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ABSTRACT 

This work examines how science used the abnormal to reconfigure the basis of 

human intelligence and linked thought to identity. This includes the belief that we inherit 

intellectual traits the same as physical characteristics. The heredity link between the 

abnormal and family lineage marked abandonment of cure in favor of social control 

intensified by the individual who appears normal. This figure justifies screening and 

classification. Social biology concerned with the welfare of society found a biological 

threat, which progressively led to sterilization, euthanasia, and genocide. This shift 

included the power to distribute individuals within a field as though it was real; revealing 

differences of ability; the realities of his abilities and the contents of the knowledge he is 

capable of acquiring. This work traces these ideas embedded in the formation of 

compulsory schooling, the school as social filter, a hyper-normative education system, 

and pedagogic-treatment for adherence to developmental and behavioral norms.  
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INTRODUCTION 

Referring to the mind and neurology of learning disabled students, I distinctly 

recall a professor from my undergraduate education sating, ―it‘s just like the wires in the 

mind are all messed-up.‖ She seemingly had best intentions and I felt like the only person 

shocked by the level of scientific ambiguity for a medical disorder millions of school 

children were classified as possessing. As my education and experiences progressed my 

personal discomfort with this ambiguity grew. My time as a special education teacher 

confirmed did not relieve this discomfort. I certainly experienced challenges working 

with students with various skills and struggles. I never found, however, that the 

terminology revealed methods for teaching or understanding the students.  In contrast, the 

stigma far outweighed even the legally allocated provisions, such as an alternative 

curriculum. The challenge was that discussion of these issues, or examining the situation 

was restricted to the existing discourse; the words, terminology, and framework 

predetermined any debate with serious implication. The main implication was situating 

the ‗problem‘ solely in the context of the individual. The inability to rethink the situation 

was rooted in the format and function of the historical narrative. My obsession became a 

historical interrogation of what I believe is the most influential belief system structuring 

our education system. 

This study began with the question of the extent or manner in which the position 

of intelligence developed and evolved as a conception or paradigm of the human sciences 
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from the nineteenth –to- early twentieth century. Historical accounts generally suggest 

that the conception of intellectual abnormality derived from an understanding of 

intelligence. My research, however, indicates the opposite historical trajectory, and that 

the scientific basis and formalization of intelligence developed through the production of 

a discourse rooted in the conception of the abnormal. These discourses did not remain 

autonomous and unique unto themselves. The history and development of intelligence 

indicates that norms of thought were conditioned through a series of dialectical 

antitheses.  Specifically, the idiot became a primary psycho-social-typecast in the 

nineteenth century, which provided the human sciences a representation upon which the 

epistemological network of intelligence was configured. The history of intelligence, 

therefore, can be traced back to the early nineteenth century, and to the transcendence of 

idiocy from an informal reference, to a formal scientific classification.   

The history of intellect and abnormality is generally conveyed through positivist 

notions of a linear style progression derived from humanist ideology and imbued with 

modernist rhetoric. Take, for example, a quote from Margret Winzer‘s book The History 

of Special Education written in 1993, ―…the broad intellectual movement known as the 

Enlightenment stimulated rational modes of thought and enhanced novel perceptions of 

handicapped individuals.‖
1
 She goes on to say, ―The phenomenal growth of special 

education in the latter half of the eighteenth century was part of the wider movement that 

involved the abolition of social classes, the establishment of a just society, and the 

accession to full human rights for all members of society.‖
2
 The first part of the book is 

                                                 
1
 Margret A. Winzer, The History of Special Education: From Isolation to Integration (Washington, DC: 

Gallaudet University Press, 1993), 4-5. 
2
 Ibid., 4. 
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called ‗lessons from a dark past‘, and the second part is called ‗into the light of a more 

modern world‘.
3
 Although, one of the only comprehensive books written exclusively on 

the history of special education, this book mirrors the type of historical view and 

sentiment presented in most college level psychology and special education textbooks.    

Winzer and the positivist history of special education discount consideration of 

political/social manifestations of scientific paradigms. John Langdon Down (associated 

eponym: Down‘s syndrome) in 1866 wrote an essay that used ethnic phenotypes to 

describe forms of idiocy.
4
 For example, he used the terms ―mongoloid‖ and ―mongolism‖ 

as classification for what he called a congenital form of idiocy.
5
 Winzer asserts that while 

Down‘s terminology was unfortunate and his etiology incorrect, that his ―comprehensive 

description… illuminated a specific type of mental retardation.‖
6
 This assessment fails to 

take into account the interaction of policy, science, politics, and society.  Down, while his 

terminology may have been new, was operating within an existing scientific structure. 

The terminology both functioned within this structure and transcended to specific 

political realms.  

There were, however, challenges to the concept of intelligence throughout the 

twentieth century. William Bagley and Walter Lippmann are two of the most well-known 

figures to challenge the use of intelligence testing in social policy.
7
 Walter Lippmann 

                                                 
3
 Ibid., 5. 

4
 John Langdon  Down, "Observations on an Ethnic Classification of Idiots," Journal of Mental Science 13, 

no. (1867). 
5
 Ibid., 121-123. 

6
 Winzer, 161 

7
 See Marquis W. Childs, Walter Lippmann, and James Reston, Walter Lippmann and His Times, Essay 

Index Reprint Series (Freeport, NY: Books for Libraries Press, 1968); Walter   Lippmann and Clarence  

Little, Speeches of Walter Lippmann and Clarence C. Little, Fiftieth Reunion Dinner, June 15, 1960 

(Cambridge, Mass: 1960); Barry D. Riccio, Walter Lippmann: Odyssey of a Liberal (New Brunswick, NJ: 

Transaction, 1994). And William C. Bagley, Determinism in Education (Baltimore, MD: Warwick and 
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wrote a number of articles published in popular magazines commenting on the 

widespread influence of intelligence testing. Regarding the measurement of intellect 

Lippmann states, ―is not an abstraction like length and weight; it is an exceedingly 

complicated notion which nobody has as yet succeeded in defining.‖
8
 Contemporary 

scientists noted this bias and developed a critique of the science involved in the 

construction of intelligence.
9
 In The Abuse Of The Tests Lippmann wrote, 

They claim not only that they are really measuring intelligence, but that 

intelligence is innate, hereditary, and predetermined. They believe that 

they are measuring the capacity of a human being for all time and that this 

capacity is fatally fixed by the child's heredity. Intelligence testing in the 

hands of men who hold this dogma could not but lead to an intellectual 

caste system in which the task of education had given way to the doctrine 

of predestination and infant damnation....
10

 

 

Unlike many, Lippmann also warned of the social prejudice infused in intelligence 

testing. He was a lone voice in journalism and education, also had limited critical work 

on the influence of intelligence testing. 

In 1925, Bagley published Determinism in Education a collection of his essays.
11

 

Bagley used the term ‗educational determinism‘ to characterize the role of intelligence in 

educational policy. The aim of his book was to counteract negative influence and 

inaccuracy of a scientism, which he viewed as designed to promote a social agenda.
12

  

                                                                                                                                                 
York, Inc., 1925); J. Wesley Null, A Disciplined Progressive Educator: The Life and Career of William 

Chandler Bagley (New York, NY: Peter Lang, 2003). 
8
 Walter Lippmann quoted in, Ned J. Block and Gerald  Dworkin, The Iq Controversy: Critical Readings 

ed. Ned J. Block & Gerald Dworkin (New York, NY: Pantheon Books, 1976), 129. 
9
 See Stephen Jay Gould, The Mismeasure of Man (New York: Norton, 1996). Ashley Montagu, Race and 

Iq (New York: Oxford University Press, 1999). Mark Snyderman and Stanley Rothman, The Iq 

Controversy: The Media and Public Policy (New Brunswick, NJ: Transaction Books, 1988). 
10

 Block and Dworkin. 
11

 Bagley. 
12

 Ibid. 
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The early critiques of scientific racism are limited and complex.  Bagley‘s 

publication of Determinism in Education demonstrates this.
13

 Bagley‘s aim was to 

counteract the negative influence IQ testing, and his chapter Pro-Nordic Propaganda 

criticizes ethnic bias in testing. He accepts, however, the values and rhetoric of eugenics. 

Like many, Bagley was, caught-up in the rhetoric of the period suggesting restricted 

immigration from ‗backward countries‘. Bagley saw ethnic bias in the test, but 

characterized himself as a ‗rational equalitarian‘ accepting racial distribution of 

intelligence: 

I may be permitted to project the constructive programme of the rational 

egalitarian. Because it is rational this programme does not quarrel with 

facts …It recognizes a fair degree of probability that the Negro race will 

never produce so large a proportion of highly gifted persons as will the 

white races.
14

  

Bagley adds a footnote, however, suggesting the assertion of ‗racial differences in innate 

intelligence‘ as questionable according to a study he notes as recently conducted in the 

Philippines.
15

 Leading some to claim that Bagley remained committed to the ideas of 

racial harmony and equality of opportunity.
16

 These statements within the broader context 

of his work speak to the interconnected of social science and public education. His work 

provides an opportunity to examine the impact of science and philosophy in the 

development of contemporary schooling. This argument in opposition to intelligence 

reveals a great deal about the ideological basis upon which the public education system 

was structured.   

                                                 
13

 Ibid. 
14

 Ibid., 129. 
15

 Ibid. 
16

 Null., 264. 
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Bagley‘s philosophical orientation is a Kantian universalism that forms the basis 

of his concept of knowledge and morality. Determinism in Education reveals the 

difficulty of accepting this doctrine.
17

 Bagley was not as fully engaged in the overtly 

racist objectives of his colleagues, but his work incorporates a socially-conditioned basis 

of both intelligence and race.
18

 Examining the questions and connections between 

Bagley‘s ideas and the US education system create contradictions that cannot be reduced 

under the banner of theoretical objectivity. Bagley‘s research connects with contested 

social issues relevant to contemporary education such as the relationship of public 

schools to industrialization and connection between education and social stratification.
19

 

This perspective or critique is significantly different from contemporary works that 

delineate pure objective science from socially contaminated perspectives.
20

  

Stephan Gould is one of the most well known contemporary scientists to write on 

this topic.
21

 His book, The Mismeasure of Man is one of the best-known critiques on the 

history of intelligence testing but centers the study on a distinct line of racist evolutionary 

science.
22

 He notes the bias in intelligence testing and present a complex critique of the 

science involved modern notions of intelligence.
23

 Gould also disputes hereditarianism 

and specifically the racial distribution of intelligence. The book is regarded as the 

definitive response to The Bell Curve, though it was originally written as a response to 

the work of Arthur Jensen and a line of thinkers who formulated the notion of hereditary 

                                                 
17

 Bagley. 
18

 Ibid. 
19

 Ibid. 
20

 Gould. 
21

 Block and Dworkin; Gould. 
22

 Gould. 
23

 Montagu. 
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racial intelligence, for example, the work of Terman, Goddard, Burt, and others.
24

 His 

work centers on what he sees as a flawed science he terms ‗biological determinism‘.
25

 

Like Bagley, he focuses on the social implications of what is now referred to as 

‗scientific racism‘ and views racism as central to flawed measurement. In addition, to the 

scientific critique of intelligence Gould draws on historical and sociological evidence.
26

 

Gould critiques Yerkes‘ Army Mental Test, and Cyril Burt‘s ‗twin tests‘ which he 

scrutinizes for faulty methodology and intentionally falsified results.
27

 Gould‘s analysis 

examines the approach to measuring intelligence between naturalistic inquiry and social 

norms.
28

 His primary criticism is aimed at factor analysis and its application in which 

scientists would correlate everything from brain size, ear shape, and so forth with 

intelligence and normalcy.
29

 The fallacy of factor analysis according to Gould lies in 

reducing the abstract notion of intelligence to a single measurable entity. He traces this 

approach to measuring intellect through history as seen in craniometry, criminal 

anthropology, and modern intelligence testing. For example, Italian criminologist Cesare 

Lombroso who ―convinced a generation of social analysts that there existed a criminal 

                                                 
24

 See Richard J. Herrnstein and Charles A. Murray, The Bell Curve: Intelligence and Class Structure in 

American Life, 1st ed. (New York, NY: Simon & Schuster, 1996). Cyril L. Burt, Mental and Scholastic 

Tests: Report by the Education Officer Submitting Three Memoranda, London County Council (London, 

UK: PS King and Son Limited, 1921); Cyril L. Burt, Intelligence and Fertility: The Effect of the 

Differential Birthrate on Inborn Mental Characteristics, Occasional Papers on Eugenics (London, UK: 

Eugenics Society, 1948); Cyril L.  Burt, The Subnormal Mind, 3rd. ed. (London, UK: Oxford University 

Press, 1955). Lewis M. Terman, The Intelligence of School Children: How Children Differ in Ability: The 

Use of Mental Tests in School Grading and the Proper Education of Exceptional Children (Boston: Mifflin 

& Company, 1919); Lewis M.  Terman, Condensed Guide for the Stanford Revision of the Binet-Simon 

Intelligence Tests (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1920); Lewis M.  Terman, Intelligence Tests and School 

Reorganization, National Education Association of the United States. Commission on Revision of 

Elementary Education (Hudson, NY: World Book Company, 1922). 
25

 Gould. 
26

 Ibid. 
27

 See Burt, Intelligence and Fertility: The Effect of the Differential Birthrate on Inborn Mental 

Characteristics. 
28

 Gould. 
29

 Ibid. and see Karl R. Popper, Conjectures and Refutations: The Growth of Scientific Knowledge, 3rd ed. 

(London, UK: Routledge 1969). 
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‗type‘ defined by ‗physical characteristics‘.
30

 Gould highlights the various methods 

Lombroso had essentially measured skulls, brains, and virtually every human feature 

imaginable to validate his perspective. 

The theoretical structure of Gould‘s book is based on philosopher Carl Popper‘s 

notion of the falsificationist account of rationality or individuals saw what they wanted in 

the data and produced fallacious value-laden science.
31

 Gould maintains that racism and 

sexism was rampant and perverted the science of the era. This conception divides 

‗objective science‘ from ‗flawed science‘. Subsequently, Gould validates the work of 

figures like Charles Darwin and Alfred Binet.
32

 Though Gould validates figures like 

Binet he highlights the absurdity of criminal anthropology and sociobiology over the late 

nineteenth and twentieth century. This work makes it clear that these distinctions are 

anachronistic.   

Ned Block regards factor analysis as faulty because complex entities cannot be 

quantified in the manner suggested by intelligence testing.
33

 The study of intelligence is 

complex from the standpoint that intelligence is regarded as static and consistent and yet 

evolving and changing. The evolving aspect relates to the continual re-standardization or 

‗norming‘ of the test. Block suggests that intelligence relates in a reciprocal manner to 

notions of development, language, and educational opportunity.
34

  

                                                 
30

 Lombroso-Ferrero and Cesar Lombroso, Criminal Man (New York G. P. Putnam's Sons, 1911), 71; ibid. 
31

 Karl R. Popper, The Logic of Scientific Discovery (New York, NY: Basic Books, 1959). 
32

 Charles Darwin, The Origin of Species by Means of Natural Selection: The Preservation of Favored 

Races in the Struggle for Life and the Descent of Man and Selection in Relation to Sex (New York: The 

Modern Library, 1936). And, Alfred  Binet and Théodore  Simon, A Method of Measuring the Development 

of the Intelligence of Young Children, trans., Clara Harrison Town (Lincoln, IL: Courier, 1912).;ibid. 
33

 Block and Dworkin.    
34

 Ibid.  
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Like many contemporary scientists, Ned Block believes the hereditary view of 

intelligence conflates characteristics developed through complex modes of cognitive and 

cultural interaction biological phenotypes or genotypes.
35

 Block suggests that 

operationism and fictionalism are the two most significant philosophical doctrines used 

when conflating these characteristics.
36

 He uses the concept operationism to explain how 

psychologists conflate ordinary terminology with operational definitions. He proposes 

that the operational definition of intelligence is ambiguous and the practice in psychology 

is simply to define intelligence as that which intelligence tests measure.
37

  

There are many examples of the vague definition throughout the most well-

known, influential, and controversial work on this topic.
38

 The authors of The Bell Curve, 

for example, define intelligence with the following sentence, ―That the word intelligence 

describes something real and that it varies from person to person is as universal and 

ancient as any understanding about the state of being human.‖
39

 Arthur Jensen who 

promoted a conception of racially distributed inherited intelligence also relies on a vague 

socially contingent notion of intelligence.
40

 Jensen states, ―…what we ‗mean‘ by 

intelligence is something like the probability of acceptable performance (given the 

                                                 
35

 Ned J. Block, "Fictionalism, Functionalism and Factor Analysis," Proceedings of the Biennial Meeting of 

the Philosophy of Science Association 1974, no. (1974); Block and Dworkin, The Iq Controversy: Critical 

Readings  
36

 Block and Dworkin, The Iq Controversy: Critical Readings . 
37

 Ibid.  
38

 See Arthur R. Jensen, Genetics and Education (London, UK: Methuen, 1972); Arthur R. Jensen, 

Educability and Group Differences (London, UK: Methuen, 1973); Arthur R. Jensen, The G Factor: The 

Science of Mental Ability, Human Evolution, Behavior, and Intelligence (Westport, Conn.: Praeger, 1998). 
39

 Herrnstein and Murray, 1. 
40

 See Martin Deutsch, Irwin Katz, and Arthur R. Jensen, Social Class, Race, and Psychological 

Development (New York, NY: Rinehart Holt, 1968). Jensen, Genetics and Education; Jensen, Educability 

and Group Differences. 



xiv 

opportunity) in occupations varying in social status.‖
41

 This factor, however, does not 

foster clarification. Jensen also maintains the following conception,  

The term ―intelligence‖ should be reserved for the rather specific meaning 

I have assigned it, namely the general factor common to standard tests of 

intelligence. Any one verbal definition of this factor is really inadequate, 

but, if we must define it in so many words it is probably best thought of as 

a capacity for abstract reasoning and problem solving. Intelligence fully 

meets the usual scientific criteria for being regarded as an aspect of 

objective reality, just as much as do atoms, genes, and electromagnetic 

fields. Intelligence has indeed been singled out as especially important by 

the educational and occupational demands prevailing in all industrial 

societies, but it is nonetheless a biological reality and not just a figment of 

social convention.
42

 

In addition to the inability to clarify a unified conception or definition of intelligence 

Jensen and other psychiatrists have ignored the evidence for the nonexistence of racial 

categories advanced by contemporary genetic research.
43

 

Block suggests that fictionalism is the mode by which scientists neglect the 

question of whether intelligence represents one-thing or many.
44

 One aspect of these 

more general features is that scientists can mediate generalizations without reference to 

an overarching structure.
45

 Operationism detaches the instruments and techniques of 

measurement from theory and obscures the mechanisms that connect quantitative data to 

theory. The consistency of a physical law the confirmation of a standard deviation of 

intelligence works as an expression or confirmation of the paradigm rather than an 

                                                 
41

 Block and Dworkin, The Iq Controversy: Critical Readings , 355.   
41

 N. J. Block. ―Fictionalism, Functionalism, and Factor Analysis‖ 
42

 Quoted in: ibid. 139. 
43

 Alexander Alland, Race in Mind: Race, Iq, and Other Racisms, 1st ed. (New York,  NY: Palgrave, 2002), 

102-103. 
44

 Block and Dworkin, The Iq Controversy: Critical Readings  
45

 Peter Galison, How Experiments End (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1987), 131; Peter Galison, 

Michael D. Gordin, and David Kaiser, Science and Society: The History of Modern Physical Science in the 

Twentieth Century, 4 vols. (New York: Routledge, 2001).  
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explanation. This is why intelligence is defined as nothing more than that which 

intelligence tests measure.
46

  

As mentioned with Gould and Block traditional ethnic racism and genetic 

concepts developed in the science were discarded along with the underlying assumptions, 

central concepts, and their organization, which have all remained obscure even in the 

primary historical and scientific critiques.
47

 Many critiques of the ideology delineate the 

concepts without a clear description of how the concepts themselves were shaped within 

different forms.  

The implications of this omission are related. Primary studies for the resurgence 

of eugenic concepts remain limited to a critique of statistical methodology or factor 

analysis distinct from social critique of racism and sexism. Second, there are present-day 

theories such as evolution, intelligence, and sexuality, conditioned by the science of 

intelligence. Unlike other works, the research presented here notes that during this era 

there is a discourse of war waged not simply against specific external threats such as 

different races, deviances, or ideological threats; rather protection from hereditary 

vulnerability posed by the inferiority others. The concept was a belief system that 

replaced theological explanations for social hierarchies, social status, and the human 

condition in the natural world.  Many advocated the position of scientists where science 

is inherently value laden because she believes these values guide and are projected onto 

science.
48

 She notes, ―casual tendencies in social life that leave traces of gender projects 

                                                 
46

 Block, "Fictionalism, Functionalism and Factor Analysis."; Block and Dworkin, The Iq Controversy: 

Critical Readings  
47

 Gould.  
48

 Sandra Harding, Science and Social Inequality: Feminist and Postcolonial Issues, Race and Gender in 

Science Studies (Urbana, IL: University of Illinois Press, 2006). 
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on all aspects of the scientific enterprise.‖
49

 Harding suggests it‘s limiting to dismiss 

some science as tainted, bad, or value laden. In contrast we should seek to make sense of 

people‘s behavior, beliefs, and actions. She states, ―In these inquiry traditions it is 

legitimate –indeed, often obligatory---to reflect on the social origins of conceptual 

systems and patterns of behavior, and to include in this subject matter the conceptual 

systems and behaviors shaping the inquirer‘s own assumptions and activities.‖
50

 Harding 

makes a connection between the mode of inquiry in physics and empirical research 

underlying physical meta-theoretical or universal laws. In other words, the social-

scientific paradigms often operate at a presumptive meta-theoretical level seen in 

physics.
51

 Examining the function of metatheory in psychology Jerry Fodor notes, 

The better known accounts of psychological explanation have thus failed 

to reflect the most important movement in current philosophy of science: 

the attempt to determine the consequences of rejecting key features of the 

empiricist program. Verificationism as an account of meaning; 

conventialism as an account of theoretical constructs; sharp distinction 

between the observational and inferential language of theories; uncritical 

reliance upon the analytic-synthetic distinction---all these have recently 

come into question among philosophers of science who have realized that 

these doctrines are by no means indispensable to characterizations of 

scientific explanation and confirmation and that philosophical accounts 

that exploit them may in fact seriously distort the realities of scientific 

practice.
52

   

This quote reflects the difficulty unraveling the matrix of beliefs where social interests 

inform theory construction mediating theory and reality. Nancy Cartwright suggests,  

Although the doctrines about the relation of models to theory changed 

from the 1960s to the 1990s, the dominant view of what theories do has 

                                                 
49

 Sandra  Harding, The "Racial" Economy of Science: Toward a Democratic Future, Race, Gender, and 

Science (Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press, 1993). 
50

 Ibid. 
51

 Ibid. 
52

 Jerry Fodor quoted in Block and Dworkin, The Iq Controversy: Critical Readings 411.  
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not changed: theories represent what happens in the world. For the 

semantic view this means that the models represent what happens.
53

  

In other words, the law or theory accounts for the data and the data accounts for the 

theory. The operational definition of intelligence in psychometric testing does not mean 

empirical questions can be ignored.
54

 This empirical ambiguity means intelligence can be 

measured according to weight, height, head size, and so forth; which –as well noted— 

was all tried.
55

 It‘s the definition and conception of intelligence and not empirical data 

that allows traits and capacities to be quantified.
56

 Subsequently, this work examines the 

complexity of human intellect cannot be accounted for under a general concept of mental 

ability; and quantifying traits and capacities within this context restrains experimental 

inquiry and more viable models of cognition.
57

  

The issues related to positivism, factor analysis, and operationalism are relevant 

for understanding ability grouping, tracking, and other practices used in contemporary 

schooling. They provide a better understanding of popular perceptions involved in higher 

education as well as the professionalization and the disciplinary formation of modern 

psychology. By the twentieth century scientific notions of intelligence permeated public 

schools, immigration policy, and eugenic ideology, and existed within the fertile ground 

                                                 
53

  Nancy Cartwright, The Dappled World: A Study of the Boundaries of Science (Cambridge, UK New 

York, NY: Cambridge University Press, 1999), 179. 
54

  Block, "Fictionalism, Functionalism and Factor Analysis." 
55

 See Arthur MacDonald, Man and Abnormal Man: Including a Study of Children in Connection with Bills 

to Establish Laboratories under Federal and State Governments for the Study of the Criminal, Pauper, and 

Defective Classes, 58th Congress 3rd Session (Washington, DC: Govt. Printing Office, 1905); 

"Proceedings and Addresses of the Annual Session of the American Association for the Study of the 

Feeble-Minded," in Journal of Psycho-Asthenics: Devoted to the Care, Training, and Treatment of the 

Feeble-Minded and Epileptic (New York, NY: American Association for the Study of the Feeble-Minded, 

1918). 
56

 Block and Dworkin, The Iq Controversy: Critical Readings  
57

 Ibid. 
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of racism as spanning from colonization to the Nuremberg Laws. This led to engaging 

work on the institutional aspects of this topic.   

A significant attempt to account for the scope of intelligence in public education 

is seen in the work of Clarence Karier. In Testing for Order and Control in the Corporate 

Liberal State Karier suggests the stress on scientific management, expertise and industrial 

models led to the implementation of a differentiated curriculum and a shift from the 

moral focus of the common schools to an economic focus based on a complex, 

hierarchical labor market.
58

 These factors helped introduce policies that made education a 

necessity for social and economic success and testing to establish a so-called scientific 

and unbiased basis for differential placement. Karier states, 

Although the testing movement is often viewed as getting under way with 

the mass testing of 1.7 million men for classification in the armed forces in 

World War I, the roots of the American testing movement lie deeply 

imbedded in the American progressive temper which combined its belief 

in progress, its racial attitudes, and its faith in the scientific expert working 

through the state authority to ameliorate and control the evolutionary 

progress of the race. While America has had a long history of eugenics 

advocacy, some of the key figures of the testing movement were the 

strongest advocates for eugenic control.
59

  

According to this study change was shaped by industrialization, discipline of factories, 

and laws of supply-and-demand labor. The differentiation of students relates to a political 

and economic concern as opposed to any scientific or pedagogic revelation.
60

 It was on 

the ideological basis that particular groups of individuals possess a limited intellectual 

potential or a disposition toward labor as opposed to academic work, schools began 

                                                 
58

 Clarence Karier in ibid.  

―Testing for Order and Control in the Corporate Liberal State‖ 
  

59
 Ibid., 344. 

 

60
 Clarence J.; Violas Karier, Paul C.; & Spring, Joel H., Roots of Crisis: American Education in the 

Twentieth Century (Chicago: Rand McNally, 1972). 
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widespread tacking into industrial based education programs. Scientists provided 

justification for testing and tracking. Schools were developed with a schedule and 

structure that mirrored industrial work.
61

 The emphasis was placed routine, assembly, and 

following sequential directions. Trade schools, vocational and industrial arts programs 

were prevalent during this era.
62

 Accordingly, some conclude the school system functions 

to legitimize existing social order.
63

 In scientific writing there is the question of what can 

be extracted from the individual for the betterment of society. This also ties into the basis 

for compulsory education, which according to Clarence Karier was mediated through a 

notion of social crisis, a degeneration of the social body through the lack of proper habit, 

and mental development.
64

 The basis for compulsory education was mediated through a 

notion of social crisis, a degeneration of the social body through the lack of proper habit, 

and mental development. The function of protecting society through classification and 

control of deviants system of education is compulsory.
65

 Michael Katz notes, the 

proliferation of schools, mental hospitals, prisons, and almshouses preceded the public 

school system.
66

 

The concept of intelligence is a network upon which scientists explain social 

hierarchies. Between the critique of statistical methodology, factor analysis, and 

justification for social hierarchies are the institutions shaped by our conception of 

intelligence. One of the most significant institutions affected by the preceding areas of 
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examination is the public education system. The arrangement has persisted in 

contemporary schooling. In the 1960‘s the nature of industry changed, and in the school 

system emphasis shifted from manual dexterity to a focus on standard forms of 

perception.
67

 In this context ‗ability‘ equates self-worth to forms of measurement and 

naturalized social norms. Following the work in the social foundations of education a few 

researchers evaluate the modern function of abnormality in education. 

James Carrier uses a sociology of knowledge and structural sociology of 

education to investigate disability. Working from a ‗Marxist-oriented social structural 

sociology of education‘ Carrier investigates aspects of disability in education.
68

 From 

Pierre Bourdieu‘s concept of misrecognition and masking Carrier sees intellectual 

disability theory emerging from a socially constructed norm.
69

 In his own words:    

Thus from the beginning researchers interacted with the phenomenon of 

childhood behavior, translating it into an object of knowledge: anomalous 

behavior. To be anomalous it must violate expectations derived from the 

dominant strains of educational psychology, a discipline resonating with 

educational practices and presenting educational abnormality primarily in 

nonsocial terms. In seeing things through the paradigm of educational 

psychology, researchers were predisposed to produce an explanation 

supporting that paradigm and thus tending to maintain the social forces on 

which it rested.
70
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An example of the translating of behavior phenomenon to an object can be explored in 

the interpretation of a child having trouble distinguishing between a (b) and a (d).  Here 

the ‗object of knowledge‘ (the child reversing bs and ds) is translated into the abstract 

category spatial orientation.
71

 The child‘s behavior is then understood only within the 

model and subsequent rules of ‗spatial orientation‘ and is therefore interpreted as 

resulting from a neural disorder.
72

 According to Carrier, this view and the development of 

learning disability theory masks the influence of social practices and hierarchy.
73

  

Accordingly, Carrier views learning disability theory operating as an indirect form of 

social control legitimating the power and position of dominate groups by perpetuating a 

conception of achievement as inherent to the individual.
74

  

Carrier‘s book Learning Disability: Social Class and the Construction of 

Inequality in American Education, traces the origin of modern intellectual disability to 

the studies by Alfred Strauss and psychologist Heinz Werner conducted at the Wayne 

County Training School in the 1930s and 1940s.
75

 According to Carrier, Strauss and 

Werner undertook several studies during this period in which they compared the 

cognitive and perceptual processes of mentally defective children at the school.
76

 Based 

on the differing performance of these two groups of children, Strauss and Werner 

attributed the pattern of distractibility, hyperactivity, and learning problems. Carrier 

argues the differences between these groups of mentally defective children that Strauss 

                                                 
71

 Ibid. 
72

 Ibid. 
73

 Ibid., 951-953. 
74

 Carrier, Learning Disability: Social Class and the Construction of Inequality in American Education. 
75

 Ibid. 
76

 Ibid 



xxii 

and Werner uncovered were trivial and did not support their brain injury hypothesis.
77

 He 

suggests the groups of children simply ―said and did different things.‖
78

  Carrier‘s 

suggests disability relates to science, as meaning, and as politics.
79

 He traces the history 

of contemporary disability research and cultural deprivation theory, which he views as 

‗colonized‘ by intellectual disability theory.
80

 The second chapter apprehends the 

meaning of intellectual disability as having significant consequences because the theory 

defines reality and explains what goes on in the world and forms the bases of our 

judgments of the world.‖
81

  

A specific consequence is that disability "naturalizes mentality, and it identifies 

the abstract attitude as naturally correct and forms, ―a whole universe of meaning that 

explains what it is to be fully human and how humans relate to the world around them.‖
82

 

Individuals who don‘t fit the norm they are written off as dysfunctional, primitive, or 

underdeveloped. This attitude values the concrete over the abstract, and Carrier notes that 

over the next twenty a number of educators carried on this line of research claiming to 

have identified neurologically based learning and behavior problems in intellectually 

normal children. Carrier argues, the children Samuel Kirk is was these students was 

referring to in 1962 he coined the term disabled.
83

 Carrier claims that despite the 

inadequacy of Strauss and Werner's research, a belief that the learning and behavior 
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problems of intellectually normal children are the result of a neurological dysfunction 

appeal to many in contemporary American society.
84

  

Carrier notes that Heinz Werner depicted the thinking processes of brain-injured 

children, which he characterized as being rigid and erratic, as analogous to the mental 

functioning of primitive and savage people.
85

  He notes the idea of cultural deprivation 

implies a similar view of the lifestyle and behavior of lower-class, ethnic minorities, and 

suggests that proponents of this theory would embrace the idea of disability on this 

basis.
86

 Werner drew his analogy between brain-injured children and primitive people in 

an article he wrote in 1948 while on the faculty of Clark University.
87

 Carrier is not the 

only one to see special education and its theories as form of social manipulation.
88

 Gerald 

Coles states, 

The variety of problems afflicting minority groups and the poor were said 

to affect the emotions and intellect of children in ways that explained their 

difficulties in school. An applicable but different explanation was needed 

for children who had grown up in the suburbs, with the advantages of 

middle-class life, and who, despite their academic problems, often 

appeared to be good learners outside of school. The learning-disabilities 

explanation — that the problem was caused not by retardation or other 

exclusionary factors, but by a minor neurological ―glitch‖ — made sense 

to many. The explanation also offered different advantages to different 

interests: it was less pejorative than other special-education categories and 

it did not consider or criticize any role schools, families, or other social 

influences might have had in creating the learning disabilities.
89
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Coles goes on to state, 

an unswerving postulation that the source of the individual's problem lies 

within the individual's neurology; a proclivity for "finding" biological 

causes; a disregard for experimental explanations; illogical reasoning 

about the relationship between behavior and the brain ;a misinterpretation 

of symptoms; and a readiness to apply a medical label to superficially 

diagnosed and insufficiently understood academic problems.
90

  

 

The book Special Education and Social Control: Invisible Disasters focuses more 

on special education as it discerns and mediates behavioral abnormality as opposed to 

knowledge constructs.
91

 The authors contend the processes of identifying, defining, 

explaining, and responding to deviant or abnormal behavior is the point of reference upon 

which normality itself is defined. This book, however, focuses more on special education 

as it discerns and mediates behavioral abnormality as opposed to intellect.
92

 Authors 

contend that the processes of identifying, defining, explaining, and responding to deviant 

or abnormal behavior are the point of reference upon which normality itself is defined. 

While Carrier and other theories of social control raise some important issues and 

questions this work is different.  For example, while it covers the disciplines that 

produced disability theory and related social practices, it does not reduce knowledge to 

social processes and conditions.   

The juxtaposition in capitalist society where schools and education is seen as 

fundamental to social mobility and an institution that maintains social inequality and 

dominant social hierarchies is not unique to education or disability.  For example, while 

historians saw urban schools as an instrument of social control for dominant elites, others 

have pointed to widespread support and participation of the working class in education 

                                                 
90

 Ibid., 14-15. 
91

 Ford, Mongon, and Whelan; ibid. 
92

 Ibid. 



xxv 

development and reform.
93

 There is similar type of polarity examining the rhetoric social 

control. This has led historians to examine these belief systems from a broader 

perspective.   

John Carson‘s recent book In The Measure of Merit Carson examines the role of 

merit and its impact on the organization of schooling, development of higher education, 

and social stratification.
94

 Examining France and the US from 1750-1940 Carson 

explores the manner in which earlier notions of merit and social equality achieved 

scientific status, subverted longstanding questions central to the philosophy of mind, and 

become an integral aspect of contemporary society.
95

 The Measure of Merit adds to 

earlier critiques of intelligence testing by providing more historical context to the 

examination of intelligence, eugenics, meritocracy, and other related issues. He examines 

craniometry, physiognomy, anthropology, and the development of intelligence testing 

avoiding simplistic dichotomies between the absurdities of discredited science and the 

role of more valorized science.  

Carson avoids assertions of causation, integrating science and the social factors 

facilitating the application of intelligence without reducing it to any single aim or event. 

As previously mentioned Gould suggested that value-laden science was produced by 

individuals who saw what they wanted to see in the data. Carson, however, aptly points 

out that intelligence testing was both accepted and yet the related highly contested. He 

suggests that the French and US public largely rejected the idea that intelligence testing 
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accurately presented a unified portrait of ability.
96

 The concept of intelligence was largely 

accepted among both proponents and critics. Carson‘s notes the extent to which 

individuals and even the proponents of intelligence testing could question the validity of 

intelligence testing and accept its application.
97

 However, there was still a divide.  

The divide was between those who saw intelligence as natural, teleological, and 

not significantly altered by education, and those who saw intelligence as a vast array of 

traits directly impacted by environmental factors and opportunity.
98

 This can be seen with 

figures such as John Dewey who favored a mind-in-action view of intelligence versus 

those such as Terman who promoted a mind-in-content view of mental processes.
99

 

Carson avoids the debate and focuses instead on the connection between the belief in a 

verifiable mental ability and the formation of public schools, meritocracy, and changes in 

higher education.
100

 Carson‘s chapter on Mental Abilities and Republican Cultures 

centers on the notion of merit and modern formation of democracies.
101

 This indicates 

that before formal applications of intelligence were established in notions of mental 

ability were inherently linked to political debates.
102

 This work demonstrates that while 

it‘s difficult to assess the extent to which intelligence and merit was linked to education, 

immigration, industrialization and so forth, we can reasonably assume public perception, 

institutional utility, urbanization, and industrialization all played a role. He indicates that 
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the utilization of intelligence as a biologically based determinant of ability shifted; but 

this shift linked to social and cultural factors more than any single scientific revelation or 

development.
103

  

Carson draws many interesting connections, yet the scope of intelligence is 

difficult to account for.
104

 There is limited historical work critiquing the scientific lineage 

of intelligence mediated through abnormality. Carson‘s presents a significant work on 

bureaucracy, society, and ideology influenced by the concept of intelligence similar to the 

extensive research on eugenics. The notion of disability has also drawn the interest of 

social scientists.
105

 However, the legacy of intelligence indicates that social interests 

infused qualitative factors and theoretical models shaping predictions such that 

understanding these factors are far more significant than our current historical insight.  

The traditional model of intelligence is bound belief in instruments and 

measurement as opposed to theoretical insight. The material culture of science must be 

understood in relation to the theoretical assumptions and experimental practices making 

cultural and intellectual history central to understanding the science.
106
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My study, in contrast, to other work seeks to understand how contemporary 

theoretical assumptions and experimental practices were formed and function. This work 

examines practices by which the subject is defined and transformed and the types of 

knowledge organized around norms that are more or less scientific and constitute one as 

an object of knowledge. Unlike other works this is not a history of the science in general, 

but a scientific knowledge of the subject through the discursive, the institutional, and the 

social practices from which this knowledge arose. This project seeks to discover the point 

at which these practices became coherent reflective techniques with definite goals, the 

point at which a particular techniques and came to be seen as valid.  

This work examines human intelligence as a scientific concept that developed 

over the nineteenth and twentieth century. It accounts for a major epistemological shift at 

the turn of the century. This shift did not bring coherence but allowed the concept to 

account for a vast range of experience and belief. Subsequently, this study centers on the 

historical development, scientific percepts, and significance of intelligence over time. 

This study contrasts previous historical accounts, which suggest concepts of abnormality 

evolved from an understanding of intelligence. In contrast, this work indicates that 

intelligence was conditioned by a science rooted in the abnormal. The beliefs comprising 

this matrix were shaped through representations and psychosocial typecasting.  

This study examines how the notion of intelligence was linked to the essence of 

being or identity. Many critiques of intelligence delineate the science without a clear 

description of how the concepts shaped various forms of representation.
107

 The 

implications of this are twofold. Primary studies remain limited to a critique of statistical 
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methodology or factor analysis without the historical analysis of the concepts.
108

 There 

are contemporary theories and practices conditioned by the science in intelligence. As a 

response to this complexity, this work maps out transformations in which the concepts 

were mediated.  

To explain a scientific enterprise established-in and elevated-above the domains 

of knowledge and life, one is obliged to explain how the presuppositions are organized 

and how this organization operates. Before one can understand this uniformity, however, 

they must deal with the planes of reference mediating the concepts and functions that 

composition of scientific knowledge. There are significant scientific functions that 

remain popular society and sciences, for example, the use of intelligence to explain social 

hierarchies and poverty as well as configuring social interests into scientific discourse.  

 

Study Outline 

This first section has a few central aims. One is describing the pre-psychiatric 

figure of the idiot as a representation of pre-modern epistemology. Modern thought in 

contrast is characterized as a phenomenology of mind subordinate to logic of phenomena. 

This means that in contrast to antiquity, the primacy of mathematical knowledge 

confirmed through action and the systemization of conscious thought. Another theme is 

the different aspects of human activity as they relate to thought and judgment; and how 

science realigned thought and judgment with human activity.
109
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 The second section centers on the influence of modern psychology on our 

conception of the ‗nature of man‘ -a common phrase used after Darwin and a theme 

developed by Galton (Darwin‘s cousin). It centers on the abandonment of cure and the 

formation of hereditary causality or the shift that located the source of abnormality in 

family lineage. Related themes are a hyper-normative system of education, the school as 

social filter, and idiocy as an organic disability linked to the constitution of an individual.  

This section moves to the role of pedagogic treatment. This chapter considers the 

development of the education system as it corresponds to the science of the individual.  It 

examines specific institutional models used to situate and correct what is abnormal or 

deviant.
110

 This study also incorporates a theoretical examination of the spatial 

manifestations associated with intellectual abnormality. For example, the asylums, 

schools, and hospitals that arranged human beings spatial according to perceived domains 

of human intellect. This includes how the social arrangement of the asylums and the 

related justification transcended into the domain of public education.   

 

Method  

There are various themes directly relevant to this work. Dividing practices relate 

to screening, classification, and labeling.
111

 My work focuses on practices such as the 

division made between idiots and the insane and placement in asylums or schools. These 

are located these in a social sense, such as the division made between the undifferentiated 
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student and the disabled. Another main theme is the external authority involved in this 

process of self-understanding and self-formation.
112

 This study is committed to the 

question of how intelligence is known, and the purposes this knowledge served. The 

concept of intellectual abnormality maintains a conception of disorder simultaneously 

with the presence of continuity, resemblance, and natural occurrence. The aim of this 

project is not to uncover any origin, nor to make any universal declaration regarding the 

nature of intellect or abnormality. Rather, this work seeks to locate and analyze the 

prevailing formations of abnormality. This analysis is better suited to demarcation as 

opposed to periodization (division of historical time), and a sequence of potential 

determinations as opposed to the development of an organized historical narrative.
113

  

The transcripts and inscription of this work range in location from the asylum to 

our public schools, from congressional documents to textbooks, and from immigration to 

education policy. The threads of discourse employed in the development of a body of 

knowledge used to divide, classify, and arrange socially and spatially individuals in 

realms of perceived intellectual function and the formations that operated in the scientific 

establishment. A comprehensive analysis of intellectual abnormality discourse is a 

functional medium to explore constructs for knowing and thinking. Intelligence organizes 

and naturalizes various moral standards around the investment in education, the discourse 

on race and poverty, the dangerous child, deviations that threaten the body politic, the 

overwhelming force of environment and sensibilities of the home. 
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I acquired a vast amount of source material through the Library of Congress.   I 

draw on a large collection from the Journal of Psycho-Asthenics.
114

 This journal was a 

useful source filled with logistical asylum reports, statistics, case studies, and medical 

reports on pathology. I located a lot of information in the congressional indexes, such as, 

amendments to immigration law (regarding those deemed mentally deficient), reports of 

the census board, testimony by eugenicist.
115

 I obtained read many of the books written 

on idiocy.
116

 Newspapers and literature have provided additional commentary for this 

study. My realm of inquiry includes a vast range of primary source material. This study 

draws on a vast range of primary and secondary sources including asylum reports, 

statistics, case studies, medical reports, books, journals, and archival sources.
117

 I draw a 

lot of information in congressional indexes, such as amendments to immigration law, 

reports of the census board, testimony by individuals seeking funding for laboratories to 

study the defective classes.  

 

Thesis 

Intelligence was not discovered or established in a logical system with unitary 

mathematical properties. The concept developed as a matrix of beliefs with a coherence 
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formalized in representation, function, and metaphor.
118

 The concept is regarded as 

deeper than the structure of consciousness. The qualitative factors, experimental 

traditions and theoretical models shaped the paradigm and quantitative predictions were 

shaped by the continual attempt to quantify, formalize, and legitimize the concept.
119

 The 

nature of thought was now linked to constitution of the individual subject as though 

human thought reveals a nature but a nature linked to an external validation conditioned 

through historical, social, and cultural factors. This work considers the historical and 

medical conditions, and the relationship to transformations in society. Historical accounts 

commonly suggest our conception of intellectual abnormality were mediated through an 

understanding of intelligence.
120

 It was, however, the opposite historical trajectory; or the 

scientific basis of intelligence derived from a discourse rooted in the abnormal. This 

process linked the individual to nature; though a nature contingent upon external 

validation.  

In response this work examines human intelligence as a scientific concept. It 

accounts for a major epistemological shift at the fin de siècle, in which this concept 

framed intelligence as deeper than the structure of consciousness. This theoretical shift 

used in the science of the mind and human thought did not bring coherence to the concept 

of intelligence, as much as allowed the concept to account for a vast range of experience 
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and beliefs. Subsequently, this study centers on the historical development, scientific 

percepts, and significance of intelligence over time. This study contrasts previous 

historical accounts, which tend to suggest that concepts of abnormality derived from an 

understanding of intelligence. In contrast, intelligence conditioned by interplay rooted in 

the abnormal; the beliefs comprising this matrix shaped through the shift from a 

metaphoric to metonymic construction seen directly in representations.  

 

Contribution 

The process of dividing and classifying individuals remains a basic aspect of our 

school system and social structure. The fluctuations in the number of disabled minds are 

not contagious by nature.
121

 Still, the number of individuals placed in the context of 

handicapping conditions in the US increased by 16 percent from 1976 to 1982. Since then 

the number classified intellectually disabled increased by 119 percent.
122

 In eight years, 

the number of students with academic problems classified as disabled in schools more 

than doubled-from less than 800,000 to more than 1.8 million.
123

 

The words have changed as idiot transcended from a scientific term to a vague 

reference, but the techniques, discipline, and science of intelligence retain a lineage 

extending from the abnormal. Examining these dimensions and development of human 

intelligence in relation to schools is paramount to considering aspects beyond claims of 

neutrality, humanity, and best intentions. This work offers a vital new perspective by 

focusing-on and tracing the formation of intellectual abnormality. It contributes to the 
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area of educational research that must operate within and use the current formations to be 

recognized and considered legitimate.  

History is essential to understanding the formation of existing structures and 

generating new perspectives. The history of the science of intelligence might be most 

accurately characterized as a continual play upon the question of how the concept itself 

was and came to be known. The concept of intelligence prescribes a mode of 

interpretation, in domains of human knowledge that only be given to empirical 

knowledge. Though many psychiatrists maintain the idea that examination of one‘s 

intelligence does not involve history, the idea that intelligence can be examined or 

quantified can only be historical, and never simply one‘s thought. Intelligence must be 

located historically as discovery, and never purely as thought. How else could we come 

to know intelligence, if not through thought, and the inscription within its various 

mechanisms? The notion of intelligence enjoyed categorical privilege as the scientific 

fixation upon intellect and the possibilities of mental measurement produced a menagerie 

of arrangements, a progression of discovery where the methods, apparatuses, and 

technology of science would continually reveal or uncover its true nature or essence. 

However, there is no basis in the scientific body of knowledge or medical conditions of 

intelligence suitable to analyze the developmental or foundational logic outside history. 

As theoretical construct intelligence must be understood as a constituted object. There is 

only a historical configuration, and this historical configuration has unique aspects 

through which the rationale of the concept is explored.  
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CHAPTER 1 

THE PSYCHOSOCIAL TYPECAST 

 ―Once you label me you negate me.‖  ~Soren Kierkegaard 

The mind is a constituted object of science and the individual‘s relation to science is part 

of a historically identifiable system of thought at an intersection of nature and ontology.
1
 This 

chapter addresses how scientists subverted longstanding questions central to the philosophy of 

mind and attached thought to identity. This chapter also examines the notion of the disabled 

mind requires the reduction of knowledge to meaning or a transcendental signifier. This meaning 

cannot be reduced solely to the mind or thought, rather it‘s contained by representational figure, 

termed here as a psychosocial typecast. Specifically, the figure of the idiot stabilized the meaning 

of thought within nature‘s edifice.   

Human thought is a concept is derived-from and incorporated-in several philosophical 

problems and relates to several constituent concepts that operate on both similar and diverging 

planes.
2
 Its intelligibility depends upon these constituent components and other concepts. There 

are a few aspects of this configuration key for understanding the mind‘s relation to knowledge 

and meaning. Perhaps, most importantly, the various attempts to understand the mind‘s 
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relationship to knowledge are themselves inscribed in systems of thought, which positions the 

mind as both subject and object.
3
  

 

The Idiot of Antiquity 

The term idiot derived from the Greek, or idios as private thinker.
4
 In Athens, an idiot was a 

person who declined to take part in public life, such as democratic city government. The teacher 

referred to taught concepts whereas the idiot as private thinker. The Cartesian idiot forms a 

concept with innate forces that everyone possesses on their own account; by right-of, ‗I think‘.
5
 

Idios, in contrast had signified isolation 

The idiot who says ―I‖ sets up the cogito, who wants to think, and who thinks for himself, 

by the natural light.
6
 Where the idiot of antiquity wanted truth, the new idiot wants to turn the 

absurd into the highest power of thought – in other words, to create.
7
 Sense is pushed to its 

limits, which involves a constant search for the outside, the move toward creation. The Cartesian 

idiot governed by epistemological concerns, whereas the Cartesian idiot is an ethical figure 

driven to uncertainty and the outside of pre-existing sense.
8
 The Cartesian idiot mediated the 

concept between presupposition and thought.
9
   

Descartes, 
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For it is highly deserving of remark, that there are no men so dull and stupid, not 

even idiots, as to be incapable of joining together different words, and thereby 

constructing a declaration by which to make their thoughts understood; and that 

on the other hand, there is no other animal, however perfect or happily 

circumstanced, which can do the like. Nor does this inability arise from want of 

organs: for we observe that magpies and parrots can utter words like ourselves, 

and are yet unable to speak as we do, that is, so as to show that they understand 

what they say; in place of which men born deaf and dumb, and thus not less, but 

rather more than the brutes, destitute of the organs which others use in speaking, 

are in the habit of spontaneously inventing certain signs by which they discover 

their thoughts to those who, being usually in their company, have leisure to learn 

their language.
10

  

This conception of the idiot preceded the influence of materialism and naturalism, where 

naturalism emphasizes the role of nature, and examination of human conditions in relation to 

nature. Nietzsche‘s commentary on Spencer‘s naturalism, 

Living---is that not precisely wanting to be other than this nature? Is not living---

estimating, preferring, being unjust, being limited, wanting to be different? And 

supposing your imperative ‗live according to nature‘ meant at bottom as much as 

‗live according to life‘---how could you not do that? Why make a principle of 

what you yourselves are and must be?  In truth, the matter is altogether different: 

while you pretend rapturously to read the cannon of your law in nature, you want 

something opposite…Your pride wants to impose your morality, your ideal, on 

nature---even on nature and incorporate them in her; you demand that she should 

be nature.
11

 

Here are differences between nature and life, between symptoms and genealogy. This will shift 

with psychiatry.  

The emergence of the idiot in literature indicated a certain role; namely symptoms of a 

concept –what writers believed a good thinker to be, what a thinker should be. The idiot often 

represented a private thinker without professional knowledge.
12

 From the writing of Nicholas de 
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Cusa, Descartes, Locke, Dostoevsky, and others, the idiot appears in a literary configuration in 

relation to epistemology. In his Brief of a Psychologist Nietzsche wrote, 

If I am ahead of all other psychologists in anything, it is in this fact that my eyes 

are more keen for tracing those most difficult and most captious of all deductions, 

in which the largest number of mistakes have been made, the deduction which 

makes one infer something concerning the author from his work, something 

concerning the doer from his deed, something concerning the idealist from the 

need which produced this ideal, and something concerning the imperious craving 

which stands at the back of all thinking and valuing.
13

 

The term genealogy made its entry in the Enciclopedie drawn from the Greek genos and logos it 

was a register of systematic knowledge (logic of the origin). Perhaps Nietzsche is the most well-

known philosopher to use the concept in evaluation of social concepts. He distinguished the 

function of the concept of genesis and origin from the human organization of good/evil, 

nature/culture, noble/plebe, and so forth.
14

 In the same era that Nietzsche proclaimed the death of 

God the organizational principles for these were restructured. Religion and science utilize 

notions of origin and descent. The features of concepts have a relationship within the historical 

milieu they appear, so that the psychosocial type particular to a context makes accessible the 

form and function of the scientific thinking through analogy or metaphor.
15

  

The use of psychosocial types, their pathological symptoms, their existential modes,  

their legal status, all become susceptible to a determination of thought that wrests them from 

both the historical state and lived experience.
16

 Concepts and types refer to each other and 

                                                 
13
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combine without ever merging.
17

 The concept is indeed a solution, but a solution that 

corresponds to conditions of inconsistency.
18

  

 

The Cartesian Idiot 

The aim of this section is to consider the impact of natural science on thought and the 

removal of the individual from the central emphasis of thinking. The scientific method inverted 

the relation situating man within the context of observation. This interplay between knowledge 

and experience involved a framework conceptualized through modes of representation. In the 

Cartesian system the subject is endowed with access to knowledge and truth primarily through 

consciousness and reason. This conception is based on an interpretation of mental structure, 

where human knowledge and truth is subordinate to a belief in the mind‘s pre-reflexive cogito.
19

  

With Descartes the systemization of conscious thought over a domain of objects is emphasized 

over self-evidence and intuition.
20

 With the collapse of a religious based metaphysical-world 

humankind focused on creating scientific explanations of human nature.   

Cartesian dualism is dissolved with the modern conception of human intelligence.
21

 In 

the Cartesian system the intellectual foundations of certainty dissolve sensory foundations prior 

to meaning formation.
22

 However, the general scientific inquiry onto intelligence attempts to 

demonstrate a naturalistic basis for intellectual phenomena within a formal system of knowledge. 

Empirical observation rests on the scientific practice of reasoning from effect to cause, or a mode 
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of scientific inference made possible through modes of representation and the organization of 

various standards and representations formed symbolically. There is no pure science of the mind 

devoid of axiological and normative principles. The individual‘s relation to science is part of a 

historically identifiable system of thought at an intersection of discourse, schemas of human 

nature, and ontological beliefs that lay outside the confines of science.
23

  

One of the primary aims of science is imposing conformity.
24

 Intelligence did not create 

understanding, but rather a belief. This means the elimination of variables that interfere in 

science.
25

 Thoughts struggle against opinion and its degeneration into opinion.
26

 Descartes wrote, 

Finally, in the Sixth, the act of the understanding (intellectio) is distinguished 

from that of the imagination (imaginatio); the marks of this distinction are 

described; the human mind is shown to be really distinct from the body, and, 

nevertheless, to be so closely conjoined therewith, as together to form, as it were, 

a unity. The whole of the errors which arise from the senses are brought under 

review…
27

     

Is the intellect really so distinct from imagination? How is the unity Descartes speaks of 

configured?  From the formation of the natural science humankind has focused on creating 

scientific explanations of human nature. The conception of intelligence assumes the role of 

simultaneously describing some level of reality, and yet maintains the very conditions under 

which reality can be signified or in a constant state of a description being described, or described 

by its own description. As Julien Offray de La Mettrie wrote in Machine Man in 1747, 

Break the chains of your prejudices and take up the torch of experience, and you 

will honour nature in the way she deserves, instead of drawing derogatory 

conclusions from the ignorance in which she has left you. Simply open your eyes 

and ignore what you cannot understand, and you will see that a labourer whose 

mind and knowledge extend no further than the edges of his furrow is no different 
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essentially from the greatest genius, as would have been proved by dissecting the 

brains of Descartes and Newton; you will be convinced that the imbecile or the 

idiot are animals in human form, in the same way as the clever ape is a little man 

in another form; and that, since everything depends absolutely on differences in 

organization, a well-constructed animal who has learnt astronomy can predict an 

eclipse, as he can predict recovery or death when his genius and good eyesight 

have benefited from some time at the school of Hippocrates and at patients' 

bedsides.
28

 

Psychiatry has a history of varying epistemological orientation.
29

 The field developed as 

a rationalist based branch of metaphysics in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. A 

distinction developed between empirical and rational psychology in the early eighteenth century. 

The primary analysis of thought during this time was philosophical or epistemological in nature.  

Cartesian rationality presented an obstacle in that a duality exists between the cerebral 

and material. The essence of mental substance is to think. The notion of Cartesian dualism holds 

that minds are unextended substances, and thus are distinct from any physical substance.
30

 The 

human sciences needed to bridge this dualism, to make the brain the origin of the mind creating a 

measurable explanatory model for thought.  The momentum and popularity of the human 

sciences, however, changed this. One dramatic example is the subordination of modern 

philosophy to theories of cognition and psychology.
31

  

If general theories of mental processes suggest a constitute relation between one's-self 

and knowledge, we must evaluate the presuppositions imbedded in the idea that we can transmit 

information, representation, and meaning, where thought is a constituent aspect of knowledge, 
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but external to its formation. In other words, how can thought be simultaneously distinct (i.e. 

natural, universal, determinant) and situated or located solely in the development of the human 

subject? Reality, representation, and intuition, however, as domains of thought are neither 

distinct nor independent, in other words, thought, experience, and perception are imbedded in 

information and representation.   

Contemporary models of human thought, stemming from the influence of the human 

sciences are not thought-conscious-of-itself (a modern cogito), as much as formal systems of 

knowledge that precede thought. This conception of human thought incorporated in a series of 

belief systems or theories, in which the object of knowledge --the theoretical proposition itself--

regarded as deeper than the structure of consciousness. This is a similar to psychoanalytic theory, 

but more central to contemporary beliefs about the mind and knowledge in general. Both 

psychoanalysis and the scientific conception of intelligence position the mind‘s relation to 

knowledge in system of knowledge that is simultaneously propositional and interpretive.
32

 In 

other words, these theories interpret thought in a propositional framework. This formation cannot 

be understood independent of language, representation, and concepts.  

 

The Modern Idiot  

The foundational typecast for human intelligence was transformation of the idiot of 

antiquity and literature or the idiot as private thinker-- to the pathological idiot with whom 

science configured modern intellect. Science configured a pathological idiot over the early 

nineteenth century, which provided an epistemological network upon which intelligence was 
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configured.
33

 The idiot was the primary archetype in the new economy of thought.  It was 

through this process abnormality became the norm of human intelligence.  

Following the work of the alienists by the nineteenth century, the idiot became an 

empirical subject. The price paid for the scientific revolution in the physical sciences was the 

isolation of mind from nature and of the study of purposive behavior from the advance of the 

scientific method. The fragmentation of the world into primary and secondary qualities, outer 

and inner, body and mind, and the exclusion of final causes from science have plagued the study 

of mind and behavior since Descartes. Cartesian dualism supplied an ontological basis for the 

separation of mind and body, while the theory of representative perception separated the 

knowing mind from its external object for knowledge. Pre-nineteenth century psychologists were 

preoccupied with the problem of how the mind interacts with the body.
34

 This metaphysical 

problem effectively precluded empirical investigation of the relations of mind and brain, the laws 

governing psychological and behavioral phenomena, and the relation of mental functions to the 

environment.
35

 Nineteenth-century biology, however, related the mind to the brain through the 

conception of cerebral localization, and attempted to specify the functions of the brain in the 

relations between organisms and their environments.
36

 In the nineteenth century, Alexander 

Bain, free psychology from its philosophic context and make it a natural science in its own right. 

The consequence of knowledge dependent solely upon action laid the foundation for an emphasis 

on behavior, which by the turn of the century came to dominate psychology.
37
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One can trace the integration of psychology with physiology.
38

 Bain enriched psychology 

with experimental neurophysiology, whereas Herbert Spencer helped give it a new foundation in 

evolutionary biology.
39

 A detailed analysis of Spencer's intellectual development helps show the 

emergence of the assumptions of modern psychology from elements of phrenology and the 

theory of evolution. Spencer's psychological work, like that of Bain, grew out of an early interest 

in phrenology.
40

 However, where Bain had turned away from the biological approach of the 

phrenologists, Spencer drew heavily to stress the relations of mental phenomena, and the needs 

of the organism, to the environment. Learning became the continuous adjustment or adaptation 

of internal relations to external relations.
41

 From this point neurology linked anatomical 

localization and pathology.
42

 Broca‘s localization of lesions as the cause of loss of speech 

(aphasia) provided the first notion of cerebral localization, and aphasia became a primary mode 

to link science and learning.
43

 James Ross noted in 1870, 

In the cases of aphasia with autopsies collected by Broca and the earlier 

observers, the lesion was occasionally observed to be situated in the temporal lobe 

and the posterior part of the parietal lobe; but these cases were regarded as 

exceptions to the general rule of localization in the third frontal convolution, up to 
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the time when Wernicke reported a case of that disorder of speech, which 

Kussmaul ' subsequently named word-deafness.
44

 

 

Scientists suggested the role of the cortex in muscular motions and demonstrated experimentally 

the electrical excitability of the cerebral hemispheres by applying electrical current to the brains 

of dogs and wounded soldiers and noting involuntary contractions.
45

 Centers of co-ordination for 

complex sensations and motions were localized in place of Gall's faculties.
46

 Complex mental 

phenomena were thus reduced to aggregates of sensations and motions paralleled by sets of 

fibers and cells.
47

 This set the stage for contemplation that remains in medical research today. As 

Goleman writes,  

Scientists are tuning into the internal dialogue carried on between the right and 

left hemispheres of the brain, and their findings are offering clues about the 

underlying causes of mental deficits such as dyslexia and mental gifts such as 

mathematical genius.
48

 

The mind‘s relation to knowledge has remained central to philosophy, epistemology, and 

science. The dynamics of this relation are complex, and often situated in various ways. There are 

many ways to consider the personal, introspective, shared, institutional, or social aspects of this 

relation. Over the last several decades, logical positivism framed new considerations central to 

the methodology, validity, and theory formation in the science of the mind.  However, the 

underlying relation between observer and reality in theory formation, knowledge construction, 
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interpretation, and explanation has been called into question.
49

 These various domains are not 

independent; and in contrast, rethinking the epistemological basis for knowledge and meaning 

reveals how interwoven the domains of science and systems of knowledge are for both the 

individual subject and our culture at large. The central question incorporated in this 

epistemological framework is how to analyze meaning and significance when given solely to a 

domain of thought. These forms of representation function as a discourse allowing one to 

mediate between the scientific, and political phase of knowledge production. These forms of 

representation also obscure the lines between the theoretical and social function of knowledge. 

The imagery conceals gaps in scientific knowledge as well as contains both a symbolic and 

material practice.
50

 The function visibility and display in the production of knowledge explicitly 

draw from the function of power.
51
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CHAPTER 2 

NATURE OF INTELLECT 

This chapter examines how we came to believe intellectual traits were acquired the same 

as physical characteristics. In examines the development of idiocy and how this typecast allowed 

intelligence to be configured metaphorically, and the relation to civilization and education. This 

includes how science used idiocy to link our intellect to instinct, the will, and morality.  

 

French Psychiatry  

From this perfect primitive man all of us were supposed to be descended. We 

were in fact faithful copies of him; only we had to cast off some few things in 

order to recognize ourselves once more as this primitive man, on the strength of a 

voluntary reunification of superfluous learnedness, of superabundant culture.    

--Friedrich Nietzsche
1 

 

Idiocy became a scientific classification around the mid-nineteenth century. The birth of 

a science idiocy located in myths made famous in the history of psychiatry, myths that convey 

the notion of scientific enlightenment.
2
 The events occurred at a time when psychiatry and 

psychology was vying for legitimacy and scientific status. These events neither mark the 

discovery nor development of either idiocy or intelligence, but mark the initial point of reference 

by which a reconfiguration occurred.  
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These events celebrated as a great liberation, a monumental moment in the history of the 

human sciences. Psychiatric history refers to this shift in the account of Philippe Pinel the 

Physician in Chief to the Insane at Bicetre when he liberated the Houses of Confinement.
3
 The 

mythologizing of the event is noteworthy relating to divisions made between idiots and the 

insane. It is emblematic of widespread social change at the end of the eighteenth century.
4
     

The work of Itard and the Sauvage de l’Aveyron or The Wild Boy of Aveyron is the 

primary myth by which the beginning of a scientific of idiocy is marked.
5
 Most contemporary 

recollections connect the work of Itard and Sauvage de l’Aveyron as the first scientific 

assessment or treatment of idiocy.
6
 The child was captured by a group of hunters and later 

escaped. Eventually he was recaptured and briefly put on display; and for a short time he drew 

large crowd and public fascination in France. People of France had flocked to see Victor. It was 

an opportunity to see theory made famous by Rousseau.
7
 The people of Paris thought they had an 

opportunity to see a child who had grown up according to Rousseau's ideals. Itard wrote, 

visited promptly by those who have long desired to raise a child cut off from all of 

society and all intellectual communication, a child to whom no one had ever 

spoken and who would be scrutinized down to the slightest movements he might 

make to express his first sensations, his first ideas, his first thoughts.
8
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According to most early accounts including Itard‘s report and newspaper accounts he was 

regarded as a child who had been raised in the wild, completely out of contact with civilization. 

Itard and other scholars were eager to bring Sauvage de l’Aveyron to Paris. In the preface to his 

famous case study, Itard notes the importance of feral children to the study and understanding of 

the human mind.
9
 Itard wrote, 

I ought not, at this stage of my investigation, to be precipitate in judging and in 

drawing conclusions. I am deeply impressed with the persuasion, that until they 

are matured by time, and confirmed by farther observations, that we ought to 

refrain from publishing, or even entertaining speculations, which may have a 

tendency to destroy prejudices in themselves perhaps respectable, and which, 

beyond all doubt, constitute the most amiable, as well as the most consoling 

illusions of social life.
10

 

Itard and other scholars were eager to bring Sauvage de l’Aveyron to Paris. Séguin notes eleven 

recorded cases of savages or children believed to be raised in the wild by animals. If savages or 

those whom they believed had faculties laid dormant under the cover of animal instinct and habit 

could be educated this phenomenon could furnish new notions on the nature of the human mind 

and the development of primitive faculties. To solve this metaphysical problem Itard undertook 

the project of educating Sauvage de l’Aveyron.
11

 Education of the savage, ―would evidence the 

natural springs of the human mind.‖
12

 For this education, Itard attempted to utilize Condillac and 

Locke‘s empirically based notion of the human mind as tabula rasa, or the idea that individuals 

accumulate knowledge through experience and that human beings accumulate knowledge to 

makes sense of an external world. Itard believed, ―Here is a subnormal boy who has lacked 
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civilizing experience. If I give him this experience he will become normal.‖
13

 Itard attempted to 

utilize the idea that individuals accumulate knowledge through experience and the idea that 

human beings accumulate knowledge to makes sense of an external world.
14

 This view presents 

intellect in a structured process-oriented paradigm where data from the world is collected and 

localized. Séguin wrote,  

The celebrated Itard undertook to teach him, and it was expected that he would 

prove that all our ideas are derived from the senses and that our mental faculties 

are only sensations transformed.
15

 

 

Itard had claimed some success in normalizing Sauvage de l’Aveyron, all the time maintaining 

Victor was a feral-child, and that the mind owes its modalities directly to a process of civilization 

and education.
16

 Itard, however, later turned his case files over to Séguin in frustration.
17

 Séguin 

wrote,  

Itard, not believing idiocy curable, contrary to the misgivings of Bonaterre, and to 

the all but convincing demonstrations of Pinel, undertook this education. In 

devoting himself to this case, his object was not to improve or cure an idiot; it was 

"to solve the metaphysical problem of determining what might be the degree of 

intelligence and the nature of the ideas in a lad, who, deprived from birth of all 

education, should have lived entirely separated from the individuals of his kind.‖ I 

did not partake this unfavorable opinion; and, despite the truthfulness of the 

tableau, and the closeness of resemblance, I dared to conceive some hopes. I 

founded them on the double consideration of the cause and the curability of that 

apparent idiotism.
18 

  

The various reports of this event are disconnected. Early newspaper reports retain the notion that 

Victor was a feral child while later accounts suggest the child was idiotic.
19

 When Itard was less 
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than successful in normalizing Sauvage de l’Aveyron he was declared idiotic.
20

 Through this 

distance from civilization; a point at which Itard could not capture in language the [true] nature 

of Sauvage de l’Aveyron Séguin declared Pinel‘s earlier suspicion that Sauvage de l’Aveyron was 

idiotic.
21

 

From the outset, the alienist‘s notion of the mind is linked to regulation of the body. 

Itard‘s description of Victor‘s sexuality is a connection between sexual drives or instinct and 

intelligence. Itard‘s basis of human nature is outside civilization. Life situated in the context of 

the senses and development is nurture over the later interpretations everything gets linked nature. 

From this point, intelligence linked to social organization and political philosophy.  

Itard was appointed National Institution for the Death and Dumb.
22

 Like Rousseau he 

believed that, ―that moral superiority which has been said to be natural to man, is merely the 

result of civilization.‖
23

 Referring to pre-modern era Itard wrote, ―in those remote times the 

defective march of studies, the mania of explanation, the uncertainty of hypothesis, the 

exclusiveness of abstract thinking, that observation was set at naught, and these precious facts 

were lost for the natural history of man.‖
24

  

The science of idiocy was promoted by Séguin who immigrated to the US in 1848. It was 

during the time working with Itard and Esquirol he formed many of his ideas.
25

 Séguin followed 

from Esquirol the idea that, ―idiocy is not a disease, but a condition in which the intellectual 
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faculties are never manifested, or have never been sufficiently developed….‖
26

 It was therefore a 

disability and not disease. Séguin added the concept of instinct and will. He wrote, 

It [idiocy] incapacitates mostly the functions which give rise to the reflex, 

instinctive, and conscious phenomena of life; consequently, the idiot moves, feels, 

understands, wills, but imperfectly.
27

 

Beginning with Séguin diagnosis is organized around narrative, a site of pedagogic 

intervention.
28

 It was not only the idiot, but his education, how he is taught, how is interpreted, 

and what this reveals. Séguin mediates the notion of cure, the potential for education. The 

enduring link here is between the intellect and nature, for example, sexual drives or instinct is 

natural; and nature is normative where the mind regulates the body.
29

 Séguin notes this legacy of 

sense perception as the basis of thought stemmed from the influence of schools for deaf mutes.
30

 

The alienists constructed intelligence metaphorically locating its truth in similarity 

whereas an inversion occurs with the human sciences formed through modes of representation, 

which made the organization of intelligence, by various standards possible. This allowed the 

practice of reasoning from effect to cause and a classification of intelligence within a 

continuum.
31

 This shift is the basis by which intelligence inscribed in axiological frameworks 

and intelligibilities. This did not bring coherence as much as allowed the concept to account for a 

vast range of experience and belief. This shift of intellect coincides with the shift from classical 

reason with man at the locus of representation to ‗man‘ as a source of representation. Bentham 
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thought the panoptic apparatus could be used to conduct metaphysical experiments on children.
32

 

He imagined taking children right from birth and putting them in a panoptic system. We could 

follow ―the genealogy of each observable idea.‖
33

 The panoptic mode of surveillance was a 

central aspect of Itard‘s education, and he was convinced like Helvetius ―anyone can be taught 

anything.‖
34

  

Locke‘s unified conception of empirical investigations situates human nature within a 

cohesive epistemological portrait.
35

 This view presents intellect in a structured process-oriented 

paradigm where data from the world is collected and localized. Locke‘s idiot is different from 

Descartes. Locke states, 

there are degrees of madness, as of folly; the disorderly jumbling ideas together is 

in some more, and in some less. In short, herein lies the difference between idiots 

and madmen: that madmen put wrong ideas together, and so make wrong 

propositions but argue and reason right from them; but idiots make very few or no 

propositions, and reason scarce at all.
36

(Locke and Winkler 1996) 

 

This orientation and positioning of the mind in relation to knowledge and meaning mark a point 

when human beings began to possess access to knowledge and truth primarily through 

consciousness and reason. The mind became inserted into science with the status of an 

ontological-condition; one that can both vary from person to person yet is static enough to 

measure in consistency. This paradigm subsumes man within a framework of all-encompassing 

rationality and universal understanding about the state of being human. Yet simultaneously this 
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framework focuses on development of human characteristics through a process while it negates 

the place for history, and philosophy in informing scientific perception of truth and knowledge.
37

   

Rousseau believed in reforming society through the education of children.
38

 In Émile he 

posits natural development, which must be protected from the influences of society so that the 

child can grow as nature intended.
39

 Rousseau believed this natural development on which we 

can rely and which will inevitably take place, provided we can keep in check the unnatural social 

influences.
40

 Rousseau wrote, 

The passions, in their turn, owe their origin to our wants, and their increase to our 

progress in science; for we cannot desire or fear anything, but in consequence of 

the ideas we have of it, or of the simple impulses of nature; and savage man, 

destitute of every species of knowledge, experiences no passions but those of this 

last kind; his desires never extend beyond his physical wants; he knows no goods 

but food, a female, and rest; he fears no evil but pain, and hunger; I say pain, and 

not death; for no animal, merely as such, will ever know what it is to die, and the 

knowledge of death, and of its terrors, is one of the first acquisitions made by 

man, in consequence of his deviating from the animal state.
41

 

Pierre-Joseph Bonnaterre believing the moral and physical go hand in hand, and what 

strengthens one strengthens the others in 1800 wrote, 

Victor's case is a final resolution of questions regarding man's original state: Man 

is inferior to a great number of animals in a pure state of nature, a state of vacuity 

and barbarism, although it has been unjustly painted in colors the most attractive, 

a state in which the individual, deprived of the characteristic faculties of his 

species, drags on miserably equally without intelligence and without affection, a 

life that is every moment subject to danger, and confined to the bare functions of 

animal nature.
42

    

For Rousseau the function education is organized as the substitution for the destiny of nature‘s 

edifice, and pedagogy shaped around the problematic and inherent evil in the function of 
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supplementation or substitution of a transcendent essence.
43

 Rousseau suggests the human being 

can only develop, in relation to other persons. Rousseau wrote, ―For want of communication 

with his fellow man… all knowledge ... seems to be altogether beyond the reach of Savage 

man‖
44

 The notion that communication with others is both necessary and formative of distinctly 

human faculties. 
45

 Rousseau, 

Savage man, left by Nature to bare instinct alone ... will then begin with purely 

animal functions.... His desires do not exceed his physical needs; the only goods 

he knows in the Universe are food, a female, and rest.
46

 

The move to associate the transformation and development of idiocy with its relation to 

intelligence, from the tropes savage or wildness presents a significant consideration. Since 

biblical times this trope retained unique character through various epochs including colonial 

discourses.
47

 Until the end of the eighteenth century, wildness had endured a significant history 

and conceptual position.
48

 Idiocy‘s development with the claim to civilization was framed as a 

consciousness or a mental space through which science lay claim to and established the 

boundaries of thought.
49
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The classification and treatment of idiocy produced prevailing ideological conceptions of 

the nature of humankind and the interplay of language, experience, and normality.
50

 This is seen 

most clearly with Victor's sexual awakening which according to Itard, ―seems to exist here only 

to prove that if there exists in man a relationship between the needs of the senses and the 

emotions of the heart, then the sympathetic harmony is, like most great and noble passions, the 

fortunate fruit of man's education.‖
51

 Drawing on Rousseau's beliefs regarding natural man Itard 

wrote, "Every day I waited for a breath of that universal emotion which stirs and stimulates all 

creatures," hoping it might "move Victor in his turn and enlarge his moral existence."
52

 Though 

according referring Victor‘s sexuality Itard wrote, ‗Instead of that burst of enthusiasm which 

urges one sex towards the other, he has shown only a sort of blind instinct.‘
53 

The concept of wildness no longer functions in the manner it did in the eighteenth 

century.
54

 Idiocy and intelligence replaced wildness as a conception; a state of being to a 

potentiality ―lurking in the heart of every individual, whether primitive or civilized, as his 

possible incapacity to come to terms with his socially provided world.‖
55

 Education took 

responsibility for this domestication or inversion of animal instinct. Beyond the promise of 

education, humankind fluctuated in relation to a natural state as science distanced the animal 
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world and reconfigured the natural.
56

 It was only a few years between when Itard attempted to 

reunite this Wild Man (homo ferus) as a distinct human species with civilization that science 

redistributed him.
57

 Itard wrote,    

Victor's case is a final resolution of questions regarding man's original state: Man 

is inferior to a great number of animals in a pure state of nature, a state of vacuity 

and barbarism, although it has been unjustly painted in colors the most attractive, 

a state in which the individual, deprived of the characteristic faculties of his 

species, drags on miserably equally without intelligence and without affection, a 

life that is every moment subject to danger, and confined to the bare functions of 

animal nature.
58

     

 

 

 

Man's Place in Nature 

Frank says you ought to keep a idiot, a deaf mute, a monkey, and a baby in your 

house.
 
 --Letter to Charles Darwin

59
 

The notion of Man‘s place in nature became theme of science in late nineteenth century.
60

 When 

science attempted to assume responsibility for the teleology removed from God, intelligence and 

mental measurement in the context of naturalist empirical science conformed to this void.
61

 In 

other words, it offered a rationale and network for the operation of origin and descent. In The 

Descent of Man Darwin wrote, ―The strong tendency in our nearest allies, the monkeys, in 
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microcephalous idiots, and in the barbarous races of mankind, to imitate whatever they hear 

deserves notice, as bearing on the subject of imitation.‖
62

 He goes on to say, 

Idiots also resemble the lower animals in some respects; thus several cases are 

recorded of their carefully smelling every mouthful of food before eating it. One 

idiot is described as often using his mouth in aid of his hands, whilst hunting for 

lice. They are often filthy in their habits, and have no sense of decency; and 

several cases have been published of their bodies being remarkably hairy.
63

 

Darwin regarded the development of the west, the structure of the family, and social hierarchies 

related to evolutionary factors.
64

 Francis Galton and other scientists, however, began to fashion 

the justification for social hierarchies from divine right to a basis aligned with the concept of 

intelligence. Anthropologist like Lombroso already fused the concept of instinct and criminality 

in the nineteenth century, but unlike this anthropology, twentieth century scientists hinged 

instinct and criminality directly to the stabilizing concept of intelligence.
65

 Galton takes the idiot 

from the context of humankind‘s evolution to the relationship between gender, race, class, and 

social utility.
66

 He utilizes case history to organize a scientific depiction of a society subordinate 

to a natural law dictating social status.
67

 The development of family schematics and concept of 

hereditary intellectual traits can be marked with this era. The work of this period contains 

depictions of family lineage, but without the sophistication and implied justification seen in the 
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later works of Goddard and others.
68

 This transition facilitated by a complete set of psychosocial 

archetypes that reconfigured the idiot. The transformations occurred within and alongside 

materialism and naturalism. These conceptions allowed the mind to become a field of 

knowledge.
69

  

Intelligence was forged as a conception where humankind linked to the natural or animal-

world, and yet allowed for a rationalist discourse derived from the configuration of empirical 

data. The concept of intelligence provided the perfect epistemological network upon which bio-

political-power could fuse knowledge and life to a level consistent with pre-Darwinian 

theological explanations for social hierarchies, status, and the human state within the natural 

world.
70

 Robert Yerkes wrote, ―social behavior: the chimpanzee fails to understand the 

advantages of friendly and sympathetic intercourse with creatures standing on a lower biological 

level than himself.‖
71

 Following the alienists the idiot became an empirical subject seen early in 

the writing of naturalist with whom Darwin is corresponding, such as Galton, Voigt, and so 

forth.
72

 It wasn‘t until the twentieth century that intelligence was configured in a cognitive 

domain. The various attempts to quantify human intellect gained traction with the formation of 

the modern nation-state, development of public education, and various forms of testing. 

In the introduction to The Descent of Man, Darwin lays out the purpose of his text: ―The 

sole object of this work is to consider, firstly, whether man, like every other species, is 

descended from some pre-existing form; secondly, the manner of his development; and thirdly, 
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the value of the differences between the so-called races of man.‖
73

 Darwin's approach to arguing 

for the evolution of human beings is to outline how similar human beings are to other animals. 

He begins by using anatomical similarities, focusing on body structures, which are presumably 

useful in one of man's pre-existing forms. He then moves on to arguing for the similarity of 

mental characteristics.
74

 

Based on the work of his cousin Galton, Darwin asserted that mental characteristics are 

inherited the same as physical characteristics, and argues against the mind/body distinction for 

the purposes of evolutionary theory. Darwin then provides evidence for similar mental powers 

and characteristics in certain animals, focusing especially on apes, monkeys, and dogs for his 

analogies for love, cleverness, religion, kindness, and altruism. He concludes on this point that, 

"Nevertheless the difference in mind between man and the higher animals, great as it is, certainly 

is one of degree and not of kind."
75

 He argued that civilizations evolved out of savagery.
76

 

During this era naturalism underpinned justification of class difference with human 

intellect. Regarding class variation in the initial industrial era Herbert Spencer states, ―this law of 

organic progress is the law of all progress.‖
77

 Spencer coined the phrase ‗survival of the fittest‘.
78

 

His model of intelligence relied on lines of representation from which the very act of 

interpretation can proceed. The early critiques of Social Darwinism reject this mechanistic 
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justification of class distinction, imperial conquest, and so forth. Still these critiques often accept 

the role of intelligence in shaping public education, immigration policy, scientific racism, and 

eugenics.
79

 Most prominent figures of this era supported the idea of an inherited human intellect.  

One of the most prominent figures to promote the scientific study of idiots in the US was 

Samuel Howe who worked with Seguin. Like Itard, Howe kept a 7-year old deaf mute from 

which he shaped his beliefs.
80

 Dr. Howe in The Causes of Idiocy,  

Idiots of this class, however, preserve the human appearance. Disfigured and even 

distorted as they are, they still seem human; they are like men, and not animals, in 

their looks. The lower or animal region of the brain predominating in size, not 

only renders the person more active in his animal nature, but gives him a 

peculiarly animal look. May not the organic peculiarities, the instincts, habits, and 

appearance of idiots, -true idiots-, give us some clue to the process of 

development of the race of mankind?
81

 

He goes on,  

The chief objects aimed at have been –…to check inordinate animal appetites; to 

correct unseemly habits, to accustom them to temperance, cleanliness, and order; 

and to strengthen their powers of self-control, so that they may be at least less 

unsightly or disagreeable to others …Poverty is an inward principle, enrooted 

deeply within the man.
82

 

These modes of empirical observation, however, were not quantified and the link between idiocy 

and intelligence was loosely framed until Alfred Binet was commissioned by French government 

to separate children into vocational vs. academic schooling. He expanded on the forms of 

measurement used by Galton associating the concept of mental age with intelligence.
83

 Working 

from a foundation formed in idiocy he sought to establish the boundaries of normality in an 
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objective system of measurement. In outlining the development of the Binet-Simon Scale the 

authors state they hold, ―…firmly in mind the idea that the physical disorders of idiocy have no 

value except as signs which reveal the intelligence.‖
84

 Abnormality remained at the core of 

intelligence with social and political leverage and idiocy linked to organic defects of the 

constitution which equals disability. The transition was to link the natural to the clinical, or 

observations taken from life grounded in a system of classification.  

 

Developmental Norms 

In The Development of Intelligence in Children, Binet starts with idiocy and difficulty 

classifying idiocy.
85

 His solution was to ground the measurement in development. Pain was a 

primary mode scientists used in the attempt to quantify intelligence. Lobmroso was an early 

figure to experiment with the use of pain and quantifying sensitivity as a measure of 

intelligence.
86

 Binet also took this approach. He recounts, 

Let us conclude with Albert, the most intelligent of our imbeciles. Raising his 

sleeve, without giving him any warning we pinch him sharply or prick him with a 

pin in a way to produce what would be a real pain to a normal person. We ask 

him:  

 

Q. What was done to you?  

A, You pricked me.  

Q. Tell us when it pains you. (Fresh pricking — very pronounced)  

A. (In a quiet voice) Ah, I feel that.  

Q, But does it pain you?  

A, Yes.
  

 

Albert is so little annoyed that he holds out his arm for us to continue. Other 

prickings which bleed do not even call out a cry. We make him plunge his index 

finger in water so hot as to be intolerable; he does not even wink, he holds his 

finger plunged a full minute in boiling water. For fear of serious results, we are 
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obliged to intervene, drawing out his finger which is a vivid red. His countenance 

is unmoved — the smile is still there upon his thick lips.
87

   

 

Q. Is it hot?  

A. I felt nothing.  

 

Begged to try again, he does so without hesitation, plunging his finger once more 

into the water. Again we are obliged to draw it out.
 88

   

 

Binet eventually abandoned pain for the significance of development, 

We must first trace the boundary line which separates children of five years from 

those of seven. It is furnished by the series of reasoned comparisons. Because of 

its importance, let us devote some space to it.
89

   

 

Science adopted standards or the norms of intelligence by universalizing it in the notion of 

childhood. However, a shift occurred with Binet from childhood to the adult, or from an 

abnormality rooted in the concept of arrested development (or childhood) to belief in norms 

associated with chronology. This represents a shift. Esquirol had wrote, ―The insane man is 

deprived of possessions which he formerly enjoyed; he is a rich man become poor; the idiot has 

always been in misery and want. The state of the insane may vary, that of the idiot remains 

always the same.‖
 90

According to Binet, Esquirol set a bad example and everyone has followed 

him.
91 

Binet was convinced that, ―Quantitative differences, such as we have noted, are of no 

value unless they are measured, even if measured but crudely.‖
92

 For Binet the only true method 

a priori nature the idea of nature is observation taken from life.
93

 He began measuring attention, 

after rejecting Séguin‘s reference to will and diagnosis in personal habit.
94

 Binet states,  
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Nevertheless it would seem that it already existed in Séguin's book. In that 

singular work, so remarkable as a practitioner's, so weak as a theorist's, we find 

the extraordinary idea that idiocy depends on a weakness of the will. The idiot 

would not be an idiot, if he did not wish to be one. It is useless to stop to discuss 

this absurd statement, to which several authors those at least who have had the 

patience to read the work of Séguin have given due justice.
95

 

Binet presents his method as follows, 

We shall therefore be able to know, after studying two individuals, if one rises 

above the other and to how many degrees, if one rises above the average level of 

other individuals considered as normal, or if he remains below. Understanding the 

normal progress of intellectual development among normals, we shall be able to 

determine how many years such an individual is advanced or retarded. In a word 

we shall be able to determine to what degrees of the scale idiocy, imbecility, and 

moronity correspond.
 96

  

Diagnosis is not about the uncovering of origins but around the establishment of a narrative and 

establishment of a pedagogic treatment. One is benefited in development through the use of 

intelligence, but the lack of intelligence developmental. Development is responsible for 

intelligence and intelligence is responsible for the ability to develop. One must also develop their 

intelligence that their intelligence is at the very pieces of their ability to develop once 

intelligence is at the very heart of development. The developmental norm gains more attraction 

and influence through the notion of chronological development. We have in the notion of pain, 

the neurological body or the nervous system in relation to the mind and will. Muscular ability is 

noted in relation to disorder.
97

 

Idiocy is seen as an arrested development; the idiotic child develops a more slowly than 

others intimately is accumulated an insurmountable difference. The child‘s intellect has a 

temporal dimension and therefore not a static faculty quality. Unlike other maladies idiocy 
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threatens the intellect and appears from the outset. Therefore all individuals can be measured in 

order to determine the degree to which they possess this level of idiocy. Early psychologist had 

fashioned was a diagnostic tool for intelligence in which all individuals could be measured 

according to the developmental norms. Binet advocates the division of intellect according to 

age.
98

 The developmental norm is not linked to symptoms or universal criteria, but commands 

and compliance,    

Imitation of simple gestures is accomplished by fixing his attention by repeating 

several times, "Look at me carefully," and when his attention is gained, by saying 

"Do as I do." The examiner then claps his hands together, puts them in the air, on 

the shoulders, behind the back; he turns the thumbs one about the other, raises the 

foot, etc. All this mimicry must be conducted gaily with the air of play. It is 

sufficient if a single well marked imitation is provoked; the rest is unnecessary. 

Do not confound the inaptitude for imitation, with bad humor, ill-will, or  

timidity.
99

 

 

Like those scientists who came before him, Binet shaped his notion of intelligence around the 

abnormal. He states, 

This article will deal only with the intelligence of imbeciles, or rather, taking in 

our title the species for the genus, we shall set forth what is peculiar to the 

intelligence of all types of defectives. There is in particular, as everyone knows, a 

lack of development; and apropos of this we shall present a new method of 

psychology, which may be called psychogenetics.
100

 

 

Binet‘s term ‗psychogenetics‘ means the genetics of behavior. In a section titled ―The Rebellious 

and the Docile‖ Binet states, 

A question very little studied, vague and difficult to state, is that of the relation 

which exists between character and intellectual development. This relation has 

been the subject of some thought and has been examined from various points of 

view. Thus, it has been asked if character changes with age, or if on the contrary 

the adult is not altogether in the child. It is very possible that the instinctive part 
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of the child is conserved in the adult, but better directed by reason, and especially 

better suppressed in the presence of others.
101

 

 

Here idiocy provides a link between to the exterior or external observable behavior as the sign of 

intelligence.
102

 There is a shift from the earlier period spawned by Esquirol who claimed, ―idiocy 

is not a malady, it‘s a state‖ which he claims ―faculties never manifested …to acquire 

knowledge.‖
103

 The link to development with adult instincts is deviation characterized as, 

A sexual development beyond their age, or sexual impulses which render them 

dangerous. Their intellectual faculties may be absolutely intact; intellectual defect 

is only a secondary characteristic.
104

   

When psychology transitioned from the universalized reference to childhood to development, it 

could effectively link to the elements of social utility (vice and deviation), but this detachment-

required appeal to norms that were less standard, more general, and more arbitrary. 

Subsequently, scientists grafted the concept of capacities and traits to evolutionary 

discourse in the same manner that medicine is aligned to illness.
105

 In other words, the treatment 

of symptoms was aligned hereditary or family lineage, which in-turn led to an emphasis on 

control.  

The Superintendent, for the Massachusetts School for the Feebleminded Walter E. Fernald 

wrote,  

It is now generally understood that the feeble-minded and the progeny of the 

feeble-minded constitute one of the great social and economic burdens of our 

modern civilization. We have much accurate knowledge as to the prevalence, 

causation, social significance, prevention and treatment of feeble-mindedness, its 

influence as a source of unhappiness to the defective himself and to his family, 

and its bearing as a causative factor in the production of crime, prostitution, 
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pauperism and other complex social diseases. The literature on the subject has 

developed to enormous proportions.
106

 

One is benefited in development through their use of intelligence, but also seen that lack of 

intelligence is due to development. Development is responsible for intelligence and intelligence 

is responsible for the ability to develop. The logic of development is linked to intellect. The idiot 

does not develop or develops more slowly than his peers. The parsing out of idiocy across the 

spectrum means that intellectual faculties are prone to the type of developmental link. Idiocy is 

seen as an arrested development the retarded child develops a more slowly than others intimately 

is accumulated an insurmountable difference.  

The developmental norm gained more attraction and influence through the notion of 

chronology. Chronological distinction meant that unlike other maladies idiocy threatens the 

intellect and appears from the outset from the child. Therefore, all individuals can be measured 

in order to determine the degree to which they possess degrees of intellect or idiocy. What 

science fashioned from chronological distinctions were diagnostic tools for intelligence in which 

all individuals are measured according to norms. No meaning if sustained except by reference to 

another meaning. The object of intelligence is only found at the conceptual level and in the 

psychosocial typecast. The search for the meaning of intelligence by quantifying it is 

meaningless, because mathematical formulas are themselves meaningless. Scientists need to 

continually give these formulas portions and numbers meaning.  

The feeble-minded had the burden and threat of apparent normalcy. They were not as 

easily detected and controlled through the asylum. This threat gave psychiatry the legal function 

of screening and classification. By 1933 scientists believed that feeblemindedness was inherited 
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as a recessive trait and increasing at a dangerous rate. The New England Journal of Medicine 

reported, 

The burden on society resulting from this increase in feeble-mindedness is 

tremendous. For one thing, persons with subnormal intelligence are always 

potential criminals.... The financial loss to the country is appalling. Including both 

the direct cost of supporting these sufferers from mental disease and the loss of 

productive capacity due to their incompetence... the annual total cost of mental 

disease for the United States [is] around three-quarters of a billion dollars.
107

 

Chronological distinction meant that unlike other maladies idiocy threatens the intellect from the 

outset. Therefore all individuals should be measured in order to determine the degree to which 

they possess intelligence. All individuals can be measured according to developmental norms. 

The notion of chronological development fused childhood with adult instincts operated 

by conditioning the knowledge of a human essence within the confines of a discourse on life. 

This was not a natural or inevitable outgrowth in the scientific understanding of heredity. It was 

a fusion between heredity and the formation of modern intelligence. The sexual use of one‘s own 

body linked to a series of social disorders fused to the individuals very being. Degeneration was 

an initial concept for this configuration, but the shift to development circulated throughout the 

social body.
108

 Terman and his Stanford colleagues revised Binet‘s test again and introduced the 

term intelligence quotient which was deduced from by dividing a supposed mental age by 

chronological age.
109

 The Deviation Quotient is an intelligence computed by considering an 

individual's mental ability in comparison with the average individual of his or her own age. This 
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formula was promoted by David Wechsler‘s scale of intelligence.
110

 Working from Spearman‘s 

theory of general intelligence Wechsler sought to determine a more ‗accurate representation‘ of 

intelligence which could apply across a wider spectrum of development. This measurement 

distributes individuals across a norm in which individuals differ to those of a similar age. 

Spearman conceived general intelligence as amount of mental energy. The deviation quotient is 

generated because traits and capacities are unified under a general notion of mental ability.
111

  

In the twentieth century, pragmatists thought the science of intelligence could break the 

hold of Social Darwinism as an explanatory paradigm for class distinction.
112

 However, the 

concept had long-since been fashioned in the character of the abnormal and incorporated into 

normative discourse.
113

 This was most prevalent institutional role was in public education. The 

editors of Applied Eugenics wrote, 

Now if education is tending toward race suicide, then the writers believe there is 

something wrong with modern educational methods. And certainly all statistics 

available point to the fact that girls who have been in such an atmosphere as that 

of some colleges for four years, are, from a eugenic point of view, of diminished 

value to the race. This is not an argument against higher education for women, but 

it is a potent argument for a different kind of higher education than many of the 

colleges of America are now giving them.
114

 

During this era the human species was fragmented in a biological struggle. The state gained legal 

control over sexuality, breeding, and so forth. Institutions of education were linked to 

surveillance. This reorganization had a significant impact on our political system and marks a 

shift continues to shape policy. The learning disabled child was the culmination of the slow 
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learner, the child study movement, and the brain damaged. The Fund for Perceptually Handicap 

Children formed in 1957 later manifested into The Association for Children with Learning 

Disabilities.
115

 The term learning disabled was explicitly chose for it generality and in the DSM-

III was listed under developmental disorders.
116

  

Intelligence still works in self-referential fashion with the abnormal; a potential to capture 

in measurement a deviation, and this deviation is the basis and measure of normality.    
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CHAPTER 3 

FROM CURE TO CRISIS 

This chapter seeks to open a series of question, related the manner in which the scientific 

concepts of intelligence the relation of natural life to the political, and how life itself or natural 

life is politicized from the nineteenth –to- early twentieth century.
.
 For example, in a modern 

liberal democracy -under what basis- can a power over sexuality and gender be exercised?  

Under what logic is the relation between natural-life and the political body structured; how is life 

politicized? These questions stem from an investigation of the shift between early-nineteenth and 

early-twentieth century conceptions of sexuality, gender-norms, framed by a scientific concept of 

intelligence that drew its basis from notions of abnormality. This concept of intelligence and its 

representation in scientific literature helps to expose the connections between scientific practices, 

theoretical structures, underlying assumptions and contemporary beliefs about sexuality, gender, 

and therefore a mode to unravel the matrix of beliefs comprising the interplay between theory 

construction and social interests.
1
  

 

Cure and Social Control  

In 1810 The Philadelphia Medical Museum detailed the death of a teenage male, 

attributing the death specifically to a habit of masturbation, a section of the report states, 
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he complained of a pain in the head, dullness, vomiting, want of sleep, frightful 

dreams, &c. of which he afterwards died. It is certain that ‗every part of the body 

clubs its portion of semen; of course by the loss of semen every part of the body 

suffers---the brain as it is one of the delicacies of the human structure, was 

certainly in this case debilitated and out of order…
2
 

Fifteen years later, a case-study in The American Medical Review details a 

connection, linked not to semen, but simply attached to the act of masturbation itself, 

At the age of fifteen years, the wretched creature was still living, in a complete 

state of mental imbecility; and it now became necessary to confine her arms in 

bed, to prevent her from committing incessant masturbation. As her intellectual 

faculties had for a short time appeared somewhat improved, it became a matter of 

considerable importance to put an effectual stop to the vice, which would so 

certainly have been the cause of her remaining in a state of mental hebetude. After 

many fruitless efforts to effect this purpose by other means, the extrapolation of 

the clitoris was had recourse to, in the month of June. The patient was watched, 

and her libidinous propensities gradually decreased. From this time her mental 

powers slowly improved. She learnt to write letters, and was capable of receiving 

other instructions.
3
 

The conclusions drawn from this case where that ‗idiotism is curable‘, and that excessive 

masturbation ‗will confirm a state of idiotism‘, though the author reports the cause of idiocy 

as ‗hard to determine‘.
4
 

Throughout the eighteenth and nineteenth century onanism or masturbation was 

linked to degeneracy and mental defects.
5
 These beliefs retained a position at the center of 

beliefs on degeneracy as the crusade against masturbation continued into the late nineteenth 

century. Masturbation was linked to various forms of degeneracy, and during this period, 

                                                 
2
 Jeanne Lehman, "History of a Case of Death from Onanism," The Philadelphia Medical Museum 1, no. 3 (1810).  

3
 "Extripation of the Clitoris," The American Medical Review and Journal of Original and Selected Papers in 

Medicine and Surgery 2, no. 1 (1825): 188-189. 
4
 Ibid., 189. 

5 
 See Edward  Baker, "A Few Cases Illustrative of the Effects of Onanism," Medical Examiner and Record of 

Medical Science 9, no. 19 (1846); Léopold Deslandes, "Bodily Purity Vs. Solitary Vice," The Graham Journal of 

Health and Longevity. Devoted to the Practical Illustration of the Science of Human Life, as Taught by Sylvester 

Graham and Others 3, no. 7 (1839); Léopold Deslandes, A Treatise on the Diseases Produced by Onanism, 

Masturbation, Self-Pollution, and Other Excesses, 3rd ed. (Boston: Otis, Broaders, and Company, 1841); Lehman; 

Wilhelm Stekel, Auto-Erotism: A Psychiatric Study of Onanism and Neurosis, trans., James S. Van Teslaar (New 

York, NY: Liveright Publishing Corp., 1950). 



 

39 

idiocy was medicalized and organized around the attributes of illness. According to this 

paradigm sexual deviance gives way to degeneracy of the mind, and subsequently 

degeneracy subsides in the absence of the specific deviant behavior. As configured in the 

individual afflicted with the idiocy, this conception of intelligence is not static, fixed, nor 

determined. During this era, psychiatry promoted its legitimacy and organized its function 

around treatment and cure.
6
 The continuum of mental ability was not conceived to be the sole 

determinant of an individual‘s position in life.
7
 Furthermore, the monitoring and control over 

sexuality was directed primarily at the bourgeois, who could compromise their station in 

life.
8
 In other words, the child of bourgeois society must be monitored to protect their 

existing superiority. The possibility of curing validated and made the monitoring, control, 

and power exercised over the body. Masturbation in the early nineteenth century jeopardized 

the intellectual capacity of the child in family domain until hereditary causation. In the 

industrial era science grafted social-vice and physical ability as acquired mental capacity 

upon the entire social body. In the early twentieth-century another significant shift occurs.     

In the early twentieth century idiocy was characterized from medical symptoms to 

pathology. Masturbation lost its place at the center of beliefs on degeneracy the refined figure 

                                                 
6
 Michel Foucault, "Society Must Be Defended: Lectures at the College De France 1975-1976", Picador. Foucault, 

―as soon as Psychiatry becomes a technology of the abnormal, of abnormal conditions fixed by heredity through the 

individual‘s genealogy, it is easy to see that the project of curing has no meaning‖ And further more: ―Another 

moral, rather than epistemological, advantage of this heredity causality is that when the analysis of childhood and its 

abnormalities clearly shows that the sexual instinct is not naturally tied to the function of reproduction, heredity 

allows responsibility for aberrations appearing in descendants to be shifted back to previous mechanisms of 

reproduction in the ancestors.  In other words, the theory of heredity allows psychiatry of the abnormal to be not just 

a technique of pleasure or the sexual instinct at all, but rather a technology of the healthy or unhealthy, useful or 

dangerous, profitable or harmful marriage.‖ 
7
 Baker; Deslandes, "Bodily Purity Vs. Solitary Vice."; Deslandes, A Treatise on the Diseases Produced by 

Onanism, Masturbation, Self-Pollution, and Other Excesses; Lehman; Stekel. 
8
 Laura Ann Stoler, Race and the Education of Desire: Foucault's History of Sexuality and the Colonial Order of 

Things (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 1995). 



 

40 

of the abnormal emerged.
9
 Following this shift there is no longer the individual afflicted with 

idiocy, but the idiot and constituent figure of the abnormal child.
10

 Subsequently sexuality 

became the focal point of a bio-power promoted -not in the cure of individual, but the 

protection of life and defense of society.
11

 This transition to hereditary causation shifts a 

medical notion of cure to a conception of abnormality situated in the individual‘s ancestry 

determined by evolutionary factors. The danger no longer existed purely in the sexual act 

itself but at the very potential of sexuality preceding the level of desire. When this shift 

occurred the notion of cure is abandoned, and a discourse of social control emerged. There 

was a transition from sexual acts or behaviors to figures of social/sexual deviance.  

The conception of intelligence -rooted in the abnormal- quickly became the basis for 

social control. When heredity causality and intelligence converged, this knowledge required 

modes of representation to promote its utility in the apparatuses of social control. One of the 

most popular concepts was feeble-mindedness, which maintained a foremost position due to 

its perceived relation to instinct and the potential for the afflicted to function in society and 

breed. This figure and the problem of ‗appearing normal‘ became the primary mode for 

social control.   

It was the concept of intelligence that fused in the economy of pleasure with the 

concept of instinct.
12

 Beyond general social norms, psychiatry had a legal function as the 

ideology provided a justification for a legal apparatus. The basis of power drawn from the 

scientific study of intelligence and abnormality represents the paradox that in political 
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context of the juridical-constitutional grounds, which takes the legal form of what cannot 

have legal form.
13

 This was not a distinct function of medical power, but the interplay 

between representations, scientific functions, and knowledge of life.
14

 One finds the 

promotion of life through the notion of decline and crises, and the potential of science in the 

development of life.
15

 From this point, the significant impact of the human sciences shifted 

from the political notion of one constructed variation of humanity over another –to the 

defense- of social purity from the abnormal. The scientific conception of intelligence here is 

unique for a few reasons. It was a primary framework to link social norms and political 

significance to notions of ability and merit.  

To explain a scientific enterprise established-in and elevated-above the domains of 

knowledge and life, one must understand how the presuppositions and propositions are 

organized and how this organization operates in the service of social interests. The science of 

intelligence in the twentieth century offers a means to investigate the function of 

evolutionary theory in the arrangement of the social body.  

Intelligence played a formative role in configuring social interests into scientific 

discourse.  There are significant scientific functions that remain in popular in society and the 

human sciences.
16

 The constitution of these ‗types‘ allowed for distinct concepts to be 

inscribed within various axiological frameworks and intelligibilities. In this discourse, the 

concept of scientific intelligence raised the opinions on sexuality, race, and gender to the 
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level of a paradigmatic knowledge. The representations organized the productive elements 

and stabilizing concepts.     

The body of instinct fused opposition between the productive body and the body of 

pleasure. The sexual use of one‘s own body linked to a series of social disorders connected to 

the individuals very being. Degeneration was an initial concept for this configuration, but this 

shift circulated throughout the social body upon the development of a hereditary notion of 

intelligence.
17

 This notion of development fused childhood with adult instincts. The 

apparatus used to fuse these practices with the scientific propositions and disciplinary 

validity was the concept of intelligence, which operated by conditioning the knowledge of 

human essence within the confines of a discourse on life. In this era the family and the home 

became a site of the sacred and the profane. Control over sexuality and the family‘s role in 

observing and monitoring sexual impulse and a location for the protection of virtue. The 

home transferred to a location in which the private sphere and family went from the locus of 

control to the very existence of potential danger and threat to the entire body-politic.
18

   

The identification of the feeble-minded, and state control over families had an 

economic basis. It is the nature and expression of their defect that the dual connection of the 

psychiatrists‘ power to identify and define what at the same time it controls. Walter Fernald 

wrote, 

I am tempted to emphasize the fact that those who have had trouble and 

conquered have often been the most helpful and effective pioneers and the most 

thoughtful agent of constructive reform. We need persons willing to struggle and 

able to struggle. We must strive to avoid wanton disaster; but we must also trust 
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our ability to save good traits and to provide, against any possible mishap, such 

improvements of our marriage standards that the undesirable traits may be bred 

out as often as they used to be bred in. Somehow, I cannot be a fatalist. I am, 

therefore, very cautious about the advice to suppress nature's promptings for 

progeny unless I consider the mating doubly charged and the parents unfit to 

create a home. What might a helpful civilization do toward preventing such 

disaster as is represented by the school children mentioned earlier? The first help 

is protection of the foolish against playing with the holiest of all sacraments — 

with marriage.
19 

 

Eventually the state gained legal control over sexuality. This reorganization had a significant 

impact on our political system and linked institutions of education to surveillance. One can 

also see practices of confession and self-examination refined in the production of scientific 

and institutional literature.
20

   

The human sciences gaze has since remained fixated in the body, and within the realms 

of mental space. This space, where language and the body intersect is not neutral or uncontested. 

The approach to deconstructing these formations is difficult because the science does not remain 

fixed or static and does not function solely in the ‗objects‘ it constructs.
21 

   

With the formation of evolutionism and Darwinian materialism the interaction had 

eclipsed the domains of knowledge and life. The vast domain of scientific knowledge assembled 

over the nineteenth and twentieth century is a boundary formation. In the context of social 

defense the family was mediated with the configuration of individuals at its margins. The natural 

order had remained rooted in the precepts of religious order, and then found its manner of 

articulation in hereditary causality. The birth of evolutionism in the late nineteenth century, and 
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the development and converging of biology with psychiatry over the nineteenth century 

facilitated this shift, elevating psychiatry interpretations of the human condition.    

Intelligence testing expanded at the outset of World War-I when Robert Yerkes used 

large-scale group administration of ability tests for service induction into the Army.
22

 Yerkes 

then head of the American Psychological Association developed two tests of human abilities 

Army Alpha, which required reading ability, and the Army Beta which did not require reading 

ability.
23

 The popularity of intelligence testing the US expanded between World War I and the 

1930s. During this period one of Yerke‘s colleagues Carl Brigham helped create many aspects of 

the testing culture which exist today including the foundations of the SAT, the scale, the rating 

system, the practice of burying new test questions in actual tests, equating tests from one year to 

another, and the internally justified item-analysis method.
24

   

In 1916 Terman and his Stanford colleagues revised Binet‘s test again and introduced the 

term intelligence quotient which was deduced from by dividing a supposed mental age by 

chronological age.
25

 The Deviation Quotient is an intelligence computed by considering an 

individual's mental ability in comparison with the average individual of his or her own age. This 

formula was promoted by David Wechsler‘s scale of intelligence.
26

 Working from Spearman‘s 

theory of general intelligence Wechsler sought to determine a more ‗accurate representation‘ of 

intelligence which could apply across a wider spectrum of development. This measurement 
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distributes individuals across a norm in which individuals differ to those of a similar age. 

Spearman conceived general intelligence as amount of mental energy. The deviation quotient is 

generated because traits and capacities are unified under a general notion of mental ability.
27

  

In the twentieth century, pragmatists thought the science of intelligence broke the hold of 

Social Darwinism as an explanatory paradigm for class distinction.
28

 Although this revelation 

following WWII and the Holocaust damaged the popularity of intelligence in social policy there 

was a resurgence of intelligence of scientific racism throughout the twentieth century.
29

 It‘s most 

prevalent institutional role was in public education. The institutional annexation of idiocy by 

psychiatric power and moral treatment of idiots as well as the process of confinement and the 

stigmatization of the dangerousness of idiots which was based on recourse to the notion of 

degeneration.  

As noted intelligence is an organizing principle used to guide the conceptual basis 

stabilizing binaries for conceptions of gender, sexuality, race, the family, and so forth.
30

 This 

occurs after naturalizing the concepts in scientific discourse. The human sciences gained 

control over life by concerning itself with the promotion of life. One of the primary factors 

ignored in the consideration of eugenics is the positive humanistic rhetoric. For example, 

marriage consultation and counseling was popularized by eugenic ideology.
31

 Psychologists 
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linked elements of social utility and vice to intellectual deviation.
32

 This detachment, 

however, required appeal to norms that were less standard, more general, and more arbitrary. 

Subsequently, intelligence was used to graft capacities and traits to evolutionary discourse in 

the same manner that medicine was aligned to illness.
33

 In other words, the treatment of 

symptoms became aligned with notions of hereditary causality and therefore an emphasis on 

control over the belief in cure. The formation and promotion of this ideology and the shift to 

a hereditary causality for crime and social vice coincided with the development of a 

discourse of social control. While abnormality jeopardized the intellectual capacity of the 

child in the family domain, hereditary causation would lead science to graft social vice and 

the compromising of physical ability upon intellect.
34

 With the move from illness to idiots 

conceived of as children the treatment of idiots became education or the ability to impose 

education on them. The sexual use of one‘s own body became linked to a series of social 

disorders fused to the individuals very being.
35

  

In the context of degeneration or the idea that human evolution was threatened by genetic 

inferiority, science never fixed itself to a cohesive axiom or theory but rather concerned itself 

with a variety of concerns.
36

 Degeneration was an initial concept for this configuration but this 

shift would circulate throughout the social body upon the development of a hereditary notion of 

intelligence. This notion of development fused childhood with adult instincts.
37

 The apparatus 

used to fuse these practices with the scientific propositions and disciplinary validity was the 
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concept of intelligence, which operated by conditioning the knowledge of a ‗human essence‘ 

within the confines of a discourse on life. This was not an inevitable outgrowth in the scientific 

understanding of heredity, intellect, or social vitality.
38

   

Scientists assumed control over sexuality and the family‘s role in observing and 

monitoring sexual impulse. The protection of virtue would transfer to a location in which the 

private sphere and family went from the locus of control to the very existence of potential danger 

and threat to the entire society.
39

 During this era one can see the transformation in which the 

human species was fragmented in biological struggle.
40

 State power is seen in juridical control 

and control over sexuality, breeding, and the domain of life. This reorganization had a significant 

impact on our education system and marks a shift that has continued to shape policy.
41

 

Intelligence is a guiding concept in this formation and this formation linked education to 

surveillance.  

The studies initiated by Arthur MacDonald are perhaps the most telling justification for 

surveillance in schools.
42

 MacDonald was influenced by Lombroso, who‘d wrote on education, 

crime, and criminality,  

Where education is widely diffused the list of educated criminals increases, but 

the list of illiterate criminals increases still more, which shows that the criminality 

of the class with a moderate amount of education is decreasing.
43

 

Like MacDonald, Lombroso believed the conduct of pupils determined by hereditary factors,     

To sum up: the organic type is constantly being fixed by heredity. The children 

themselves have a large part in the manifestation of heredity, by the fact that they 

can assimilate more or less actively the hereditary characteristics. Hereditary 

influences are not all manifested at any given moment, or once for all. They are 
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latent in the organism and manifest themselves gradually throughout the whole 

period of development.
44

  

This educational movement, studies of school children, and his statistical work on abnormality 

and its causes were similar to the child-study work inspired by G. Stanley Hall.
45

 The 

implications are captured in the idea, ―Education is the process of the adoption of the social order 

in place of one's mere animal caprice.‖
46

 Every institution of society left its special mark and 

each contributed to shaping the moral and intellectual character. 

The long-term impact is the idea that school structure is fixed, and something to which 

people should adapt. The idea that concepts like competence and performance are variables, 

quantifiable, uncontested, and universal upon which individuals can be ranked judged. Since the 

inception of public schools there were classes of segregated students on the basis perceived 

intellectual function and/or behavior. In the nineteenth century they were known as ungraded and 

special classes.
47

 Children in these classes labeled as unruly, backward, or dull.
48

 Compulsory 

education, attendance laws, and work permits directly affected the population of these classes. 

For example, during the depression when the states stopped issuing work permits, which excused 

children from school, the population of ungraded classrooms rose to record numbers. 
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These classes were directly connected to industry and modes of production. During the 

early nineteenth century scientists, educators, and policy makers sought to provide a scientific 

basis for the segregation of students.  For example, congressional testimony, and bills presented 

to the US Senate and printed as a collection in 1905.
49

 Some of the conclusions reached in one of 

the studies on school children states: ―as circumference of the head increases mental ability 

increases;‖ and that, ―children of the non-laboring classes have a larger circumference of head 

than children of the laboring classes.‖
50

 The significance of this study and the conclusions 

reached pertain to the development of a unique scientific knowledge. Mental ability was now a 

discernable attribute existing on a continuum both individually and socially. On the basis that 

particular groups of individuals possess a limited intellectual potential or a disposition toward 

labor as opposed to academic work, schools began widespread tacking into industrial based 

education programs. Schools also favored a schedule and structure that mirrored industrial 

work.
51

 Emphasis was placed routine, assembly, and following sequential directions. This 

emphasis evolved to focus heavily on standard forms of perception and interpretation of semiotic 

structures. These changes were set forth through distinct notions of crisis and a threat.   
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The Biological Threat 

Heredity causality functioned prolifically in science and biology throughout the twentieth 

century.
52

 This concept of inherited intelligence was a natural ally of racism. The social 

operation of the intelligence required component utilized in the contemporary function of 

institutional power. With the establishment of hereditary causation, where the emphasis becomes 

not cure or treatment but rather social control, and where psychiatry becomes aligned-with, and 

legally sanctioned with the function of protecting society through classification, monitoring, and 

control of deviants, and the era in which the normative system of education is made 

compulsory.
53

 Sterilization is often associated with the formation of psychiatry‘s normative 

function, but the more resilient ideologies or ideas such as loco parentis, the justification for 

compulsory attendance, reform schools, and the various models of segregation can be thought of 

in the context of social control mediated within the concept of social defense. In this manner, and 

initially in this era schools were regarded methodologically to extend the scope of a state 

apparatus into areas of the social body previously inaccessible.  

The conception of intelligence fashioned in the abnormal provided psychiatry legitimacy 

and the function of defending society from the abnormal. This function gave birth to a new 

disciplinary power. The control over sexuality from the family‘s role in observation and 

monitoring sexual impulse and a location for the protection of virtue transferred to a location in 

which the private sphere and family become the very existence of potential danger and threat. 

With this context the normative system of education intervenes in the class and race struggle of 

the nineteenth and twentieth century. This role of public education is seen in the publication 

Applied Eugenics, 
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Now if education is tending toward race suicide, then the writers believe there is 

something wrong with modern educational methods. And certainly all statistics 

available point to the fact that girls who have been in such an atmosphere as that 

of some colleges for four years, are, from a eugenic point of view, of diminished 

value to the race. This is not an argument against higher education for women, but 

it is a potent argument for a different kind of higher education than many of the 

colleges of America are now giving them.
54

    

External authority and disciplinary power mediate the function and understanding of the social 

body but concepts such as intelligence situate the body in a perceived natural arrangement.  This 

arrangement, however, is not inherent but rather an experience built around power, hierarchy, 

custom, and social order.  Within the scientific writing there is a question of what can be 

extracted from the individual for the betterment of society, and the individual as social verse 

family commodity.
55

 Social defense is linked to state power and the institution of schooling to 

affirm ability through normative technologies. The normative system of evaluation and screening 

occurs through a process of externally mediated identity formation.  

There were both explicit forms and the more opaque and dispersed forms of power.  The 

Journal of Psycho-Asthenics, which was shaped around the psychiatric care of the feeble-

minded, contained the following depiction of students in institutions, ―The boys are segregated 

into classes for larger industrial work at the age of thirteen and a half, and the girls into 

vocational classes especially fitted to meet their needs between thirteen and sixteen years.‖
56

 

This explicit form, however, was infused in the assumptions of a broad disciplinary apparatus. 
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Scientists also made sure to note that sterilization was, ―accomplished through a surgical 

operation that does not unsex the individual.‖
57

   

Classrooms are the manifestation or institutional analogy of the private sphere shaped 

conditioned through the political sphere. The disciplines of psychology, sociology, and 

psychiatry had a legal and judicial power connected to the socialization and treatment of 

individuals. This formation inherently connected the family or private sphere to the values and 

norms of the public/political sphere.  Technologies of regulation and technologies of discipline 

cover the whole surface between biology (population) and the organic (the body). With the shift 

from the biological threat as population concern to the economic threat one finds the promotion 

of life through the notion of decline and crises, and the potential of science in the development of 

life. However, this gave birth to notion of a biological struggle between races. The biological 

struggle between races fostered through the science of the abnormal.  

The theory of evolution incorporates a variety of components, which in the intelligence 

helped assemble, configuring unrelated concepts and opinions into a cohesive axiological 

framework and social intelligibility. When a claim is made to the basis of science, this can mean 

the claim is a proposition layered upon structured propositions felt to be more natural or real, as 

seen in the following quote from, Man and Abnormal Man, a collection of studies, congressional 

testimony, and bills presented to the US Senate and printed as a collection in 1905,   

While the girls excel the boys in ability in most branches, they at the same time 

show higher percentages of average ability, and therefore less variability…. From 

this special point of view, boys might be considered superior to the girls, for, from 

an evolutionary point of view, the superior species varies the most, and therefore 

may adapt itself better to circumstances.
58

   

                                                 
57

 Paul Popenoe, "A Debate on Sterilization," Forum and Century 14, no. 1 (1935). 
58

 This study provides a detailed account of measurement of school children referred to in documents as 

‗Anthropometrics‘. Researchers conducted additional studies to determine links between unruly school behavior and 

 



 

53 

Intelligence is not only a theoretical edifice, or reflection, but a functional requirement for state 

control over what is understood as aberrant and deviant behaviors; ones that exist not merely as 

syndromes of abnormalities, but rather as abnormal syndromes.‖
59

 This formation allowed for 

surveillance and the organization of information. These ascetics also implicated not just the 

individual, but all of society. It was through law that sterilization was manifested and carried out, 

yet the appeal was always to a law not bounded by religion, ethics, sovereignty, or discipline. It 

was in accordance to a natural law, which scientific thought and society justified social control.  

The moralization imposed by scientific explanations derived from various paradigms, and within 

various forms of institutional episteme.  

The conception of human development as related to human evolution becomes socially 

conditioned within the paradigm of science, but this paradigm is centered and stabilized through 

the operation of the concept of idiocy & intelligence. From this point interpretation becomes 

circular, meaning it returns to the basis of its foundation.
60

 This era saw the concept of 

intelligence used to shape public perception of vice, morality, and crime. Very few reports, for 

example, connected the issue of prostitution to any other than morality or questioned the link 

between feeble-mindedness and prostitution.  A notable exception, for example, is seen in a 

report from the Virginia State Board of Charities and Corrections, which states, 

The chief objection raised to the foregoing studies is that, with the exception of 

Massachusetts Investigation, most of the women tested were in custody, which 

might seem to indicate that as mental weakness was responsible for their failure to 

make a living in legitimate callings, so also it had lessened their chances of 

keeping clear of the law, and this might suggest that the vast majority of those 

who escaped must of necessity be keener intellectually, and, therefore, groups 
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examined in custody would not be typical of the army of prostitutes plying their 

trade at large.
61

  

These notions of morality associated with instinct and intellect were not cohesive. It was only the 

more general forms of social vice that were latched upon the concept of instinct and therefore 

intelligence. This level of disciplinary control could not be waged over the individual and the 

family or private sphere without a broad socio-political rationale. The development of 

evolutionary theory in the late nineteenth century and the converging of biology with psychiatry 

would facilitate a shift in the human sciences. The emphasis on cure was abandon when 

abnormality became linked directly to heredity and approached through the family genealogy as 

opposed to a medical knowledge.
62

    

According to the science of intelligence, each person embodies an identifiable intellectual 

potential and social valuation as a distinct and inherent feature. Human beings thus become 

inherently connected and yet completely disconnected. Therefore, intelligence must maintain the 

notion of abnormality in standards of chronology, normality, and development. Intelligence 

testing used to identify a potential, yet maintain abnormality to sustain the continuum of 

intellectual ability. The test seeks to uncover or confirm a continuum between abnormality and 

ability, that its‘ basis or rationale presupposes. As the basis of thought became the object of 

scientific discourse the disciplines like psychiatry and psychology, called on individuals to view 

various behaviors through paradigms of intelligence --in relation to abnormality-- internal and 

inherent to one‘s self.   
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During the early twentieth century much of the research is oriented toward eastern 

Europeans.
63

 Goddard considered the father of intelligence testing in the US believed the 

majority of eastern Europeans were feebleminded.
64

 He lobbied congress on the basis of this 

information to reject immigration of these groups. Many scientists devoted their research on 

heredity to the distribution of intelligence among immigrants.
65

 Alan Ryan notes in Race and IQ 

Brigham generated similar data suggesting 39% of Russian born, 42% of Italian, and 46% of 

Polish individuals were feeble-minded.
66

 Brigham explained the differences in terms of racial 

superiority ignoring any evidence to the contrary.
67

  

Scientists embraced the idea that intelligence varied according to race without a general 

consensus for the belief in a general hereditary intelligence especially for learning and 

development.
68

 In 1866, John Langdon Down wrote an essay using ethnic phenotypes to describe 

forms of idiocy.
69

 He used terms such as mongoloid and mongolism as classification for what he 

called a congenital form of idiocy.
70

 Down states, 

The number of idiots who arrange themselves around the Mongolian type is so 

great, and they present such a close resemblance to one another in mental power, 

that I shall describe an idiot member of this racial division, selected from the large 

number that have fallen under my observation….
71
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He goes on to state, 

Apart from the practical bearing of this attempt at an ethnic classification, 

considerable philosophical interest attaches to it. The tendency in the present day 

is to reject the opinion that the various races are merely varieties of the human 

family having a common origin, and to insist that climatic, or other influences are 

insufficient to account for the different types of man. Here, however, we have 

examples of retrogression, or at all events, of departure from one type and the 

assumption of the characteristics of another. If these great racial divisions are 

fixed and definite, how comes it that disease is able to break down the barrier, and 

to simulate so closely the features of the members of another division. I cannot 

but think that the observations, which I have recorded, are indications that the 

differences in the races are not specific but variable.
72

 

This is a point at which the abnormal is imbued with both a medical and congenital etiology. 

Nonetheless, the preceding quote seems to note the ambiguity and flaws in this logic, yet the 

ideology persisted. This notion organized traditional western ethnic racism with a new scientific 

justification. These scientists naturalized these notions in biology and the organic.
73

  

Responding to Germany‘s compulsory sterilization law in 1934 the editors of the New 

England Journal of Medicine wrote that ―Germany is perhaps the most progressive nation in 

restricting fecundity among the unfit.‖
74

 They argued, ―the individual must give way before the 

greater good.‖
75

 Biology is equated with population and the organic equated to the body. The 

organization of the two allowed for the disciplinary order of the body.
76

 The element that 

circulates between the two is the norm. Technologies of regulation and technologies of discipline 
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cover the whole surface between biology (population) and the organic (the body).
77

 The use of 

biographical narratives became commonplace. Binet writes,  

The clinical appearance of the two groups is much the same. The family history is 

needed to differentiate them. Apparently also the Binet tests are useful on this 

line, those who are primarily feeble-minded testing in the same manner as other 

feeble-minded persons, that is to say, succeeding in the tests up to a certain 

definite point beyond which they cannot go, whereas those who are primarily 

normal but have deteriorated as a result of the epilepsy, show a scattering in their 

answers, that is to say, in some particulars, they show the intelligence of, for 

example, ten- year-old people while in others, they are only six, the degenerative 

processes set up by the epileptic attacks having destroyed certain mental 

processes and not others.
78

 

The narratives are accompanied by visual representations of family lineages, where, for example, 

a dotted line was used to indicate children born out of wedlock. They often contain a legend and 

code for various social vices, for example, the abbreviation ‗sx‘ for sexually immoral, ‗A‘ for 

alcoholic, C for criminality, and so forth.  The code for ‗sexually immoral‘ was generally 

supplemented with terms such as ‗red light district‘ without a clear indication of the scientific 

utility.  Circles were used to represent males, and squares females. These representations pertain 

to a specific family lineage, but represent a schematic for marriage, sexuality, procreation, and so 

on.  These representations have fundamental impact for the scientific practice of scientific 

inference.  Subsequently, the concept of intelligence can hinge various social interest and 

scientific functions within a formal line of logical inference. The narrative was written out 

portraying the conception of natural occurrence linked by blood, genes, sex, and nature.   

The development of hereditary causation left society in the grasp of purification rituals 

and the sacrament of scientific rationalism. Within scientific writing there is a question of what 

can be extracted from the individual for the betterment of society, and the individual as a social 
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commodity.
79

 These notions were infused in the principles guiding the social practices shaped 

around the concepts of man/woman, humankind/nature, virtue/vice, and good/evil in the 

twentieth century. The case studies are the articulation of scientific principles as well as modes 

of representation, and read as the attempt to structure a human essence within the confines of a 

formalized paradigmatic system of knowledge. Studying this interrelation of concepts and 

representations used to fashion social interest into a science allows us to question which the 

organizing principles and essential ideas still function in today‘s society. Because intelligence 

operated in a reconfiguration of the scientific ideas and the bio-politics popularized in the fin de 

siècle, there remains a need to trace the transition from scientific presuppositions to a web of 

interrelated beliefs. The general aspects of natural selection in the empirical genre, rationalist 

discourse, and development of a scientific intelligence could function as an optimistic and 

positivist science with an emphasis on life.   

The human sciences utilized disciplinary power, but could only gain control over life by 

concerning itself with life. For example, marriage consultation and counseling grew out-of and 

was popularized by this ideology. An Indiana law passed in 1905, provides for compulsory 

sterilization of criminals, idiots, and imbeciles…. The second provides for uniform 

marriage…and goes on to states, ―No license to marry should be issued where either of the 

parties of unsound mind or under guardianship as a person of unsound mind…. The need for 

uniform of national and uniform marriage and divorce laws is emphasized by any attempt at 

legislation in the interest of the purity, health, and vigor of the state.‖
80
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Psychiatry was aligned and became legally sanctioned with the function of protecting 

society through classification, monitoring, and control of deviants.
81

  However, this did not occur 

until the disciplines associated with abnormality mapped social norms, cultural practices, and 

political significance onto the framework of intellect.  For example, a report from the Virginia 

State Board of Charities and Corrections states, ―The disregard for consequences, the inability to 

choose the right line of conduct, the lack of self-control and of foresight shown here, all are 

marked characteristics of the feeble-minded.‖
82

  

Science accomplished an empirically based conception of humankind that remained 

linked to the natural or animal-world, and yet allowed for rationalist discourse derived from the 

configuration of empirical data. With the transition during the development of psychiatry from 

sexual acts or behaviors to figures of social deviance science found an intelligibility to guide its 

knowledge formation. They played a formative role in contemporary sexual ascetics and political 

ideology. The prostitute and the feeble-minded were two of the most popular figures popularized 

during this era. The following quote, reflects the social conception of feeble-minded in the early 

twentieth century, 

Feeble-mindedness is a word that perhaps has caused undue alarm of late. Many 

of the ills from which society suffers have been laid at its door: crime, pauperism, 

vagrancy, immorality, to mention only a few. The rapid propagation of the feeble-

minded, it has been said, means the undermining of our racial stock and threatens 

the decay of civilization.
83

 

For Goddard, the concept of feeble-mindedness provided a network to link intellect –to- instinct 

related to social problems, for example, the prostitute as feeble mindedness.
84
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In 1912, Goddard published his infamous Kallikak Family case study, in which he claims 

that women carry the recessive gene for feeble-mindedness. Using the pseudonym Kallikak, 

derived from Kallos (beauty) and Kakos (bad), the work suggests that Martin, a man of social 

prominence seduced by a high functioning feeble-minded tavern girl, Deborah with whom he 

produced a line of degenerate children. Martin Kallikak was said to have a line of superior or 

descent with his wife, yet Deborah‘s family garnished Goddard‘s focus.
85

  

Goddard‘s narrative is a depiction of a family lineage plagued by a line of alcoholics, 

criminals, and sexually immoral individuals, and so forth.
86

 This type of narrative is seen in 

scientific journals throughout the early-to-mid twentieth century. Science maintained the 

relationship between the concepts of feeble-mindedness and social vice with implications for 

class, race, and gender. Goddard‘s developed extensive biographical descriptions of individuals 

to which he attached everything from a disorderly house, pauperism, promiscuity, and 

criminality to feeblemindedness, backwardness, and degeneracy.
87

 The reconfiguration of the 

family portrayed aberration simultaneously with the periodic representations of pattern and 

predictability; a pattern, in which the abnormal are found to occur naturally.
88

  

Science maintained the relationship between the concepts of feeble-mindedness, social 

vice, with implications for class division and gender. Goddard‘s primary contribution was the 

collection and operation of extensive biographical descriptions of individuals, by which he was 
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to attach everything from a disorderly house, pauperism, promiscuity, and criminality. These 

studies were attached to the figure of the feeble-minded or to the figure of the abnormal; 

backwardness and degeneracy.
89

 For Goddard, the concept of feeble-mindedness provided an 

epistemological network upon which to link prostitution, drunkenness, delinquency, and so 

forth.
90

  

The shift in axiological frameworks, the demands of state and institutional power, and the 

development of this knowledge over life was immersed in a variety of domains traditionally 

preceded over by religion. These divisions formed in this era remain imbedded in the 

organization of society. They form a representation that obscures the lines between the 

theoretical and social function of knowledge.  The scientific case studies, of Goddard and others, 

dissolve the environmental aspects that appeared to undermine the predictability and function of 

intellect, social vice, and criminality. They dictate a conception or indication of success in life, or 

justification of class division, and they were reduced to leave only symbolic markings for what 

are, reserved for social control.  In the scientific narratives prostitution and marriage are 

reconfigured under the context of life. This discourse presents a knowledge associated with a fall 

from social morality --one that threatened life-- with this threat as the basis for life.  Sections of 

reports carry titles such as ―Reasons Assigned for Entering the Life‖ and ―The Girls That Went 

Wrong.‖
91
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The ideological strands and institutional structure has shifted in public perception in the 

post WW-II era. Perhaps, most significant in this shift is the anthropological notion of racial 

division to a racism used to validate one constructed variation of the species over another to the 

issue of innate ability determined by heredity.
92

 The connections intelligence had with the more 

extreme aspects of eugenic ideology are far reaching. By the interwar period intelligence 

achieved widespread scientific and social applications.
93

 For example, by the mid 1940s the 

work of Goddard and others was utilized as Nazi propaganda as the concept of merit was 

transformed to a biological struggle between races.
94

 

The conditioning of mentalities, the rhetoric, myth, and discourse of intelligence was 

incorporated in contextual shifts between epistemological-axioms, scientific, and political 

schema. The modes and technologies produced did not remain autonomous and unique nor was it 

a conception derived from a cohesive structure. Throughout the nineteenth and twentieth century, 

it enveloped systems of classification, measurement, and distribution of bodies (individual, 

social, or otherwise) in non-relation.  

The science of intelligence conceals its association to events, errors, and manifestations. 

It functioned in the fertile discourse of scientific racism and biology throughout the nineteenth 

and twentieth century. Its restructuring of our social fabric is difficult to fully assess, but we can 

say the social and political influence is comparable to changes that in earlier epochs were only 

brought about through the deployment of overt violence. Regarding the various domains, in 
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which the science of intelligence operated.
95

 Some historians suggest that WW-II and the 

Holocaust put an end to the racism incorporated in this science.
96

 However, there is a persistence 

of social biology replicating eugenic ideas including the hereditary notion of intelligence.
97

  

The notion of hereditary intelligence continues to have a profound effect on society. As 

noted in Race and IQ, ―In the academic world, the challenge was made explicit by the revival of 

attention given to the issue of race and intelligence.‖
98

 The utilization of intelligence as a 

determinant of ability shifted in relation to ethnicity, race, or gender and these shifts 

corresponded existing hierarchies.
99

 Columbia professor and former head of the American 

Psychological Association Henry Garrett, for example, in the 1960s argued against desegregation 

on basis that it would ―encourage intermarriage, and intermarriage will destroy the purity and 

quality of the white race.‖
100

 This factor extends beyond psychiatry. In 1980, sperm donated to 

the Repository for Germinal Choice by Stanford professor, American physicist, and co-recipient 

of a Noble Prize William Shockley drew great public intrigue.
101

 The Repository for Germinal 
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Choice known as the Nobel Laureates' Sperm Bank or "genius sperm bank" in California was 

developed with the specific intention of breeding superior children.
102

  

Perhaps Shockley, however, does not pose the most significant political problem. 

Hereditary elements through anxieties concerning learning problems, the problem of the 

improvement of human capital –that which made inevitable the problem of the control, screening 

and improvement of human capital through reproduction, educational investments, and 

measurement. These educational investments took precedence in the political discourse 

concerning education. Intellectual abnormality was the formalizing abstractions which gave this 

discourse legitimacy and function; genetics inscribed in human capital was connected to this 

problematic of needs.
103

 However, the problem of the improvement of human capital was framed 

as concern over abilities and the time parents devote; time mother spends with her child, what 

parents feed children, plus the parents education, how adaptive the child will be, and so forth.
104

 

In the late twentieth century, brain-injury gave way to the disabled learner and schools 

maintained control over resurgence of the neurological body, a neurological body diagnosis 

through observation. The neurological body remerges in the late twentieth century with the 

disabled child as an economic threat seen in the child who ‗appears normal‘ but thinks or learns 

differently; specialists equate difference with disability. Thinking is intertwined in the neurology 

and biology of the individual so that either realm can equate to disorder. During the last twenty 

or so years a number of individuals carried on this line of research and claimed to have identified 
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a similar pattern of neurologically based learning and behavior problems in intellectually normal 

children. 

A belief that the learning and behavior problems of intellectually normal children are the 

result of a neurological dysfunction has had a certain appeal in contemporary American society. 

This transformed disability and the brain-injured or mentally defective child to a condition that 

affects the intellect of normal children.
105

  

Others introduced the notion of discrepancy between actual achievement and expected 

achievement as a way of identifying students with disabilities.
106

 For example, Monroe writes, ―a 

boy who chronologically is at a grade of 3.6, who on the basis of the Stanford-Binet has a mental 

grade of 4.0, and who has an arithmetic grade of 3.5 would have an average of 3.7.‖
107

 These 

formations were not derived from the study of neurology but shaped from the power invested in 

the school; the school used as an apparatus to establish the norm. 
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The School as Social Filter  

Aphasia was defined by Gall is virtually identical in its definition and theoretical basis as 

Kirk and learning disabilities.
108

 Both connected brain injury to a neurological basis for learning 

because brain injured children made similar mistakes as non-injured kids.
109

 The following quote 

captures this, ―Minimal brain dysfunction is probably the single most common disorder seen by 

child psychiatrists... the correct treatment is often dramatically effective and is always cheap and 

readily accessible.‖
110

 This tradition reflects an underlying presumption that behavior can 

represent a sign of abnormality or pathology.
111

 In accordance with this view, learning is a 

neurological process, which takes place inside the brain. Anyone who does not adapt to school 

must have a neurological dysfunction.
112

 It is impossible to trace any of these supposed 

neurological abnormalities through any form of medical examination or test. Abnormality is 

inferred from observing the child's behavior. A contributing editor to The Journal of Learning 

Disabilities, wrote: ―No…one has been able to demonstrate to me that a specific, distinctly 

unique group of behaviors differentiate LD children from many of their classmates. To build an 

empire on such a foundation is very dishonest.‖
113

 After decades of research, it is not 

demonstrated that neurological dysfunctions exist.  
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Early researchers used words like brain injury, which led to disorder, dysfunction, and 

eventually classifications like minimal brain dysfunction.
114

 With new terminology researchers 

articulated the search to uncover the origin and treat the symptoms. To expose the origin and 

validate assertions of a neurological etiology researchers turned to the electroencephalogram or 

EEG.
115

 A 1967 review by Freeman concluded that for detecting the EEG is not the outstanding 

diagnostic tool that people had once thought. He wrote, 

The EEG appears to be regarded with more awe than it deserves. It is not very 

reliable, and there are many technical problems in its use with children, yet our 

electronic age, with its admiration for gadgets and the paucity of knowledge in the 

behavior sciences, lends to this instrument a certain mystique.... The influence of 

the EEG among educators may possibly be due to the inundation of the literature 

with poorly done papers describing children with supposed minimal brain 

damage.
116
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From 1949 to the late-1970s measuring and graphing electrical activity with electrodes placed on 

the skull supported scientific claims.
117

 However, when researchers were asked to distinguish the 

results of normal children with those labeled a disabled without being told which was which, the 

results were indistinguishable.
118

 Though the government has spent billions of dollars on 

research and treatment, the number of those labeled learning disabled has more than doubled, 

and the origin remains elusive.
119

 In order to study the scientific establishment and development 

of disability it is important to see how different historical paradigms of interpretation and 

analysis treated these concepts.     

Science never achieved standard terminology. The term retarded was substituted for 

mentally deficient or feebleminded in many articles; The American Psychiatric Association 

proposed using terms such as mild, moderate, and severe instead of the former terms of 

borderline, moron, and imbecile. This interest in terminology gave rise to new classifications by 

many writers. Some researchers, for example, used terms like mentally deficient, mentally 

handicapped, and slow learner to denote various levels of educability.
120

  

The post WWII era fused the slow learner of the child study movement with the 

neurological body, the brain damage to produce the learning disabled. The newly emerging 

trends that create ‗specialized knowledge‘ limit professionals to specific paradigms for 

school failure, explain failure.
121

 William Cruickshank states, 

Parents attending a lecture on learning disabilities have…seen fit in a public 

forum to question me about their child who stuttered, who teased the family cat, 
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who could not deal with geometry in the tenth grade but who otherwise was 

getting along well in school, who had night terrors, who was diagnosed by the 

family psychiatrist as depressed — all of these under the label of learning 

disabilities. I have had parents question me on the failure of the child of nine 

years of age to be able to swim, another who could type but could not write 

legibly, another who masturbated, and still another who did not like to go with 

girls. Parents in their concept of learning disability have talked with me about nail 

biting, poor eating habits, failure of the child to keep his room neat, unwillingness 

to take a bath, failure to brush teeth…. One parent asked me if the fact that his 

college-student son wore long hair and, he ―suspected,‖ lived with a girl outside 

his dormitory was the result of a learning disability
122

 

 

The disabled child was still one who cannot adapt in the 1960s.
123

 A statement by Barsch in 1968 

in the inaugural issue of the Journal of Learning Disabilities illustrates the theoretical approach, 

―Any time an initial assumption of capability to benefit from a curriculum is made, based on 

tests or general educational judgment, and the learner fails, a learning disability is at work.‖
124

                                                 
122

 William Cruickshank cited in: Carrier, Learning Disability: Social Class and the Construction of Inequality in 

American Education, 100.   
123

 G. Stanley Hall, The Contents of Children's Minds on Entering School (New York and Chicago: E.L., Kellogg & 

Co., 1893); G. Stanley Hall, The Negro in Africa and America, African American Pamphlet Collection (1905); G. 

Stanley Hall, Youth: Its Education, Regimen, and Hygiene (New York, NY: Appleton and Company, 1906); G. 

Stanley Hall, Senescence: The Last Half of Life (New York, NY: Appleton and Company, 1923); Sigmon. 
124

 RH Barsch, "Perspectives on Learning Disabilities: The Vectors of a New Convergence," Journal of Learning 

Disabilities 25, no. 1 (1992). Disabilities reprinted in 1992. Cited in: H. Lee Swanson, Karen R. Harris, and Steve 

Graham, Handbook of Learning Disabilities (New York: Guilford Press, 2003), 16-17.  



70 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 4  

PEDAGOGIC TREATMENT 

The aim of this chapter is to evaluate the underlying assumptions of nature, reality, 

representation related to notions of self. This is essential for examining and reconsidering an 

ethos stemming from notions of thought in which meaning and knowledge that are abstracted 

from the self, because the reference is always to an exteriority, but an exterior reflected back at 

the very essence of our being.
1
  

In contemporary modes used to transmit information, representation, and meaning 

thought is a constituent aspect of knowledge, but not situated or located in the development of 

the self.
2
 There is a paradox or problem here: does pedagogic treatment suppress the effect of 

abnormality or allow the pathology to manifest. What is the function of intervention? If 

pedagogic treatment is successful then it negates the basis of its own intervention. It must 

manifest or develop the symptoms it presupposes. Sequin wrote, 

When we have secured the use of this function, even to the smallest extent, that 

little must be instantly applied to some educational purpose with the help of other 

instruments adapted to the present incapacity of the child, to make him appreciate 

the properties of bodies, which otherwise fall naturally under the sight of ordinary 

persons. These properties to be perceived by the sight with the help of special 

instruments are colors, forms, combinations of forms, dimensions, distances, 

plans, etc.
3
 

                                                 
1
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From the outset the alienist believed idiocy was linked to the constitution of the being, 

which signified disability as opposed to disease. This loss of medical treatment was replaced  

with pedagogic treatment. Séguin reflecting on Itard wrote, ―he was the first to educate an idiot 

with a philosophical object and by physiological means.‖
4
 He goes on, 

a philosophical method of education, he expressed and realized the first views on 

this subject; generalizing on his savage idiot the sensorial experiments made by 

Pereire on the touch of deaf mutes; and specializing on the same forlorn pupil the 

theories enunciated by Rousseau for the education of mankind.
5
  

Pedagogic treatment entwined research and diagnosis. Scientists linked diagnosis to the inability 

to adapt to the educational system; and therefore diagnosis is often a tension between the 

individual and the teacher; yet while the inability to adapt to the system is central to diagnosis 

the prescription adaptation to the system
.6

 Pedagogy was linked to knowledge transmission and 

augmentation of internal mental processes through ambiguity of classification. Binet wrote, 

In spite of the great interest of these distinctions, we cannot find any light for us 

in this classification, especially from a pedagogic point of view, because the form 

of inferior mentality with which we most often have to do is what Ireland calls 

congenital idiocy; it is necessary to know the degrees of this, and Ireland does not 

furnish us the means of distinguishing them.
7
  

 

Historically the social sciences have externalized and objectified mental processes.
8
 Modern 

beliefs regarding the subject retain a historical residue where external representations are 

superimposed over the structure of the mind. Binet notes the pedagogic point of view,  

In spite of the great interest of these distinctions, we cannot find any light for us 

in this classification, especially from a pedagogic point of view, because the form 

of inferior mentality with which we most often have to do is what Ireland calls 

                                                 
4
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5
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congenital idiocy; it is necessary to know the degrees of this, and Ireland does not 

furnish us the means of distinguishing them.
9
  

The pedagogical approach is meant to endow the subject with capabilities and attributes as well 

as just knowledge. Our institutions of education, pedagogy, and theories of cognition retain a 

historical residue, where a logic of external representation is superimposed over the structure of 

the mind. There are a few aspects of this configuration, are key for understanding the mind‘s 

relation to knowledge and meaning. The function of this arrangement is a modification of the 

subject‘s relation to knowledge and a meaning guided by a predetermined set of techniques and a 

knowledge that exists prior to experience. In this context, the understanding of our thought is 

implicitly deeper than the structure of consciousness.
10

 The current role of education constitutes 

the relationship in which knowledge is constructed and disseminated. The relation between life 

and natural-life is politicized.
11

   

The approach to deconstructing these formations is difficult because the science does not 

remain fixed or static, and does not function solely in the objects it constructs.
12 

Intelligence 

evolved slowly out of political and social concerns for grouping and classifying individuals. The 

science continues to work in a self-referential fashion with the rhetoric of intellectual 

abnormality. In other words, intelligence is a potential to capture in measurement a deviation, 

and a deviation is the measure by which intelligence is signified. This aspect of intelligence has 

remained consistent, though there are reactions and shifts to its underlying rational.  

                                                 
9
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The individual‘s relation to science is part of a historically identifiable system of thought 

at an intersection of discourse, schemas of human nature, and ontological beliefs that lay outside 

the confines of science.
13

 In this configuration representation stands in proximity to a fixed or 

essential meaning as though there were there prior to representation and thought.
14

 This is 

connected to the constructive and interactive basis for knowledge. Again, the concept of 

intelligence provided an epistemological network upon which science could fuse knowledge and 

life to a level consistent with pre-Darwinian explanations for social hierarchies, status, and the 

human state within the natural world.
15

 Connecting this spectrum allows us to better understand 

how a scientific enterprise was established-in and elevated-above the domains of knowledge and 

life, as well as how the presuppositions and propositions are organized and how this organization 

operates in the service of social interests. It gives a uniformity to deal with the planes of 

reference that mediate presuppositions, concepts, and the functions that comprise scientific 

notions of thought, meaning, and intellect.
16

 

 

The Asylum 

The shift in religious, social, political, and scientific underpinnings of intelligence was 

facilitated by the formation of new scientific concepts and the psychosocial typecasting of the 

abnormal. The formation of an institutional apparatus justified upon the relationship of 

intelligence to the welfare of the state. At this point one sees the development and organization 

of our normative education system. The asylum functioned as a medically demarcated space and 
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the question of its medical or administrative direction, the tokens of psychiatric knowledge, the 

technique of questioning; the interplay of medication and punishment.
17

 The disciplinary as part 

of the therapeutic process and moral treatment was central to scenes of cure.
18

  

Newspapers printed articles detailing the architecture, arrangement, and nuances of daily 

life in the asylum.
19

 These articles maintain a cohesive projection of intellectual abnormality and 

natural social formation. They evoked the notion of a civilized and benevolent state apparatus 

caring for unfortunate creatures. However, the journals and newspapers of the nineteenth century 

presented contrasting views regarding the status of idiocy. The human sciences printed journals 

that suggested the advances in science and the growing potential and development of treatment 

for idiocy. Yet at the journals and newspapers state a growing crisis of mental and intellectual 

degeneracy. As early as 1850, the US census began collecting statistics on Idiocy, Insanity, and 

Pauperism.
20

 This data was articulated in newspapers and journals.  

With interplay in notions of crisis and cure the human sciences expanded the search for 

intellectual abnormality into realms that had previously been unrecognizable. As they established 
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legitimacy and justification, the forms of classification were divided and subdivided and 

expanded into wider and wider realms. Idiocy was divided into several categories including 

feeble-minded, moron/moronic, imbecile, moral-imbecile, and many others were used in various 

areas and by various psychiatrists. As the scientific gaze expanded into wider and wider realms 

of social/spatial organization, the intelligence was an integral aspect of scientific racism and 

eugenics.  

The sentiment expressed in the newspapers promoted the need for state custodianship of 

those deemed mentally inferior. Citizens were expected to express care for individuals through 

their support of the state and institutional apparatus. If the notion of loco parentis pervaded the 

growth of common schools, this concept was preceded by the conception of custodial care 

promoted through the asylum. The notion of custodial care formed in the asylum had a legal and 

judicial power connected to the socialization and treatment of individuals. This formation 

inherently connected the family or private sphere to the values and norms of the public/political 

sphere. With interplay in notions of cure and crisis the human sciences expanded the search for 

intellectual abnormality. As they established legitimacy and justification, the forms of 

classification were expanded into wider and wider realms.  

The prison, asylum, and ancillary institutions: the reformatory, orphanage, almshouse 

were primary apparatuses of state and political power mediating societies‘ defense. These were 

effectively joined by the common and public school.
21

 The social body could then be screened, 

classified, and arranged according to a social validation of individual worth and according to 

their potential threat. Fernald states, 

Whereas care of an idiot child at home takes up the time and energy of one 

person, the proportion of people employed in the asylums is one person for five 
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idiot children. The care at home of one idiot, especially if disabled, consumes the 

wages and abilities of the people of the household, so that an entire family falls 

into poverty. Humanity and good policy call for families to be relieved of 

responsibility for these unfortunates.
22

  

Inclusion or exclusion w neither inevitable and random, nor born directly of scientific ideologies 

for treatment, but rather was a very necessary organizational principle upon which the scientific 

and discursive topologies of intelligence could be manifested. The transition in conceptual and 

spatial relations of intelligence is complex, cannot be described as fluid and linear, of a body of 

knowledge used to divide, classify, and arrange socially and spatially individuals in realms of 

perceived intellectual function. The theoretical function of intelligence shaped institutional 

manifestations, for example, asylums, schools, and hospitals or those spaces, which have 

historically arranged human beings according to perceived conditions of human intellect.
23

 The 

social arrangement developed in public education, can be examined on various levels, such as the 

structuring asylums and ungraded classrooms, or the very direct arrangement and structuring of 

schools and classrooms.
24

 

By the mid-nineteenth century several asylums/school were predicated on their 

association to idiocy. In 1851 New York developed an experimental school for idiots that would 

become a state institution. The author stated that, ―The original idea of concerning all these 

institutions was that of an asylum ‗without exposure to violation‘ a refuge.‖ later became known 

as the Pennsylvania Training School for Idiots. By 1865 similar institutions had opened in 

Connecticut, Ohio, Kentucky, and Illinois.
25
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Many of the institutions were started privately as experiments, but later adopted and 

received state funding. By 1891 there were roughly seventy-two asylums in the US. The asylums 

and training schools were built with day rooms, chapels, recreation rooms, dormitory space, 

dining rooms, workrooms, and classrooms. The asylums and training schools established 

separate wards, for example, the acute ward, the epileptic ward. At least one-fourth the 

inhabitants were to have their own room, simulating the domains of social life, a microcosm of 

society.
26

 

The administration block was often at the center of the building. The ―more excitable 

cases‖ and those deemed least likely to be reformed were situated farthest from the center.
27

 

Corridors and hallways were purposely designed to section-off various locations, disrupting the 

flow of bodies, and designating various spaces with significance and purpose. If the asylums or 

schools housed both men and women, they were separated with one side for men, and the other 

for women.
28

 

The asylums, training schools, farm colonies, and hospitals manifested in their spatial 

arrangement in the idea that treatment involved the ordering and structuring of daily life. The 

prevention of further social degeneracy based on the successful structuring of life. Journals 

printed articles detailing the architecture, arrangement, and nuances of daily life in the asylum.
29

 

These articles, written in the nineteenth century, maintain a cohesive projection of intellectual 

abnormality in social/spatial formation. They evoke the notion of a civilized and benevolent state 

apparatus caring for unfortunate creatures.  
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The journals and newspapers of the nineteenth century presented contrasting views 

regarding the status of idiocy. The human sciences printed journals suggesting that advances in 

science and the growing potential and developments for treatment of idiocy. At the same time, 

however, the journals and newspapers present a growing crisis of mental and intellectual 

degeneracy.
30

 According to the 10
th

 census in July of 1880 the number of idiots in the US was 

reported to be 76,895, up from 24,527 in 1870, and from 18,930 in 1860.
31

 The sentiment 

expressed in the newspapers, promoted the need for state custodianship of those deemed 

mentally inferior. Citizens were only expected to express care for individuals through their 

support of the state and institutional apparatus.  If the notion of loco parentis preceded the 

growth of common schools, this concept preceded by the conception of custodial care promoted 

with the growth of the asylum.   
 

The notion of custodial care formed in the asylum had a legal and judicial power 

connected to the socialization and treatment of individuals. This formation inherently connected 

the family or private sphere to the values and norms of the political sphere. When the topic of 

idiocy appeared in academic journals, and newspapers it justified the human sciences move to 

draw intelligence away from a spectrum of philosophic inquiry with fluctuations in realms of 

epistemology to function as a political technology of the body. The prison and the asylum as well 

as their ancillary institutions: the reformatory, orphanage, almshouse are two primary 

apparatuses mediating societies‘ defense in post Jeffersonian era, and was effectively joined by 
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the common and public school.
32

 The individual is screened, classified, and arranged according 

individual worth and potential threat.
33

   

From this point, psychiatry aligns itself and becomes legally sanctioned with the function 

of protecting society through classification, monitoring, and control of its‘ deviants.
34

  The 

intelligence fashioned in the abnormal provided psychiatry legitimacy and the function of 

defending society from the character of the individual of abnormalities.
35

 This function would 

give birth to a new social episteme of disciplinary power. The control over sexuality from the 

family‘s role in observation and monitoring sexual impulse and a location of for the protection of 

virtue would transfer, to a location in which the private sphere and family become the very 

existence of potential danger and threat to the body-politic. It‘s in this context, that the 

development and organization of the normative system of education intervenes, a state and 

disciplinary system of loco parentis, and justification of compulsory attendance. In 1851 New 

York developed an experimental school for idiots that later became a state institution.  In 1852 a 

school was founded that later became known as the Pennsylvania Training School for Idiots.
36

  

By 1865 similar institutions had opened in Connecticut, Ohio, Kentucky, and Illinois.
37

   

Many of the institutions began as privately funded experiments, although many were later 

adopted and funded by states and therefore public funds.  By 1891, there were roughly seventy-
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two asylums in the US.
38

 These asylums and the training schools were built with day rooms, 

chapels, recreation rooms, dormitory space, dining rooms, workrooms, and classrooms. Asylums 

and training schools established separate wards, for example, the acute ward, the epileptic 

ward.
39

 At least one-forth, the inhabitants were to have their own room, simulating the domains 

of social life. In short, they were to simulate microcosm of society.
40

 Generally, the 

administration block formed the center of the building. The more excitable cases and those 

deemed least likely to be reformed were situated farthest from the center. Corridors and hallways 

were designed to section-off various locations, disrupting the flow of bodies, and designating 

various spaces with significance and purpose. If the asylums or schools housed both men and 

women, they were separated with one side for men, and the other for women.
41

   

The asylums, training schools, farm colonies, and hospitals manifested in their spatial 

arrangement in the idea that treatment involved the ordering and structuring of daily life. The 

prevention of further social degeneracy was based on the successful structuring of life. In 1848, 

Samuel Howe opened an experimental school that was to serve as a model for the instruction of 

those designated idiots.
42

 In this school, the young were trained for ‗industry, order, and self-

respect‘.
43

 Howe‘s school and the ones modeled after it promoted the idea that schools, 

pedagogy, and training would relieve families and communities from the burden of idiocy.
44

   

Idiocy and its variants came to function in a restructuring of social space as the shift in 

religious, socio-political, and scientific underpinnings of intelligence facilitated by the formation 
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of the abnormal. The converging of biology with psychiatry over the nineteenth century also 

formed this shift. Additionally, this is where we mark the development and social organization of 

our normative system of education as a state and disciplinary systems.  

The asylum allows one to conceive of a location, or space in which to situate the study of 

various social and historical phenomena. However, the social arrangement of asylums and the 

related justification transcend to the domain of normative education, hospitals, reform schools 

and a variety of other institutions. Additionally, it accompanied the justification in which 

institutions formed and established legitimacy.   

These arrangements examined on various levels, such as the structuring and development 

of asylums and the ungraded classrooms reveal a direct structuring of schools and classrooms. 

The various notions of degeneracy, insanity, idiocy, feeble-mindedness, are often associated with 

the development and function of institutions, or to these specific locations. It becomes rather 

evident that specific social ideologies are associated with their development.  

What is relevant for analysis is why certain social practices formed within and alongside 

those specific institutions on some level dissipated, but transformed practices throughout society. 

Directly related to these phenomena is the less assuring questions of what allows one institution 

the operation and function.  The conceptions and mentality that allowed the asylum to operate 

also preceded the formation of the common school movement.
45

   

With the establishment of hereditary causation, where the emphasis becomes not cure or 

treatment but rather social control, and where psychiatry becomes aligned-with, and legally 
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sanctioned with the function of protecting society through classification, monitoring, and control 

of deviants, and the era in which the normative system of education is made compulsory.
46

 

Again, sterilization is often associated with the formation of psychiatry‘s normative function, but 

the more resilient ideologies or ideas such as loco parentis, the justification for compulsory 

attendance, reform schools, and the various models of segregation can all be thought of in the 

context of social control mediated within the concept of social defense.  In this manner, and 

initially in this era schools were regarded methodologically to extend the scope of a state 

apparatus into areas of the social body previously inaccessible; but  intelligence fashioned in the 

abnormal provided psychiatry legitimacy and the function of defending society from the 

abnormal. This function gave birth to new forms of disciplinary power.  The control over 

sexuality from the family‘s role in observation and monitoring sexual impulse and a location for 

the protection of virtue transferred to a location in which the private become the existence of 

potential danger and threat to the body politic. Within this context psychiatry and the normative 

system of education intervenes and subsequently becomes a primary institution in class and race 

struggle of the twentieth century.   

The basis for compulsory education mediated through a notion of social crisis, a 

degeneration of the social body through the lack of proper habit, and mental development.
47

  The 

schools, and more directly the ungraded classroom, whose spatial manifestation was rooted in 

classification, labeling, and arrangement of individuals was employed as a solution to this crisis.   

As early as 1855 architecture manuals used in the construction of the common school 

houses stated the need to build separate rooms and buildings, or ‗ungraded classes‘ for backward 

                                                 
46

 Foucault, "Abnormal: Lectures at the College De France 1974-1975"., 316. 
47

 See Karier, Shaping the American Educational State: 1900 to the Present; Karier, Roots of Crisis: American 

Education in the Twentieth Century. 



 

83 

and dull students.
48

 The development of the common schools coinciding with ungraded-

classrooms was a national phenomenon. Though idiocy is associated with the development and 

function of institutions, the study of idiocy to permeated various domains; external authority and 

disciplinary power mediate the function and understanding of the social body. The science of 

intelligence situated the social body in relation to a perceived natural arrangement. Séguin wrote,  

for fear that constant familiarity with the sight of idiots, in all their modalities, or 

modes of being, would blunt the senses of the standard man in the mind of the 

observer, we consider it paramount that any investigation made on idiocy upon 

idiots be conducted pari passu upon normal subjects with the strictest similarity; 

at play, at school, on the sick list, or on the cold slab, when possible; everywhere, 

near the abnormal, the normal; next to the shadow, the light.
49

 

This arrangement is not inherent but built around power, hierarchy, custom, and social order.  

The arrangements produced an ability to repeat their own signification in the space of the body 

and the ordering of the body. A school architecture manual from 1855 suggests an outline for 

classroom arrangement, ―The desks and chairs are arranged diagonally on the floor so that no 

one Scholar can see the face of another without being at the right or left half face.‖
50

  

Incorporated in the landscape of the asylum and classroom, is the architecture and 

arrangement of power, hierarchy, and authority. A space enveloped with ritual, privilege, and 

custom centered on the reinforcement of hierarchy and authority.  Additionally, there remains 

within the scientific writing the question of what can be extracted from the individual for the 

betterment of society, and the individual as social verse family commodity.
51

 Social defense 

linked to ability to affirm the need to submit to state power, through the system of education 
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(institution of schooling) to affirm ability through normative systems of evaluation and 

screening, and through the process of externally mediated identity formation.  

The asylum, social arrangement of schools, and ordering of the social body was not 

independent and random; rather relations that are established between institutions and modes of 

governance, such as economic, social processes, development of behavioral patterns, systems of 

norms, techniques of classification, modes of classification, which are conditioned through 

contingent modes of knowledge.
52

 The knowledge produced separation-between lived space and 

social practices and the discursive and coded practices of science not confined to any single 

physical location, but a mapping or metaphor for social order through spatial arrangement, or as 

a primary component for ritual and production of self-understanding and self-formation.
53

 

The examination of spatial manifestations associated with intellect and abnormality, for 

example, asylums, schools, and hospitals that arranged human beings according to a perceived 

continuum of intellect are simultaneously a constituent element of social episteme and 

institutional structure. Schools and contemporary psychology were the merged the defense of 

society. 

The result was a consistent percentage of individuals constructed as figures who cannot 

be integrated in the normative system of education. The set of relations or conceptualizations 

utilized by the human sciences and nineteenth century institutions re/produced formations of a 

social body, though it was mediated through concepts of disorder and deviance, individuals was 

placed in a new relation with themselves and others. Idiocy and its variants came to function in a 

structuring of social space. For scientists of the nineteenth century the asylum presented a 

semantic and conceptual obstacle, in that it portrayed notions of that which is incurable, terminal, 
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and custodial. Psychiatrists and psychologists acknowledged from early on the desire to 

transcend the conceptual limitations imposed by the asylum. One doctor noted, ―The movement 

for revision of names is a healthy one and indicates a better understanding of the newer and 

better purposes of the institutions.‖
54 

The common schools, ungraded classes, hospitals, and 

reformatories were to become these spaces, -the symbolic and metaphorical space to convey 

notions of treatment and progress. The transition in the houses of confinement had opened this 

possibility, but it would take a body of knowledge to move beyond the walls of the asylum, for 

the scientific gaze to permeate the public sphere. The de-specifying the psychiatric institution 

placed it within a range of different structures, such as prisons, schools, and establishments used 

to supervise and control the mode of life. The reference within an administrative field, the 

theoretical influence, institutions, and real practices formed a tie of indissoluble solidarity. The 

proliferation of schools, mental hospitals, prisons, and almshouses preceded the public school 

system.
55

 

 

The School  

In the preface to Idiocy and its Treatment by the Physiological Method, Séguin states his 

book embodies ―an outline of the direction to be given to the scientific efforts of the friends of 

idiocy and the apostles of universal education.‖
56

 This occurred as Mann and Sumner wrote in 
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favor of the work at Bicetre. Horace Mann flocked to Séguin‘s Hospice des Incurables.
57

 Séguin 

wrote, 

As early as 1842-3, Horace Mann and George Sumner had become familiar with 

our personal labors at Bicetre, on which they wrote approvingly, sending over the 

seeds, which soon rose from American soil.
58

  

By 1855 manuals stated the need to build separate rooms and buildings or ungraded classes for 

backward and dull students in the common schools.
59

 The special classes of New York City 

began with Public School-1 in Manhattan at the turn of the century.
60

 The following quote in the 

Journal of Psycho-Asthenics and Paul H. Hanus well-known School Efficiency notes, 

In the year 1900 the first ungraded class in New York City was started in Public 

School No. 1, Manhattan. In 1906 there were fourteen classes in Greater New 

York. Since that time the enormous growth of these classes is in itself both 

sufficient indication of the size of the problem and the reason for many 

shortcomings.
61

   

These classes continued to grow and presently exist. The psychiatric conception of intellect 

preceded the formation of the common school movement. Architecture manuals used in the 

construction of the common school houses stated a need to build separate rooms and buildings 

for the ungraded country. Asylums, reformatories and institutions followed compulsory public 

schooling.
62

 Séguin wrote, 

In 1852, a private school had been founded in Germantown by Mr. J. B. Richards, 

which soon became the ―Pennsylvania Training School for Idiots," at Media. The 

States of Connecticut and Ohio opened their institutions, respectively, in 1855 and 
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1857; Kentucky in 1860; and Illinois in 1865. Thus the United States has eight of 

these schools, in which nearly one thousand children are constantly in training. 

And this is only a beginning.
63

  

The primary method of education or instruction in these classes was manual training. The special 

classes of New York City had their beginning with Public School-1, in Manhattan in 1899.
64

   

The school methodically extended the scope of state power into areas of the social body 

previously inaccessible. The basis for compulsory education was mediated through a notion of 

social crisis, a degeneration of the social body through the lack of proper habit, and mental 

development. The schools and ungraded classroom whose spatial manifestation was rooted in 

classification, labeling, and arrangement of individuals was employed as a solution to this crisis. 

A manual for school architecture, stating the need for the public education and the upgraded 

classes suggests,  

it may be well to inquire whether an imperfect system of ungraded Common 

Schools may not have been the parent, to some extent, of those unrepublican 

classes and distinctions, which are becoming more strongly and obviously 

developed with every year of our progress as a nation, and which must be 

restrained.
65

 

The formation of the asylum in the social/spatial arrangement of schools, and the ordering of the 

social body was not independent and random. These relations established between institutions, 

economic, and social processes, behavioral patterns, systems of norms, techniques of 

classification, and classification.
66

 

Psychiatric power made school power function as a sort of 
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absolute reality; in which the individual is screened, defined, and characterized. Promoting care 

and treatment in the asylum is the normalizing process. Sequin wrote, ―Thus education connects 

a small body with all bodies, a small intellect with the general laws of the universe, through 

specific instruments of perception.‖
67

 He goes on,   

This being the law of perception of phenomena it does not matter through which 

sense we perceive; the same operation being entirely from the mind, is always 

identical with itself; this law is nothing less than the principle of our physiological 

method of education.
68

  

Leonard Ayres published Laggards in Our Schools from his survey of city school systems. He 

estimated that nearly 34 percent of all elementary schoolchildren were retarded, as determined by 

a variation in grade level and age.
69

 These types of statistical investigations by scientists 

informed policy decisions that would help guide the reform of schools, one of which was the call 

for the special class.
70

 The national stature of these investigations was further stimulus to a 

systematic academic inquiry into the problems of retardation in city school systems. 

Representative of this was a School Efficiency Series.
71

 With an initial prompting from the 

Committee on School Inquiry of New York, these volumes addressed problems of school 

supervision and organization with an eye to their commonality across cities and states. Despite 

differences across city school systems, one problem seemed to unite them most: the problem of 

detecting and classifying mentally defective pupils.
72
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Scientists inserted the problem of feebleminded schoolchildren directly into the issue of 

school efficiency and did so with two specific policy recommendations. Individuals needed to be 

screened, classified, and labeled. Scientists sought divisions between normal and abnormal 

pupils and between the backward and the feebleminded.
73

 This need to identify and delineate the 

feebleminded was tied to school efficiency. For Goddard, for example, the only viable option 

was to retain these children within the city school and to entrust their supervision to a 

superintendent of schools and classes for defectives.
74

 This stage was the mental testing 

movement generally and its success in installing a pupil classification system that carried the 

legitimacy of science.
75

  

The growth of this chain of schools and institutions throughout the nineteenth century 

followed a discernible pattern, initiated first through private and philanthropic efforts, then 

proceeding to state institutions and finally to city school systems.
76

 As private and philanthropic 

efforts inherited the traditional functions of apprenticeship, which transferred to state institutions, 

as the state through support of disciplinary and institutional systems increasingly assumed the 

authority over the life of the individual.  

The path from apprenticeship to state institutions was in many respects a rationalization 

of binding out, a transposition of this traditional authority into formal institutions. By this 
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transposition, the reach of this authority was extended to populations that were not effectively 

accommodated by traditional arrangements. The influence of scientists had profound effects on 

society and education.
77

 Thorndike wrote, 

A complete science of psychology would tell us every fact about everyone‘s 

intellect and character and behavior, would tell us the cause of every change in 

human character, would tell the result which every educational force—every act 

of every person that changed any other or the agent himself—would have. It 

would aid us to use human beings for the world‘s welfare with the same surety of 

the result that we now have when we use falling bodies or chemical elements.
78

 

The notion that science would provide the most valuable and useful information in the 

development grew in popularity over the mid-to-late twentieth century.
79

 The following quote 

from congressional documents formed by the child study movement captures this growth, 

In 1906 a special inspector of ungraded classes was appointed. The duties of this 

inspector were to superintend the establishment of these classes, to secure 

teachers, and to decide what children should be placed in the classes, together 

with general oversight and direction of the work. Beginning, as we have said, with 

fourteen classes in 1906, there were forty-one classes in 1907, sixty-one in 1908, 

eighty-six in 1909, one hundred and three in 1910, one hundred and twenty-six at 

the beginning of 1911, and in April, 19 12, one hundred and thirty-one.
80

  

The report suggests, 

Since the children that are placed in a special class are graded by mentality rather 

than by chronological age or physical height, the tables and chairs should be of 

varying sizes to fit the different children.
81

 

Scientists grafted a vast range of capacities and traits onto intellect. This merges the notion of the 

gaze related to the medical examiners optics of truth and objectivity with the gaze connected to 
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modes of power relations.
82

 It takes us from overt violence to a microphysics of power and from 

institutional regularities to arrangements of power.
83

 This represents a move from a 

macrophysics of sovereignty to the microphysics of disciplinary power.
84

 This helped 

reformulate the power-relations between psychiatrist and patient.
85

  

The function of protecting society through classification and control of deviants system 

of education is made compulsory.
86

 The proliferation of schools, mental hospitals, prisons, and 

almshouses preceded the school system.
87

 The notion of loco parentis, compulsory attendance, 

reform schools, and various modes of segregation were mediated through a notion of social 

crisis, the lack of proper habit, and mental development.
88

 Ungraded classrooms were employed 

as a solution to this crisis.  

The prison and the asylum as well as their ancillary institutions: the reformatory, 

orphanage, almshouse were the primary apparatuses of state and political power mediating 

societies‘ defense in post Jeffersonian era and was effectively joined by the common and public 

school.
89

 The individual screened, classified, and arranged according to a social validation of 

individual worth and according to their potential threat.
90

 The biographical descriptions of 

                                                 
82

 Foucault, Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison. Michel Foucault, The Birth of the Clinic: An 

Archaeology of Medical Perception (New York: Vintage Books, 1994). 
83

 Foucault, Psychiatric Power. 
84

 Ibid. 
85

 Rabinow interprets ‗subjectification‘ as a ‗self-formation‘ (as opposed to identity formation, or a false 

consciousness) in which the individual is active.  According to Foucault it consists of a long intricate series of,  

―operations on [people‘s] own bodies, on their own souls, on their own thoughts, on their own conduct.‖ According 

to Rabinow, there is always a component of external authority involved in this process of self-understanding and 

self-formation. See: Foucault, The Foucault Reader. 
86

 Foucault, "Abnormal: Lectures at the College De France 1974-1975". 316. 
87

 Richardson and Parker. 
88

 Karier, Shaping the American Educational State: 1900 to the Present; Karier, Roots of Crisis: American 

Education in the Twentieth Century. 
89

 Rothman, The Discovery of the Asylum: Social Order and Disorder in the New Republic; Rothman, Conscience 

and Convenience: The Asylum and Its Alternatives in Progressive America. 
90

 Foucault, Psychiatric Power. 



 

92 

individuals linked social vice to the need for social control. The following quote, reflects the 

social conception of feeble-minded in the early twentieth century, 

Feeble-mindedness is a word that perhaps has caused undue alarm of late. Many 

of the ills from which society suffers have been laid at its door: crime, pauperism, 

vagrancy, immorality, to mention only a few. The rapid propagation of the feeble-

minded, it has been said, means the undermining of our racial stock and threatens 

the decay of civilization.
91

 

Once these connections were established in scientific discourse institutions defined and 

controlled what it meant to be educated.
92

 This is how individuals were made objects knowledge, 

and removed as active participants in the formation of knowledge. The function of surveillance 

and documentation in case-history and narrative is seen in the following example,  

The child is weighed, measured, in his diverse proportions; his capacity for 

endurance and activity is tested, his powers of intelligence and speech ascertained 

[sic]; his will and habits delineated; a pen and ink portrait is drawn of his whole 

being, and kept together with his photograph…. Then the Superintendent, with a 

perfect knowledge of his subject, may launch him among the other children, not 

yet as an accepted pupil, but as a probationer on an experimental treatment of 

observation.
93

  

Though the education system is portrayed as dispensing knowledge for the common good it 

remains an institution that legitimates various power relations.
94

 We can see this in segregated 

schooling, tracking and various other programs though some historians retain a positive 

explanation for the institutional legacy of the science of intelligence.
95

  

With the notion of crisis and need for social control science expanded the search for 

intellectual abnormality into unexamined realms. This can be seen in achievement testing and the 
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emphasis on development. It also led to the idea that the most valuable and relevant knowledge 

for teachers would be determined scientifically in fields such as psychology.
96

  

The influence of science validating certain forms of knowledge and the growth of educational 

psychology over the twentieth century is complex.
97

  

The modes of generalization and psychiatrization of childhood were mediated through 

the theoretical specification of idiocy.
98

 This includes the criterion of development, or the 

emergence of a psychopathology of idiocy and mental retardation.
99

 The institutional annexation 

of idiocy by psychiatric power and moral treatment of idiots initiated by Séguin, as well as the 

process of confinement and the stigmatization of the dangerousness of idiots which was based on 

recourse to the notion of degeneration. Intelligence is an organizing principle used to guide the 

conceptual basis stabilizing binaries for conceptions of gender, sexuality, race, the family, and so 

forth. This occurs after naturalizing the concepts in scientific discourse.     

The idea that intellect and performance are fixed variables which are quantifiable, 

uncontested, and universal and the idea that upon these basis individuals can be ranked judged is 

the basis of our contemporary system of tracking. There is external authority involved in this 

process of self-understanding and social formation.
100

 The Journal of Psycho-Asthenics, for 

example, which was shaped around eugenic ideology contains the following depiction of 

students in institutions, ―The boys are segregated into classes for larger industrial work at the age 

of thirteen and a half, and the girls into vocational classes especially fitted to meet their needs 
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between thirteen and sixteen years.‖
101

 This explicit gendering was infused in the assumptions of 

a broad disciplinary apparatus. These classrooms are the manifestation or institutional analogy of 

the private sphere shaped, conditioned, and promoted through the public/political sphere. 

Sections of asylum reports utilize the metaphoric of family trees carry titles such as ―Reasons 

Assigned for Entering the Life‖ and ―The Girls That Went Wrong.‖
102

                

The history of education and lineage of intellectual abnormality discourse in the US is 

traced to the early nineteenth century and transcendence of idiocy from informal reference to 

formal scientific classification. This occurred during a dramatic shift in the nature and function 

of public education. The development of asylums and hospitals coincided with the development 

of a mass education system that was publicly-funded, non-sectarian, and bureaucratically 

organized.
103

 Compulsory attendance, reform schools, and various modes of segregation were 

mediated through a notion of social crisis, the lack of proper habit, and mental development.
104

 

Ungraded classrooms were employed as a solution to this crisis.
105

 The primary mode of 

education or instruction in these classes was manual training.  

The concept of intelligence is a network upon which scientists explain social hierarchies 

and human status in the natural world.
106

 Between the critique of statistical methodology, factor 

analysis, and justification for social hierarchies are the institutions shaped by our conception of 

intelligence. One of the most significant institutions affected by the preceding areas of 

examination is the public education system. The arrangement has persisted in contemporary 
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schooling. In the 1960‘s the nature of industry changed, and in the school system emphasis 

shifted from manual dexterity to a focus on standard forms of perception.
107

 In this context 

ability equates self-worth to forms of measurement and naturalized social norms. These norms 

defined the organization of schools, higher education, and social stratification. Even opponents 

of testing who questioned the validity accepted its application.
108

 One example is the application 

of the Army Alfa tests where public officials were reluctant to cede authority to psychologists, 

but adopted the mechanism for sorting and arranging.
109

  

Esquirol developed plans for a hospital where rooms open to a garden.
110

 Gardens present 

a peculiar state of a realism derived from their production. They possess a naturalism that could 

only be contrived, and a sense of nature that is simultaneously hyperbolic and yet completely 

orchestrated and controlled. In Western society the peculiar relation between humanity and 

nature has been nurtured, perhaps, more by the garden than by the womb. In relation, the 

precepts, concepts, and function of the art of science at the level of a collective conscious in the 

social body, often becomes indiscernible from these modes of representation. In the schematics 

of thought prostitution and marriage are reconfigured under the context of life. This discourse 

presented a knowledge associated with a fall from social morality -one that threatened life- with 

this threat as the basis for life.  Schools remain contested sites of struggle. When the individual is 

rejected he is sent back to the family as disciplinary system. When a number of disciplinary 

systems reject him or her as unassailable, incapable of being disciplined, or uneducatable he sent 
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back to the family. The family‘s role at this point is to reject him as incapable of being fixed and 

to consign him to pathology.  

Institutions position the self in both relation and distance from others. In this system we 

embody potential and our social valuation is a distinct and inherent feature. Human beings thus 

become inherently connected and yet completely disconnected. The science of intelligence must 

maintain this notion in standards of chronology, normality, and development, yet it must 

reinforce and maintain abnormality to sustain the continuum of ability.  

Contemporary notions of intelligence formed in the discursive formations that operated in 

the scientific establishment and political/social deployment of intellectual abnormality. The body 

of knowledge that allowed intelligence to function, did not simply emerges as a unified body of 

knowledge, but was it put together in piecemeal fashion from a variety of discursive and spatial 

organizations. As the basis of thought became the object of scientific discourse the disciplines 

like psychiatry and psychology, called on individuals to view various behaviors through 

paradigms of intelligence -in referential relation to abnormality- internal and inherent to the self. 

The conditions that allowed the theoretical formulation of intellectual abnormality to transcend 

from theory to scientific truth were predicated in the tropes of intelligence and spatial 

organizations. The human sciences gaze has since remained fixated in the body, and within the 

realms of mental space.
111

 This space, where language and the body intersect is not neutral or 

uncontested. The approach to deconstructing these formations is difficult because the science 

does not remain fixed or static, and does not function solely in the objects it constructs.
112 
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Social space contains a symbolic and concealed meaning also provides connection to the 

study of public schools.
113

 Schools tend to value and reward those student who are docile and 

complaint, while systematically objectifying and penalizing those who challenge authority or the 

status quo.  This is how schools maintain as social hegemony. This can be explored in the spatial 

formations, such as the process of tracking students into vocation classes. These formations each 

have their own location, processes, and symbolic meaning that conceal more than reveal.  

 

Separate Classes 

A quote from the New York Times in 1899, 

To provide a course of training for the child of school age who is incapable, by 

reason of mental infirmity, of profiting by the ordinary course—this is the 

function of the special class. It is class designed to teach the defective child to 

labor and to be happy in labor… In short, the special class is one which at a most 

critical period seeks to help over that child who is on the line of mental 

insfficiency [sic], thus making a good citizen of him who without such aid would 

be quite certain to prove a useless or bad one.
114

 

The stress on scientific management, expertise and industrial models led to the implementation 

of a differentiated curriculum and a shift from the moral focus of the common schools to an 

economic focus based on a complex, hierarchical labor market.
115

 These factors helped introduce 

policies that made education a necessity for social and economic success and testing to establish 

a so-called scientific and unbiased basis for differential placement. Change was shaped by 

industrialization, discipline of factories, and laws of supply-and-demand labor.  
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The differentiation of students relates to political and economic concerns.
116

 It was on the 

ideological basis that particular groups of individuals possess a limited intellectual potential or a 

disposition toward labor as opposed to academic work, schools began widespread tacking into 

industrial based education programs. Scientists justified these practices.
117

 Schools developed 

structures that mirrored industrial work.
118

 Emphasis placed routine, assembly, and following 

sequential directions as trade schools, vocational and industrial arts programs became 

prevalent.
119

  

In the scientific literature there is a question of what can be extracted from the individual 

for the betterment of society.
120

 This also ties into the basis for compulsory education, which is 

mediated through notions of social crisis; a degeneration of the social body through the lack of 

proper habit, and mental development.
121

 The basis for compulsory education connected to a 

notion of social crisis, a degeneration of the social body through the lack of proper habit, and 

mental development.
122

 The function of protecting society through classification and control of 

deviants system of education made compulsory.
123

 Walter E. Fernald wrote, 

the majority of the feebleminded would become industrially efficient, sexually 

safe or economically self-supporting, if only they could be supervised. I have no 

illusions regarding the difficulty of providing anything approaching adequate 

supervision, but I am convinced that for the present there is no other way of 

getting at the problem and after all, it is not as if we had not already taken upon 

ourselves responsibility for trying out such plan when we began the movement for 

ungraded and special classes for feebleminded children. Is that work all to be 

wasted? Are we to look after these children until they are fourteen or sixteen and 
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then suddenly throw off all responsibility even to the extent of making no attempt 

to provide institutional care when it is obviously needed?
124

  

He goes on, 

The school and the ungraded class give us the nucleus for a system of supervision 

which could be worked in so simply that it would not only not meet with 

opposition but would be welcomed by the children and by the parents.
125

  

Intelligence provided the rationale exercised in the observation over the domain of life.
126

 

Individual are screened, classified, and arranged according to a social validation of worth and 

their potential threat.
127

 Robert Bennett wrote, 

the anatomical basis for the complete failure of the negro schools to impart the 

higher studies – the brain cannot comprehend them any more than a horse can 

understand the rule of three…[and] leaders in all political parties now 

acknowledge the error of human equality…It may be practicable to rectify the 

error and remove a menace to our prosperity – a large electorate without brains.
128

 

Here we see sexuality as the focal point of a power promoted by the protection of life and 

defense of society.  In the wake of evolutionary theory a materialism infused the historic and 

political discourse of class struggle and the blood myth.
129

  

Every component of the individual assessed according to what it contributes to the whole. 

The birth of the sciences of man distributing man in these terms no longer required taxonomy as 

much as a tactic. When the taxonomy of classification dissolves the taxonomy trying to fit men 

into species and genus the tactic is panoptic or a ‗new mode of obtaining power of mind over 
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mind‘.
130

 A power aimed at everyone but one which distributes each person; in other words a 

power directed at a series of individuals. Clara Schmitt wrote, 

Warburg found that the condition existed only among the poor class and that 

many of the mothers of such children had borne many children, were wage- 

earners at the same time, and were undernourished. He thought that the defect was 

a result of this antenatal condition of poor nutrition… commenting upon the fact 

that girls constitute a small percentage of the cases, attributes the larger 

percentage of boys to the fact that the heads of boys are larger at birth than the 

heads of girls and more liable to injury. He also makes the suggestion that more 

boys may be reported because the education of boys is more important than that 

of girls and any interference is more likely to be reported, or that girls attend to 

their studies better.
131

  

Related to these changes was the formation of encyclopedic configurations of personal histories 

in scientific discourse. In this mode, various traits were randomly configured around the 

individual.  It was not until the point of an evolutionary paradigm that science made the notion of 

a biologically based intelligence fully functional in a political sense. The notion of the abnormal 

grafted social vice, and the compromise of physical ability upon the entire social body. This 

latter figure was one whom behavioral and psychiatric deviations became inscribed in a 

normative system of education, and a society‘s responsibility for protection through social 

control.   

Idiocy presented a justification for contemporary notions of intellect and the more formal 

science of intelligence. A verifiable continuum of intellectual function was not established in the 

metaphysical potential of the mind, but rather built upon a foundation of a science rooted in the 
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abnormal. It took the nineteenth century to complete this transformation, and required the 

deployment and continual reinforcement of abnormality discourse to permeate the public sphere.   

The dominant philosophical ideas had allowed science to gain prominence through the 

seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, there remained a significant obstacle for the biological and 

human sciences focused on mental processes and the basis of thought. By the twentieth century 

the discussion of idiocy was reconfigured from medical symptoms to pathology. Once these 

groupings were established in scientific discourse institutions and agencies could define and 

control what it means to be educated.
132

 This is how individuals are made objects knowledge and 

negates individuals as active participant in the formation of knowledge. In the school children 

are finally individualized.
133

Goddard's belief in the innateness of intelligence levels, for example, 

was so firm that he argued for the reconstruction of society along the lines dictated by 

intelligence, 

If mental level plays anything like the role it seems to, and if in each human being 

it is the fixed quantity that many believe it is, then it is no useless speculation that 

tries to see what would happen if society were organized so as to recognize and 

make use of the doctrine of mental levels…It is quite possible to restate 

practically all of our social problems in terms of mental level…Testing 

intelligence is no longer an experiment or of doubted value. It is fast becoming an 

exact science…Greater efficiency, we are always working for. Can these new 

facts be used to increase our efficiency? No question! We only await the Human 

Engineer who will undertake the work.
134

 

The arrangement of asylums and justification transcended to the domain of normative education 

and a variety of institutions.
135

 Additionally, certain social practices formed alongside these 

institutions and transformed practices throughout society. The mentality that allowed the asylum 
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to operate preceded the formation of the common school movement.
136

 The decline in the 

capacity of apprenticeship to care for and protect poor and defective minors foretells the 

sequence of events that established the "institutional state".
137

 This sequence of events saw the 

establishment of the insane asylum and state hospital for the deaf and blind prior to legislation 

for a state reform school or industrial school for delinquent youth. It accompanied the 

justification of institutions and legitimacy of compulsory education.
138

 

The pedagogical defense of manual training was made on the grounds it was an integral 

part of general intellectual development and not a distinct mode of learning. Against claims that 

manual training was a unique mode of learning, different from a liberal education in both content 

and instructional form, its defense was anchored in references to the historical function of 

apprenticeship generally and to its educational purpose specifically. The motivation to establish 

hospitals for the physically and mentally defective, reformatories for the delinquent and a 

broadened curriculum to encompass manual training resulted in an institutional order that was 

more differentiated than hierarchical, resting on the relative administrative autonomy of local 

trustees. This loosely coupled array of schools encompassed a range 

The disciplinary space of the asylum offered early psychology recourse to a pathological 

anatomy in the relationships between abnormality and crime.
139

 Yet for the social scientists of 

the nineteenth century the asylum presented an obstacle because of its association with the 

incurable, terminal, and custodial. Psychiatrists acknowledged early on a desire to transcend the 

limitations of the asylum. Hospitals, reformatories, and schools became the space to convey 
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notions of treatment and progress.
140

 Idiocy and scientific conceptions of intellect give 

psychiatry access to the domain of the family, and the constitution of the child as target of 

psychiatric intervention.
141

 Idiocy is not defined according to development.‖
142

 The asylum had 

functioned as a medically demarcated space and the question of its medical or administrative 

direction, the tokens of psychiatric knowledge, the technique of questioning; the interplay of 

medication and punishment all become major themes.
143

  

This merges the notion of the gaze related to the medical examiners optics of truth and 

objectivity with the gaze connected to modes of power relations.
144

 It takes us from overt 

violence to a microphysics of power and from institutional regularities to arrangements of 

power.
145

 This represents a move from a macrophysics of sovereignty to the microphysics of 

disciplinary power.
146

 This helped reformulate the power-relations between psychiatrist and 

patient. The function of protecting society through classification and control of deviants system 

of education is made compulsory.
147

 As noted, the proliferation of schools, mental hospitals, 

prisons, and almshouses preceding the school system.
148

 Ideas such as loco parentis, compulsory 

attendance, reform schools, and various modes of segregation were mediated through a notion of 
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social crisis, the lack of proper habit, and mental development.
149

 Ungraded classrooms were 

employed as a solution to this crisis. The individual was screened, classified, and arranged 

according to a social validation of individual worth and according to their potential threat.
150

 

Goddard wrote extensive biographical descriptions of individuals attaching everything from a 

disorderly house, pauperism, criminality, and promiscuity, to the concept of intelligence and 

abnormality.
151

 Once this grouping was established in scientific discourse institutions and 

agencies could define and control what it meant to be educated.
152

 This is how individuals are 

made objects knowledge, and negates individuals as active participant in the formation of 

knowledge. The function of surveillance and documentation in case-history and narrative can be 

seen in the following example,  

The child is weighed, measured, in his diverse proportions; his capacity for 

endurance and activity is tested, his powers of intelligence and speech ascertained 

[sic]; his will and habits delineated; a pen and ink portrait is drawn of his whole 

being, and kept together with his photograph…. Then the Superintendent, with a 

perfect knowledge of his subject, may launch him among the other children, not 

yet as an accepted pupil, but as a probationer on an experimental treatment of 

observation.
153

 

                                                 
149

 Martin Deutsch, Communication of Information in the Elementary School Classroom, New York Medical 

College: Institute for Developmental Studies (New York, NY: Institute for Developmental Studies, Dept. of 

Psychiatry, 1964); Deutsch, Katz, and Jensen, Social Class, Race, and Psychological Development; Perspectives on 

Human Deprivation: Biological, Psychological, and Sociological, National Institute of Child Health and Human 

Development  (Washington, DC: Government Publication Office, 1969); "To Assure the Free Appropriate Public 

Education of All Children with Disabilities: Annual Report to Congress on the Implementation of the Individuals 

with Disabilities Education Act," in Special Education Programs: US Division for Innovation and Development 

(Washington, DC: US Dept. of Education, 1991). 
150

 Foucault, Psychiatric Power. 
151

 Goddard, The Kallikak Family: A Study in the Heredity of Feeble-Mindedness; Goddard, The Criminal Imbecile; 

Goddard, Mental Deficiency from the Standpoint of Heredity; Goddard, Feeble-Mindedness: Its Causes and 

Consequences; Goddard, School Training of Defective Children; Goddard, Human Efficiency and Levels of 

Intelligence: Lectures Delivered at Princeton University April 7-to-11, 1919. 
152

 Karier, Scientists of the Mind: Intellectual Founders of Modern Psychology; Karier, Roots of Crisis: American 

Education in the Twentieth Century. 
153

 Seguin, Idiocy: And Its Treatment by the Physiological Method, 195. 



 

105 

Though the education system is portrayed as dispensing knowledge for the common good it 

is also an institution that legitimates various power relations.
154

 We can see this in segregated 

schooling, tracking and various other programs though some historians retain a positive 

explanation for the institutional legacy of the science of intelligence.
155

 With the notion of crisis 

and need for social control science expanded the search for intellectual abnormality into 

unexamined realms.  

We see this today in achievement testing and the emphasis on development. It also led to 

the idea that the most valuable and relevant knowledge for teachers would be determined 

scientifically in fields such as psychology.
156

 

The influence of science validating certain forms of knowledge and the growth of 

educational psychology over the twentieth century is complex. The modes of generalization and 

psychiatrization of childhood mediated through the theoretical specification of idiocy.
157

 This 

includes the criterion of development, or the emergence of a psychopathology of idiocy and 

mental retardation. The pathological child was one who could not imitate or replicate. James 

Hinshelwood, who formulated the notion of dyslexia, wrote, 

There is thus manifest in these children such a striking contrast between the 

capacity of the auditory and the visual memories that it at once reveals a condition 

which is so abnormal that it can only be regarded as pathological.
158

   

He goes on, 

It is thus in their failure to acquire the art of reading by sight alone and without 

appeal to any other cerebral centres than the visual that this defect becomes 

conspicuously manifest. They have been unable like the other children to furnish 

their visual memory centre with the visual memories of words, and it is the great 
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and persevering efforts which are necessary to repair this failure and to remedy 

this defect which makes their educational career so different from that of the 

ordinary child.
159

   

Hinshelwood was the first to attribute the disability to a dysfunction in the area of the 

brain responsible for language. Hinshelwood's belief that because the children he examined 

exhibited reading problems that were similar to adults with known brain lesions who were also 

neurologically impaired. He wrote it was ―evident that their cerebral defect was a purely local 

one,…that it was strictly confined to the cerebral area for the visual memory of words and letters, 

the left angular gyrus, and did not extend at all beyond that.‖
160

 Hinshelwood concluded that the 

root of congenital word-blindness lay in children's brains because he had observed that 

‗dysfunctional reading symptoms found in adults with brain lesions were analogous to those of 

certain children with reading problems.‘
161

 The domain that these notions occupy can be situated 

on the axis of distinct continuums; ones that include the rhetoric and myths of intelligence; and 

those in which our social body is distributed. The conditions that allowed the theoretical 

formulation intelligence to transcend from theory to science was rooted in abnormality. 

Intelligence developed slowly evolved out of concerns for grouping and classifying individuals. 

Scientists generalized notions between the sense, the physical, and the mental from their work in 

various asylums; as seen in the various quote,  

I was able easily to trace out the good effects of many evils; to show how they 

had stimulated mankind to exertion and contrivance, physical and mental; to tell 

of the discoveries, inventions, and improvements that were the consequences. In 

particular, I dwelt upon the sad privations those individuals are subjected to who 

were born deaf or blind. The institution of the Asylum for the Deaf and Dumb, at 
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Hartford, was then of recent date, and a school for the blind was said to have been 

opened in Paris.
162

  

Idiocy was connected to schools for the blind through philanthropy. The idea was how much 

senses are alike at the core and that senses could be substituted.
163

   

Schools have very distinct spatial arrangements. Students are arranged or spatially 

segregated according age. This arrangement is based on the idea that human beings progress in a 

linear and universal fashion. Each stage is marked by an overall progression. Those who deviate 

from this ordering are symbolically marked. The idiot child gained more than the power that 

controls and corrects; it becomes power over the abnormal; the power to define, control, and 

correct what is abnormal. De-specifying the psychiatric institution placing it within a range of 

different structures, such as prisons, schools, the establishments used to supervise and control the 

mode of life. As might be expected in such circumstances, implementation happened according 

to the idiosyncratic styles of teachers and schools.
164

 Funding provided incentives to classify 

more and more students as disabled.
165

 Some believe this arrangement might fundamentally be 

doing more harm than good.
166

 Dunn flatly stated that far too many children from are 

misidentified as mentally retarded or emotionally disturbed on the basis of identification 

procedures and inappropriate use of intelligence testing.
167

 Dunn argued that those children—of 
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whom he estimated 60 to 80 percent were from ―low status backgrounds‖—were then placed in 

segregated, inherently inferior special education settings raising ―serious educational and civil 

rights issues which must be squarely faced.‖
168

 Some were especially concerned about the 

possibility that bias might underlie the schools' label and segregate disproportionate numbers of 

minority pupils.
169

 In posthumously published letters, Blatt expressed doubt about the category 

learning disability, and the motives behind its inception.
170

  

Following the Brown ruling, a number of school systems found other ways to sort pupils, 

and many increased provisions for the mildly retarded and to a lesser extent the emotionally 

disturbed. The most famous instance of this was the Washington, D.C., school system, which 

began tracking based on intelligence test "shortly after it was ordered to dismantle its dual school 

system‖ when the policy was attacked successfully in the landmark case of Hobson v. Hansen.
171

 

The bases of sorting led to the search for devices that could both explain the poor 

performance and used to sort pupils. The prime example of this sort of model is cultural 

deprivation theory. The screening and classification of children is still dominated by medical 

terminology even though there no consensus among researchers. There are disproportionate 

numbers students from low-income families classified as disabled and removed from general 

education. Nonetheless, ―Physicians, psychologists, and social workers do not seriously entertain 
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the idea that sickness, mental illness, and social deprivation will be totally eliminated any time 

soon.‖
172

  

These categories came about with the advent of mental testing and the concepts of norm 

and normal.
173

 The attempt to diagnosis is not to determine causality; rather it remains the very 

process of formulating the conception of disability. Scientists have proposed various forms of 

causality, for example, alcoholism was thought to cause alexia. Here causality works in a 

twofold mechanism. In other words, social vice causes idiocy, feeblemindedness, and problems 

of the mind, but also proposed as the basis for pathologies. Binet notes the variations and 

obscurity in terminology and classification, 

It is a hackneyed remark that the definitions, thus far proposed, for the different 

states of subnormal intelligence, lack precision. These inferior states are indefinite 

in number, being composed of a series of degrees which mount from the lowest 

depths of idiocy, to a condition easily confounded with normal intelligence. 

Alienists have frequently come to an agreement concerning the terminology to be 

employed for designating the difference of these degrees; at least, in spite of 

certain individual divergence of ideas to be found in all questions, there has been 

an agreement to accept idiot as applied to the lowest state, imbecile to the 

intermediate, and moron… to the state nearest normality. Still among the 

numerous alienists, under this common and apparently precise terminology, 

different ideas are concealed, variable and at the same tune confused.
174

 

Intelligence or lack of intelligence linked instinct and mental traits. Instinct is regarded by 

science as the cause for social vice including prostitution alcoholism and various other forms of 

crime. We begin to see with the notion of the neurological body or the nervous system in relation 

to the mind and the will. Muscular contract ability is noted by Séguin in relation to disorder. This 

is a question of how the individual becomes oriented toward the notion of intelligence. 
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Intelligence is linked to muscular control, will, and instinct. This is seen very explicitly put the 

grouping of abnormality see in the context of immediacy and feeblemindedness scientists 

regarded epilepsy in the same context because they linked neurology and muscular control to the 

notion of the mind. Goddard, for example, in the Heredity of the Feeble-Minded wrote, 

Feeble-mindedness and epilepsy are often combined, constituting a complex that 

is very troublesome. In the writer's opinion the problem would be much simplified 

by recognizing two groups: first those who belong to a strain of pure feeble-

mindedness upon whom epilepsy has been grafted, and second a group of normal 

people suffering from epilepsy but in whom the epilepsy has produced an arrest of 

development and even set up a degenerative process.
175

  

This also meant however that instincts regarding sexuality place in instinct were also linked to 

intelligence. Early case of this is with Itard and his work with Victor‘s sexuality, where instinct 

linked to will and desire is a primary concern for Itard.
176

 The problem of diagnosis in medicine 

and psychiatry is also seen with the emergence of the neurological body introduced in the 

analysis of Broca and Duchenne do Boulogne.
177

 Hinshelwood concluded that the root of 

congenital word-blindness lay in children's brains because he had observed that dysfunctional 

reading symptoms found in adults with brain lesions were analogous to those of certain children 

with reading problems.‘
178

 Hinshelwood believed the problem was caused by localized brain 

damage that was probably hereditary.
179

 

There was a direct theoretical influence between institutions and real practices, and a 

system that led from the hospital to our system of learning.
180

 As Canguilhem wrote, ―Normal‘ is 
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the term used by the nineteenth century to describe the scholastic prototype and the state of 

organic health.‖
181

 In the school, the child is individualized.
182

 If the individual is rejected he or 

she is sent back to the family as disciplinary system. When a number of disciplinary systems 

reject the individual unassailable, incapable of being disciplined, or unable to be educated he sent 

back to the family. The family‘s role at this point is to reject him as incapable of being fixed and 

to consign him to pathology or whatever.
183

  

The system sets up the regularities that allow for the monitoring of the body, the 

discipline, regularities, and order in which a condition of objectivity between medical knowledge 

and the criteria of established validity. The initial problem of where to put them does not refer to 

their treatment; the go from asylum to schools; then back to asylum; as a result of their parents 

employment and the inability of the school to account for them.
184

 Séguin wrote, 

When we have secured the use of this function, even to the smallest extent, that 

little must be instantly applied to some educational purpose with the help of other 

instruments adapted to the present incapacity of the child, to make him appreciate 

the properties of bodies, which otherwise fall naturally under the sight of ordinary 

persons. These properties to be perceived by the sight with the help of special 

instruments are colors, forms, combinations of forms, dimensions, distances, 

plans, etc.
185

 

Intelligence provided the rationale exercised in the observation over the domain of life.
186

 In the 

school individuals were to be screened, classified, and arranged according to a social validation 

of worth and their potential threat.
187

  

One of the primary themes throughout the history of science of intelligence is the 

distinction between classification and diagnosis. The gap in this distinction allowed scientists to 
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reclassify abnormality and structure intelligence. Diagnosis was caught in the complexity of 

classification. The search for diagnosis led to an emphasis upon further modes of classification. 

Likewise, the inability to classify properly led to an emphasis on modes of diagnosis. Diagnosis 

did not lead to any form of cure. It primarily linked to education to treatment. Classification 

linked to pedagogy in the sense that classification was the inability of the child to adapt to the 

traditional pedagogic method. This led to a form of abnormality with a type of curious paradox 

where the child who cannot adapt to do the traditional structure is diagnosed with a form of 

abnormality and prescribed a further pedagogic treatment; if this treatment is successful it 

undermines diagnosis. The failure of the child to adapt to the pedagogic treatment is the basis 

upon which further diagnosis or classification was established. This was seen first with the case 

of Itard and his inability of diagnosis.
188

 

This is connected to perception one of the early factors of modern psychiatry and a 

lingering aspect of intellectual abnormality is the connection between attention and perception. 

Perception becomes one of the primary diagnostic features integrated are incorporated in the 

ambiguity between classification diagnoses the inability of the child to adequately perceive the 

intended instructions were supposed out, resulted in the inability to adapt to lead to the 

classification and diagnosis. This led the attempt to measure attention over distraction; attention 

was given precedence over distraction the ability to attend were to remain attentive to a task was 

the basis upon which sciences measured the level of intelligence.
189

 Spencer wrote, 

This inability to select nutritive facts necessarily accompanies low development; 

since, until generalization has made some progress, and the habit of generalizing 

has become established, there cannot be reached the conception that a fact has a 

remote value apart from any immediate value it may have. Again, we see in the 
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young of our own race a similar inability to concentrate the attention on anything 

complex or abstract.
190 

 

This has remained a primary focus in the science of the abnormal child, that there is a syndrome 

characterized in some patients by attention deficits, hyperactivity, and soft neurological signs.
191

 

The ambiguity between classification and diagnosis allowed scientists to diagnose in areas such 

as personal habit, instinct, will, and desire. Attention and the ability to accept commands are also 

factors incorporated into diagnosis this remains a lingering aspect of intellectual abnormality. 

Education does not augment intelligence rather education works in relation or literally in spite of 

it. 

If any factor that connection to general biologic process grafted onto intelligence through 

abnormality; a good indication of this is development because development connected to norms 

related to physiology and biology of the human being they were easily connected to intelligence. 

One can see this very explicitly in the practice of anthropometric measurement of body sizes is 

also connects to the desire for distinct forms of measurement they weigh various body parts can 

measure capabilities. Various figures held the desire to apply these methods -used in schools for 

idiots-- to public school students.
192

 This became one of the primary modes through which 

diagnosis took place for classification.  

The notion of will is simply desire, though the will of the idiot is distinctly connected to 

ability though a perceived disconnect between ability and capacity; will is the inability to resolve 

the tension between desire, expectation, and the actual action being carried out; any point at 

which one does not complete the action can be connected to a whole spectrum of pathologies. 
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This pathology is then connected to neurology. Séguin states that when action is not entirely 

under control of the will at the outset, the training of idiots and in the medical treatment of 

disorder is necessary.
193

  

Dyslexia is one of the early disorders, labeled word and mind blindness, where 

disconnect between expectation and action align to pathology. Initially dyslexia is linked to 

chronic alcoholics. The idea was that the disorder was cured when alcohol is withheld.
194

  

There is another class of cases referred to by Professor Berlin where dyslexia 

sometimes appears — viz., in chronic alcoholics. In these cases he found that the 

disturbance gradually passed away when the alcohol was withheld. My case 

belongs to this category. The patient's habits, the continuous improvement when 

alcohol was withheld, and the non-appearance of any further symptoms of 

cerebral disease, all combine to confirm the opinion that the dyslexia was of toxic 

origin due to disturbed nutrition of the cerebral centres or connecting fibres from 

excessive indulgence in alcohol.
195

  

The notion of dyslexia was linked therefore to have it notion about all this is also noted is a lack 

of connection to symptoms of cerebral disease leading to the idea that dyslexia was of a toxic 

origin due to nutrition due to an indulgence about all.  

A standard debate regarding the study of intelligence is that its measurement can produce 

an accurate prediction of success in life.
196

 In addition, the notion of intelligence as derived from 

heredity causation verses environmental factors measured as intelligence. The work is also used 

to influence social policy stemming from civil rights legislation and compensatory programs. In 
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contemporary studies on intelligence there is a vast discrepancy in the conclusions reached 

regarding the impact of education and culture.
197

 Other studies suggest that intelligence is 

impacted by educational differences.
198

    

The arguments and debates related to intelligence caught in a circular logic where 

intelligence promoted as the primary predictor or cause of educational attainment, economic 

success, and social-status; and education, income, and social-status seen as intelligence. 

Educational attainment is either seen as the product of intelligence, or intelligence as the product 

of educational opportunity. In the research, education is usually accounted for in relation to years 

of schooling, and the degrees reached. Age and education are used as variables, that when 

manipulated, produce various results. Assessments of intelligence maintain standards around 

chronological development, and normality. While psychometric testing is used to identify 

abnormality, it must reinforce and maintain abnormality to sustain the continuum of intellectual 

ability. In other words, intelligence testing seeks to uncover or confirm a continuum between 

abnormality and ability, to re/produce its‘ basis, rationale, and meaning.   

Scientific studies have utilized various physical attributes empirically linking 

foundational elements for intelligence to developmental features.  For example, a study titled 

Aging, Brain Size, and IQ cites several studies published in the 1990s that suggest a relationship 

between brain size and intelligence.
199

 The authors state that, ―future research should consider 

age as more of a contentious variable and examine brain size, aging, and IQ at specific ages 
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rather than grouping data by decade.‖
200

  This type of study and the search for an etiology in 

intelligence has occurred throughout the twentieth century.
201

 The significance of the study and 

the conclusions reached are similar, but still inconclusive when compared to current research on 

physical attributes, development and intelligence.   

Intelligence and the various debates surrounding it have infused two major political 

struggles of the twentieth century, those of class and race, and studies of intelligence often seek 

to directly affect theories of human ability and influence cultural change such that those changes 

are seemingly interrelated.
202

 These studies use the conception of intelligence in relation to 

environment and development to influence social policy. Researchers contend that social 

structures have occurred as direct result of differences in intelligence.
203

 

In this context education and opportunity are seen as fundamental to social mobility.  
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This disruption of individuals and groups along a continuum of norms is a phenomenon 

of the nineteenth and twentieth century. The development and changes that have occurred in the 

scientific paradigm have interacted with cultural and theoretical shifts.
204
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CHAPTER 5 

CONCLUSION 

Individuals situated socially and spatially through the function of discourse that positions 

the self in relation to others. According to the science of intelligence each person embodies an 

identifiable intellectual potential and social valuation as a distinct and inherent feature. Human 

beings thus become inherently connected and completely disconnected. In this disconnect we 

maintain the notion in standards of chronology, normality, and development. Intelligence is used 

to identify a potential yet must reinforce and maintain abnormality to sustain the continuum of 

intellectual ability. We seek to uncover or confirm a continuum between abnormality and ability, 

the very basis or rationale it presupposes. The abnormal was forged throughout the twentieth 

century as well as the utilization of intelligence to influence social policy.    

The knowledge that allowed intelligence to function did not emerge as a unified body of 

knowledge, but was it put together in piecemeal fashion from a variety of discursive and spatial 

organizations. As the basis of thought became the object of scientific discourse the disciplines 

like psychiatry and psychology, called on individuals to view various behaviors through 

paradigms of intelligence -in referential relation to abnormality- internal and inherent to one‘s 

self. The approach to deconstructing these formations is difficult because the science does not 

remain fixed or static, and does not function solely in the objects it constructs.
1 

The science of 
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intelligence shifted little within the various domains of scientific foundations. It seemingly lends 

no real insight into, nor derives its conceptual basis from either traditional rationalism that 

dissolves the senses preceding knowledge formation, or empiricism.
2
 The influence of Darwinian 

naturalism or evolutionary theory, as well as phenomena, and various other scientific 

transformations have not altered the paradigm of intelligence measurement in a significant 

manner since its‘ developed in the late nineteenth century.
3
   

The arguments and debates related to the concept of intelligence get caught in a circular 

logic where intelligence is promoted as the primary predictor or cause of educational attainment, 

economic success, and social-status; and yet education, income, and social-status are seen as the 

indication of what is measured as intelligence. In other words, educational attainment is either 

seen as the product of intelligence, or intelligence as the product of educational opportunity.  In 

the research, education is accounted for in relation to years of schooling, and the degrees 

reached. Age and education are used as variables, that when manipulated, produce various 

results.
4
   

Scientific studies have utilized various physical attributes while attempting to empirically 

link a foundation for intelligence in developmental features. Intelligence is bound to a belief in 

instruments and measurement as opposed to theoretical insight.
5
 The various fragments, 

connection, and pieces of language never held a logical connection to the presupposed 
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foundation of intelligence. It was the attempt to capture its essence. Intellect never existed but 

rather functioned. Before the body could become a location for determining potential human 

worth, the mind needed was fashioned to the physical. 

The twenty-third question of the Binet-Simon intelligence tests asks:  

Why is it better to persevere in what has been commenced, than to abandon it to 

commence something else?  

 

Binet helps researchers interpret the potential response his question stating,  

 

Good replies are rare. Most often (second reply) the thing is affirmed without the 

motive being given. Several give scholastic motives, indicating that their outlook 

is limited. There are finally several unintelligible replies.
6
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