneration itself, the two phenomena at each level ran parallel -

as the germ-plasm was progressively devitalised so the mental 

condition became more severe. 

These two levels also provided the space for the second main feature 

of the model, namely predisposition and stress factors. Mental 

conditions were such that certain potential states might be triggered 

by some environmental factor. This helped to explain a number of 

irritating and anomalous facts that for example idiots appeared in 

otherwise normal families or the different degrees of intensity of 

mental condition. As Tredgold informed the Royal Commissioners, 

investigating the feeble-minded "in cases in which morbid heredity 

is present but only very slight, I believe that these external 

factors have an extremely important contributory influence, and that 

they make all the difference between a development of the nervous 

system compatible with the needs of everyday life, and actual mental 

deficiency" (5). A favourite example of these stress factors was 

alcohol (6). These triggering factors were to be distinguished from 

what Tredgold called 'extrinsic causes' which invariably produced 

mental defect by way of an actual disease of the brain i.e. the kind 

of damage that could occur without the predisposition. 

Within this broad outline a number of other features of their doctrine 

stand out. Certainly their classification schemas seem to have been 

rather vague and their usages inconsistent. A distinction was 

frequently made between psychoses (disordered functions of mind), 

dementia (loss of mind), and amentia (absence of mind) (7). &ut 

elsewhere (8) imbecility was described as a form of insanity or the 

term neurosis was stretched to cover epilepsy, migraine, even 
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diabetes! (9). On other occasions Mott talked about ttemperaments'. 

The 'morbid neurotic temperament' for example he defined in the 

following terms the "signs of degeneracy which may be exhibited are 

self-centred narrow-mindedness in religious beliefs, fanaticism, 

mysticism and an unwholesome contempt for traditional customs , 
social usages and morality, often combined with a selfish, self-

seeking, vain spirit of spurious culture, or by a false sentimental 

altruism, or by eccent.f"'lc.ih e,s of all kinds" (10). 

Despite this somewhat confused terminology the bedrock of their 

position was the distinction between minds that were potentially 

unbalanced and minds that were not, as it were, completely equipped 

for full development (ll). The second of these conditions (generally 

termed amentia) was firmly rooted in organic physical defect - it 

was a "manifestation of a imperfect or arrested development of certain 

cells of the brain" (12) and the feeble-minded belonged to a "totally 

distinct and pathological group" (13). Considerable emphasis was 

placed on the continuity between feeble-mindedness and the other more 

extreme forms of mental deficiency, because "feeble-mindedness 

however mild, and idiocy, however gross, belong to the same order; 

although different in degree they are of the same nature; they are 

the result of similar causes ••• " (14). 

Curiously enough this strong emphasis on organic causes and clear cut 

pathologies did not preclude the frequent resort to sociological 

definitions of mental deficiency, as e.g. "The term 'mental defect', 

in my opinion should be restricted to those persons who are so 

lacking in general mental capacity, in common sense, that they are 

incapable of SUbsisting by their own unaided efforts" (15). There 

was no contradiction however. In the first of three lectures 

delivered in 1913 Mott gave most elaborate organic definitions of 

feeble-mindedness - "the degree of amentia or congenital absence of 

mind is proportional to the failure or superficial extent of the grey 

matter of the cortex - the anatomical basis of mind" (16) but went on 

to state that no physical causes were discoverable in the thigher 

grade imbecile' (i.e. feeble-minded), the epileptic or the, insane 

adolescent, attributed this to the fact that the right methods had 

not yet been invented and concluded with the necessity of falling 
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back on the estimation of the kind of stock the individual came from. 

Thus this question of what consituted a neuropathic stock and its 

effects on breeding clearly lead to the final plank in the eugenic 

argument. 

Just as the nature of the germ-plasm defect provided the place for 

the environmental triggering factors so it emphasised the place and 

effect of inter-breeding. The reader will recall from the chapter 

on pauperism the problem of the contamination of fit stocks. At the 

most general level, "the insane predisposition may disappear by 

marriage into perfectly healthy stocks but of course there is a 

danger of infecting a good stock with a bad" (17). Bad stocks if 

they inter-married, tended to die out on the principle of the 'law of 

anticipation' as Mott termed it. But situations did arise which were 

much more difficult to assess - "What we want to know is, did the 

patient come from good stocks or bad stocks? In a large family one 

child may be feeble-minded and all the rest sound, perhaps some may 

possess brilliant mental characters. We may not be able to ascertain 

any reason for this child being defective. By the laws of heredity, 

especially Galton's law of ancestral inheritance, a feeble-minded or 

insane individual coming from sound stocks of civic worth is much 

more likely to breed mentally sound children than a feeble-minded or 

insane individual of a bad stock in which are found a large number of 

members exhibiting various forms of degeneracy " (18). • • • 

Mott seems to have been more optimistic than Tredgold that a stock 

with a not very high level of morbid heredity, if it married into a 

healthy stock, would throw off the hereditary curse. How then were 

these morbid stocks to be identified? In practice the only method 

was by reference to family pedigrees. This is most easily 

illustrated by an early paper of Tredgold's which discussed the 

influence of morbid heredity on the child (19). Tredgold arranged 

the parents of the children studied in five groups depending on the 

degree of morbid heredity. So for example the first group contained 

those with insanity in the child's mother only, with antecedents and 

collaterals healthy, the third group included those with insanity in 

the mother and present in one previous generation of either the 

motherts maternal or paternal ancestors (20) whereas the fifth group 
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included all degrees of insanity on the mother's side plus insanity, 

alcoholism or phthisis on the father's side. Tredgold claimed to 

have shown that the death-rates of the infants correlated with the 

severity of the morbid inheritance. lilt is plainly evident that when 

a strong morbid heredity exists the vitality of the child is so much 

impaired that its chances of surviving more than a few months are 

small and I am convinced that this morbid heredity influence plays a 

very important part in the degeneration of the offspring and finally 

culminates in either idiocy or extermination" (21). 

In general the Mott/Tredgold view seems to have been widely shared by 

that part of the medical profession concerned with mental illness. 

What might be called the organic emphasis appears to have been well

nigh universal. Clouston's book (a standard text) opened with the 

theme of Temperament and Diathesis and certainly confirms the 

universality of the notion of the insane diathesis - liThe great 

difficulty about its description is that we find few cases of this 

condition alike, and its special manifestations in different cases 

are as multiform as the human faculties and as complex as different 

combinations of unusual developments of those facilities can make 

it" (22). As has been argued there were two crucial aspects, - one, 

the reduction of states of mind and behaviour to organic levels (and 

at least by implication the 'hereditary stuff') and as a corollary 

of this the necessity to place the diverse forms of mental 

malfunctioning on a plane of equivalence. 

There could be endless behavioural diversity (which the innumerable 

classification schemas tried to capture) but there must be (in the 

last analysis) organic unity. Discussions tended to concentrate 

round certain key points - identifiable disease states and (in the 

case of mental deficiency) cranial abnormalities (23); there was 

great interest in the apparent capacity of parents with one kind of 

mental disorder to produce offspring with another kind; interspersed 

with these discussions there were often the most breathtaking abstract 

speculations e.g. - "It is not impossible that there is a kind of 

moral centre in the brain, and so these cases or some of them have 

been compared with cases of agraphia or aphasia. We have indeed, 

seen moral weakness develop after a head injury" (24). What seems to 
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have occurred is a complete disJ"unctl"on b t h e ween c aracterising 

behaviour and the endless invocation of ·unstable nervous systems' 

and so forth. This vacuum was filled with theoretical debris like 

diathesis, degeneration and so on (25). 

In addition to this general organic emphasis the major elements of 

the Mott/Tredgold position seem to have been widely accepted in the 

psychiatric literature of the time. These elements included the 

major distinction between insanity for which the predisposition/stress 

model was invoked·-and mental deficiency, characterised as incompleted 

cerebral development (26). The predisposition/stress model clearly 

had the characteristic of apparently endless extension (27) -

"Neurasthenia and insanity are very closely related diseases. In 

each of them, as exciting factors, we find such conditions as the 

stress and strain of modern life, (Cf. footnote 27) shock, grief, 

infections and intoxi:cations like influenza and alcohol ••• There is, 

in fact, no cause capable of determining the one which may not act 

as the excitant of the other. The predisposing cause is identical. 

In each disease there is diminished physiological margin - a weakness 

- of the central nervous system. In some instances this weakness may 

be acquired, but in most cases, both of neurasthenia and insanity, as 

we are now beginning to recognise, it is inherited. In short, we may 

say that sufferers from both these conditions are born under the same 

unlucky star" (28). 

As already indicated on the mental deficiency side proper 'incomplete 

cerebral development' seems to have satisfied everyone though many of 

those professionally concerned in the area must have been aware that, 

"comparatively few feeble-minded children belong to the distinct 

types ••• It is also true that physiologists have noticed certain 

peculiarities in the structure of the brain and cortical nerve cells 

or mentally defectives (sic); but this, again, cannot help us for 

our purpose, for we cannot open the living child's brain to see what 

is the matter with it, and even if we could, I doubt whether it could 

help us very much" (29). 

Nevertheless while the evidence indicates considerable support for 

the Mott/Tredgold view thefe was no shortage of sceptics. It was 
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possible to question the data of the eugenic enthusiasts. Sir James 

Crichton-Browne reported asking a specialist doctor to keep records 

of mental defect among his affluent patients and out of 12 cases, "In 

only four of these cases was there any trace of hereditary taint, and 

in no case was that in the direct line of descent" (30). Indeed this 

is not an isolated case. In the context of prisons for example the 

most divergent estimates prevailed. One writer, in contrast to the 

rather wilder estimates of the eugenists, reported that "The 

percentage of defectives in prison has been very variously estimated. 

Dr. Quinton, late of Holloway Prison a man of great experience makes 

it as low as 4% The modest estimates invariably come from those 

whose duties bring them into daily contact with prisoners" (31). 

Aside from the data the eugenists modes of reasoning could also be 

questioned - "As far as feeble-mindedness is in question, unless the 

relationship to it, in heredity of insanity, epilepsy, hysteria, 

neurosthenia, and even gross cerebral lesions were admitted, the case 

for inheritance would be a weak one" (32). As we have seen the 

equation of different forms of mental malfunctioning and the 

assumption of hereditary factors were complementary parts of a single 

theoretical structure. Both parts could be questioned. The analysis 

of 'marked heredity' was fraught with difficulties as some observers 

were well aware - "O"thers considered all cases of mental defec t as 

'hereditary' when there was any history of insanity as 'nervous 

disorder' of almost any kind among the more or less immediate 

ancestors" (33). 

Having examined the views of those eugenists professionally concerned 

with the problem of feeble-mindedness in the context of medical 

opinion generally it now remains to examine the content of the more 

popular eugenic literature of the time to provide a more balanced 

picture of the eugenic case. The most characterist\c image of this 

literature was the "stream of degeneracy" and these images portrayed 

in a frightening but effective way the notion of social prOblems with 

virtually unstoppable, because biological, causes - "Nothing is more 

wasteful than this army of degenerates who, when they are not living 

at the cost of the tax payer in work-homes or prisons, are wandering 

at large, idling, pilfering, injuring property and polluting the 
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stream of national health by throwing into it human rubbish in the 

shape of lunatics, idiots and criminals" (34). That mental defect 

was hereditary almost went without saying and the most widely used 

means of demonstration were the pedigree (35) and references to 

general medical experience - "where both parents are known to be 

feeble-minded, there is no record of their having given birth to a 

normal child" (36). 

Of course this was not unreasonable given, as Saleeby pointed out, 

"that the whole tr~d of modern research has been to accentuate the 

importance, if not indeed the indispensableness, of the inherent or 

inherited factor in the production of insanity" (37). The notion of 

the interchangeability of mental states was, of course, drawn from 

existing research but the implications were often stretched to the 

limit. Thus the Whethams, in the context of Lombroso's theories of 

crime, could write, "Almost all forms of chronic constitutional 

disease, especially those of a nervous character, may give rise to 

criminality in the descendants" (38). Eugenic writers treated 

insanity, feeble-mindedness and epilepsy in the same chapter of their 

books since they were seen more or less of the same order. Schuster's 

chapter (39) illustrates almost all the main features of the 

eugenic discussion. Insanity was a case of a general weakness of 

mental stability which gave certain people a predisposition to it 

during or as an effect of disturbing periods of life. A particularly 

difficult problem for eugenists here was recurrent insanity during 

certain periods of which, of course, the person appeared normal. 

The hereditary taint was there-- "There is one case on record in 

which such a man has begotten six more of the same kind" (40) - but 

given the periods of normality it was hard to justify any eugenic 

action (41). Mental deficiency, on the other hand, being a case of 

incomplete cerebral development, was open to more rigorous action. 

The stream of degeneracy was not simply alarming in itself but because 

if the eugenic explanation were correct it would continuously increase. 

The eugenists often presented their arguments as inferences from 

natural selection. The model of natural selection was more or less 

an aggregation of empirical factors that had, or could be assumed to 

have, lowered death rates among the feeble-minded. On this 
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principle there rested a network of arguments which explained the 

effects of humanitarianism and medicine while also drawing on both 

official and unofficial statistics. For the eugenist-in-the-street 

large numbers of feeble-minded persons existed because of the 

'relaxation' of natural selectJ.·on. Th ese persons, it was generally 

agreed, were both incapable of exercising restraint in their sexual 

functions and liable to be exploited in such a direction by the 

unscrupulous and evil-minded. The offspring of such pernicious 

unions in turn benefited from the relaxation of natural selection 

which, concretely, meant that they could turn for aid to a variety of 

public and private charitable institutions. Mrs. Hawkes voiced this 

theory with her usual forthrightness - "Then carne our charitable 

institutions and 'our modern human sympathy' aiding and abetting the 

feeble-minded and criminals by finding them homes (the workhouse, 

'homes', colonies, asylums, gaols etc), instead of, as at one time 

passively ridding the country of degenerates by allowing them to die 

because they could not fight the competitive battle of life, and 

actively ridding it of criminals by extensive capital punishments" (42). 

As was often the case the chronology and adminstrative facts were 

somewhat vague. The primary factor in this relaxation of natural 

selection was clearly humanitarianism. Reference was sometimes made 

to earlier historical practices in this area or the practices of 

primitive races and these were always assumed rather drastic - "In 

primitive states of society it appears to have been an almost 

universal practice to kill all children who were delicate or deformed" 

(43). Even without this model of natural selection the fact that the 

feeble-minded were reproductively prolific was also barely open to 

doubt (44). Everyone had their favourite story of the feeble-minded 

woman who had been to a workhouse infirmary n times to give birth (45). 

Clearly the villain of the piece here was modern medicine and its 

increasing availability. But like humanitarianism medicine could not 

be condemned; rather its effects had to be compensatedfor (46). Thus 

it was the extent of feeble-mindedness and its reproductive excess, 

which made the situation so urgent. 

There is one other aspect of the eugenic indictment, that, though it 

was a corollary of the preceding, deserves special mention. The 
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eugenists clearly believed (rightly) that feeble-mindedness was a 

good campaign issue for them and this explains certain features of 

their arguments. There was an mph· h e as~s on t e enormous benefits that 

would accrue from disposing of feeble-mindedness - obviously since 

feeble-mindedness was, if not the main, at least a major cause of 

most of the problems. There were three stages in this argument _ 

firstly a general conviction that since it was an hereditary 

phenomenon, once the feeble-minded ceased to reproduce the actual 

problem would rapidly disappear. "It is confidently asserted that 

feeble-mindedness could be practically stamped out in two generations 

if the State rigorously determined to check the perennial flow of 

the unfit into our national life" (47) or, as Saleeby put it, "The 

problem (of feeble-mindedness) would be at once reduced to 

negligible proportions if all cases of feeble-mindedness were dealt 

with as they should be" (48). 

As a result of this many other problems would disappear or be 

substantially reduced. We would be "able to abolish the majority of 

our asylums, gaols and workhouses, to reduce considerably the number 

of our judges and the paraphernalia of justice, and to reduce and 

simplify our charities" (49). It all seemed most likely to catch the 

eye of the careful calculating bourgeois and though cost was 

sometimes thought to be rather profane in this context it was a major 

selling point - "In such a supremely important question cost should, 

perhaps, not be considered, but even the costs would be covered in 

the next generation by the less provision required for workhouses, 

hospitals, asylums and prisons ••• " (50). As Major Darwin put it to 

the members of the Junior Constitutional Club, "everyone of us in 

this room is constantly, year in and year out, paying the debts of 

the wastrel" (51). Thus the eugenic case should be argued as both 

convincing and as offering an urgent and practical reform - indeed 

the only immediately practicable eugenic policy that could be 

legislated for (52). All eugenists almost without exception agreed 

that it was a fully justifiable step. 

Clearly it would be reasonable to conclude that this eugenic agitation 

h . ° tOde of demands for and propaganda had an impact on t e rlslng l 

action to deal with the feeble-minded in the period up to the First 
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World War. How far was this the case? It is clear that prominent 

representatives of the mainstream agitatl.°on h d °d bl a consl. era e sympathy 

for the eugenic position (53). A glance at their writings shows that 

they inclined to place in the forefront of their arguments the 

hereditary nature of mental defect, the explanatory role of natural 

selection and the necessity for powers of compulsory detention of 

the feeble-minded. Indeed the distinction between these writers and 

those placed under the heading of the popular eugenists may seem a 

very fine, even indistinguishable, one. 

Yet it is important to be aware of the context of this agitation. 

Concern about the feeble-minded seems to have come in the wake of 

national education which brought to light this group and thus 

attracted the interest of the social reform organisations of the day 

(54). The mainstream agitation thus had a longer history and a 

'broader basis than the eugenic denunciation of the feeble-minded. 

This longer history included some scepticism as to the question of 

heredity. As the COS report put it, " ••• though feeble-mindedness is 

largely due to heredity, in a great number of cases it makes its 

appearance independently of known hereditary taint ••• We may conclude 

then that the extent of the mischief due to this cause has been 

somewhat exxagerated" (55). Differences of opinion can be clearly 

seen in the evidence offered to the Royal Commission on the Feeble

Minded by the various reform organisations. The representatives of 

Dr. Barnado's Homes, the Salvation Army and the Metropolitan 

Association for Befriending Young Servants all evinced considerable 

caution on the question of heredity and the notion of natural 

selection seems hardly to have arisen. 

While the use of eugenic themes undoubtedly increases in the years 

up to the Great War it might be suggested here that this use was in 

part, indeed in large part, rhetorical (56). For the Dendys md the 

Pinsents eugenics provided a convenient set of phrases to articulate 

already established objectives. The conclusion of this chapter is 

that the Eugenists made a greater impact in the area of feeble

mindedness than in other areas of social policy not as great, perhaps, 

as some have imagined but certainly there was sufficient interest and 

agreement to act as a launching pad for a legislative campaign. The 
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issue of feeble-mindedness fitted the eugenic concepts better, it 

aroused no hostile interests, it promised to save expenditure and 

reduce immorality. It had all the characteristics of being a great 

opening battle for the young Eugenics Movement which if successful, 

would lead on to greater things. 
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Chapter VII - FOOTNOTES 

1. This is taken from J.E.W. Wallin - The Education of Mentally 

Handicapped Childr~n as quoted in L. Kanner - A History of the 

Care and Study of the Mentally Retarded (Springfield 1963: Charles 

C. Thomas) supplemented by C.W. Saleeby - The eugenic summary and 

demand, a paper given at the mental deficiency section of the 

1911 National conference on the prevention of destitution (1911: 

P.S. King) 

2. An examination of the first six volumes of the Eugenics Review 

shows F.W. Mott and A.F. Tredgold to have been the accepted 

eugenic experts on the field. Their medical eminence is not in 

doubt. (For Mott see A. Neger-Frederick Mott (British Journal of 

Psychiatry 122 (1973), 497-516). Tredgold was the author of what 

was for decades the standard British text-book on mental 

deficiency. In terms of publications, careers, professional 

recognition, and length of association with the problem they are 

clearly representative of medical expertise. In addition as 

eugenists (for Tredgold see Appendix Chapter III) they consistently 

put the eugenic line in frequent publications, to government 

committees and commissions and in popular lectures. To at least 

partially correct any confusion between Mott/Tredgola as eugenists 

and as medical men I have sampled other medical sources and 

experts and cited them where appropriate. Thus I take Mott and 

Tredgold to be representative of what may be called the expert 

eugenic position. I have made a distinction between this and the 

more popular eugenic propaganda, taken from the fifty or so 

references detailed in Chapter III Appendix I and other references 

quoted where relevant. 

3. Tredgold - The mentally deficient child (The Child 1 (1911) 313-

320) p.3l5 

4. Tredgold - Heredity as a Factor in mental defect (NCPD 1911) p.29 

5. Tredgold - evidence to the Royal Commission on the care and control 

of the feeble-minded (P.P. 1908 XXXV-XXXIX) vol.l p.397 



(180) 

6. Mott reported that, "repeatedly have I observed that a quantity 

of alcohol which may be consumed daily by a man of inherited sound 

mind without apparent harm is sufficient to make a potential 

lunatic anti-social and certifiable" (NCPD 1911) p.26 and F.W. 

Mott - The Temperance Movement and its relation to public health 

(National Temperance Quarterly vol.3 (1912-13) 880-4) 

70 See Mott - Is insanity on the increase? (Sociological Review 6 

(1913) 1-29) p.17 

8 0 In Lancet 13/5/11 pp.125l-l259 

90 There is some useful discussion of the use of the terms neurosis 

and psychosis in the preface to the MacAlpine and Hunter edition 

of D.P. Schreber - Memoirs of my nervous illness (Dawsons 1955) 

10. Mott - The inborn factors of nervous and mental disease (Brain 34 

(1911) 73-101) p.81 

11. " ••• nearly all of these patients who become insane will be found 

to have previously shown evidence of abnormal mental action as 

well as of deficiency - they have in fact an unstable as well as 

a defective mind" Tredgold - The varieties of the feeble-mind 

(Charity Organisation Review XIX (1906) 12-20) p.17 

120 Tredgold - The problem of the feeble-minded (a paper read at the 

Guildhall Conference October 1904) p.2 

13. Tredgold - The feeble-minded (Contemporary Review 97 (1910) 717-

27) po718 

140 As footnote 3. p.314 

15. AoF. Tredgold - Dull and Backward Children (British Journal of 

Children's Diseases (Oct 1911»p.5 

16 0 Mott - Nature and Nurture in mental development (Science Progress 

9 (1913) 291-307) po229 

-
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17. F.W. Mott - Heredity and Insanity (Eugenics Review II (1910) 257-
281) p.276 

18. As footnote 7. p.18 

19. Tredgold - Remarks on the subsequent history of children born 

while the mother was insane (Lancet 17/5/02 1380-5) 

20. This heavy emphasis on the female side seems possibly related to 

the notion that women were more susceptible to mental illness than 

men. Perhaps also it is related to a much wider set of notions 

current at this time about the special vulnerability of the 

female organism, which some eugenists, particularly Saleeby and 

Whetham, shared. Cf. Joan N. Burstyn - Education and Sex: The 

medical case against education for women in England 1870-1900 

(Proceedings ofjthe-Am~rican Philosophical Society 117 (1973) 79-

89) 

21. Tredgold - Remarks p.1385 

22. T.S. Clouston - Clinical Lectures on Mental Diseases (1904 

A Churchill 6thedition) p.375 

23. This being e.g. one of Shuttleworth's four diagnostic criteria, 

the others being formative and developmental defects, abnormality 

of nervous action and defects in nutrition, Cf. G.E. Shuttleworth 

and W.A. Potts - Mentally Deficient Children: Their Treatment and 

Training (1910 H.K. Lewis 3rd edition) Ch.VI 

24. op.cit. p.ll9 

5 h · . Cf h f 11' "Thus there l'S a mass of 2 • On t 1S p01nt • teo oW1ng-

general, indefinite and therefore still comparatively valueless 

opinion on the subject of individual susceptibility to disease -

to influenza, to erysipelas, to quinsy and to other diseases". 

J~ Mitchell Bruce - The G.P. and the Medical Society 

(Presidential Address to the Medical Society of London) 

(Practitioner 87 (1911) 741-8) p.742 
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26 0 "The most simple and in many ways the most scientific form of 

classification of mental disorder would be one consisting of 

three divisions: - (1) failure of evolution (2) derangement of 

normal functions (3) dissolution or dementia" Craig p.43 

M. Cra~ - Psychological Medicine (J. & A. Churchill 1912) But 

on the latter point Cf. Clouston, "Dementia I would restrict to 

incurable conditions of enfeeblement commonly secondary to other 

mental states" p.9 

270 And seems to have been bound up with a widespread medical 

(biological?) ideology about the uniquely stressful nature of 

modern life. Cf. "Perhaps after all, the causation of much 

mental disorder is not so intricate and complicated as has been 

supposed; and it may be that while we have been groping in the 

dark with metaphysicians, the key to the problem has been lying 

under our very hands ••• may it not be that much of the growing 

increase of mental disorder is to a certain extent fue to our 

mode of living: no time for proper meals, no time for necessary 

exercise, no time for attending to health; the race for life is 

too keen, until finally we perish in the product of our own 

metabolism?" Craig op.cit. p.28 

28. A.F. Tredgold - Neurasthenia and Insanity (Practitioner 86 (1911) 

84-95) p.84 

29. A.R. Abelson - Mental Tests for Defective Children (NCPD) p.130 

my emphasis 

30. Journal State Medicine XX (1912) p.585 

310 J.P. Sturrock - The Mentally Defective Criminal (Journal of 

Mental Science LIX (1913) 314-325) p.317 

32. E.B. Sherlock - The Feeble-minded (1911 Macmillan) p.157 

33. H.B. Donkin - The Harveian Oration 1910 - Inheritance of Mental 

Characters p.22 
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34. C.T. Ewart - Parenthood (Empire Review XIX (1910) 314-320) p.3l4 

The imagery of stream, torrent and flow is frequently found in 

eugenic writing of the time. Tredgold ft d . . o en use 1t e.g. 1n 
Eugenics and the future progress of Man (Eugenics Review III 

(1911-12) 94-117) p.112 Another writer, G. Clarke Nuttall _ 

Eugenics and Genetics (Fortnightly Review 89 (1911) 453-460) 

talks of the "poison flow" (p.457) 

35. e.g. the Whethams - The Family and the Nation (Longmans 1909) 
Ch.IV 

36. Whetham - An Introduction to Eugenics (Bowes & Bowes 1912) p.26 

37. Saleeby - Parenthood and Race Culture (Cassell 1909) p.175 

Cf. The familiar saving clause - "All of these (i.e. schools of 

heredity) agree, for instance, as to the fact that the insane 

tendency is transmissible and is transmitted by heredity". 

op.cit. p.lS 

38. the Whethams - Heredity and Society (Longrnans 1912) p.26 

39. Schuster - Eugenics (Collins 1912) Ch.VIII 

40. op.cit. p.167 But Mrs. R.J.J. Hawkes in her pamphlet What is 

Eugenics? A plea for racial improvement insisted on the 

compulsory segregation lunatics, temporary or permanent. 

41. "With regard to recurrent insanity he did not think any 

legislation could be expected until they could place their facts 

upon such a sound basis that it must corne horne to everybody. He 

could not say that those peopleadmitted into asylums with 

recurrent insanity should be kept there indefinitely but there 

was great danger in allowing these people to be discharged". -

report of F.W. Mott's remarks at NCPD mental deficiency section 

pp.38-9 

42. Hawkes op.cit. p.3 
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43. Tredgold ibid. p.98 

44. In Arnold White's colourful analogy - "This country has billeted 

on it a tyrannical troop of deteriorated humanity, which is not 

troubled by a recruiting problem". p.288 of his book The Views 

of Vanoc: An Englishman's outlook (Kegan Paul Trench & Trubner 

1911) 

45. Cf. M. Crackanthorpe's evidence to the 1904 Royal Commission on 

the Feeble-minded. "Every woman guardian and matron will bear 

me out when I say that the number of feeble-minded girls who 

enter the workhouse time after ti~~~with illegitimate children 

is on the increase". Cf. Vanoc in the Referee 12/1/08 

46. Eugenists were always careful to insist that they in no sense 

implied that the doctor should ignore his primary duty to cure 

the sick - yet this insistence sometimes had a plaintive ring to 

it. Cf. "Medical men must, no doubt, strive to keep the unfit , 

alive; but are they not therefore doubly bound to join us in our 

effects to diminish the multiplication of all the unquestionably 

degenerate types?" (L. Darwin - Presidential Address to the EES 

June 1913) p.7 

47. Clarke Nuttall ibid. p.457 

48. Saleeby op.cit. p.174 

49. Mrs. Hawkes op.cit. p.lO 

50. Whetham - Inheritance and Sociology (Nineteenth Century LXV (1909) 

p.83) 

51. Report of an address on practical eugenics p.13 

52. e.g. L. Darwin (EES third annual report) 

53. I have taken as typical figures here M. Dendy, E. Pinsent and 

H P Ko b M- Dendy - The Feeble-minded and Crime (Lancet A. •• lr y. _ 
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24/5/02); The Feeble-minded (Economic Review XIII (1903) 257-

279; evidence to the RCFM vol.1 39-64; Feeb1e-mindedness, 

Destitution and Crime (NCPD 1911 48-53); E. Pinsent - On the 

permanent care of the feeble-minded (Lancet 21/12/03); The 

importance of the Formation of After-care Committees wherever 

special schools exist (COR XXI (1907) 24-30); Social Responsibility 

and Heredity (National Review Nov 1910) A.W. Kirby - A plea for 

the Mentally Defective (COR XXI (1907) 120-31); The Feeble-

minded and Voluntary Effort Eugenics Review I (1909/10); a speech 

at a Penal Reform League reported Penal Reform League Monthly 

Record (IV (1912) 3-4) 

54. Cf. The Feeble-minded Child and Adult (Swan Sonnenschein & Co. 

1895) (a report of the Charity Organisation Society) 

55. op.cit. p.136 

56. and see further discussion of this point in Chapter VIII 

-
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Chapter VIII - EUGENICS AND FEEBLE-MINDEDNESS PART II 

The last chapter has shown that there was considerable support for 

some kind of legislation to deal with the feeble-minded and that 

much of this support had been couched in at least eugenic sounding 

terms. Doubtless this inclined the Society to take the possibility 

of eugenic legislation in this area much more seriously than in the 

cases so far examined and to make considerable efforts to achieve 

such legislation. The nature and the result of th~se efforts are 

discussed in this chapter. But to approach this one detour is 

necessary. The eugenists had established to their own and many other 

people's satisfaction that the problem of feeble-mindedness should 

be dealt with eugenically. The question of the appropriate eugenic 

solution to the problem is an interesting example of the difficulties 

the eugenists faced. This question has already arisen generally and 

in specific contexts but here it requires a more extended treatment. 

Two clarifications are necessary: firstly, in the types who were to 

be dealt with and secondly the methods which might be used. The 

eugenic theories of feeble-mindedness could produce a number of 

groups since while in principle behaviours were to be reduced to the 

hereditary level, in practice this was not always possible - not all 

criminals or prostitutes were feeble-minded for example. Thus there 

might be hereditary variation and behavioural variation producing 

the following situation:-

Behavioural Defects 

Present Absent 

Germ-plasm defects Present 1 2 

Absent 3 NORMALS 

Such criteria would certainly produce a ·favourite· group of 

defectives, characterised by behavioural abnormalities which could 

be assumed to be rooted in hereditary abnormalities. The case of the 

other two groups was slightly more complicated. Group 2 had morbid 
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heredities but were behaviourally normal. G 3 roup would be those 
showing behavioural defects but with no apparent hereditary 

abnormalities. No problems attached to Gr8Up 1 but Group 2 had both 

a eugenic and a legislative difficulty. Stocks with bad heredities 

were likely, as we have seen, to drag down good stocks. On such 

grounds some eugenists wDuld like to have forbidden procreation. 

A.R. Douglas for example argued that they were the real problem and 

that "where imbeciles have appeared in sibship, marriage to be 

refused to all other members of that sibship" (1). Other eugenists 

were less rigid. The legislative problem with this group would be 

that they could not be recognised through a social problem grid. 

Even those with hereditary defects (as opposed to morbid heredity) 

would be very difficult to deal with on eugenic grounds alone, in 

the absence of any legally definable abnormalities. Lastly there is 

no direct reason why a eugenic argument should be interested in 

Group 3 at all since their behavioural abnormalities, however 

regrettable, had no hereditary basis and therefore no eugenic 

significance. 

The second necessary clarification lies in the appropriate methods 

and here a comparison of the logic with the reality may prove 

helpful. In any eugenic case there are clearly four methods of 

controlling the unfit, namely, removal of the organism; removal of 

the organism's reproductive capacity; prevention of the functioning 

of the organism1s reproductive capacity by (a) social means (b) 

individual means: removal of the organism's offspring. Clearly again 

logically in relation to the groups I have separated out above some 

of these methods might be more appropriate than others on eugenic 

grounds. So for example a person likely to produce abnormal 

offspring but otherwise capable of sustaining a normal existence 

would not usefully be segregated whereas a person incapable of 

operating a method of individual birth control might well be 

usefully sterilised. 

In practice of course the debates of the time bear very little 

resemblance to the network of logical choices I have outlined. Such 

debates did not take place in logic but in a definite universe of 

moral and legal discourse solidly anchored in a stable society. The 
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logic therefore had to give way at points to other elements. The 

eugenists were aware that they were located on extremely sensitive 

ideological terrain. The removal of the organism was clearly 

inconceivable on ideological grounds including notions of the 

sanctity of life and freedom of the citizen (2). Usually either of 

these can be invaded only on grounds of criminal behaviour with a 

built-in category of intent. Having bad hereditary qualities 

could not be brought within this set of categories. 

More practically however the other· logical possibilities all involved 

some consideration of reproduction and therefore sexuality and this 

alone made the eugenists vulnerable. Whatever their personal 

predilections the logic of their positions forced them to probe areas 

of behaviour which for years if not centuries, had been under the 

ban of repressive ideologies. Sir James Barr argued quite rightly 

that one of the obstacles facing eugenists was that "perhaps the 

majority of people were apt to taboo sexual matters" (3). And yet 

while the eugenists were in some ways in the vanguard such incidents 

as the following do not seem untypical of the times - "Galton agreed 

to he~p, but then withdrew his offer upon receiving a complaint 

from Miss Elderton who had attended a meeting chaired by Dr. 

Slaughter in which sexual problems were discussed. Matters became 

worse in March 1908 when Slaughter was convicted of indecent as~~t, 

a conviction that was however, quashed on appeal" (4). 

Certainly this atmosphere seems to have provided a total obstacle to 

any discussion of birth control as a means of securing eugenic ends 

(5). Undoubtedly many of the eugenists shared the c9yness and reserve 

of their times (6) which brought attacks from their more radical 

critics. Stella Browne, for example, complained that the Eugenics 

Society had, "persistently refused to give any help towards 

extending the knowledge of contraceptives to the exploited classes" 

(7). I am not happy with this as an explanation (8) but I can only 

report the fact that there is almost no discussion of birth control 

as a eugenic measure before the first world war. 

Given these various ideological constraints the options were reduced 

to two, in the jargon of the time, sterilisation or segregation. 
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Even this debate seems to have been a muted one carried on primarily 

in medical circles to which I now refer. There is no doubt that 

sterilisation proposals did arise both in medical and wider debate 

from time to time, perhaps their most notorious proponent being Dr. 

Rentoul, already referred to in chapter four. Although there was 

some discussion as to possible side-effects of the sterilisation 

operation the overwhelming objections as perceived by both doctors 

and laymen were moral and political. There were no doubts about its 

feasibility in practice (9). The proposals do not appear to have 

been taken seriously at any time by legislators though there is one 

reference in the literature to a debate at an LCC meeging on 

reception of its Asylums Committee report which appeared to have a 

consensus in favour of sterilisation (10). I think it is reasonable 

to conclude that the almost universal assumption behind such 

discussion is summarised by Flinders Petrie's comment, "Much more 

drastic treatment of the unfit has been advocated, as by Dr. Rentoul. 

In a future period of civilisation a logical course of treatment 

might have a chance of adoption, but in our age any serious change 

of the habits of thought and action will not be tolerated, unless 

brought about very gradually under small influences" (11). This 

certainly remained the position until after the first World War. In 

the period before the war this effectively left segregation as the 

only practicable option. 

The immediate background to the legislative battles of the period 

1910-1912 was of course the Royal Commission on the Care and Control 

of the Feeble-minded (12). The Commission laboured long and hard 

and its voluminous report and findings finally appeared in July 1908. 

Itself a summary of the state of the debate on the subject the 

Commission stimulated further argument which intensified in the 

period following the government's decision to take legislative action. 

The Commission's deliberations may be separated into three parts, 

namely, an analysis of the existing state of affairs and a report 

recommending various changes, an exhaustive survey of the state of 

opinion amongst those interested in the field of mental illness, and 

an attempt to arrive at reliable figures for the numbers of the 

mentally deficient in the country. 
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Although these questions had been discussed for many years the 

Commission's report appears to have given a considerable boost to 

demands for state action. According to K. Jones (13) by the end of 

1912 the Home Office had received 800 resolutions to that effect from 

public bodies. The government may also have felt pressured by the 

two private members bills introduced into the Commons in the 1912 

session. An analysis of the legislative campaign will give some 

idea of the degree to which the eugenics movement was constrained to 

make ideological concessions and the degree to which it exercised 

some influence on the legislation that finally appeared on the 

statute book. 

Over the period 1910-1912 the House of Commons dealt with three 

quite different bills on the general subject of feeble-mindedness 

(14). Only one of these was directly inspired by the Eugenics 

Education Society. An examination of this bill will provide a 

preliminary indication of the eugenists' legislative ambitions in 

relation to the feeble-minded. On the fifth of December 1911 Mr. W. 

Rea M.P. arranged a meeting for MPs with a joint delegation from 

the Eugenics Education Society and the National Association for the 

Welfare of the Feeble-minded, the major representatives for the 

eugenists being Tredgold and Langdon-Down. The meeting led shortly 

afterwards to the presentation in the Commons of a private member's 

bill by Mr. G. Stewart. What then did this measure, directly 

inspired by the eugenists, contain? 

In fact the bill had few, if any, dramatic proposals, Clause 8 

specified that a feeble-minded person could be placed in a registered 

home by order of a J.P. or a stipendiary magistrate provided (a) the 

feeble-minded person was in need of protection, (b) was a source of 

injury to himself and others, and (c) two medical practitioners 

would give such a diagnosis. This clause also allowed that 

relieving officers might apply for an order for persons "found 

wandering in that parish". Clause 10 laid down that detention of a 

feeble-minded person could not continue beyond eighteen months 

without the written consent of the Commissioners in Lunacy. Clause 

13 made it possible for those in charge of any feeble-minded 

institution to discharge any feeble-minded person providing the 
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Commissioners were notified. Clause 15 required regular annual 

inspection by the Commissioners or their agents of every detained 

feeble-minded person. Clause 18 guaranteed that representatives of 

the feeble-minded might retain supervision of them if they could 

convince the Commissioners they could provide adequate care, 

protection and control. 

It must be pointed out of course that while the bill contained no 

dramatic proposals it was regarded as a minimalist measure, "to 

secure control over those persons whose condition or surroundings 

are such that their liberty is a source of injury and misery to 

themselves or a menace to the welfare of the community" (15). At the 

meeting with the MPs "it was freely admitted that the bill was only 

the minimum demand and in no way pretended to deal with the problem 

completely, but sought to confer the necessary powers on existing 

authorities pending the adoption of the largermeasure" (16). And it 

is also the case that in his introductory speech Stewart frequently 

indulged in eugenic rhetoric of the cruder kind e.g. "In fact to put 

it briefly, the object of this bill is to regularise the lives, and, 

if possible, to prevent the increasing propagation of half-witted 

people" (17). Other supporters of the bill spoke in similar terms. 

Nevertheless it is worth emphasising that the bill restricted itself 

to an entirely social problem grid, that it was hedged about with 

the usual qualifications and that it allowed approved institutions to 

discharge their feeble-minded inmates. Indeed after the bill had 

gone through committee its somewhat limited provisions were even 

further restricted e.g. in Clause 10 the period of detention was 

reduced from eighteen months to one year and further instalments of 

detention were of one year only requiring the written consent of the 

Commissioners. 

If the Stewart bill was tactical then it had the desired effect 

insofar as just before its second reading the government introduced 

its own bill. This measure aroused a tremendous volume of discussion 

in which a central issue was the degree of influence of eugenics 

theories. As a preliminary it is necessary to single out those 

clauses in the government bill with a specifically eugenic interest 
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for it is these that aroused the greatest controversy. There were 

two clauses in the bill which by any standards, legal, historical or 

administrative, were quite startling (18). These particular clauses 

do not appear to have had anything other than a purely eugenic 

intention and they are certainly the clearest formulation of real 

eugenics practices to find expression in an English bill. The rest 

of the bill could be, and was, justified by reference to the 

statement that the defectives had to be behaviourally abnormal as 

well as being mentally abnormal. No such qualification was made in 

Clause 17 (le). And the intention of Clause 50 was plainly to 

prevent intermarriage and therefore legitimate procreation solely on 

the g~~ands of the defective nature of one of the partners. It is 

clear then that the government's bill had considerably more eugenic 

content than the eugenists themselves had asked for in their own 

bill (19). 

This did not prevent, then as now (20), the eugenists being credited 

with an enormous amount of influence in the controversy surrounding 

the bill. The controversy may be grouped under four headings. 

Firstly, questions of administration and finance; secondly questions 

of the liberty of the subject; thirdly the question of the 

appropriateness and adequacy of the categories proposed; and fourthly 

the degree to which the legislation embodied unproven theories; I will 

deal only with the last three of these. Critics of the bill 

regarded at least the last three groups of these issues as 

inextricably interconnected though in their public statements they 

tended to lead the criticism from the angle of the liberty of the 

subject. The government's case was not helped here by some sloppy 

drafting and the quite extraordinary Clause 17 (If) giving the Home 

Secretary very wide-ranging powers. This was a godsend to the 

opponents of the bill. As Wedgewood put it, "The Secretary of State 

may at any moment by a stroke of the pen invent a new crime which 

will deprive the individual of all his rights of citizenship and 

send him to prison for life" (21). 

There were many other civil liberties issues in the bill but two 

perhaps are worth highlighting. Clause 12 of the bill required 
" . f d f to " local authorities among other things to keep reg~sters 0 e ec lves • 
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This was condemned by Wedgewood as a 'black list' giving excessive 

powers to the authorities. liThe p f h dO rocess 0 an ~ng over to a county 
committee all these enorrn f ous powers 0 black-listing people is really 

the power of selecting from amongst those black-listed people the 

victims who are to be locked up ••• " (22). A second issue which 

many found disturbing was the potential class bias built into the 

bill. This argument tended to be a little hysterical at times (23) 

but there was a serious point to it. As Wedgewood put it, "All these 

bills are meant for the very poor. Clause 19 is the saving clause 

of the rich. The rich are always omitted from measures of this sort. 

Defectives liable to be dealt with under this Act may be 'placed under 

guardianship'. Where there is sufficient money guardianship is 

alright. It is only the people who have no relations to find the 

money that are to be sent to prison" (24). In fact as other 

commentators pointed out it was rather Clause 21 that was the saving 

grace of the rich i.e. "A petition under this act shall, if 

application is made for the purpose before the hearing of the petition 

by or on behalf of the person to whom the petition relates, in 

manner provided by rules of the Supreme Court, be removed to the 

High Court and heard and determined by that court in accordance with 

such rUles". The class bias then lay in the day-to-day workings of 

the legal system since lito make use of a safeguard of that 

description is beyond the financial resources of the ordinary 

working-man" (25). 

It was a point that the more radical critics of the bill constantly 

made and it clearly worried the bill's supporters who seem to have 

read it as an accusation that they argued that only the poor 

produced defective children. Miss Dendy for example replied to a 

series of articles by M.D. Eder (26) with a vigorous assertion that 

feeble-mindedness was equally distributed amongst rich and poor. 

But this was not really the point. A more sophisticated counter 

attack would have been along the lines that Clause 20 of the bill 

(which covered all the appropriate procedures) broadly speaking 

followed the procedures laid down in the Lunacy Act of l890.which 

had not been accused of class bias or at least making the accusation 

of class bias look less convincing. Nevertheless the contexts were 

somewhat different. Both the medical and lay public were much more 
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clear about whay they meant by lunacy than what they meant by 

feeble-mindedness. 

The issue of class bias drifted imperceptibly over onto a second set 

of issues namely, the definitions to be used and the power they gave 

to the relevant experts. It was widely argued that, in the words of 

one informed commentator, "It 1." S a matter f or the serious consideration 

of the public whether the government bill does not contain too much 

of the expert and too much of the bureaucratic to be acceptable" (27). 

The general point was well-expressed, if somewhat provocatively, by 

Wedgewood, "If a spec1."al1."st, d a octor or a eugenist said that so-

and-so is a danger to society and ought to be imprisoned, it is not 

possible for the ordinary layman to criticise the grounds on which 

he has based his dictum of imprisonment" (28). Another outspoken 

critic of the bill, M.D. Eder, put the same point in historical 

perspective; "Today the experts would send a poor man to prison for 

a lifetime because they don't like his family, just as, when Gall was 

in fashion, they would have done so (had they had the power) because 

they didn't like his bumps, or, when Lombroso. was the fashion, 

because they didn't like the shape of his face" (29). This power of 

the experts derived of course from the kinds of definitions of 

feeble-mindedness that were proposed. The critics regarded the 

excessive power of doctors and other relevant functionaries as an 

effect of excessively wide definitions. As Wedgewood put it, "If 

there is anyone who ought to be precluded under this act it ought to 

be the doctors, particularly those who have their own theories and 

fancies as to many of these matters" (30). 

Finally the attitudes of doctors linked up with the third element of 

the critics indictment of the bill, namely the argument that it was 

based on unfounded theories. The most determined opponents of the 

bill saw in its vagueness, its arbitrariness, and its excessive 

bureaucratic power the hand of eugenics, if not a eugenic conspiracy. 

t 1., n the House - "I submi t Wedgewood's more dramatic pronouncemen s 

our object in a democratic country is not first and foremost to 

breed the working classes asthough they were cattle" (31) - found 

d h " support from the Manchester Guardian which commente t at, very 

unfortunately the bill has become associated in people's minds with 
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the theories of the eugenics society, which however interesting, 

are as yet quite unworthy to be regarded as science. Human 

liberty is too precious a thing to be made a subject of experimental 

legislation on half-baked scientific theories" (32). And indeed it 

was a widely repeated criticism that the purpose of the bill was 

"to enable the eugenics society to make experiment in some of its 

pet theories" (33). 

It therefore seems reasonable to conclude that in its first bill the 

government had been under a clear and unequivocal eugenic influence. 

The most obvious objective index of this were that two clauses of 

the bill were quite without legal precedent and these two had the 

clearest pure eugenic intentions. However this bill never became 

law. The reactions of the bill's supporters, the changes that were 

made in committee and the contents of the second bill which was 

introduced in 1913, when assessed, provide a truer measure of the 

real extent of eugenic influence. 

It was clear from the beginning that those who were generally 

sympathetic to the bill, both inside and outside the House, had 

serious reservations about its precise form. This was especially 

the case with the definitions provided in Clause 17 of the bill, 

phrases that were so vague and open to such a wide degree of 

interpretation that even the friends of the bill could scarcely 

restrain their contempt and derision. As Mr. Hume Williams put it, 

I'The idea that you are to be treated as a defective because you are 

incapable of competing on equal terms with your normal fellows is 

purely comic" (34). Mr. A. Lyttelton (in general sympathetic to the 

bill), agreed that, "Anyone who looks at Clause 17, which is one of 

the central features of the bill, will see there an attempt to 

define what feeble-mindedness is, and everyone ••• must think it is 

contrary to the most ordinary common sense" (35). Such supporters 

of the bill made it very clear that they would seek major 

alterations in committee. The standing committee only managed to 

deal with seven clauses of the bill (36) but they were some of the 

most crucial. With reference to the Horne Secretary's powers these 

were circumscribed by the requirement on him to lay regulations 

before acting. In Clause 12 the government on its own initiative 

, au a=t I 25S 
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deleted the register of defectives sub-clause and while this might 

seem unimportant given the other requirements on local authorities 

to "ascertain what persons within their area are defectives" it 

seems reasonable to suppose that this reduced the potential for 

black-lists that was contained in the first draft of the bill. 

In the all-important Clause 17 which took up the largest part of the 

committee's time the directly eugenic Clause 17 (e) disappeared 

completely though part of the idea was retained in a new clause i.e. 

a new group that were now subject to be dealt with were those "who 

are defectives and who are in receipt of poor relief at the time of 

giving birth to an illegitimate child or whcf\pregnant of such child ll
• 

There were changes in the definition of feeble-mindedness to make it 

look less ridiculous. In the amended version it now read, II persons 

in whose case there exists from birth or from an early age mental 

defectiveness not amounting to imbecility, yet so pronounced that 

they require care, supervision and control for their own protection 

or for the protection of others; or, in the case of children, are 

incapable of receiving proper benefit from the instruction in 

ordinary schools". 

These concessions found their way into the draft of the second 

government bill introduced to Parliament in March 1913. Both front 

and back bench spokesmen for the bill were eager to absolve it from 

any association with eugenics and in large measure they were right. 

The Home Secretary referred to the issue in his opening speech. "We 

have also omitted any reference to what might be regarded as the 

eugenic idea which my honourable friend behind me believes underlies 

the whole promotion of this bill. I can assure him that as the 

measure now stands, it exists for the protection of individual 

sufferers" (37). McKenna was followed by others making the same 

point. Mr. Leslie Scott, a prominent supporter of the bill argued 

that, "The bill in its present form does not represent any experiment 

in eugenics. It contains no single proposition which is, in any 

sense, an experiment in the new discoveries of eugenic scientists" (38). 

On the civil liberties issues the opponents of the bill made some 

All attempts to give the Home Secretary residual further gains. 
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powers (either by order or by regulations) were dropped;. As 

McKenna explained, "No power was given either to the existing 

holder of the Home Office or any future holder of the office to 

extend the operations of the bill except by introducing a new Act of 

Parliament" (39). In addition no attempt was made to reintroduce in 

any direct form the register of defectives idea or what Wedgewood 

called the black-list. Wedgewood continued to argue that the 

definition proposed in the bill gave unreasonable power to doctors 

and were ultimately based on eugenic inspiration. He made strenuous 

efforts, without success, to remove the clause that allowed the 

inclusion of women in receipt of poor relief who had or were going 

to give birth to an illegitimate child. 

For the rest Wedgewood concentrated his fire on the definitions 

clause, particularly the phrase that they "require care, supervision 

and control for their own protection or the protection of others". 

The argument here was that, "merely under the words 'for the 

protection of others' you might bring in all the ideas of the 

Eugeni@ School"(40). Battle was joined when Wedgewood tried to 

introduce an amendment to clarify 'for the protection of others' and 

this battle does seem on the face of it to be evidence of continuing 

eugenic influence. Wedgewood pointed out that, "the ordinary way 

to interpret 'protection of others' is to say that it is protection 

against absolute physical violence" (41). Not only did McKenna 

entirely evade this point he refused to clarify exactly what the 

phrase in the bill meant. 

Nevertheless having failed in his second major frontal, assault on 

the bill Wedgewood fought a brilliant rearguard action inserting small 

amendments en route whose effect was to narrow the interpretation of 

the bill to the interests of defective persons rather than any wider 

social goals. In Clause 11 (3) of the bill for example Wedgewood 

moved to insert after the words 'in the interests of the defective' 

the word 'alone' with the intention of focussing the bill on the 

As he put 1· t, "I move these words, mentally deficient themselves. 

and hope they will be accepted by the honourable Member for St. 

Pancras, because I am sure the public understand that we are moving 

in the interest of the defective, and not in the interest of eugenics 
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the better it will be" (42). Though the word alone was later 

replaced by the word himself the effect appears to be the same. 

Similarly in the next section of this clause Wedgewood managed to 

insert after the phrase 'under guardianship' the phrase 'in his own 
interest' (43). 

In the Lords the roles of McKenna and Wedgewood were taken by Haldane 

and the Marquess of Salisbury but the issues were the same, even if 

dealt with in a more gentlemanly manner. On certain central struts 

of the bill Haldane, like McKenna, stood firm e.g. in the use of the 

words 'protection of others' already referred to (44). But Salisbury 

managed to force concessions on the issue of an independent medical 

review of any inmate of an institution for the mentally defective (45). 

Salisbury also secured the insertion of an entirely new clause in 

the bill (Clause 18) which gave rather clearer rights to relatives 

and guardians of defectives with reference to visiting them while 

they were in insbitutions. When the bill returned to the Commons 

Wedgewood quite rightly commented, "I gladly recognise that nearly all 

the amendments we are now considering which have been made in the 

House of Lords are advances towards individual liberty, and therefore 

safeguards which we owe to Lord Salisbury's amendments in the other 

place" (46). 

It has been shown that while the campaign for legislation on mental 

deficiency drew on certain eugenic theories; while the Eugenics 

Education Society played a prominent part in the agitation; and 

while the government's first bill contained unambi5uously eugenic 

clauses the Act that finally found its way onto the statute book 

contained little, if any, eugenic influence. How can these 

developments be explained? A full explanation would doubtless 

require further more specifically focussed research but the material 

examined in this chapter prompts the following reasonably plausible 

hypothesis. 

Shortly after the bill had finally been passed one of its most 

active supporters (and a member of the Royal Commission) made the 

"In V1· ew of the s ta temen ts which have been following comment: 

repeatedly made by opponents of the bill that the measure owes its 
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origin to a band of idealists whose sole object is to improve the 

breed of man, and who for this purpose care not what suffering they 

impose upon the living souls whose physical defects they hope to 

banish from the race, I thJ.·nk J.°t well t 0 d o remJ.n my readers that the 

movement on behalf of the feeble-minded originated with much more 

humble and much more practical persons" (47). This was indeed the 

case. The call for legislation derived its legitimacy from certain 

sections of the medical profession and from the demands of 

administrators, either public or voluntary, who were actively involved 

in the handling of the mentally deficient section of the population 

(via prisons, schools, privately funded 'colonies' etc.). 

Two organisations that may be regarded as representatives of these 

forces in the debate on legislation were the Medico-Psychological 

Association and the National Association for the Feeble-minded. Both 

appear to have been heavily involved in the legislative campaign, 

almost to the limits of their resources. The NAFM report for 1912 

records that the parliamentary campaign "entailed unremitting effort 

both on the part of the committees concerned and of the staff" and 

that, "many thousands of letters and circulars were despatched, 

appealing to MPs and to persons interested, to use their influence 

in order to place the measure before the country" (48). The National 

Association closely coordinated its effort with that of the Medico

Psychological Association which discussed the bills frequently at its 

meetings and reported developments in its Journal of Mental Science. 

It is not being suggested here that these organisations did not 

include people who were sympathetic to the eugenic cause. Such is 

clearly the case. What will be argued here is that the primary 

objective of these organisations was to extend the boundaries of the 

Welfare State and more particularly their own power within it. While 

they were not averse to drawing on eugenic propaganda to support their 

case they certainly had no wish to jeopardise their primary project 

should such association prove to be counter productive. 

The leading member of the Medico-Psychological Association most 

closely associated with helping the bill was Dr. Theo B. Hyslop who 

in an address to the Association argued that, "It seems almost 

unnecessary for us to endorse the findings of the Royal Commission, 
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and yet it would appear advisable to add our testimony to it in 

order to help various sections of the community to appreciate the 
existence of evils which are real and not merely a fanciful 
necessity based upon theories emanating from any school of eugenics. 
I venture to submit therefore that we are agreed as to the need for 
irmnediate legislation for the mentally defective" (49). This remark 

reflected the consensus of the relevant section of the medical 

profession. Undoubtedly many of these were sympathetic to eugenic 

goals. Hyslop himself was on record as favouring the idea that 

marriages should be contracted partially on grounds of biological 

fitness and in the speech already referred to he described Clause 17 

(e) of the first government bill in the following terms: "I, for my 

part, believe that it is one of the most important and farthest 

reaching of the benefits proposed and this sub-clause alone raises 

the principle of the bill to a higher plane than does any other item 

in it" (50). 

Nevertheless in the Association~s detailed deliberations on the bill 

can be found a more accurate picture of its priorities. The 

Association's special committee (set up to examine the bill) 

commented in its first report that while agreeing in principle with 

Clauses I and 2, "your committee feel that the sub-clauses are too 

vaguely worded, and that further definitions are needed, particularly 

in regard to section 1 (e) dealing with those who are to be deprived 

of the opportunity of procreating children" (51). This point was 

elaborated by Dr. Corner, a member of the Association's Parliamentary 

Committee and a consulting Physician to the National Association for 

Feeble-minded: "His sympathy was with the government in their effort 

to prevent the propagation of the unfit, but this clause (17(e» 

seemed to him to be one which would arouse considerable opposition, 

and, as stated by the National Association for the Feeble-minded, 

and also by the MPA's Special Committee it was too vague for an Act 

of Parliament, and would probably lead to much litigation" (52). 

The Association also expressed its reluctance about the black-list 

clause in the bill. It was argued that this implied an unnecessary 

social stigma. As Dr. Shuttleworth put it, "It would be iniquitous 

if by too stringent an application of the notification provisions 

of the bill useful careers should be ren("',~~\impossible" (53). 

4., ,5&, 
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By September 1912 the committee had made up its mind that Clause 17 

(Ie) should be left out entirely though they did conclude that, "it 

is felt that if the Act is thoroughly administered, the feeble

minded who are capable of procreating children will before long be 

in safe keeping" (54). In a later report to readers of the 

Association's Journal Dr. Hayes Newington returned to the black

listing Clause 12. He wished to see this clause deleted and 

commented, "Perhaps such a limitation would not satisfy the eugenists, 

who would probably wish that for their purposes the registration of 

the second class of defectives should be noted as well. It is much 

to be hoped for that the excellent principles of the eugenic body 

should not be imperilled by general mistrust arising from too 

vigorous application of detail" (55). 

The views of the National Association for the Feeble-minded and its 

proposed changes in the bill were very similar. In its reports and 

in a memorandum sent to the MFA and published by them the NAFM 

expressed its opposition to the keeping of registers of defectives; 

it wanted Clause l7(le) removed (but replaced by "who are in need of 

further care and control, and are a source of injury and mischief to 

themselves or others" (56» and it wanted the wide powers granted to 

the Home Secretary (in the first bill) to be restricted by the 

advice of the new Commissioners to be appointed under the Act. 

Finally the Association favoured a new clause strengthening parental 

powers to some degree: "A new clause suggested providing that no 

parent, guardian or relative (above the age of 21 years) of any 

feeble-minded person shall be deprived of the control and protection 

of such person, upon proof to the Commissioners that such care and 

control would be adequate" (57). 

I think it is reasonable to conclude from the above that the 

evidence as to eugenic influence on the making of the Mental 

Deficiency Act of 1913 is at least contradictory and needs to be 

placed in the context of other pressures for legislation on this 

submect (58). This context is perhaps one to which we have only 

recently become more sensitive both in terms of current practices and 

informs of historical explanation. We have (59) become more 

sceptical of those who claim to care for others after repeated 
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demonstrations that the caring inevitably benefits the care!~ more 

than the cared for. A more detailed assessment of the eugenics 

influence on the 1913 Act may open up more promising avenues of 

enquiry which will contribute to this reassessment of our past and 

therefore our present. 

. .... _.. ..-
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58. In a sense I am merely trying to follow up Mr. J. Ward's remark 

about the legislation - "It is providing soft jobs for 

professional people, the very classes who support this kind of 

legislation". (Commons LVI Col.43l) A crude remark no doubt 

but worth J of further investigation. 

59. For an excellent critical commentary on the functionalism and 

teleology that prevails in the historical explanation of social 

reform see the Introduction to David J.Rothman - The Discovery of 

the Asylum (Boston 1971: Little Brown and Company) - See also 

Chapter 1 above. 
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Chapter V111 - APPENDIX 

This appendix is intended to provide the reader with a detailed set of 

references to the legislation and parliamentary debates discussed in 

the preceding chapter, as well as the most controversial clauses in 

the GovernmentOs first bill. 

A Bill to provide for the better care and protection of feeble-minded 

persons (Stewart, Bill 11) 

Text 

First Reading 

Second Reading 

Committee Report made 

Report text 

Report Minutes) 

Amended Bill 

19/2/1912 

17/5/1912 

17/7/1912 

p • p • 1912/ 3 11 

Commons 1912 XXXIV 

Col. 307 

Commons 1912 XXXVll1 

1443-1519 

Commons 1912 XLl 362 

P.P. 1912/13 Vll 

P.P. 1912/13 11 

A bill to amend the Law relating to mentally deffective and epileptic 

persons (Hills, Bill 134) 

Text 

First Reading 15/4/1912 

P.P. 1912/13 111 

Commons 1912 XXXV11 

A Bill to make further and better provision with respect to feeble

minded and other mentally defective persons (McKenna, Bill 213) 

Text 

First Reading 

Second Reading 

Committee Report made 

Report ) 

Minutes) 

Amended Bill 

16/5/1912 

10/6/1912 

19/7/1912 

3/12/1912 

P.P. 1912/13 111 

Commons 1912 XXXVll1 1292 

" " XXX1X 

627-647 

" " XLl 703-770 

Commons 1912 XLIV 2068 

P.P. 1912/13 lX 

P.P. 1912/13 111 



(210) 

A Bill to make further and better provision for the care of feeble

minded and other mentally defective persons and to amend the Lunacy 

Acts (McKenna, Bill 55) 

Mentioned in King's Speech 

Text 

First Reading 

Second Reading 

Committee +Report made 

Report ) 

Minutes ) 

Amended Bill 

Report and Third Reading 

Bill received from Lords 

Lords amendments considered 

McKenna's Second Bill in the Lords 

First Reading 

Second Reading 

.committee 

Report 

Third Reading 

Royal Assent 

16/3/1913 

25/3/1913 

15/7/1913 

29/7/1913 

12/8/1913 

13/8/1913 

30/7/1913 

7/8/1913 

11/8/1913 

12/8/1913 

15/8/1913 

Connnons 1913 L 

Co1.12 

P.P.1913 lV 

Connnons L 1489 

Connnons 1913 L111 

219-252 

274-296 

807-850 

Connnons 1913 LV 1036 

P.P. 1913 Vl1 

P.P. 1913 1V 

Commons 1913 LV 1036 
II 

II 

" 

Lords 
II 

II 

" 
" 
" 

II 

II 

II 

LV1 

61-255 

LV1 

421-499 

LV1 

2570-2600 

1913 XlV 1546 
II " 1693 

" II 1757 

-1826 
II " 1856 

" " 1859 
II " 1954 
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PART II. 

{, ' METHOD oF DEALING WITH MENTALLY DEFECTIVE PERSONS. 
If.···. 
, Persons su6jeci to be dealt Ujitn# 

, , 

PERSONS SUBJECT TO BE DEALT ,Wll'R AS BEING DEFECTIVE. 

" 1~.-(1) Save as expressly provided :by this Act, the 
fo~lowlDg per~ons, and IlO others, shall be subject to be dealt 
WIth under thLS Act, that is to say, persQns who are defectives 
and-

y 

(a) who are found wandering about., neglected, or cruelly 
treated' .. . , , 

, (b) who are charged with the commission of any offence, 
or are undergoing imprisonment or penal servitude' 
or detention in a place of detention, ora reforma-

• tory, or industrial school, or any inebriate reforma-
tory; .' . 

(c) who are habitual drunkards within'the meaning of the 
Inebriates Acts 1879 to 1000' ,",', .' . 

.'. . " , . ',.. '. , 

: • {(d) in wboae case, being children discharged on attaining 
, the age of sixteen from a flpecial school or class 

:' !, established under the Elementary Education (De-
.'. ._'._ fectiye and Epileptic Childre~) Act, 1899 [62 & 63 

'.~,::! .:'i:"'·~· 'Viet. c,'52], 8uch ~o~ic~ has been given by the 
. ","" ," '. local edu~ation. authority ,as is ,h~rein-e.fter men-
:~; .. ;;, {~T·! "l·oned' '".""'./ ,.,. , .,~~ .~ .. ,. ' .- :tI, ,J _ .~."' •••. • '\_ ~ .. ~,: .$J..\. I. ~ .. , '. 

'r. (e) in .. hose caSe' 'it is 'd~rable in "tlie :in\ie~est8 of the 
, .' A). <!;;,;;,::". _~i.~;i~~~ ·co~~wPty .,~~tQley §h.o~d be;: ,lepriyad f:;qf~·~fh? 

,.: ' '. ~~~r(f':!"i~,:j ,?ppo~J1p.Jtl(.ofJ>~rea.~~;~~ild~~ .. i:l·;~· ;;'~'i' ~r<·,,~,·:1 , 
/.",~,.:~-\+;:~·inwhOse'-ease· $UCh;4)t.her:~u.mst.'lloetl..eJisbi'~:·Ig1ay 

" ,.' ... )~f.;.~ ,:'''?'I ~;.~ ~:"," be specified In ·.,ny:'order J:\'.lade ,by ,the.~aq:of 
,;~ "":,!; t ~ i _ 'l</f~ .":,.State; ;3S' be~ng ~~~stance8 w14ch make-it ~r--' 

.~::~,.. -~~t,","'~'.~I.l,-.":~ _;_~' _.,,,,, .. _, __ •. ~_ •. _ .~.4. OJ' ;. "., " • t· t'. "',,I.!~\, 
, . / 

!" / . ·able that they should be' subject to be dealt' with!' 
II under this Act. " . ". ~ . .-

/ (2) The following classes of persons shall be deemed to 
be defectives within the meaning of this Act:-

.(a) Idiots; that is to say, persons so de~ply defective ill 
mind from birth or from an early age as to be 
unable to guard themselves against common physi. 
cal dangers; . 

( h ) Imbeciles; that is to say, 1>61'$OD8 who are capable of 
guarding themselves against common physi~l 
dangers, b.ut who are incapable of ~. theIr 
own Jiving by reasc..n of me.ntal defect exl8tlDg from, 
birth or from an early age; _ 

(c) Feeble-minded persons; that is to say, persons who 
may be capable of e~rniDg their livi~g under 
favourable, circumst~nces, but are mcapable, 
througb mental defect es.isting from birth or from 
an earlyage,-
. . (i) of competing on equal terms with their 
normal fellows; or 

(ii) of ,ma.naging· themselves and their affairs 
with ordine.ry prudence; , . 

(d) Moral imbeciles; that is to :say, persons who from 
an ea.rly age display some mental defect ~up!ed 
with 'strong vicious or criminal prOpen8ltle8 on 

. which punishment qas little Qr,.no deterrent effect; 

: :' (e)1dentally infirm persons.1 that is 'to ~.Y / penona who 
• ;'~hrough mental· infirn:rity ~ from age or the 
'decay of·lheir facu1t~es aK:~ meapab1e of manag-. -
ing ,hemsel\'e8 or :t~elr affall'8 .. 

I 

I 

" • 211 
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Clause 50 

If any person intermarries with or attempts to intermarry with 

any person whom he knows to be a defective within the meaning of 

this Act,or if any person solemnizes or procures or connives at 

any marriage knowing that one of the parties thereto is a defective 

he shall be guilty of a misdemeanour. 

-~UA .. . . -.. ~- .... 
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CO'Delusion 

"The problem for each individual ir to discover the attitude 

or explenation that suits his te perament.Difficulties arise 
less from disagreement than from, 1 t k eop e no nowing the~selveB, 
from their takinG themselves too seriously,and from their 
thinking they know the whole truth" 

T. Zeldin - Poli ti cs and ;~n£er 

The conld.ueion to this research offers the opportunity to 

highlight some of its main points and to make Borne more 

gen$ral remarks on the wider significance of some of the 

issues discuBsed.:'1y first chapter is 'theoretical' and it ~ay 
be desirable to make some comment as to its ~urpo8e and 

presupposi tions. To boCin wi th I should fran!·~ly sny thnt in my 

view it 1s impossible to establish some definitive way of 

wr1 tin~. title history of ideas whose superiori ty over ito 

rivnls can be cler-'rly demonstrated.Indeed the full 1=:,plic2t~ons 

of this ar£ument must be eccept0d-the notion that the humanities 
can follow a rational progression which will le~d to 

accumulated piles of knowledge is a. chimera and an illusion. 

Rather they exist in the for of disput~B . and disagreements. 

Thus there will always be reductionist historiana,theT!latic 

histor1ans,even Foucauvia~ historians and nothing anyone can 
say will make them go aw<' y. 

\!Jithin this lim1tatf.on my fiEst chppter restricted itself to 

a (doubtless partial)exploration of what the prevailing 

methods are and why t:ey miLht be unsatisfectory.l'o ar~ue that 

something is unsp,tisfactory is not to sul ject it to a 'cri tiquc' , 

not to indict it as an infr1ngeent of the ele:nentary r",les 

of reasoning,not to prove that it is 'unEcientific','met~phYGical, 

or even 'incoherent'-1t is not indeed to indulrc i[:: any of tho 

sterile denunciations so favoured by the acce~ted modes of 

academic communication.Hather it is to state a reasoned 

prefer'.:.nce for doin£; something else.! hpve tried to make this 

point wi th the ex,'"'r:'ple drawn from the history of l:iolocy,nar'wly 

animal selLantics.An obscure eXMple perh'"'ps,of which I have no 

special knowleciLe, but one in which the different types of 

rar-aonine are cler'rly apparent. c~he v~.lue of this eX'"'Jlnle for 

me is not that Foucault demonf7trated t~1.t tLe positivists were 

wrone:(or ~ctnphysical,incohereut etc.etc.) .Thif" i~: . urely 
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impossible.If Aldrov~nc~i et.al. cannot be taken as incredulous 

fools or irratinc1 beings nor equally c~~ J.von ~~chs et.al. 

What Ioucault did pr,)vide in t~at context ,,:~; r: reasone,-1 

alternative to their kind of activity and ~ome sUG!~ested £Uideline~ 

towardE another kind,in a way which I found convincing.To say 

any thine more dE;finite than this ~pDg~r[' to ':1e to be i.~r.osBible. 

In 'Jly eX~:Llination of the po~.sible alteratives I drew 

exclusively on ~oucault and ,\1 thuBser, a selection which no 

doubt could be added to.At its sil~')lest I would arLlle that 

these two h~ve ~, common concern wi th the structurati.n of 

ide~~.What are the bou~daries of a particular discourse? ~h~t 

sort of glue is it that binds the elements toeether? 'r:hat :1lakee 

biology bioloLY or ~Jarxif;} marxism? Their own researcher' h~ve 

led to dra .. ,atic resrawinl.s of our picture of very familiC1r 

ide~8 as I discusoed wi threferencc to theories of evolution 

for eXPL:ple.I di( not intend to st<~Lest t;.:lt t'lese werr 

entirely new problems nor that they had provided co~plete 

solutions to them,nor yet thac I had applied their solutions 

in any ri[,orou8 or consistent wny. ~3ut I di(l seek to rU~tef~t 

th9t they had thought through SO~R of the centrel issues in 

an exemplary way,and only iL this senae did I try to 'follow' 

them. This is surely accept2ble.lt i r plainly inposEible to 

'follow' or 'apply' in any convel tional rence,a writer like 

Foucf,ult,who has instclled idiosyncrasy and e.:oteric,almost 

poetic,modes of expression at the very he~rt of his ~iscourse(l). 

Thus thinkin~ through the kindr of conr-idcr2ticI:r- r~iBod by 

AJ thu8ser and I ouccli.l t formed the background to what r'eC::loc 

to me two i-rers that hf'd to be dealt with.Firrtly to describe 

as accurately as possible the theoreticc:l structure of L.oULeliic8 

F.nd hnvin£ ~€,Bcibed it, to acc()u~.t for all the v"r arlt texts 

produced in i te name b~· reference to tr.is str~Jct\lre.' he second 

area w: e to explf:'in \.;!~y LuCeni r'te sc.ur.ded like Dr- rrir.ians 

1I-sof8r as thcj deployed bioloLical conceptr. and yet that 

1 · t d . thO .. r" thor ,':f!"€rent fro'~ deployment CU.llnp- e 1l... SO;jC 1:.:> 

Dnr' .. iniem loth in i ts c~)~:cepts and its r' ~ul ts. 

The ref.ul ts of these two ir.veFti ___ c.tioLs were f: rstl~r tll.-,t 

h t ised b",; certain eu[enics os ~ discourse was seen to lc c 2r~c ar . 

basic ~rnbiLiji tes or difficultier:.,the var:',lur r-ttc:-_"'ted 
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resolutions of which expl8ined the cuperficial ~1ver~:ty of 

eUGe;lic statements.!tnd secondly thp.t thef:e chpr~cteristj,.,ca 

were not the reuult of 'ideolo[Y',stl1l lepp the ~n~crh~nd 

theft by ill-intentioned ~en of pure sc~ence ~ut werr ro ted 

in certpin problems chnrpcterlstic of the very doctrine fro~ 

which they sought to borrow.But then,of course,nad th~t not 

been the C~ se, they would not have been in te rr f- ted in 
borrowin,.:;, it. 

In en~lcsB cont'-~plntion of these 
r8ther dry procedural matters one may lose 8i[ht of the object 

of inter.st,hugenics.ln one sense of course the m2terial 

expmined here is of purely historical interest-or,put less 

polltely,dead.lt has been a matter of filline In so~e £nns in 

the historical record.Yet there are perhaps 80me bro~d0r 

issues to be consider· d which sive the writings of the old 

~"ugenists a Ii ttle more th~n purely antiquarian interert. 

Plainly the questions raised by these old controversies are 

not yet dead.The interest in Darwin and D~'rwinism har- not died 

down but has rf-'ther intensified to t~lC point where there Is 

a veri ta,le l)8rwin industrY.!'iot only is a vast amount being 

done to fill in the details o~ D~rwin's life nn~ work tut 
the structure of his theory and its implicptiona are still 

being actively discuseed(2).Complementary with this hae been 

a renewed interect in the biolo6ical side of human nature and 

its implications for I1lankind('3).It is cornman knowled£e that 

for many years bioloEically based explanations were frowned 

on in the social sciences. Yet the question of rioloLY'S place 

in these sciences is a highly charged topic not ~erely within 

academia but emonsst a wider audience-oLe need only think of 

the controversies over intelligence for ex~mple.lt seems 

re~soneble to assume that. these if~sues will Lot eo aw~y. 
Looked at from this perspective the old ~.U[er.:ist8 j'lr'serve 80'11e 
credit.Jor all their errors and prejudices(a,.lpl~l r,~corr1ed here) 

they insisted that the i::1nlications of 7Jodern b101oL y be 

consider..:;d,and,where appropr1ate,acted on. 
Indeed even in a literal 

sense onE: may exagge~ate the deCree to which thf> i rf,t~cS are 

dead.One is often struck by how .':any of the p:-'o'le':'1s the old 

eUt::.e11sts t,rappled witl: re:n::in open querti(:Ls ••• or. alcoholi~":'l 

for exemple some of the old ideas c~nnot 8i~ply be di~missed 

gut of h~nd(4);the vexed questitD of genius rnd ~3dnce~ 
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remains( 5); the nature-l!urtt're controverD~l, rhetorically re8 t)lved 

by some vaLue eesture tow2r~s 'inter~ction',is still a live 

question(6).vJe CCIlf!ot,it would seem,cl'"'i'1 to have laid all the 
ehor:ts to rest and look b2ck on the eu[p,; tats fro:] a fir:! 

base of clear ~rd unas~ail~hle certainties. 

If these ro: ewhat speculative 
propositions be [ranted what linkc dare one drRw between 

historical study and current concerns? Firstly that,in this 
area at least, science/ideology distinctions of the f~~iliar 

kind are very difficult to Bustain.'.i.'his is a position which 

must be pressed even against the present study. Chapter two 
undoubtedly Buffer8 from the consider2ble limitation that 
Darwinism is taken as a unified enti ty.'~'his entity must 

surely be dissolved into D~rvinism as doctrinal statement, 
Darwinism as scientific prrctice and so on.In other words 
it should be treated as a tJuch more dislocated ~.nd ':ml ti
levelled phenomenon than it conventionally is.A second feeling 
towL;rdc which this study tends is to avoid the ~l,stract 
polarisation of internalis~ and externalism.The acceptable 
element in internalism is cle"rly the thorough analysis of 

ideas and doctrines wi t:-jout the all too eflf'·Y recourse to 

reflection,psycholo[ies of motives rnd so on.Equally the 
materialist separation of ide~s and the reet of the world 

lacks conviction.Discouraes are not fenced off from the rest 

of human netivi ty yet nei ther are thc:-l simply paseive 
vesels for the expression of 'interests' or 'motives' 
consti t~ .. ted elsewhere.Finally,wi th reference to a question 
already alluded to,may one hope that an eX":ination of 

past efforts cannot impede,and,if only by indic~.tin£ previous 

pitfalls,may assist,in the halting progress tow~rds that 
'interaction' of Man'c biolo[;ical end social char~cteristics 

that has lone been sought and not yet found? 
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Conclusion - FOOTNOT~0 

1) See the intereetint; discussion of Foucaul t by H0 7cen 'I/hi te 

in J.sturrock(ed) Strutura1iam and Since (Oxford Lnivr-rsity 
}resa 1979) 

2) For ex~:-mple from quite different angles ::.P-!i-Ic1"-eth _ Darwin 

Retried (Gatnstone Press I-J74) and .F.S.~<~oorhead and ;'1.1". 

Kaplan(ed) - Mathematicnl Challenges to the neo-D[\rwinian 

Interpretation of Evolution (Philadelphia:The Wistar 
Institute Preas 1967) 

3) Aside from the writings of the Sociobiology school tho 

seventies pL'oduced many readers and surveys of the various 

issues e.g. J.B.Breeler{ed) - Genetics and Society (Addison 
Wesley 1973),I.H.Porter and .\.G.Skalbo(ed) - Heredity and 
Society {Academic Press 1973),A.t1azur and L.S.Roberteon _ 

Biology and Social Behaviour (N.Y.:Free Press 1972). 

4) See M.Keller - The Great Jewish Drink r:ystery{Brit.Jnl. 
Addiction 64(1970)287-96) and comments in A.Forrest(ed) -

Companion to Psychiatric Studies (Churchill 1i v1n,;stone 1973) 

and D.i:-i.Bnron,N.Compston and A.X.Dawson - Recrnt Advances 

in ivIedicine (Churchill Livingstone 1973) ch.7. 

5) J.H.Smythies - Biological P8ychi~try (Heinemann 1968) p.6 

6) See ZiLler's chnpter in H.C.Hayward(ed) - Social/Cultural 
Aspects of i'!lental Retard,~tion C--,.Y.:App1eton Century Crofts 

1970).And in this context cf.the followine comment:"For 

many years I have been continu811y surprised to learn how 

little most mental health devotees know about the possible 

hereditary contributions to the phenomena they are s~udy1ng 
and teaching.Horeover many do not want to know",ir:: D.Fosenthal 

Genetic Theory and Abnormal Jehaviour (i-cGraW Hill 1970) p.ix 
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therapy (Brit.Jnl.lnetriety VIII(l911)1,?5-4?) ., 
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