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This dissertation presents a reinterpretation of the early British eugenics movement. It 

focuses on a p reviously unrecognized "Lamarckian" style of eugenics that resem bled the 

dominant approaches to irnprovîng racial health in countries such as France and Brazil, where 

eugenics was closely allied to the public hdth  and social hygiene movements. This study 

M e r  attempts to situate certain Edwardian eugenic discourses within the context of debate 

over the relative value of laboratory versus statistical approaches to medical-scientinc 

research. The main narrative addresses the history of scientific notions about how parental 

alcohol consumption could cause physical and mental degeneracy in offspring. These ideas 

found support nom laboratory, c ~ c a I ,  and social studies carried out mainly by supporters of 

the temperance movement, and they were often conceived as an alternative soft hereditarian 

or non-hereditarian version of eugenic thought. The leading proponent of this "preventive" 

style of eugenics was the medical writer and temperance advocate Caleb Sdeeby. 

Lamarckian eugenics and its scientific underpinnings were first seriously chdlenged in 

19 10 by the eugenist Karl Pearson's controversial statistical study purporthg to show that 

parental alcoholism did not have deletenous effects on offspring. Pearson's aicohoiism study 

represented one of many efforts made by his biometrical school to establish its new 

techniques of mathematical statistics as a research methodology and a scientific basis for 



social poiicy making. The 19 10 alcohoiism memoir led to a bitter dispute with medical 

professionals and social scientists representing Lamarckian eugenics, who championed their 

own solutions to the crisis of national degeneration and their own methods of scientific 

research. Yet hard hereditarian eugenics, Lamarckian eugenics, and public health reforms 

ais0 exhibited significant ideologicai affinities, namely in their s h e d  imperialist rhetoric, 

class and gender biases, and emphasis on refoming individual behaviour rather than 

environmental and economic circumstances. In accordance with recent historiography of 

eugenics in other national contexts, the current study suggests that in its Iess rigidly 

hereditarian incarnations this biologically based reform programme was more closely related 

to preventive medicine than to human genetics. 
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PREFACE 

The main argument presented in this dissertation is that the eugenics programme in 

Edwardian Britain was not nearly as homogeneous as the exhthg historiography has 

suggested, in terms of both the scientific knowledge about heredity and disease upon which 

eugenics was grounded and the social reform policies that it entailed. This thesis arose out of 

my initial investigations into the history of the medical temperance movement and the 

nineteenth-century science of alcohol.' My partidar interest in theones of hereditary 

aicoholic degeneration was stimdated by a brief article on that topic published over a decade 

ago by William BynumZ From these preluninary studies 1 noted that most of the knowledge 

generated in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries about the pathological effects of 

parental drinking on offspring bore no relation to the Mendelian or biometrical theories of 

hard heredity that have usually been associated with the eugenics movement. h tead this 

knowledge corresponded more closely to a Lamarckian or sofl hereditarian viewpoint, as 

many proponents of eugenics who belonged to either the Eugenics Education Society or the 

Society for the Study of Inebriety assumed that the environmental agent alcohol could alter 

the hereditary materiai or otherwise harm the offspring of drinkers. 

British eugenics has conventionally been descnbed in terms of policies for controlling 

'Joanne Woiak, "'A Medicd Cromwell to Depose King Alcohol': Medical Scientists, 
Temperance Reformers, and the Alcohol Problem in Britain," Histoire SociaIeBociaI History 
27 (1994): 337-65. 

WïLiam F. Bynum, "Akoholisrn and Degeneration in Nineteenth-Century Euro pean 
Medicine and Psychiaîry," British Jmrnuf of Addiction 79 (1 984): 59-70. 



the transmission of desirable and undesirable hereditary traits in human populations. 

However, a more comprehensive examination of the literature of the eariy eugenics 

movement suggests that many writers were less interested in encouragùig fit parenthood or 

curbing unfit parenthood than in eIiminating various environmental or nurturd sources of 

degeneracy in offspring. They identifid for example alcoholism and poor materna1 care as 

typical circumstances of working-class life that led to high rates of child morbidity and 

mortality. Prospects for the 'Hiture of the race" were thus believed to depend not only on the 

innate fitness of the population but also on pre- and post-natal factors that might impair the 

well-being of infants and children who represented the next generation of the British race. 

A review of recent schoiarship on the history of eugenics movements worldwide reveals 

that simiiar environmentalist incarnations of eugenics constituted the dominant discourses on 

racial health in countries such as France and Brazil. As the m e n t  study will attempt to 

show, far nom being an unorthodox conjecture about the causes of hereditary racial 

degeneration, so-cded Lamarckian eugenics was popular even in Great Britain, the setting of 

the supposedly archetypal hard hereditarian eugenics movement. In afi of  these national 

contexts the success of an alternative Lamarckian style of eugenics was contingent upon a 

significant medical presence within the eugenics movement, including general practitioners, 

obstetricians, and medical officers of health. This class of medical eugenists tended to be 

less concemed about improving the overall hereditary quality of the population than were 

their rnainluie colleagues. They instead favoured schemes that were termed "preventive 

eugenics" by the chief proponent Caleb Saleeby. 



In Britain both negative and preventive eugenics typically aimed at improving the 

quality of the working classes, or more specifically the urban "residuum" where shinted 

bodies, enfeebled minds, and anti-social behaviours were said to be moa heavily 

concentrated. But rather than trying to regenerate racial vitality exciusively through the 

prevention of parenthood on the part of these idenor stocks, Saleeby and other Lamarckian 

eugenists championed educational and legisiative means of protecting parents and o f f s p ~ g  

fiom "racial poisons" such as alcohol which couid impair the health of m e n t  and friture 

generations. For these eugenists the "environmental" sources of ill health in the workùig 

classes thus did not refer to poverty and hadequate diet, as wouid later be emphasized in 

more lefi-wing interpretations of environmentalism. Edwardians social reformers and 

eugenists tended to highlight personal fai lug~special ly in the form of ignorance and bad 

habits such as dcoholiswas the more easily remediable sources of infant rnortality, 

physical detenoration, and racial decline. 

Clinicai experience, social SuNeYs, and experimental evidence accumulated d u ~ g  the 

second half of the nineteenth century had indicated a strong correlation between parental 

drinking and transmitt ed defects in offsp ring. In particular, medical-scientific notions about 

alcoholic heredity were legitimized by temperance doctors who sought heaith-related 

arguments for total abstinence, by psychiatrists who pioneered the theory of hereditary 

degeneration, and by speciaiists in the medical treatment of addictions. By the tum of the 

centwy, virtually aii reigning medical authonties on alcohol problems supported some 

version of hereditary alcoholic degeneration. They presumed that parental and especidy 

viii 



rnaternal intemperance might affect progeny either through inhentance of acquired somatic 

modifications, direct damage to the genn plasm, or injuries suffered during ante-natal or 

infant Me. 

The notion that curent national levels of alcohol consumption mi&t pose a threat to 

posterity remained popular in medical and social reform circles-especidy in the 

temperance, infant welfare, and eugenics campaigns-untii around 19 10. At that t h e  a new 

group of researchers entered the field of alcohol studies and chaiienged the prevailing 

scientifc concepts and methods. The eugenist Kari Pearson and his biometrical school at the 

Galton Eugenics Laboratory rejected the idea that alcohol hjured offspring and championed 

an alternative but by no means original theory of alcoholic heredity: they believed that 

habitua1 inebriety was a fom of transmissible mental defect which could exist independently 

of the actuai consumption of dcohol. A similar notion of hereditary inebriety had been 

popularized in the Iate nineteenth century by members of the Society for the Study of 

Inebriety, who used it to legitimize their professionai role as experts in treating chronic 

alcoholism. For decades thw theory had CO-existed more or less peacefuly alongside the 

temperance conviction that alcohol consumption itself could produce defects in the 

descendants of drinkers. Alcoholism was thus generdy assumed to be both symptom and 

cause of hereditary degeneracy. Pearson however perceived the latter theory to be 

incompatible with his rigorous hereditarianism, and therefore he set out to overthrow the 

popular idea that all drinking precipitated racial decay. 

M e r  the publication of the biometricians' first rnemoir on parentai aicoholism in April 



19 10, a nine-month-long debate ensued over the merits of these two theones of alcoholic 

degeneration.' The controversy had slightly Merent meanings for Pearson and his statistical 

coiieagues in the one camp and the doctors, social scientists, and temperance reformers who 

criticized the memoir in the other. Pearson felt that he was defending the novel eugenic 

approach to social reform fiom attacks by prejudiced doctors and environmentalist reformers. 

From his perspective statistical evidence proving that parental alcohoiism did not in fact have 

deletenous effects on children now called kto question the racial value of the anti-dcohol 

cmsade. If environmentai factors such as alcohol did not signincantly d u e n c e  the health or 

abiiities of offsprhg, then permanent improvements to the human race could only be effected 

by restricting the reproduction of the innately inferior. 

Pearson's opponents, pamdarly Caleb Saieeby and V~ctor Horsley, were leading 

members of the temperance rnovement and as such denounced the biometricians as 

"promoters of alcoholism" whose conclusions seemed to sanction alcohol use as harmless. 

Yet these participants in the debate also viewed Pearson's attack on the racial poison theory 

of aicohol as a serious blow to the great cause of race bettement. If taken as a "safe d e  of 

conduct," his weU-publicized deoial that aicohol could poison germ plasm or unborn 

offspring would ultimately result in the births of even more defective children and the ruin of 

countless healthy stocks. The temperance writers who spoke out against Pearson's study thus 

believed that they were defending not only the anti-alcohol cause, but aiso an alternative 

3The only previous attempt to analyze this controversy is Lyndsay Farraii, The 0rzgin.s and 
Growth of the English Eugenzcs Movement, 1865-1925 (1969; New York: Gariand, 1985), 
pp. 250-82. 



definition of eugenics and a more ben@ appronch to revitalizing racial health. 

This parricular historicai episode wiU therefore serve to illustrate my thesis about the 

heterogeneous nature of British eugenic thought. 1 suggest that these hard verms sofi 

hereditarian discourses on alcoholism exemplified two distinct styles of eugenics that CO- 

existed until around the tirne of the First World War. The Lamarckm and hard hereditaian 

versions of eugenics were based upon incommensurable bodies of scient& knowledge and 

proposed distinctive means of race regeneration. Yet in other respects these approaches had 

much in cornmon, owing to shared class and gender biases which influenced many 

Edwardian social refonn campaigns. The crisis of national inefficiency and physical 

deterioration that foilowed the debacies of the Boer War fùeUed widespread anxieties about 

alcoholism, Uifant mortality, and degeneracy in the lower classes. In particular it was feared 

that the poor health and stunted growth so ofien found in the labouring classes would imperil 

British military and industriai supremacy. Such nationalistic and class-based concem 

characterized the work of both Pearson and his medicaf cntics. Eugenists and public health 

doctors alike employed the rhetonc of empire in order to legithize their own reform 

programmes. While the hard hereditarian eugenists assumed that innate fitness could be 

rneasured according to socio-economic status, the Lamarckian eugenists and public hedth 

doctors addressed such problems as alcoholism, feeblemindedness, and infant mortality as 

strictly class-limited causes of national deche. 

Pearson and his adversary Saleeby aiso jointly embraced a conservative maternalist 

doctrine which held the women of the nation solely responsible for reproducing a vigorous 



population of mental and manuai labourers. Their s h e d  philosophy of "eugenic feminism" 

emphasized the vital role to be played by superior women of the middle classes as  race 

mothers. A pardel campaign against unfit working-class motherhood, implemented 

simultaneously under the barmers of eugenics and public health, sought to remedy the 

ignorance and bad habits of mothers as the primary means of reducing mortality and 

morbidity in their offspring. Thus in both the hard and soft hereditarian discourses on 

alcoholism much greater ernphasis was placed on the hi& fertiiity and neghgence of inebriate 

mothers than on the equivalent question of how the drinking habits of men rnight impact on 

their families and the race. 

W1th bis narrow focus on heredity as the cause and solution of the crisis of racial 

degeneration, Pearson attempted to establish the hegemony of negative eugenics as a 

programme of social reform. He was equally concerned however with establishing his new 

field of mathematical statistics as the scient& basis of the eugenics movement, and with 

extending his statistical methods into other areas of biological and medical research. Saleeby 

likewise recognked that the debate over the biometricians' alcoholism memoir involved 

conniaing methodological ideais. While medical researchers reiied on experimental 

practices and post-mortem observations, the biometricians argued that only sophisticated 

mathematical analysis of large masses of medical and social data could reveal the causes of 

socid Us and settle the specific question of whether afcohol acted as a racial poison. 

These d i f f e ~ g  styles of scientific research m e r  justified the two groups' cornpeting 

claims to professional expertise. Pearson and his students such as Major Greenwood and 



Raymond Pearl fought on numerous fionts to carve out niches for themselves as professional 

statisticians. At the same tirne, doctors were also stxuggling to gain support for their clinicai 

and laboratory research and to be recognized as rightfid guardians of the health of the race. 

Some leading medical professionals realized that their coliective interests might actually be 

advanced by supporthg a version of eugenics that encompassed their own special work in 

preventive medicine. Thus the 1 9 10- 1 1 alcoholisrn controversy between Pearson and the 

temperance doctors may have been driven as much by professonal interests as by conflicting 

theones of degeneration and alternative approaches to improving the biologicai quaiity of the 

population. 



LAMARCKLAN EUGENICS AND MEDICAL EUGENISTS 

1. The Historiography of Eugenics 

The last few years have witnessed the emergence of what one scholar bas termed a 

"eugenics indusuy" within the broader field of the history of the life sciences-an explosion 

of research on eugenics in many national contexts that threatens to rival even the ccDanvin 

industry" in magnitude and ~ignificance.~ Much of this new historiography examuies for the 

fkst tirne the shape of eugenics movements around the world, fiom Japan to Latin Amena, 

Russia to South Afiica. This international literature succeeds an even larger body of research 

published shce the 1960s on early-twentieth-century Anglo-Amencan eugenics. Fuil-length 

studies by Mark Haller, Lyndsay Farrali, Geotney Searle, and Daniel Kevles established our 

initial picture of the nature of eugenics in these two counuies, while these monographs were 

supplemented by a series of articles deiineating more precisely the professional and 

ideological identities of the British eugenists.* More recently, Pauline Manimdar and 

'Philip J. Pauly, "The Eugenics Industry: Growth or Restmcturing?" JmmaI ofthe 
Hisiory of Biology 26 (1993): 13 1-45. 

Mark Haller, Eugenics: Hereditmirm Attitudes in Amencan îkought (New Brunswick: 
Rutgers UP, 1963); Lyndsay FarraU, The 0rigin.s and Growth of the English Eugenics 
Movement ( 1  969; New York: Garland Press, 1985); G. R Searle, Eugenics und Poiitics in 
Britain: 1900-1914 (Leyden: Noordhoff International, 1976); Daniel Kevles, In the N m e  of 
Eugenics: Genetics and the Uses ojHumm Heredig (Berkeley: U of California P, 1985); 
also influentid were Donald Pickens, Eugenics and the Progressives (Nashville : Vanderbilt 
UP, 1 968), and Kenneth Ludmerer, Genetics md Americm Society: a His,twicaI Appuisu/ 
(Baltimore: Johns Hopkins UP, 1972). The main amcles are Donald MacKenzie, "Eugenics 
in Britain," Social Shrdies of Science 6 ( 1  976): 499-532; Michael Freeden, "Eugenics and 
Progressive Thought: A Study in Ideological Afiïnity," nie Hisîoricd JmmaI 22 ( 1  979): 
645-71; G. R Searle, "Eugenics and Class," in Charles Webster, ed., Bioiogy, Mediczne d 



Richard Men Soloway have both added to our knowledge of the eugenics movement in 

England by utifizing material ftom the archives of the Eugenics Education Society (EES) and 

emphasizing the links that existed between eugenics and other social reform movements of 

the late-Victorian and Edwardian eras.' Yet despite this wealth of research and the variety of 

interpretations that have emerged tiom it, 1 would argue that there is still room for another 

histonographic perspective on eugenic discourses in Britah, the country where the word 

"eugenics" was coined by Sir Francis Galton in 1883 and the world's first eugenics society 

When Galton initially broached the subject of forming an organization devoted to the 

study of eugenics to the London-based Sociological Society in 1904, he received a mixed 

response from the diverse group of scientists, sociologists, economists, doaors, and social 

activists who were present at that historic meeting.' Members of his audience expressed a 

broad range of opinions about the relative importance of nature and nurture to the well-being 

of the "race," by which they generaiiy meant the populace of Great Britain. Several speakers 

who later went on to join the eugenics movement even understood that the definition and 

Society, 28404940 (Cambridge [IP, 198 1), pp. 2 17-42; and Diane Paul, "Eugenics and the 
Lefi," JmrnaZ of the History of Ideas 45 (1984): 567-90. 

'Richard Men Soloway, Demogrqhy and Degeneration: Eugenics and the Dzclining 
Birthrate in Twentieth-Cenfury Britain (Chape1 W: U of North Carolina P, 1990); and 
Pauiine Mazumdar, Eugenics, Humun Genetics and Humun Faiiings: The Eugenics Society, 
Its Sources and lts Critics in Brita2n (New York: Routiedge, 1992). 

%rancis Galton, LLEugenics: Its Definition, S cope and Aims," SociologicuZ Papers 1 
(1904): 43-79, including discussion and Wfitten comments by among others Karl Pearson, 
Henry Maudsley, Charles Mercier, Robert Hutchison, H. G. Wells, Benjamin Kidd, L. T. 
Hobhouse, Lady Welby, Wfiam Bateson, C. S. Loch, Leslie Mackenzie, Archdall Reid, and 
Bernard Shaw. 



scope of eugenics need not be narrowly restricted to biologicd transmission of traits but 

could include "environmentafist" measures as weil, such as improved houshg and nutrition, 

drink control legislation, or education in "mothercraft." This early confusion and eclecticism 

among supporters of Galton's proposal set the tone for the eugenics movement that emerged 

shortiy thereafter, as members of the young Eugenics Education Sociev continued to espouse 

heterogeneous views about the aims and the proper domain of their new science and social 

refom movement. 

Bnef consideration of the complex composition of the British eugenics movement 

strongly suggests that the content of eugenic science may have been less monolithic and the 

boundaries of eugenic policies les  circumscnbed than has usuaily been recognized. Lyndsay 

Farrall's analysis of the EES membership lias revealed that the largest group whose 

occupations could be identified were educated middle-class professionals-academics, 

medicd practitioners, and scientists fiom the fields of biology, psychology, and sociology.' 

Yet for any given year Farrall's group of scientific and medical experts constituted only a 

smd  proportion of the Society's total membership, which grew from around 300 to 

as many as 700 during the period 1908- 19 13 .6 The vast majonty of Eugenics Society 

'~arrall, Origins and Growth of the English Eugenics Movement, p. 22 1. He was able to 
match occupations to fewer than halfof the names in his random simple, owing msiinly to the 
distinctive gender composition of the British eugenics movement. Women made up around 
50% of the EES membership at any given the ;  on the 19 10-1 1 register for instance 303 out 
of the 529 members were female. Yet their representation on the Society's executive was 
never as high. 

6The heyday of interest in eugenics was 19 13- 14, w e n  the total membership of the 
London and ten provincial branches of the EES peaked at around 1200. Soloway, 
Demography anà Degeneration, p. 3 4. 



members were obviously not specialists in the study of heredity or genetics, nor were they 

likely to have been especially interested in the ongoing biological debates over theories and 

mechanisms of hereditym7 Their knowledge of the laws of hereditary transmission would not 

have gone much deeper than the common sense notion of "like begets like."%any of these 

eugenists could iikely be classified as coming fiom the tradition of "rniddle-class meliorism," 

a phrase used by Manimdar to descnbe the "common fkont of social activistsy' who joined a 

number of Victorian and Edwardian reform movements that addreued the particular problem 

of the urban residuum classSg The presence of large numbers of lay members ensured that the 

EES remained more of a propagandist than a scientific organization, in contrast to the 

avowedly research-oriented Galton Eugenics Laboratory at University College London. 

Moreover, doctors were ooe of the largest and most influentid professional groups 

represented on the rolls of the Eugenics Society. As 1 shall argue in the h a 1  section of this 

7Several prominent biologists and geneticists belonged to the Society in the years before 
1920, some only briefly, some serving as long-time council members and vice presidents. 
These were E. B. Poulton, J. Arthur Thomson, A. D. Darbishire, E. W. MacBride, R A. 
Fisher, and the Amencan David Stam Jordan. From the British biometrical school came 
members Edgar Schuster, David Heron, and Major Greenwood. Medical members who 
specialized in problems with a strong hereditary component included the psychiatrists and 
neurologists Robert Armstrong-Jones, F. W. Mott, A. F. Tredgold, Havelock Ellis, and the 
Arnerican Adolph Meyer, dong with the psychologists Cyril Burt, Charles Spearman, and 
William MacDougd. 

8 Soloway, Demography and Degeneration, p. xvüi. 

%lanimdar has traced the ideological and membership overlaps between the EES and the 
Charity Organisation Society, SociaI Science Association, Mord Education League, and 
Society for the Study of Inebriety, among others. Mazumdar, Eugenics, Humm Genetics and 
Humrm Failings, pp. 2 and 7-57. The Eugenics Society's in-house historians, writing in 
1968, likewise recognized that the organization had been "started by reformers more 
concemed with social evils than with human genetics." Faith Schenck and A. S. Parkes, 
"The Activities of the Eugenics Society," Eugenics Reviav 60 (1 968): 142. 



chapter, these medicd members were not any more likely to bave been eugenic "purists" 

interested exclusively in the study of bentable diseases or cornmitted M y  to a programme of 

race bettement tbrough selective breeding. 

That there may s a  be room for some re-evaluation of British eugenic thought is M e r  

suggested by recent historical research on eugenics in other national settings such as France, 

Brazii, and Germany." Mark Adams advocates a comparative approach to the history of 

eugenics in his volume m e  WelIborn Science. As Adams puts it, the intemational 

scholarship assembled in this collection of essays demonstrates the "remarkable diversity of 

ideas that passed for eugenics" in various countries and suggests that the movements in the 

United States and England "are certainly not archetypa and may not even be especially 

typical of the th* or so movements world~ide."'~ Adams m e r  suggests that comparative 

hidies reveahg unexpected pattern of eugenic thought in these other national contexts 

might in turn have heuristic value for informing a revised histonography of the onguial case 

studies, namely the British and American movements. l2 The m e n t  study takes up this 

challenge, following in particular clues fkom the French and B r d a n  models in an effort to 

'"Wiam Schneider, @ality and Qumtity: 7he Questfor Biofogical Regeneratzon in 
Twentieth Century France (Cambridge UP, 1990); Nancy Leys Stepan, "me Hour of 
Eugenics": Race, Gender, and Nation in Latin America (Ithaca: Corne11 UP, 199 1); Sheifa 
Weiss, Race Hygiene rmd National Eflciency: n e  Eugenzcs of Wilhem Schallmayer 
(Berkeley: U of CaMomia P, 1987); Paul Weindling, Healh, Race und G e m m  Politics 
between National (Inifiation and Nazism, 18 70-1945 (Cambridge UP, 1989). 

" ~ a r k  B. Adams, "Towards a Comparative History of Eugenics," in Adams, ed., The 
WeUbom Science: Eugenics in Gemany, France, &ad, md Rusdia (Mord UP, 1990), p. 
2 18. 

'Wark Adams, "Eugenics in the History of Science," in Adams, ed., The Wellborn 
Science, pp. 6-7. The same suggestion is made by Pauiy, "Eugenics Industry," p. 138. 



present a more complete pichire of the professional composition and scientinc content of 

British eugenics. Special emphasis will be placed on the prominent role played by medicai 

professionals and on their ''unorthodox" views about heredity and the nature versus numire 

debate. I argue that these medical eugenists produced an alternative eugenic discourse that 

has been largely overlooked in the existing British historiography. 

Mainline Eugenics 

Eugenics is conventionally defined as the shidy and practice of controiled breeding in 

human populations. As a science and a social reform movement, early-twentieth-century 

eugenics centred on the belief that many serious social iUs resulted nom the hereditary 

"degeneration" of the physicai, mentai, and moral condition of the people. Poor health and 

low mental ability, as well as problems such as crime and pauperism, could only be 

ameliorated by decreasing the proportion of undesirable traits in the population and 

increasing the proportion of desirable ones. Eugenists cded for the segregation or 

sterilization of the "unfït" and for tegistative incentives to encourage "fit" citizens to rnarry 

and have larger families. These ap proaches were termed negative and positive eug enics, 

respe~tively.'~ Some eugenic propaganda M e r  alieged that environmental reforms such as 

I3Negative eugenics in Britain usually amounted to permanent hstitutionalization of those 
deemed unfit to reproduce. The only eugenic legislation ever enacted was the 19 13 Mental 
Deficiency Act, which made provision for the segregation of the feebleminded. hvoluntary 
s terht ion never made it onto the eugenic platform in Britain, in contrast to the United 
States, Canada, and Gennany where steriiizations were legalized and regularly performed. 
Ody a few of the more radical British eugenists advocated this procedure, such as Havelock 
Ellis, "The Sterilisation of the Unfit," Eugenics Review 1 ( 1  909- 1 0): 203 -6; and Robert Reid 
Rentod, Race Culture; or, Race Suicide? A Piea for the Unborn (1906; New York: Garland, 



housing improvements, poor law relief, or public health measures were powerless to reduce 

the prevalence of poverty, alcohoiism, and disease among the lower social classes. It was 

believed that bad heredity was at the root of ali these problems, and that the influence of 

nature was stronger than numire in moulding an individual's physical and mental 

constitution Therefore improvements to the conditions of life could not overcome the initial 

disadvantage of innate defect, nor could such measures have any permanent benefit for the 

race since only heritable improvements were preserved and accumulated over many 

generations. 

This description of the essence of eugenics as a social philosophy and reform 

programme corresponds to the "received view" presented in most of the historical Literature. 

I shall borrow Daniel Kevles' s term "mainiine" to refer to the style of early British and 

Amencan eugenics that most closely fits this pi~ture.'~ MainIine eugenics was based 

1984), pp. 144-69. Rentoul ridicuied the idea of lifelong segregation as a "mere placebo. . . 
the cry of the humanitarian" (p. 172). The EES did however campaign for voluntary 
sterilization after 1930. See Searle, Eugenics and Politics in Br*, pp. 93-96. British 
eugenists also found the subject of birth control so distasteful that they were ambivalent 
about ailying their cause with that of the neo-Mdthusians. They doubted that the poor would 
be able or willing to apply birth control knowledge and therefore favoured compulsory 
segregation instead. On birth control see especialiy Soloway, Demography and 
Degeneration, pp. 86-109 and 163-92. 

"It should be noted however that Kevles himself used the terni "mainline" to distinguish 
the original conservative, class-biased eugenists from the later "reform" eugenists, many of 
whom were socialists who tried to abolish class and add environment to the eugenic formula 
during the 1930s and 40s. In contrast to Kevles, 1 wiil be arguing for two kinds of eugenics 
that existed d u ~ g  the same thne period, 1900-1 9 14. But in my study the term "rnainline" 
wdi sül refer to most of the same people and ideas described by Kevles and other historians, 
especially insofar as mainline eugenics always assumed the inferiority of lower social classes 
and neglected the influence of environment. Reform eugenics is discussed by Kevles, In the 
Nme of Eugenzcs, p p  88 and 164-75; and Soloway, Dernography dDegeneration, pp. 



exclusively on theones ofeLhard'' heredity-either Mendelian or biometrical-whkh left no 

possibiiity that acquired alterations to the parent's body, such as greater stature due to 

improved nutrition or a damaged nervous system caused by excessive alcohol consumption, 

could be transmitted geneticdy to the offspring. Rigid hereditarians thus took an extreme 

position in the nature versirs numire debate, allowing no place for environmental factors to 

infiuence the hereditary attributes of the race either positively or negatively (as proposed by 

alternative theories of "Lamarckian7' or "soft" heredity). The maidine style of eugenics was 

also supposed to be denved £?om social Darwinian notions of the survival of the fittest and 

therefore fundamentally opposed to any ameliorative measures that tended to interfere with 

naturai selection. Progressive social policies and advances in preventive medicine were 

sornetimes said to be "dysgenicy7 in that they permitted the weak and diseased to nwive and 

propagate their kind, instead of being weeded out by infânt mortality, tuberculosis or other 

selective forces. 

A fkst problem with this picture of mainline eugenics is that it exaggerates the extent of 

conf?ontation between hereditarian and environmentalist ap proaches to social reform, as 

these were commonly defined during the first two decades of the centwy. The received view 

erroneously equates eugenic thought in general with one particular variant that was derisively 

called the "better-dead" school of eugenics by its contemporary critics. This doctrine held 

193-225. Nancy Leys Stepan in her history of Latin American eugenics likewise refers to the 
British and American movements as "mainline eugenics," and contrasts these with her own 
discovery of "non-rnainline" eugenics in other national contexts. I argue that something 
resembhg her non-mainline style also exiaed in Britain Stepan, "The Huur of Eugenics. '" 
p. 2. 



that it would be preferable to let degenerate individuals perish rather than to care for them at 

public expense in hospitds, asylums, and prisons, or to support thern on poor relief so that 

they might be able to propagate their defective germ plasmls In fact however this "better- 

dead" stereotype had little basis in reality. At least in England eugenic enthusiasts never 

supported any proposals for the active or passive destruction of the unfït, while only a few 

extrerne social Darwinists such as Arnold White and Kari Pearson openly lamented the fact 

that medicine, social reform, and charity abetted the Suntival of the unfit.I6 Despite the 

apparent contradictions between the goals of medical progress and race progress, the official 

"The "better-dead" school is described in nearly aiI the standard works on Anglo- 
American eugenics, such as Searle, Eugenics mtd Politics, p. 45. However the one histonan 
most guilty of stereotyping ail eugenists according to this label is Dorothy Porter, in her 
article "'Enernies of the Race': Biologism, EnWonmentalism, and Public Health in 
Edwardian England," Viclorian Srudies 34 (1991): 159-78. Porter actually provides Little 
evidence to support her assertion that eugenists tried "to indict prevailuig social policies 
which had positively encouraged the unfit to survive and breed" (p. 161). 

16Labelling even these two figures "better-dead" eugenists is pro blematic. Arnold White, 
journalia and Liberal imperïalist, had already in the 1880s begun writing about the 
degeneration of the race and the "cult of infinnity." Yet in fact he actudy complained less 
about interference with natural selection and the propagation of the unfit than about the 
deleterious conditions of urban Life as a cause of poor heakh. Arnold White, Eficzency and 
Empire (190 1 ; Sussex: Harvester, 1973), pp. 95- 12 1. Karl Pearson objected to being called 
representative of the better-dead school, although in some of his writings he alrnost seemed 
to wax nostalgie for the natural destruction of the unfit in primitive societies. He pointed out 
that in particular his work on infant m o d t y  had been misconstnied: "the recognition of the 
fact that the infantile death-rate is selective cannot of itselfjust@ the charge that we want the 
weaklings killed oE" Karl Pearson, Dmwinism, Medical Progress and Eugenics, Eugenics 
Laboratory Lecture IX (London: Ddau, 1 %2), p. 16. Pearson's eugenic programme will be 
discussed in Chapter W .  A better example of social Darwinism cm be found in a text by the 
physiologist John Berry Haycraft, which berated modem medicine at some length for causing 
racial degeneration This d e r  called disease g e m  "our raciai fi-iends" and asserted that by 
stamping out diseases such as fever, leprosy, and phthisis "we perpetuate poor types." J. B. 
Haycraft, Darwinism and Race Progress (1895; London: Swan Sonnenschein, 1900), pp. 54 
and 57. 



propaganda of the eugenics movement did not generdy condemn the ameliorative efforts of 

doaors and social reformers. As at least one prominent eugenist was at pains to point out, 

the idea that eugenics and medicine were necessarily at cross-purposes was an unfortunate 

misperception, one which Ied to antagonism between eugenists and doctors when instead 

there should be cooperation: 

It is necessary for the eugenist to insist on the dysgenic eEects of ailowing 
the unfit to reproduce their kind; and a fdse impression may thus be created 
that we are actuaiiy opposed to the efforts of the medical profession to 
preserve this class, an error certain to give rise to iüogical prejudices against 
us. . . . Medical men must, no doubt, strive to keep the unfit alive; but are 
they not therefore doubly botmd to join us in Our efforts to diminish the 
multiplication of ali the unquestionably degenerate types?'' 

The fundamental principle behind the rnainiine eugenics programme was that 

"reproductive selection" codd now replace mthless naturai selection in civilized societies. 

The innately unfit would not have to be destroyed in order to prevent them from propagating 

their defective gem plasm ifinstead they codd be discouraged from marrying or forcibly 

segregated fkom the normal population and the opposite sex. Preventive medicine and 

environmentalist social policies thus need not lead inevitably to racial decay, as Herbert 

Spencer and other nineteenth-century social Daruinists had presumed. The way in which 

negative eugenics codd effectively counteract the dysgenic innuences of medicine and social 

welfare was conveyed for example by the eminent psychiatrist and active EES member A. F. 

Tredgold : 

Such matters as the housing, feeding and remuneration of our working classes, 

" ~ a j o r  Leonard Danvin, "Presidentid Address, 12 June 1 9 13 ," Eugenics Education 
Society, Fi@ Anmal Report (1 9 12- l3), p. 9. 



infantde mortality, unemployment and pauperism, are greatly in need of attention. 
But measures to deal with these wiU not, and camot, in themselves, solve the 
problem of national degeneracy. They do not touch the root of the tree of 
degeneracy, indeed, they are for the most part an attempt to improve rather than to 
curtaii its growth. . . . National progress can only take place when means to 
improve the fit are accompanied by methods to prevent the increase of the unfit." 

Most leading eugenists, including Tredgold, were willing at least to pay lip s e ~ c e  to 

the need for collaboration with medical personnel and with environmentalist programmes 

such as the infant weifare c a m p a .  and the temperance movement. They reaiized that it 

would make good public relations to appear conciliatory and cooperative. For example 

Major Leonard Darwin, a son of Charles Darwin and president of the EES nom 19 1 1 to 

1928, repeatedly admonished his fellow eugenists for their extremist propaganda. He 

complained that they sometunes sounded as though they were completely unsympathetic to 

the d e r i n g  of the diseased and irnpoverished, and that they were "careless concerning many 

reforms intended to improve the lot of human beings by improving human surroundings." 

Eugenics had to rely on some "less barbarous method" than "destroy your neighbows today 

for the fiture g00d."~~ Darwin M e r  acknowledged that suitable environment and education 

were important for advancing human evolution, since su peno r inherited potentialities 

required optimal surroundings in which to develo p. For this reason environmentalist 

'%. F. Tredgold, "The Feeble-minded-A Social Danger," Eugenzcs Review 1 (1909-10): 
102. 

'?Leonard Darwin, Weredity and Environment. A Waming to Eugenists," Eugenics 
Review 8 ( 1  9 16- 17): 93; and "Alcoholism and Eugenics," British Journal of Inebriety 1 3 
(19 15): 60. In the interests of public relations Darwin also tried to smooth out certain 
misunderstandings with the temperance movement, especidy over Karl Pearson's 
controversial alcoholism study . 



programmes ought to be perceived as reinforcing rather than counteracting any progress made 

through selective breeduig. The very same argument was made by the editor of the fit  

volume of the Eugenics Review, as he outlined what he believed to be the EES's official 

position on the value of improved Living conditions: 

Environment undoubtedly exerts a potent influence on those individual 
tendencies which, latent at birth, are capable of being moulded by 
circumstances afker birth. It [the EES] will, therefore, advocate al l  social 
r e fom that allow such tendencies fkee play when they are calculated to be 
beneficent to the community, and that restrain, or serve to repress, such 
tendencies when they are cdcuiated to be h a d  to the c~mmunity.~~ 

The officia1 spokesmen for the Eugenics Society thus did their best to distance 

themselves and the eugenics movement in generai fkom the contentious better-dead 

stereotype. Darwin and most of his feilow hereditarians were satidïed to let 

environrnentalists pursue their own distinct approach to social refom. Controversialists such 

as G. Archdd Reid and Karl Pearson, whose confrontations with the temperance movement 

wiU be discussed in the chapters to follow, were the exceptions to this d e .  Most maiolùie 

eugenists were more careful to avoid controversy. They often chastised environmentalists for 

having overlooked heredity as a factor infiuencing the health of the people, but they did not 

generally condemn them for promoting dysgenic policies. 

Based on these arguments, then, 1 s h d  henceforth use the term "mainline" in the 

following revised sense. Mainiine eugenists consistently emphasized the importance of 

nature over nurture, especidy insofu as they denied the possibility that any environmental 

agencies could alter transmissible qualities. This element of the received view-the maidine 

2"c~ditorial and Other Notes," Eugenics Review 1 ( 1  909- 10): 4. 



eugenists' strict hereditarïanism--can therefore be retained. On the other hand, their 

attitudes towards envkonmentalist reforms such as public health need to be examined more 

closely. W e  not necessarily hostile towards them, maialine eugenists did nonetheless 

b e h e  that such measures alone could never be as effective for regenerating racial vitality as 

could negative and positive eugenics. A typicai argument was tbat developed by the eugenist 

and pioneering sexologist Havelock Ellis in a short book on The ProHem of Race- 

Regeneration. Ellis praised nineteenth-cenhuy social refom efforts for having greatly 

ameliorated the more deplorable conditions of industrial life, such as insanitary streets and 

long factory hours, but he then went on in& that these kinds of reforms had now outlived 

their usefulness. Sanitary and housing improvements may have bettered the conditions of iife 

but they could do nothing for "Life" itself: the next IogicaI step in the biological and social 

evoiution of mankind was therefore to begin repairing the hereditary quality of the 

population2' 

This more accurate description of maidine eugenics still represents only a £irst step 

towards constructing a revised interpretation of British eugenic thought. For whereas most 

mainline eugenists may have been at best tolerant of rival reform programmes, many of their 

coiieagues in the movement were "non-mainline" in the sense that they demonstrated far 

greater sympathy for certain forms of environmentalism. Some of them actuaiiy padcipated 

in for example the infant welfhre and temperance campaigns, wMe others lobbied for the 

incorporation of these environmentaikt approaches into the policies of the Eugenics 

"Havelock Ellis, The Problem of Race-Regeneration (New York: Moffat, Yard, 1 9 1 1 ). 



Education Society. Mainlule eugenists by contrast preferred their movement to remah 

completely separate nom all non-hereditarim ~ ~ e r a t i o m . ~  1 contend therefore that a greater 

flaw in the received view of British eugenics is that it fails to recognize that many supporters 

of the cause did not subscrïbe to even the modifieci definition of mainline that I have just 

provided. The evidence to be presented in this and ~bsequent chapters wiU attempt to show 

that neither the anti-environmentalism nor the rigorous hereditarianism featured in the 

received view were on the agenda of many of the original British eugenists. 

Most of the histoncal literature on the British eugenics movement has so far tended to 

direct attention to a few major figures who espoused ideas closely corresponding to the 

received view. These included the founder of eugenics Francis Galton, two of the early 

presidents of the EES Montague Crackanthorpe and Leonard Danvin, aad the head of the 

Galton Eugenics Laboratory Karl Pearson. Others whose rnainline ideas have been discussed 

at some length were the major popdarizers of eugenics such as the physicist W. C. D. 

=~ainline eugenists such as Major Leonard Darwin were not wilIing to confer such a 
"wide meaning to the term 'Eugenics"' that it would include "the direct effects of changes of 
environment within its scope." In his EES presidential address of 19 12, Darwin 
acknowledged that poaerity would surely benefit Erom improving both the surroundings and 
the inbom qualities of fuhue generations, and that some overly zeaious eugenists may have 
tended to overlook the importance of environment. Nevertheless, he concluded that the only 
good reason for including environment within the scope of eugenics was to forge alliances 
with other reform movements or "to combine in one army all the forces fighting for human 
improvement." This had presumably been Galton's motive for providing such a vague 
definition of eugenics in the first place. Darwin on the other hand caiied for restricting the 
use of the term eugenics to "agencies affecting the inbom characters of future generations," 
his object being "merely clearness of expression and not in any sense the disparagement of 
environmentai reforms. " Darwin, "Presidential Address, 12 June 1 9 13 ,?' pp. 4-5. 



Whethaut, the philosopher F. C. S. Schiiler, and the journalist Arnold white? However, a 

few historiaas have also pointed out that not aii of the important British eugenists foilowed 

the mainhe model. For example, Peter Bowler has written about the Lamarckian eugenics 

of E. W. MacBride, Maaimdar mentions the neurologist A F. Tredgold and his notion of the 

environmental origins of hereditary mental deficiency, and Soloway and Geofiey Searle both 

list arnong the key players in the early Eugenics Society the medical writer Caleb Saleeby, 

who popularized the pseudo-Lamarckian "racial poison" theory of how alcohol damaged 

germ pla~rn.*~ AU of these individuals considered themselves eugenists despite their 

apparently unorthodox ideas, and none can be dismissed as merely mar@ characters in the 

movement. Their alternative notions about heredity and eugenics have occasionally been 

noted but not yet £ùlIy accounted for in any of the existing scholarship. The m e n t  studj- is 

intended to fill this gap, focusing in particular upon Caleb Saleeby's racial poison theory of 

alcohol and his heterodox opinions as to which methods of irnproving the health of current 

and fùture generations ought to be included under the nibric of eugenics. 

The new interpretation that will be presented in this thesis anses out of two particular 

observations about the content of eugenic science and the professional composition of the 

=In particuiar the books written by Farrali, Kevles, Searle, and Soloway are largely 
restricted to analysis of these few key figures. Mazumdar on the other hand examines the 
scientific and ideological positions of several equally prominent but less often studied figures 
who fit the maùiline model especidy E. J. Lidbetter and R A Fisher. 

*'Peter Bowler, "E. W. MacBride7s Lamarckian Eugenics and its Implications for the 
Social Construction of Scientific Knowledge," AnnaIs of Science 4 1 (1 984): 245-60; 
Mazumdar, Eugenics, Human Genetics and Human Fuilings, pp. 79-80; Soloway, 
Dernography und Degeneration, p. 1 50; and Searle, Eugenics and Politzcs, p. 1 1 7. 



eugenics reform movement in Great Britain between the nim of the century and the First 

World War. First, 1 would suggest that the well-known riv- between the Mendelian and 

biometrical theories of heredity, which was played out partly in the context of the eugenics 

movement, has tended to overshadow the continued existence of alternative "Lamarckian" 

ideas about heredity and racial degeneration. These ideas blurred the distinction between 

nature and nurture that was supposedly central to the eugenics programme. Following the 

lead of some of the recent international scholarship, 1 shall use the somewhat inaccurate t em 

"LamarckianY' to refer to the style of eugenics in Britain that rejected ngid hereditarianism It 

must however be recognized that eugenic notions about sofi heredity were rarely formulated 

according to any definite biological theory. Nor did they bear any relation to the writings of 

the pre-Darwinian evolutionist Lamarck or to the American school of neo-Lamarckian 

evolutionists that emerged around 1900? In fact few British eugenists believed in the largely 

lSThe term ''Larnar~kian'~ was commonly used in eariy-twentieth-century biology to 
describe the idea of inheritance of acquired characteristics, which many biologists held to be 
incorrect according to August Weismann's 1883 theory of the "continuity of the germ 
plasm." Weismann had suggested that the hereditary material or germ plasm was contained 
in the reproductive celis aione, and that these remained separate fiom the soma (the ceiis of 
the rest of the body) throughout the Me of the individual organism. Since oniy germ cells 
were continuous corn parents to offspring, then acquired somatic modifications such as the 
muscular bIacksmithys arms or the docked tails of mice could not be transmitted. The idea of 
inheritance of acquired traits was associated with the name of the earIy-nineteenthocen- 
naturalist Jean-Baptiste de Lamarck, owing to the fact that he had incorporated it into his 
scheme of possible rnechanisms of evolutionary change. However, as a theory of hereditary 
transmission this idea had by no means originated with Lamarck and later in the century it 
found widespread support, even fiom Charles Darwin and his hypothesis of pangenesis. 
Lamarckian ideas were also identified with a small group of biologists studying mechanisms 
of evolution and heredity during the first two decade of the twentieth century. On the story of 
this American school of c‘neo-Lamarckian" naturalists and paleontofogists, see Peter Bowler, 
The Eclipse of Dmwinisrn: Anti-Dmwiniun Evohtion Ilieories Nt the Decades around 1900 
(Baltimore: Johns Hopkins UP, l983), pp. 1 18-8 1. 



discredited theory of inheritance of acquired characters, which had been the basis of 

Lamarck's own evolutionary mechanism. Instead, 1 shall describe as bbLamar~kian" any and 

al1 eugenic specuiations about how environmental factors might influence heritable traits. In 

some cases the Lamarckiau eugenists even went so far as to assume that factors such as 

parental alcoholism which could iduence offspring congenitaily or post-natdy were equaliy 

r e h t  to the eugenic goal of presewing racial health. 

My second observation about British eugenics is that many of those wrkers who 1 label 

Lamarckian eugenists happened to be medical professionals--mainly public health doctors, 

obstetricians, psychiatrists, surgeons, and general practitioners. As 1 hope to show, this 

professional dimension of the early eugenics movement was especially crucial to the 

popularity of the Lamarckian alternative to hard hereditarian eugenics. An approach to race 

bettement that incorporated attention to environmentai influences and de-emphasized the 

need for curbing the multiplication of the innately unfit appealed to these doctors because it 

was more consistent with their work in preventive and curative medicine. They might even 

have perceived their participation in the eugenics movement as a means of advancing the 

collective hterests of the medical profession. 

Assumptions about the so-called environmental causes of racial decay in part derived 

from nineteenth-century sanitary medicine and its emphasis on improving or "cleansing" the 

urban milieu of fïith and overcrowding. More often though, the environmental reforms 

advocated by rnedicai eugenists corresponded to the strong emphasis placed upon "personal 



factors" in early-twentieth-century public health.26 Attention to personal factors included 

prevention and treatment of diseases nich as tubercdosis and syphilis, but more importantly 

it involved surveillance and intervention in the home M e  and behaviour of individuals. 

Public health authonties concerned about infant mortaliîy, physical deterioration, or race 

progress concentrated in partidar on educating individuals in order for instance to curb their 

dangerous drinking habits or raise the standard of parenel care. During this period social 

reform and public health thus fonised much more heavily on personal failings and immoral 

behaviour than on efforts to improve the working-class standard of living in terms of wages, 

nutrition, and housing. In fact it wodd not be until the 1930s and 40s that physicians and 

social activists in Britain M y  began to recognize that stunted growth, susceptibility to 

ùifectious disease, and mortatity among children in the urban slums were mahiy caused by 

the inadequate diets of lower-class fa mi lie^.^ My use of the term "environmentalism" 

therefore refers to such rneasures aimed at reforming individuals rather than their socio- 

26This shift h m  an "environmental" to a "personal" focus is addressed at greater length in 
Chapter N. 

27Some Edwardian medical experts did mention the problem of poor nutrition as a cause 
of infant mortality and degeneration, but they iovariably asauned that the average working- 
class wage of "round about a pound a week" should have &ced for basic needs. Those 
families that were ilhourished must have had mothers who were ignorant about proper diet 
and food preparation techniques or fathers who wasted too much of their incorne on drink. 
Eugenists and public health doctors alike were eager to blame individuais for their ignorance 
and moral faihgs, while overlookhg the true economic causes of iiI heaith. For a good 
surnmary of this emphasis on moral reform or improving individual behaviour in the writings 
of a typical Edwardian social aaivia, the medical officer of health M u r  Newsholme, see 
John Eyler, "The Sick Poor and the State: Arthur Newsholme on Poverty, Disease and 
Responsibility," in C. Rosenberg and J. Golden, eds., F m n g  Diseme: Studies in Culfurai 
History (New Brunswick: Rutgers UP, 1 W2), pp. 275-96. 



economic conditions, by methods distinct f5om the equdy indkidualistic hereditarian 

programme of selective human breeding. 

Intentatond Cornparisons 

Recent international research has stressed the fact that early-twentieth-century eugenics 

was differentiy dehed  in Werent local settbgs. Even contemporary commentators such as 

Leonard Darwin, in his introduction to the published volume of papers presented at the First 

International Eugenics Congress in 19 12, recognized that eugenists nom various counuies 

displayed no "adherence to any k e d  eugenic creed," since "in so new a field, wide 

Merences of opinion as to the methods to be adopted are certain to exi~t."~' While 

acknowledging the historical contingency of the content and meaning of eugenics in each 

national context, the historian utilinng a comparative approach might nevertheless expect to 

fmd some sidarities between local movements. In partiailar, 1 shali here make use of two 

of Mark Adams's universal "dimensions" of eugenic thought-the scient& and the 

professional-in drawing cornparisons across national contexts." 1 intend to show that in 

their scientinc content and professionai make-up certain strands of British eugenic thought 

resembled the dominant "non-mainline" fonns of eugenics in other countnes. 

In both France and Brazil during the 19 10s and 20s, the scientific foundations of 

"~eonard Darwin, "Introduction," in Problerns in Eugenics. Pcpers Communicated lo the 
F m  Intemtioml Eugenics Congress (London: Eugenics Education Sociew, 19 12), pp. v-vi. 

tg~dams, "Towards a Comparative History of Eugenics," pp. 22 1-25. The complete iist of 
dimensions he discusses are the scientific, disciphmy, professional, institutional, popular, 
and political. 



eugenics were decidedly Lamilrckian in the expanded sense of that tenn described in the 

previous section. Rarely were sharp distinctions made between nature and numire, or 

between hereditariao and environmentalist policies. Any number of environment aiin re fo rms 

were championed under the scientific banner of eugenics, while the eugenics movement itself 

was closely allied with campaigns for infant w e k e  and social hygiene. French and 

Brazilian eugenicists thus placed less emphasis on breeding out undesirable hereditary traits 

than on protecting parents and offspring from external sources of degeneracy. Recent 

scholarship has dso indicated that eugenics in France, Latin America, and many other 

countrïes was predominantly a medical rather than a scientific movement, led by physicians 

who believed that they were uniquely qualified to safeguard national and racial heaith. 

The French Eugenics Society was founded in 19 12 with a membership consisting of 

over 50% medical mene3' William Schneider's treatment of the French eugenics movernent 

emphasizes the broad range of opinions expressed about the causes of the perceived 

biological deche of the populace, which in tum translated into a variety of proposais for 

how to effect improvement. Sorne leading French eugenicists advocated rneasures identical 

to those of British mainline writers: they wanted to encourage the fit to have larger families, 

complained about the high fertility of the poorer classes, and proposed marriage restrictions, 

"Schneider, QuaIity rmd Qurmtzty, p. 93. By contrast only 5% of the founding members 
of the French Eugenics Society were scientists. Schneider cites some other interesthg 
statistics about the Iargely medical composition of eugenics movements worldwide. 
Physiciaas made up 22% of the British EES Council rnembers, 20% of the Council of the 
Amencan Eugenics Society in 1923-3 5,33% of the total membership of the German Race 
Hygiene Society in 19 13, and 70% of the founders of the Japanese Eugenics Association in 
1925. 



steriiizatioq or banishment of the biologically d i t .  However, most of the eugenicists that 

Schneider discusses tended to favow "milder" forms of eugenics, which were based not on 

the principles of innate fitness and artScid selection but rather on preventive medicine and 

environmental reforms. French notions about the appropnate domain of eugenics were 

evident for instance at the 19 12 International Eugenics Congress. None of the topics 

addressed by the French delegation to this London congress fit the narrow Anglo-Amencan 

mode1 of eugenics. Mead thei. papers considered the racial consequences of such medical 

and public health problems as infant welfiire, syphilis, and alcoholis~.~~ 

Initiaiiy the French Eugenics Society included a large number of medical pracftioners 

fkom the infant and matemal w e k e  professions. Schneider demonstrates convincingly that 

the novel French medical discipline called "puericulture," or infant management, was in fact 

the main precursor of the eugenics movement in France." This speciality had been 

popularized in the 1890s by the obstetrician Adolphe Pinard, later a founding member of the 

Eugenics Society, who defined it as "knowledge useful to the reproduction, preservation, and 

improvement of the species."" Puericulture included ai i  factors affecthg the health of 

"Adolphe Pinard contributed a paper asserting that practicai education in maternity care 
was more critical than scientific research on heredity; Frédéric Houssay argued that the goal 
of eliminating the unfit should be secondary to preventing the creation of more degenerates 
through alcoholism or other diseases; and a Lamarckian influence was apparent in the papers 
by H. Hallopeau and Valentin Magnan on the racial effects of syphilis and alcoholism. These 
papers or abstracts of them were published in the volume Prublems in Eugenics, pp. 458-59, 
158-61,347-5 1, and 367-79. 

' m i a m  Schneider, ''Puericulture and the Style of French Eugenics," History md 
Phiiosophy of lhe Lve Sciences 8 (1 986): 265-77. 

33This exact wording was later incorporated into the Eugenics Society statutes as part of 
the definition of eugenics. Wlliiam Schneider, "The Eugenics Movement in France, 1890- 



newborns, both during pregnancy and afker birth. In his own maternity ch ic  practice, Pinard 

had discovered that the healthiest babies were born to women who were well-rested and 

nourished before and f ie r  childbirth. Evenhiaiiy however he began to stress a more 

hereditarian aspect of infant welfare, called "puericulture before procreation." This 

Lamarckian doctrine held that if both parents were not healthy at the time of conception they 

risked transmitting their debility to the unborn of f sp~g .  M e r  19 12, pueridture's dual 

emphasis on hereditary fitness and ante-natal care came to be adopted by the French eugenics 

movement as weil. Eugenickts and baby doctors thus shared a common set of concems 

about the future weli-being of the species and the health of individual babies. 1 shd  contend 

that a similar pattern can be found in British eugenic discourses, where it was sometimes 

assumed that steps taken to Save babies wodd also strengthen the race by eradicating the 

environmental causes of infant mortality and morbidity. 

Physicians active in the public health and social hygiene movements were also heavily 

represented in the ranks of the French Eugenics Society during the 19 1 Os. "Social hygiene" 

encompassed medical efforts t O combat alcoholism, venereal disease, and tu  ber cul0 sis-all 

afllictions which were said to impair the well-being of society rather than just ind~duals and 

which might have heritable effects on subsequent generations. Like Pinard's doctrine of 

puericulture before procreation, theoriw that identified alcohol, syphilis, and tuberdosis as 

causes of racial degeneration were contingent upon what Schneider terms "neo-Lamarckian" 

beliefs about pathologicai heredity. Schneider's anaiysis was therefore the first to cd 

1940," in Mark Adams, ed., The WeIIbom Science: Eugenics in Ger- France. Br&, and 
Russia (Oxford UP, 1990), p. 75. 



attention to the continued popularity of Lamarckism in twentieth-century eugenics and to 

dispel the myth that eugenics was invariably associated with Mendelism and biometry . 

The conclusion that French eugenic thought was grounded in Lamarckian convictions 

accords well with the standard view of the hiaory of genetics in France. The French 

scientific community was relativeiy slow to accept Mendelian genetics and instead clung to 

biological theories of soft heredity until at least the 1940s.~ Unfortunately thougb Schneider 

tends to invoke "neo-Lamar~kism~~ as his main explanatory fkamework for French eugenics 

without fully defining what the eugenicists themselves meant by soft hereday. He implies 

that these reforrners erected their policies for ameliorating the health of fbture generations on 

the theory of inheritance of acquired charaaeristics. Yet it seems clear fiom his descriptions 

that they did not actually believe for instance that an alcoholic father transmitted his acquired 

habit or drink-induced pathologies to his offsp~g .  In fact what the baby doaors and social 

hygienists more commonly assumed was that alcohol could act as a toxic agent that directly 

damaged the germ plasm or developing fetus. Moreover, given that most of the French 

eugenicists were medical men rather than biologists, it seems likely that their so-called 

Lamarckian eugenics had little to do with the m e n t  state of knowledge about the laws and 

mechanisms of heredity, or with French biologists' preference for inheritmce of acquired 

characters over the Mendelian doctrine. Instead these doctors assumed that heredity was 

d e a b l e  based primarily upon their own practical experience with f d y  histones of 

YFor instance see Denis Buican, Histoire de la génétique et de 1 'évoIufionnisme en France 
(Paris: Presses Universitaires de France, 1 984); and Richard Burian, Jean Gayon, and Doris 
Zailen, "The Singular Fate of Genetics in the History of French Biology, 1900-1 940," 
J m m l  of the History of Biology 2 1 ( 1  98 8): 3 57-402. 



alcoholism and the ravages of syphilis upon ~f fspr in~ .~ '  Schneider also fails to acknowledge 

that the continuhg viability of soft heredity, especially within medical circles, was hardly 

unique to the French situation. Thus if in England or America there were sirnilarly 

significant numbers of medical eugenists involved in the movement for race bettement, we 

might M y  expect to fmd that they too employed notions of soft heredity in their eugenic 

A number of historians have treated the broader social background of eugenics and 

hereditarian thinking in France.36 French anxieties about "national degeneration" were 

fiielled during the last decades of the nineteenth century by increased incidence of social 

'*In his new book on eugenic euthanasia in the United States, Martin Pemick bnefiy 
discusses the fact that "mas culture" and medical practitioners often included non-scientific 
assumptions about maiieable heredity in their definitions of eugenics (he wisely avoids the 
more imprecise t em Lamarckian heredity). Pernick recognizes that a soft hereditarian 
eugenics was by no means confined to doaors or scientists whose intention was to defend the 
Lamarckian theory of heredity as an aitemative to Mendelian eugenics. In the course of his 
analysis of popular eugenic films of the 19 1 Os, he argues that doctors and the lay public 
incorporated a broad range of methods for improving the health of fiiture generations into 
their assumptions about what counted as eugenics. For example, hormonal disorders and 
infectious diseases were often considered to be transmissible to offspring, since these might 
alter the gem plasm or cause congenital birth defects. Thus the lay definition of heredity 
remained "expansive enough for eugenics to claim as its domain the entire range of human 
imperfections." In films and other popular propaganda, the term "'eugenic" often had nothing 
to do with ancestry and hereditary traits but meant simply '"fit to marry." "Eugenics, the 
science of improving heredity, meant scientificaiiy protecting chiidren against getting 
anything bad fiom their parents, and assuring that parents gave their children nothing but the 
best." Martin Pemick, The Black Stork: Eugenics md the Death of "Defective " Babies in 
American Medicine mdMotion Pichrres Since 1915 (Oxford UP, 1996), pp. 48-54. 

361n addition to Schneider, Qmfity and Quanti&, pp. 46-53, see Robert Nye, 
"Degeneration and the Medical Mode1 of Cultural Crisis," in S. Drescher, et ai., eds., 
Political Symbolim in Modem Europe: Essays in Honor of George L. Musse (New 
Bnuiswick: Transaction Books, l982), pp. 19-4 1. This topic is addressed again in Chapter II 
where I descnbe various nineteenth-centuy theones of degeneration. 



diseases such as alcohoiism, syphilis, and tubercuiosis, dong with alanningly high rates of 

infant mortality and a sharply declining birthrate. It was widely feared that the absolute size 

and biologicai vigour of the French population were declining relative to larger national 

powers such as Gemüiny . Hence in France a number of interconnected social refonn 

movements including eugenics, social hygiene, and pronatalism, forged a combined attack 

on this perceived cnsis of biological decline. AU of these social reformers agreed that the 

nation's supply of labourers and soldiers could be regenerated in both "quality and qumtity" 

by preventing the spread of social diseases, remedying high rates of infant mortality, and 

fostering a higher birthrate. Here again 1 suggest that the historiography of French eugenics 

can serve as a usefid paradigm for interpreting eugenic discourses in other nations. As wiii 

be seen later, in the British context an analogous problematic of national decay-which after 

the tum of the century was referred to as the cnsis of "physicai deterioration" or "national 

inefficiency"-likewise united supporters of such seemingly diverse causes as eugenics, 

infant welfare, and temperance. 

Fruitful lessons might similady be Iearned fiom Nancy Leys Stepan's anaiysis of the 

eugenics programmes founded in several Latin and South Arnerican countries during the 

19 10s and 20s." In partidar, Stepan's account of the Brazilian eugenics movement 

corresponds moa closely with the scientific and professional aspects of the French and non- 

mainluie British styles of eugenics. It must however be admined that any attempt to search 

''In "The Hour of Eugenics" Stepan anaiyzes eugenics in Brazil, Argentha, and Mexico. 
The £irst Latin American eugenics organization was founded in Sao Paulo in 19 18, while the 
movement as a whole achieved its peak popularity in the 1930s. 



for resernblances between Latin Amencan and Western European eugenics pnor to the 

Second World War must disregard the crucial factor of race. Whereas racialist discourses 

were never very prominent Ui the early-century British and French contexts, in the racially 

mked B r d a n  society assumptions about the innate infkiority of indigenous people, blacks, 

and muiattos played a central although unexpectedly complex role in the eugenics 

problematic. The white niling class in Brazil, eager to forge a single national and ethnic 

identity out of the diverse racial make-up of the republic, believed that the "lowef' races were 

naturdy disappearing as they interbred with superior European stocks." Thus 

miscegenatioq far from being condemned as a cause of racial decay, was actuaiiy encouraged 

as one means of achieving racial regeneration. As Stepan further explains, this theory of the 

natural %h.itening1' of the population allowed Brazilian eugenicists to de-emphasize the issue 

of biological race and to concentrate instead on the health of the degenerate urban working 

class, which happened to consist rnainly of blacks and m u l a t t ~ s . ~ ~  

The Brazilian elites were thereby able to formulate their eugenic policies not in racist 

terms but rather as benevolent "hygienic" measures that aimed to aileviate the misery and 

sickness of the urban poor. Io this regard numerous similanties with the French eugenics 

''Nancy Leys Stepan, "Eugenics in Brad, 19 17- 1940,'' in Mark Adams, ed., n e  
Wellbom Science: Eugenics in Gemany, France, Bruil, rmd Russia (Oxford UP, 1 990)' pp. 
126-3 O. 

3glb~d, p. 144. "Lronically, faith in whitening, itself based on the racialist assumption of 
the superiority of the European race, rendered an extreme eugenics unnecessaq in BraziI." 
That is to Say, because Brazilian eugenists believed the lower races were already disappearing 
through racial crossings, there was no need for them to resort to more extreme or overtly 
racist eugenic measures such as immigration restrictions and sterilization. 



movement can be identified. In Brazil eugenics and other health reforms of the 19 10s were 

initiated in response to social and labour w e s t  as weii as to patriotic sentiments about 

"national destiny." As was the case in France, the Brazilian ruhg classes recognized that 

national power and econornic growth depended upon their abiiity to manage the health of the 

masses, mady by ameliorating their often appalling conditions of Me. Eugenics could 

thereby contribute bath to social stability and the national good, or to "order and progress" as 

the mono of the republic had it.' 

Some Brazilian eugenicists advocated segregation or sterilization to check the 

multiplication of the "grossly degenerate"-the hereditaq class of mental defectives, 

criminals, and paupers. But most of their coiieagues before 1 93 0 favoured a "preventive" 

version of eugenics that was much closer to the ameliorative public hedth tradition. 

"Traditional medical themes-aicoholism, venereal diseases, degeneration, fertility* natality* 

tuberculosis-were linked to the 'purification' and eugenization of the nation."" Eugenic 

measures were eequently equated with providing a "sanitary environment" for the masses, 

which meant eliminating overcrowded and insanitary housing, curing diseases, and 

discouraging vices such as alcoholism. Stepan even suggests that heaith professionals in 

Brazil may have deliberately appropriated the term eugenics in their efforts to gain scientific 

legitimacy for nascent preventive medicine, social hygiene, and infant welfare e f f o d 2  in 

40 Stepan, "The Hour of Eugenics, " pp. 37 and 43. 

421bid, p. 87. I shaii iikewise argue for some degree of cooperation between the eugenics 
and public health movements in Edwardian Britain, recognizing however that the relationship 
was not as close or as extensive as in the Braziiian situation. Doctors in the weli-established 



the public mind eugenics thus became virtualiy indistinguishable from other medical 

approaches to improving the w e k e  and fitness of the poor, since "the language of eugenics 

was a language less of selection and genetics than of reform of public health."43 

The scope of Latin Amencan eugenics was never assumed to be limited to control over 

heritable conditions and human matings: anything that "hproved the race" could have been 

dehed as eugenicu The pueridture style of eugenics in Br& focused on preserving 

offspring already born, while other B r d a n  eugenicists-also in the fashion of their French 

counterparts-employed medical knowledge about soft heredity in order to argue that public 

hedth measues could raise the hereditary fitness of the community." Particular emphasis 

was placed on the action of the so-called racial poisons, especidy aicohol which were 

British public heaith sewice were not as dependent upon eugenics to legitimize their work, 
although as 1 shall argue in Chapter N they may have used it in trying to enhance their 
prestige and expand their domain of expertise. 

" ~ h e  slogan of Brazilian eugenics was '?O sanitize is to eugenize." Stepaq "Eugenics in 
Brad," pp. 130 and 119. 

%id, p. 122. As used in tbis context the term "race" was not intended to imply ethnicity 
or colour but instead referred to improving the "Brazilian people," or more specificaily the 
working population. The creation of a "racidy homogenous" nation was believed to be 
happening without any eugenic interference, whereas ameliorating the health of "the 
Brazilian race" constituted the essence of the eugenic programme. Yet public references to 
the diseased or degenerate "Brazilian people" were pnvately understood to mean the "black 
race" at the bottom of the social stranim (p. 126). 

4SIbzd, pp. 1 1 1 and 120. Unlike Schneider, Stepan acknowledges that these medical 
eugenicists "were unconsciously rather than consciously neo-Lamarckian in their genetic 
assumptions" (p. 130). As the references to pueridture and Lamarckism suggest, the 
national style of Brazilian eugenics was in fact directly derived fiom French writings. Stepan 
therefore argues for a distinct "Latin" style of eugenics characteristic of the countries 
represented in the Fédération International Latine des Sociétés d'Eugénique during the 1930s, 
which inciuded not only the Latin and South American nations but also France, Italy, and 
Romania. 



presumed to alter the germ plasm of drinkers and their progeny. The eugenics movement 

therefore worked closely with the anti-alcohol campaign in Brazil, where prohibition, higher 

taxes on alcoholic beverages, and reformatories for drunkards were aii promoted as eugenic 

meastues? Alternatively, neo-Lamarckian heredity was sometirnes interpreted in a more 

positive fâshion in the Brazilian context: the race would also benefit if the strong 

constitutions acquired by individu& raised in a healthy environment became permanently 

fked in the genetic material." 

Ln short, then, the eugenics campaign in Latin American c o d e s  was considered to be 

jus one of many approaches to reducing morbidny and mortaiity in both current and future 

generations. It appeared to be a more "benign" form of eugenics than for example the racist 

Arnerican policies against immigration and miscegenation, the Canadian and German laws 

for the sterilization of the dt, or the Bolshevik plans to breed ideal human types through 

artificial in~ernination.~~ As 1 shall argue next, a similady milder approach to race bettement 

'Stepan specifically discusses the uses of the racial poison theory in "The Haur of 
Eugenics, '"p. 63-101. 

"Stepan, "Eugenics in B r e "  pp. 12 1 -23. This more optimistic version of Larnarckism 
did not however appear in any British eugenic fiterahire, since Edwardian public health 
reformers were by this time less concemed with sanitq medicine than with personal factors 
in the causation of disease. This distinction will be treated in more detail in subsequent 
chapters. 

" ~ h e  American geneticist H. J. Muller during his time Ui the Soviet Union promoted a 
form of socialist eugenics tbat emphasized using genetic technologies in order to breed for a 
population "of the inaate qua@ of such men as Lenin, Newton, Leonardo, Pasteur, 
Beethoven, Omar Khayyam, Pushkin, Sun Yat Sen, M m .  . . ." This was how Muller 
described his programme in his 1935 text Out of the Night. Mark Adams, "Eugenics in 
Russia, 1 900- 1 940," in Adams, ed., The WeYbom Science: Eugenics in Gennany, France, 
Br&, d Russia (Oxford UP, 1 WO), pp. 179-82 and 193-96, quotation cited on p. 194. 
Although there is not sdicient space here to draw extensive cornparisons with the eugenics 



featuring assumptions about soft heredity and charnpioned mainly by medical professionais 

cm likewise be found in Great   ri tain" My goal will be to show that the received view of 

Angio-American eugenics is unsuited not only to describing the nature of eugenics in other 

national settings, but also to understanding the complexity of eugenic thought in the British 

context itself. The received view overlooks the diversity of ideas about what counted as 

eugenics that existed in Britain during the first two decades of the twentieth century. 

2. Hereàity and Environment 

Franck Galton himseifprovided a rather vague definition of the science he had founded 

in the late nineteenth century: in his words eugenics was "the study of agencies under social 

control that may improve or impair the racial qualities of fùture generations either physicaily 

or mentally."50 Many of ûalton's eariy foilowers in the British Eugenics Education Society 

movement in Russia, it should be noted that according to Adams Russian eugenics was often 
considered to be a branch of public heaith, while in the pre-Lysenko era some eugenists 
advocated a Lamarckian scientific underpinning for their policies. 

'%y characteristics of the "Latin" style of eugenics were even present in the race 
hygiene movement in Germany. Beginning in the l89Os, prominent racial hygienists such as 
ALned Ploetz and AEed Grotjahn inciuded in their concems about hereditary improvement 
the effects of racial poisons such as alcohol. The Geselischaft fur Rassenhygiene, founded in 
1905, Likewise listed among its goals "opposition to aii gem-plasm poisons" and 
"introduction of favorable hygienic conditions for the industrial and urban population." 
About one-third of that Society's membership was made up of medical professionals, who 
would have perceived eugenics as falling withb their domain of expertise as "custodians of 
the nation's health." Sheila Weiss, "The Race Hygiene Movement in Germany, 1904- 1945," 
in Mark Adams, ed., me Wellbom Science: Eugenzcs in Gennmry. France. Brizzii, anà 
Russia (Mord  üP, 1 WO), pp. 23-24. 

3 s  was the definition Galton provided in his 1904 speech at the Sociological Society, 
published as "Eugenics: Its Definition, Scope and Ah," p. 43. In 1 883, Galton had first 
introduced the word eugenics with the following equaiiy broad definition: 'We greatly want a 



chose to interpret this definition quite broadly. Hence they included among the agencies 

affecthg "racial qualities" not only genetic make-up but dso many factors in the environment 

of the parent, fetus, infant, or child that might injure fiiture generations. To give one 

example, the EES member Douglas White quoted Gaiton's definition verbatim in the course 

of asserting that venereal diseases deserved a "position of the highest importance" on the 

Society's agenda: 

There may be some who consider that venereai disease ought not to be 
accorded any place in a strictly scientific discussion of eugenics, that 
eugenics ought to ded only with the transmission of innate qualities in the 
human germ-plasrn, and not with its invasion by infective disease, which, 
even if it affects the germ-plasm, influences it fiorn without, not fiom 
withui. The present writer regards such a view as pedantic, even if strictly 
correct. . . .'' 

As Iate as 19 16, the biologist J. Arthur Thomson, one of the leading British authonties 

on the science of heredity and another EES member, similarly acknowledged that the field of 

eugenics might encompass the effects of bo th herediq and environment: 

It is not always easy to distinguish what is in the stria sense inherited fiom 
what is due to ante-natal nurture; . . . nwtural effects though not 
transmissible may be in severai ways of indirect racial irnp~rtance.~ 

In his widely cited 1908 textbook on heredity, Thomson addressed the specific problem of 

brief word to express the science of improving stock, which is by no means confined to 
questions of judicious rnating, but which, especialiy in the case of man, takes cognisance of 
aii influences that tend in however remote a degree to give the more suitable races or strains 
of blood a better chance of prevailiog speedily over the less suitable than they othenvise 
would have had." Francis Galton, Inquiries into Human Faculty und Its Development (1  8 8 3 ; 
London: Dent, 1907), p. 17. 

"Douglas White, "Eugenics and Venereal Disease," Eugenics Revzew 5 ( 1 9 1 3 - 1 4): 264. 

'*Je Arthur Thomson, "The Biologicai Theory of Nurture," Eugenics Review 8 (1 9 16- 17): 
60. 



hereditary alcoholic degeneration and asked whether it was caused by nature or nurture. He 

proposed that dninkards might give nse to defective offspring for any one of three reasons: 

pre-existing hereditary taint, the influence of being nurtured in an alcoholic home, or pre- 

natal damage which he imprecisely referred to as a form of inheritan~e.~ In fact Thomson's 

rather bose usage of the term "heredity" was typical of the early eugenisg who seemed far 

less interested in providhg abstract definitions than in answering the pracbcal question of 

whether parental aicoholism and other environmental influences posed a genuine threat to 

racial fitness. This athtude can also be seen in the work of Wlliam Charles Sullivan, 

medical officer to the prison in Liverpool and a Council member of the EES during its early 

years. Sullivan's published investigations of the alcoholic ancestries and degenerate 

oEspring of his prison inmates had revealed "in a very vivid and forcible fashion the 

important role which the alcoholism of women may play in racial deterioration." He 

concluded that even if it were impossible to disentangle the hereditary, congenital, and 

nurtural influences of alcohol upon offspring, studies such as his were stiii valuable as 

demonstrating in total "the practical result of matemal ddemess."" 

Caleb Williams S aleeby, medicd writer, temperance advocate, and founding member of 

the EES, was by far the most assiduous crusader for ao expanded definition of eugenics that 

wodd encompass ail possible infiuences on the welLbeing of subsequent generations of the 

race. As Saieeby pronounced in the preface to his very fkst book on "race culture," eugenic 

"J. Arthur Thomson, Heredity (London: John Murray, 1908), pp. 274-78. 

UwïlEarn C. Sullivan, "Children of the Female Dninkard," Proceedings of the Sociegfor 
the Sh@ oflnebriety 63 (1900): 2 4 .  



poiicies ought not be restricted to reproductive selection alone, which could only aim to 

elMinate or propagate existing hentable traits in the population. Mead he urged his 

colleagues to recognize that in mith "everythuig that affects every possible parent is a rnatter 

of eugenic concem: and not only those factors which affect the choice for parentho~d."~~ 

Later in his career as a eugenist he grew even more impatient with his maidine associates' 

inability to set aside the artificial nature-nature debate and to grant environmental factors the 

place they deserved on the agenda of the eugenics movement. His own policy was to ignore, 

with overt contempt, the endless, jejune, imbecile controversy as to the relative 
importance of nature and numire, which usudy occupies al1 the time at meetings of 
eugenic societies. . . . For tnie eugenics, not merely the mating of fine germ-cells but 
the making of fine people, we need both nature and n u m ~ r e . ~ ~  

Unlike other medical eugenists such as Sullivan and Thomson who tned to gioss over 

the nature-numire distinction, Saleeby was thus quite expiicit about his conviction that both 

components belonged within the realm of eugenics. 

If then, beyond selecting for parenthood, it be desirable to take care of those 
selected-as for instance to protect the expectant mother fiom alcohol, lead, or 
syphilis-that is strict eugenics on any definition worth a moment's notice? 

He made much the same argument in a paper read before the Sociological Society in 1909. 

Al1 social reformers could justifiably c d  themeives eugenists ifit were agreed for instance 

that mothers who drank to excess or worked in lead factories posed a threat to the race 

because they exposed their unbom offspring to these poisonous influences. "Such cases as 

55 Caleb Saleeby, Parenthoad und Race Culture: An Ourline of Eugenics (1 909; New 
York: Moffat, Yard, 1916), p. O(. 

"Caleb Saleeby ''Imperid Eugenics," New Stateman 6 (1 9 16): 396. 

"saleeby, Pmenthood a d  Race Cuifure, p. Wi. 



these, I maintah, are essentially of the business of Eugenics, and one may d o w  oneself to 

believe that if the term be thus adequately defined, we are alI Eugenists in some rneas~re."~' 

Other non-maidine proponents of eugenics, many of whom will be narned in the 

following sections, iikewise assumed that more than just heritable traits could be of racial 

importance. They proposed that certain kinds of diseases and toxins could act upon the 

individuai organism pre- or post-nataily, produchg either transmissible or non-transmissible 

forms of degeneracy. Although few of these h e r s  were concerned to make distinctions 

between the various possible environmental influences on parent and child, here 1 shall 

idenw two popular versions of "Lamarckian" eugenics, neither of which involved true 

inheritance of acquired characteristics. First was the concept of direct damage to the 

hereditary material by sorne toxic agent to which parent or offspring had been exposed. 

Saleeby labelied such agents "racial poisons" and listed as the most senous alcohol, lead, and 

syphilis. As he explained this theory in the simplest possible texms, "alcohol may spoil gem- 

cells as it may spoil liver-~ells."'~ Second, mmy eugenists emphasized the importance of the 

"numire and education of the individual fiom conception onwards."" They implied that 

eugenic programmes should aim to prevent congenital a s  well as hereditary defects by 

protecting expectaot mothers fkom aicohol and rnalnourishment, and they addressed the ways 

in which a moral u p b ~ g i n g  and a healthy home environment might contribute to the 

''Caleb Saleeby, "The Obstacles to Eugenics," Sociological Review 2 (1 909): 228-29. 

"Caleb Saleeby, "Eugenics and Dysgenics in Relation to Alcohoi," British J m m I  of 
hebrzety 11 (1913): 2. 

%leb Saleeby, me Progress of Eugenzcs Gondon: Cassell, 19 14), p. 3 1. 



production of a vigorous race. 

The following analysis of the various versions of soft hereditarian and non-hereditarian 

eugenics will rely most heavily upon Caleb Saleeby's texts, in which all of the possible 

effects of parental drinking on offspring were speiied out most precisely. Sdeeby coined the 

phrase "preventive eugenics" to describe those measures, "by far the most important of aU," 

that would protect parents and offspring nom germinal corruption caused by the racial 

poisons. Preventive measures such as anti-alcohol teaching stood alongside positive and 

negative methods of selective breeding in Saleeby 's category of "prirmuy eugenics." In later 

writings he added a second category of "nUrtLUal or secondary eugenics," which dealt with aii 

deletenous influences on offspring pre- and post-na ta il^.^' M e r  examining in the next 

sections the question of what counted as Lamarckian eugenics-of both the preventive and 

nurtural t y p e s 4  shall then move on to iden* some of the medical supporters of eugenics 

who were most likely to have utilized these non-maidine ideas. 

Lamarckim versus Blustophthoria 

By the tum of the century most Anglo-Amencan bioiogists had rejected the formerly 

popular belief that traits acquired during the Metirne of a parent muld somehow be 

transmitted to o f f s p ~ g .  The most compelling argument against the inheritance of acquired 

characters had been put forward in 1892 by the German biologist August Weismann, with his 

''Saleeby "Imperid Eugenics," p. 396. He was never entireIy consistent however about 
where ante-natal injury to the k s ,  caused by matemal drinking, malnourishment, or 
exhaustion, was supposed to fit into the primaiy versus secondary scheme. 



theory of the continuity of the germ plasma Weismann suggested that reproductive (germ) 

and bodily (somatic) cells remained entirely separate during the development and life span of 

a i i  organisms, so that changes acquired by the parental soma could not possibly affect the 

materid that would be inhented by the ~ffspring.~ Yet despite widespread acceptance of this 

doctrine by around 1900, the Lamarckian theory of heredity continued to find a significant 

base of support within the medical commuaity and at least on the margins of the scientific 

community up until the 1930s. 

Seeking alternative mechanisms of heredity and evolutionary change, severai 

researchers in Europe and the United States conhued to tiy to demonstrate experimentally 

the trit~l~rnission of acquired characters even afler followers of Weismann had declared the 

theory discredited." The most farnous piece of research was the .4ustrian biologist Paul 

Kammerer's hdings on the midwife toad, which were soon reveaied to have been 

"As early as 1865, Galton had stated a version of the anti-Lamarckian doctrine of the 
continuity of the gem plasm. In 1869 he began a series of experiments perforrning blood 
transfusions and crossings between rabbits of dBerent colours, in order to test hiscousin 
Danvin's hypothesis of pangenesis. Galton found this theory of heredity attractive except for 
its attempt to provide a mechanisrn for inhentance of acquired characters. His negative 
results were interpreted as a refbtation of both pangenesis and the most likely mechanism of 
Lamarckian heredity. Ruth Schwartz Cowan, ''Nature and Nurture: The Interplay of Biology 
and Politics in the Work of Francis Galton," Shrdes NI Histury of Biology 1 (1977): 142 and 
1 69-7 1. 

QAugust Weismaun, n e  Genn-Plam: A Theory of Heredify, trans. W. N. Parker and H. 
RonnfeIdt (1 892; New York: Scribner's, 1893). 

@For a summary of some of the research programmes that attempted to prove the reality of 
Lamarckian heredity, see Richard Burkhardt, "Larnarckism in Bntain and the United States," 
in E. May  and W. Provine, eds., m e  Evolutionary Synthesis (Cambridge: Harvard UP, 
1980), pp. 343-5 1; and Bowler, Eclipse of Danuinism, pp. 75- 106. 



fabri~ated.~~ On the other side of the coin, the theory of inheritance of acquired traits was 

never submitted to any clear experimental refitation. Instead it would seem that the majonty 

of British and Amencan biologists simply lost interest in Lamarckian heredity, as Mendelism 

and Darwinism were increasingly accepted as the theoreticai foudations for most research 

on problems in heredity and wolution. 

Regardless of what attitudes towards sofk heredity may have been in the Anglo- 

Amencan scientific community, there can be no question about the fact that many lay and 

medical writers still clung to various notions about how environmentai factors might produce 

changes that could become k e d  in the hereditary materiai or otherwise affect off~pring.~ 

The Lamarckian belief that acquired diseases or other somatic defects could be passed on to 

children was rarely cited in twentieth-century eugenic texts. But by focusing specificdy on 

notions about "alcoholic heredity" it wiil be seen here that various other theories of soft 

heredity prevailed in eugenic discourses during the Edwardian era. One of these theories was 

deliberately advanced as an alternative to the more dubious Larnarckian doctrine. In the 

1890s the Swiss psychiatrist Auguste Fore1 had proposed an explanation for chical 

observations of hereditary alcoholic degeneration that he termed bLblastophthona."67 Forel's 

theory expressed in more precise pathological terms the widely espoused idea that poisons 

''Arthur Koestler, The Càse of the Midwife T T w  (New York: Vitage, 1971). 

the survival of Lamarckian ideas in nineteenth-century medical and lay discourses 
see Charles Rosenberg, "The Bitter Fruit: Heredity, Disease, and Social Thought," in No 
Other Go&: On Science md American Social Thaght (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins UP, 
1976). pp. 25-53. 

67 From the Greek blmos, bud or germ, and phthora, destruction or deterioration. 



such as alcohol could produce new heritable traits by directiy altering the germ plasm of the 

drioker or his oEspring. During the early 1900s, this idea was propounded under the rubric 

of the "racial poison" theory popularized by Saleeby and other medical eugenists in many 

corntries. 

Forel described blastophthoric degeneration, or detenoration of the germ, as a kind of 

"false heredity." He speculated that it involved a perturbation of the protoplasm of 

unconjugated germ cells, and that these changes were then transmitted to the embryo 

developed fkom one of these cells. In this fashion blastophthona might originate "hereditary 

stigmata," but it was not itself a form of heredity since it did not involve the recombination 

and reproduction of ancestral traitsS6* Forel singled out alcoholic intoxication as the 

cornmonest example of germ poisoning. Once the "hereditary determinants" of the father had 

been pathologically deranged by his drinking, this altered germinal protoplasm would 

"menace severai successive generations" by giving nse to mental ilinesses or other heritable 

taints. Fore1 dso argued that developing embryos might be affected by parentai diseases such 

as alcoholism and syphilis, citing for example statistical studies which showed that acute 

intoxication at the t h e  of conception was associated with an increased rate of birth defectsV6' 

"~uguste Forel, n e  Sexual Question: A Scientijc, Psychological, Hyginic and 
Sociologicul Shdy for the Culhrred Classes, tram. C . F. Marshall (London: Rebrnan, 1 9O8), 
pp. 36-37. Fore1 provided a physiological account of germinal poisoning that was every bit 
as specdative and full of neologisrns as Weismann's theory of heredity with its 
"detenninants" and "ids." In Forel's words, "blastophthoria deranges the mneme or 
hereditary engrams, and consequently a more or less considerable part of their ecphorias 
during the life of the individuals which &se f?om them" (p. 36). 

'Wrlliarn F. Bynum, "Alcohoiism and Degeneration in 19th Century European Medicine 
and Psychiatry," British JmrnaI of Addction 79 (1 984): 64-65. It was usually assumed that 



The theory of blastophthoria did not address the question of whether there might be a 

transmitted tendency to a craving for ciri&, but rather it tried to account for why heavy 

drinking so often appeared as an antecedent of hereditary taint in family lines. These 

constituted two distinct theories of alcoholic heredity, and as wiU be seen later a conflict of 

opinion as to which of these consequences of parental dcoholism was more important from a 

eugenic standpoint formed the c m  of the 1 9 1 0 controversy between Karl Pearson and the 

temperance doctors. Fore1 and his British foliowers such as Saleeby were not partidarly 

interested in investigating the etiology of the drink habit itseifor preventing the births of 

more habitua1 drunkards. They assumed that a much more serious issue was the destruction 

of previously healthy stocks by alcohol and other toxic influences. Forel himself denied that 

habitual inebriety was an inherited condition and argued instead that drinkllig posed a threat 

to the race oniy when there was "intoxication of the germs," so that "the children resulting 

fiom their conjugation [would] become idiots, epileptics, dwarfs or feebleminded."70 

Writing in 1 908, Fore1 also carefùlly distinguished between blastophthoria and the 

corruption of the hereditary material by alcohol occurred mainly where there was long-term 
"soaking" of the tissues by chronic alcoholics. But some writers, especially those 
sympathetic to the teetotal movement, suggested that even conception during acute 
intoxication, or in other words during occasional bouts of dninkenness, might result in 
degenerate offspriag. A researcher named Dr. H. Hoppe later tried to do experiments with 
dogs to confitm this theory about the deleterious effects of intoxication during mating. He 
reported however that his experiments had to be abandoned because "when the male was 
given alcohoI, he sat stupid beside the sober female; and the alcoholized femaie would not 
tolerate the approaches of the sober male, and they did not copulate at d." H. Hoppe, 
"Procreation during Alcoholic Intoxication," British Journal of lnebriety 8 ( 19 1 1): 146-50. 



Lamarckm doctrine that had been repudiated by Weismann." In this he was succeeded by 

Caleb Saleeby, who chastised his feliow eugenists for th& conflation of the scientifically 

respectable racial poison theory with the questionable Lamarckian belief that damage to the 

parent's body produced by habitua1 c i d e m e s s  could somehow be inherited by the children. 

Saleeby discussed the latter theory at some length in a 1905 popular text he produced on the 

science of heredity. Here he pronounced that the Lamarckian question could only be tested 

by obsewational and experimental methods, and not on the apriori grounds of 

~ e i s m a n n i s m . ~  Despite being a disciple of the evolutionia Herbert Spencer, one of the 

leading nineteenth-century defenders of Lamarckism, Saleeby had to conclude that so far very 

linle evidence pointed to the reality of inhentance of acquired characters and that this 

mechanism had not likely been very important in organic evolution anyway. In his 

subsequent eugenic writings, he took pains to distance his own ideas Eom tme Lamarckism. 

Saleeby argued that medical and legislative efforts ought to focus on the problem of 

preventing blastophthoric degeneration, rather than relying on uarealistic Lamarckian hopes 

for evolutionary progress through environmentai improvements." A few years later though, 

ùifluenced by Kammerer's seemïngly rigorous experimental research, Saleeby spoke more 

favourably about the inheritance of acquired characters and other alternative theories that 

'llbid, pp . 34-3 5. 

'%leb Saleeby, Heredity (London: Jack's Scientific Series, 1 gOS), p. 76. 

'%aleeby, Pmenthwd and Race Culture, p. 1 55. 



suggested a "creative force" in e v o l ~ t i o n ~ ~  

According to Saieeby, opposition to Forel's ideas in Britain rested p d y  on a 

misreading of Weismann's theory of the continuity of the gem plasm. Ironically, Saieeby 

and Fore1 both cited Weismann as having been the fïrst to provide an account of 

blastophthoria. They duded to one section of his 1 892 book where Weismann admitted that 

hereditary determinants could never be entirely protected fiom extraneous influences and that 

aicohol rnight therefore prove harmful to the ovum or sperm cell." Weismann had M e r  

acknowledged that the effects of such poisoning comtituted a separate issue from any 

considerations of heredity per se, including the controversy over inheritance of acquired 

characters. As Saleeby put it, Weismann himselfthus did not f d  into the trap of confusing a 

functionally produced modification such as "the hypertrophy of the blacksmith's biceps with, 

Say, the consequences of soaking the entire organism for years in the poisons of syphilis, or 

alcohol, or salts of lead."76 

Saleeby M e r  complained that his fellow eugenists' general lack of interest in the 

racial poisons was due to the fact that the British "lagged behd' '  in the field of experimental 

toxicology." Continental and American researchers were carrying out Wtually ali of the 

74 Saleeby, Progress of Eugenics, pp. 16- 17 and 147-53. He  discussed Lamarckism and 
Henri Bergson's "creative evoiution" in the context of critiquing Darwinian naturd seledon 
as a purely destructive evolutionary force. See especiaily his later essays "The Revival of 
Philosophy," New Statesmun 2 (1913): 525-26; "The Fratricide Biology," New Siaiesman 4 
(1915): 556-57; and 'Back to Lamarck," New Statesmrm 8 (1917): 513-15. 

"~eismann, m e  Genn-PZm, pp. 386-87. 

"Caleb Saleeby, "Racial Poisons. II. Alcohol," Eugenics Review 2 (1 91 0-1 1): 37. 



clinicai, microscopic, and experimental work on alcohol- and lead-induced bla~tophthona.~~ 

For instance Saleeby cited a statistical study of over 5000 drinking and abstaining families, 

rnicroscopic research on morbid changes to the testes and ovaries of hundreds of alcoholic 

aduits, and experiments with alcoholized male dogs who had sired enfeebled pups. This 

research had been conducted by F i s h ,  Swiss, and French investigators, respectively, 

whereas prior to 19 10 there had been only one well-known British study of the effects of 

parental drinking, Sullivan's survey of the health of the offspriog of 100 alcoholic female 

prisoners compared with the offspring of 20 of their sober re~atives.'~ Saleeby stated that 

given British eugenists' lack of interest and confusion over the idea of alcoholic 

degeneration, he had to count on the French Lamarckians to do the necessary research on the 

"The most comprehensive bibliography of research on alcoholic degeneration and 
blastophthona was compiled in 1924 by the Amencan eugenicist Samuel Holmes, even 
though by that time the whole idea of alcohol as a dysgenic agent had gone out of fashion. 
This author surveyed al i  of the literature in Enghsh and severd European languages, f?om the 
1 880s to the 1920s. Samuel J. Holmes, A BzbZzo~aphy of Eugenics (Berkeley: U of 
California P, 1924), pp. 185-208. 

'william Charles Sullivan, "A Note on the Influence of Matemal Inebriety on the 
O f f s p r i "  Journal of Mental Science 45 (1 899): 489-503. Sullivan found that 55% of the 
children of the drinkers had died, whereas the sober fernale relatives of these women lost 
24% of their chiidren. Because members of each group had corne from the same families, it 
was unlikely that the cause of higher mortality among the drinkers was a pre-existing 
hereditary taint. His data also showed that the children bom later, as their mothers' 
alcoholism grew progressively worse, nigered the highest mortality rate, and that children 
born immediately after periods of enforced sobriety (owing to imprisonment during 
pregnamy) were the least likely to perish. For the next decade Sullivan's was regarded as 
one of the moa caref'ully conceived and thoroughly persuasive studies ever carried out on the 
topic of materna1 alcoholism. But as Saleeby M e r  noted, such studies of female drinkers 
could never give definite evidence of gemiinal poisoning since it could be argued that the 
injury to offspring occurred after conception, while the offspring was in the womb. 



effects of blastophthoria." 

Alfred Tredgold was the only other British eugenist who made explicit reference to 

Forel's theory of blastophthoria or "germ ~orruption."~' Tredgold, a psychiatnst who served 

as consulting physician to the National Association for the Care and Control of the Feeble- 

minded, compiled a large collection of f d y  histories illustrating the great eugenic threat of 

the feebleminded. His investigations appeared to cab widely held beliefs about the 

"blood relationship" of a whole class of hereditary defectives, including amentg lunatics, 

crbhais, paupers, alcoholics, prostitutes, and consumptives." He interpreted all of these 

problems as syrnptoms of existing hereditary degeneracy, rnanifested in numerous forms 

fiom generation to generation. As a committed eugenist, Tredgold proselytized on the urgent 

need to cut off these defective stocks by means of permanent segregation His anxieties 

about the spectre of national deche typified the rhetoric of mainline eugenics. For instance 

after reciting vital statistics on the excessively high birthrate of degenerate families taken 

from the reports of the Registrar Generai, he went on to urge that "ifthis alarming 

propagation is not checked the time must inevitably come, if it has not already come, when 

our nation will contain a preponderance of citizens lacking in that inteliectual and physicd 

80 Sdeeby, Progress of Eugenics, pp. 242-43; and "Eugenics and Dysgenics in Relation to 

Alcoh04" pp. 1-8. 

" M e d  F. Tredgold, Mental Dejciency (Amentia), 4th edn. (London: Baillière, Tindall 
and Cox, l922), p. 36. In 1895, the social Darwinist J. B. Haycraft had also cited Forel's 
theory as an altemative to inheritance of acquired characters. Haycraft, Dmwinism md Race 
Progress, pp. 70-76. 

*Tredgold, "The Feeble-minded-A Social Danger," pp. 98-99. He was also a member of 
the EES's Research Committee on Pauper Pedigrees. 



vigour which is absolutely essential to pro gr es^."^ Tredgold always promoted negative 

eugenics first and foremost, yet he was aware that his pedigrees of degenerate f d e s  might 

also be relevant to a more preventive approach to race bettement. In particular, he suggested 

that feeblernindedness and other mental defects in one generation might owe their origins to 

drinking and disease in the parents or ancestors. 

Tredgold thus insisted on the environmental causes of pathological germiLld variations, 

even wbde acknowledgiag that this opinion was regarded as c'highiy heterodox by many 

biol~gists."~ His theory of degeneration presumed that the germ plasm was by no means 

entirely immutable: reproductive cens were just as susceptible as other cells in the body to 

toxins circulating in the parental bloodstream. Tredgold's 1908 text on mental deficiency 

Iisted a long senes of early-century statistical and experimental studies purportedly 

demonstrating the influence of alcohol and lead on reproductive ceiis. But unlike most other 

doctors and social reformers who wrote on alcoholic degeneracy, Tredgold always clearly 

disthguished between the hereditary and environmental etiologies of mental defect. He was 

w i h g  to assign racial importance to environmental factors only as the ancestral source of 

heritable variation. He stated unequivocdy that the vast majority of cases of amentia were 

%ici, p. 10 1. Tredgold wrote numerous populiir and scientific essays on eugenics and 
impending national decline, in which he unabashedly proclallned that civilkation' s tendency 
to promote the propagation of the biologicaily unfit lay at the root of costly social ills such as 
mental iliness, paupensm, and crime. Tredgold, "Eugenics and the Future Progress of Man," 
Eugenics Review 3 (1 9 1 1 - 12): 94- 1 1 7. H e  also contributed to the popuiarization of eugenics 
with several pieces in the Quarteriy Review. 

Tredgoid, Mental Deficincy, p. 30. He even made the Lamarckian sounding 
pronouncement that "the environment of today becomes the heredity of tomorrow" (p. 36). 



attributable to heredity-to a pathological condition of the germ plasm-while only rarely 

did external factors corne into play by modifjmg the brain of the offspring either afler 

conception or d e r  birth. In his estimation, "biased" temperance advocates had been careless 

in exaggerating the immediate environmental causes of degeneracy, such as alcohol 

consumption by the mother during pregnancy.'' 

By no means were Saleeby and Tredgold the only members of the Eugenics Society 

who expressed special interest in the problem of hereditary alcoholic degeneration and 

blastophthoria. For instance Dr. W ~ a m  Potts, another leading authority on the problem of 

mental deficiency and a member of the Birmingham branch of the EES, outiined the state of 

scientSc knowledge about alcohol as one of the origins of congenital mental defea. He 

cited experimental research on embryonic and pre-embryonic Me, as well as social studies 

confirming that "hereditary taint of dnrnkenness exists among inebriates, epileptics, idiots, 

and criminals."" Similarly the EES's second president Montague Crackanthorpe, 

summanMg in 1909 the work to be carried out by the new biologicaily onented reform 

movement, listed alcoholism first among the specific problems of interest to eugenists, 

foliowed by feeblemindedness, heritable diseases, and positive eugenics. He cited both J. A. 

Thomson and A. F. Tredgold as his authorities on the transmissibility of environmentally 

'%id, pp. 22-23 and 45. 

"William A P O ~ S  "Relation of Alcohol to Feeble-Mindedness," British Jarna1 of 
Inebriety 6 (1909): 145. 



induced modifications, a concept which he considered relevant to the study of alcohofic 

degeneration and not at all inconsistent with Weismann's doctrine. Although the eugenic 

creed n o d y  emphasized the strength of nature over nurture, Crackanthorpe insisted that 

exposure of parents to  aicohol and other r a d  poisons be recognized as an exception to this 

d e .  In pwticular he recornmended instituthg pre-marital heaith examinations that would 

target not only hereditary diseases but also drinking habits in prospective parents. His 

explanation emphasized the possible racial consequemes of germinal poisoning: 

Given a man or woman of intemperate habit, what will be the effect on the 
possible children if he or she marries? . . . If it [the habit] has been allowed 
to penetrate so deepiy as to affect the germ cells as wefl as the somatic ceils 
of the parent then it is almost certain that the children will be aEected also. 
There will be transmitted to them a constitutional weakness, which wiu 
sooner or later express itself in some form of degeneracy. . . . Not until such 
persons can show a clean biii of health should they be aiiowed to propagate 
thek kind under the sanction of law or C h ~ r c h . ~  

Forel's theory of alcoholic degeneration impiied a "strict parity between fatherhood and 

motherhood," in that it presumed that male and female germ celis were equally susceptible to 

outside influences.g8 As Saleeby and others therefore realized, the only way to distinguish 

tme blastophthoria f?om other possible effects of parental drinking was to experiment on 

alcoholized male animais. In the case of the female, the pathological effects of exposure to 

alcohol were as likely to occur during the gestation period as before or at the moment of 

conception. This increased chance of causing damage to  unbom offspring aIso meant that 

87 Montague Crackanthorpe, "The Eugenic Field," Eugenzcs Review 1 (1 909- 1 O): 1 6- 1 7. 

He echoed these ideas about alcoholic degeneracy in his "Presidentid Address, 5 May 19 10," 
EES, Second Anmal Report (1 909- 1 O), pp. 1 - 16. 

"saleeby, "Racial Poisons. II. Alcohol," p. 44. 



pregnant women and mothers who used or abused alcohol found themselves subjected to 

much more intensive scrutiny fiom eugenists and public health refomers than did male 

alcoholics. An obvious gender bias consequently characterized most eugenic discourses on 

the effects of the racial poisons. This bias had both biologicai ongins in the facts of 

maternity and social ongins in the Edwarnian ideology of matenialism. 

Feminist historians such as Anna Davin and Jane Lewis have identified the Edwardian 

conception ofwomen as ccrace-bearers" as the key to understanding the social policy 

directions taken by both the early eugenics and infant welfare movements." The ideology of 

race motherhood aimed to elevate the status of women and domesticity, on the grounds that 

wornen's labour in the home was of vital national and racial importance. The bearing and 

rearing of the next generation of the Imperia1 race were, as one eugenic ferniaist put it, "the 

influential, exacting and responsible duties entmsted to the women of the ~ o r l d . " ~  At the 

same tirne, however, this maternalist ideology served as a means of reinforcing conservative 

aninides about appropriate gender roles. Women were treated as if they alone were 

responsible for reproducing and nurturing the next generation of the race. They were to serve 

primarily as suppliers of population and their activities restriaed as far as possible to the 

domestic sphere. 

89~nna Davin, "Imperialism and Motherhood," History Worhhop: A Journal of SoczaIist 
Hislorians 5 ( 1 978): 9-65; Jane Lewis, 7he Politics of Motherhood: ChzZd and Materna2 
WeIfare in Englmid, 1900-1939 (London: Croom Helm, 1980). 

 lice Ravenhill, 'Zugenic Ideals for Womanhood," Eugenzcs Revim 1 (1909-10): 268. 
On "matenial femiasm" and its efforts to elevate the status of matemity, see Olive Banks, 
Faces of Feminism: A Siudy of Femznisrn as a Social Movement (Mord: Martin Robertson, 
1981), p. 99. 



One phcularly gfaring example of how the ideology of ma teds rn  shaped public 

health and eugenic responses to female alcoholism was the biased fashion in which female 

dninkards were treated under the 1898 Inebriates Act. Women compnsed 8 1% of the 4500 

lower-class inmates sentenced to the 14 state and ce&ed inebriates reformatories that 

operated between 1899 and 19 13 .9' Authorhies such as the reformatory Inspecter Robert 

Welsh Branthwaite presumed that extreme alcoholisrn in women was a more serious eugenic 

problem than in men, since a higher proportion of convicted female inebriates were married 

and their fertilty rates were above the nom for the rest of society." Their ratiomikation for 

this policy thus focused on women's expected role as child bearers and rearers. Even some 

rnainline eugenists argued that habinial dninkards ought to be segregated indefinitely not only 

in order to prevent them tiom propagating their defeaive g e m  plasm, but also because these 

women lacked the "mental power" to support themselves or care for their children 

adeq~ately.~~ Such concem for the welfare of children or the race apparentiy did not apply 

"Sec especially G. Hunt, J. Mellor, and J. Turner, 'Wretched, Hatless, and Miserably 
Clad : Women and the Inebriate Reformatones, 1 900- 1 9 1 3, " British Journal of Sociology 40 
(1 989): 244-70. To put this 8 1 % figure into perspective, statistics fkom the 1 890s indicated 
that dmost four times as many men as women were annudy sent to prison for dninke~ess 
(1 12,000 men to 33,000 women). Despite the fact that male dninkemess was ciearly a much 
more senous social problem, the sex ratio for convictions to the inebriates reformatories was 
just the reverse. Leon Radzinowicz and Roger Hood, Turing and Restricting the Habituai 
Drunkard," in A History of English Criminal Law and its Adminzstrationfrom I750 (London: 
Stevens, l986), vol. 5, p. 30 1. 

"~obert Welsh Branthwaite, nie Report of the I q e c t o r  u d e r  the Inebriates Ac&, 18 79 
to 1900, for the Yem 1909, Parliamentmy Papers, 19 1 1 ,  ?CXIX (London: HMSO, 1 9 1 1 ), pp. 
3 5-3 8. Branthwaite actuaily manipulated the fertility data in order to make the situation 
appear as bleak as possible. 

" ~ m y  Barrington, Karl Pearson, and David Heron, A Prelimimry Studj of Extreme 
Alcoholim »i Ach<lts, Eugenics Laboratory Memoir XIV (Cambridge UP, 19 1 O), p. 43. 



to male aicoholics, who much more rarely found themselves subjected to long-tem 

confinement in special institutions for those labelled habitual inebriates. Whereas most men 

who were arrested for dninkenness offences continued to serve short prison terms, a larger 

number of women were sent away for a minimum 12-month to a maximum 3-year sentence 

under the provisions of the Inebnates ~ c t ?  

During the nineteenth century, concems about the deleterious effects of alcoholism on 

offspring had constituted pst one of many medical, morai, and economic arguments for 

abstinence put forward by British temperance advocates. M e r  1900, however, a "new 

critique of alcohoi" emerged which emphasized its importance as a racial and public health 

%Magistrates and physicians who studied the problem of inebriety also suggested that 
female drinken were more in need of long-term medical and moral treatment because they 
were weaker îhan men and therefore more susceptible to extreme intoxication. Cited as the 
paradigmatic case of the female chronic dninkard was the notonous Jane Cakebread, who by 
the age of 65 was reported to have appeared in police court 278 times for public c idemess .  
Such women were seen as "rnonstro~s'~ and deminine, having sunk to the most degraded 
level. Branthwaite for instance described the female patients he saw regularly as belonging to 
"the heavy, repulsive, masculine type, with a tendency to violence and bmtality, beady eyes, 
square jaws, and duli, flabby expressionless face." Their selective confinement clearly owed 
much to their fdure to live up to accepted standards of fernininity in appearance and 
behaviour. Many were not "real women" in that they had no family responsibilities: they 
were d e d ,  lived apart from their husbands, or worked as prostitutes. Those who did 
have f d e s  made bad mothers who raised defective, mahourished, and neglected 
offspring. Magistrates also expressed reluctance to commit the breadwinning male heads of 
households to such extended reformatory sentences. On the other hand, they presumed that 
families would get dong better without the destructive influence of a cinuiken M e  and 
mother. Hunt, et al., 'Wretched, Hatless and Miserably Clad," pp. 250-52; Lucia Zedner, 
Women, Crime, and Custody M Vïctorian E @ d  (Mord: Clarendon, 1 99 1 ), p. 23 3. The 
passage fkom Branthwaite's 1907 Report as  Inspecter of the Inebriates Reformatones is 
quoted by Cheryl Krasnick Warsh, "'Oh Lord, pour a cordial in her wounded heart' : The 
Druiking Woman in Vxctorian and Edwardian Canada," in Warsh, ed., Drink in Canada: 
Histoneal Essays (McGili-Queen's UP, 1993)' p. 88. 



issue, especidly where women and children were inv~lved .~~  The national "drink problem" 

became intimately bound up with issues of empire, efficiency, and national fitness, as weli as 

with the ideology of matemalism. Edwardian writers identified unfit motherhood as the 

principal cause of the physical deterioration and high rates of infant mortality found among 

the urban l a b o u ~ g  classes. Women's drinking habits, fiequent employmert outside the 

home, and ignorance of proper techniques of infant feeding and household management were 

consistently blamed for the poor physical and mental state of their offspring? 

As one medical member of the EES put the argument for women's responsibility as 

race mothers, the chief cause of most social a s  "is bad and often vicious parentage. 

Ignorant, neglected and diseased motherhood is poisoning the race."" The majority of 

Edwardian state and philanthropie efforts at improving the health of the people therefore 

focused on reforming the quality of matemal care, especidy by means of educating girls and 

young housewives of the working classes in the skills of cbmothercraft." Ln devotuig speciai 

attention to the problem of matemal neghgence, especidy alcohol use by pregnant and 

nursing women, eugenists such as Saleeby similarly reIied heavily on educative remedies for 

racial degeneration. Some eugenic Literature advocated drink control Iegislation or marriage 

"~avid Gutzke, "'The Cry of the Children': The Edwardian Medical Campaign against 
Materna1 Driaking," British J m l  of Addiction 79 (1 984): 7 1 .  

%The best treatment of these various discourses on "matemal inefficiencf' c m  be found 
in the work of Carol Dyhouse. See her 'Working-Class Mothers and Infant Mortality in 
England, t 895- 19 14," JmmaI of Social History 12 ( 1  978): 248-67; and Girls Grawing Up in 
Lu?e Victorïan und Eüwardian Engïund (London: Roudedge, 198 1). 

wEElizabeth Sloan Chesser, Woman, MMamage and Motherhoerhood (London: Cassel 1 9 13), 
p. 2. 



restrictions on alcoholics. But most writers preferred to beiieve that fûture generations could 

be rescued fiorn the evils of alcohol rnainly by means of medical and scientific instruction. 

Knowledge about the health nsks of heavy consumption were delivered to parents and future 

parents through the efforts of temperance organkations, public health authorities, and even 

the Board of  ducati ion^* 

Edwardian social activists believed that alcohol consumption and insobriety were on the 

nse among the nation's women. This impression seemed to be supported by police statistics, 

social investigations, and anecdotai evidence cited by temperance advocates and other 

authorities on drink problem~.~~ It was claimed for example that convictions for public 

drunkenness and mortalities fiom aicoholic excess among women had doubled between 1892 

and 1901 .loO One group said to be fkequenting the public houses at an alarming rate were the 

"Board of Education, Syllabus ojLessom on "Temperance "for Schoiars Attending 
Public E h e n t m y  SchooLF (London: HMSO, 1909). More will be said about temperance, 
public health, and eugenic anti-alcohol teaching in the next chapter. 

?or instance, testimony and conclusions as to the extent and eEects of female druiking 
habits can be found in the reports of several govenunent inquiries into alcohol-related social 
problems: Final Report ofHer Majesty 's Commissioners Appointed io Inquire into the 
Operution and Adittinistration of the Laws rehting to the Sale of Intoxicafi'ng Lipors, 
Pariiumentary Pqers,  1 899, XXXV (London: HMSO, 1 899); Report of the Inier- 
departmentai Cornmittee on Physical Deterioration, 1904, XXW (London: HMSO, 1904); 
Report of the Roy& Commission on the Cate and Controi of the Feeble-minded, 1908, 
XXXV-XXMX (London: HMSO, 1908); and Report of the Depahrentul Cornmittee 
Appointed to Inpzre into the Operution of the Law ReZating to Inebriates and to their 
Detention in Refomutories and Retreats, 1 908, XXII (London: HMSO, 1908). 

'"%née Watt Smyth, Physical Deterioration: Its Couses und the Cure (London: John 
Murray, 1904). p. 241; David Wright and Cathy Chorniawry, 'Women and Drink in 
Edwardian England," Canadian Historical Association, Hisforical Papers ( 1 98 S), p. 120; 
Gutzke, "Cry of the Children," p. 72; Zedner, Women, Crime, and Custodj, pp. 227-28. On 
the other hand, another source reports that police court proceedings for female d d e m e s s  
exhibited an overd downward trend between 1900 and 19 14. Gwylmor Prys Williams and 



young femde factory employees, who imitated the bad habits of their male CO-workers by 

spending their excess income on the Iwni ry  of drink. A more sympathetic view of lower- 

class drinking habits acknowledged that housewives and female labourers naturaily sought 

relief in the bottle fkom the exhaustion, monotony, hunger, and squaiid conditions of their 

everyday lives. 'O' 

The common assumption that a drunken mother posed a greater threat to the weil-being 

of her children than did a drunken father had biological as weii as ideological roots. 

Experimental and pathological evidence suggested not only that alcohol had a special affinity 

for unfertilized germ ceils, but also that it might damage offspring at the embryonic or fetal 

stages. For instance in the 1890s a French researcher named Charles Féré had subjected 

hen's eggs to alcohol fumes and produced a large percentage of congenital deformities. 

Another oft-cited authority was Professor Taavetti Laitinen, a temperance proponent from 

Helsinki who was much admired by Saleeby. Laitinen had found that in animai and human 

subjects even small doses of alcohol taken during pregnancy could lead to lowered resistance 

George Thompson Blake, DTink in Great Britain, 1900 tu 19 79 (London: B. Edsall, 1 %O), p. 
256. 

'''Mary Scharlieb, "Alcoholism in Relation to Women and Children," in T. N. Kelynack, 
ed., The Drink ProbIem in its Medico-Socio[ogical Aspects. By Fourteen Medical Authorities 
(London: Methuen, l9O7), p. 179. Women from the better classes were less likely to have 
their drinking practices scrutinized by eugenists or public health refomers, since their 
alcohol use was generaliy more discreet and Iess often resuited in displays of public 
ddennes s .  The 1899 report of the Royal Commission on Liquor Licensing Laws did 
however include testimony on how women of ail social classes were able to acquire alcohol 
through iicensed grocers. Wright and Chornia- "Women and Drink in Edwardian 
England," pp. 122-23. 



to idedous disease in the  descendant^.'^ Other workers reported finding alcohol in the 

blood and especially the nervous tissue of animal and human fe tuse~. '~~ 

In Bntain, research on matemal alcoholism and other causes of birth defects was 

conducted in the name of both medical science and eugenics by the Edinburgh obstetrician 

John Ballantyne.'w In addition to his own extensive experience with ante-natal pathology 

and teratology, Ballantyne summarized the results of continental research proving that 

aicohol could indeed pass hto fetal tissues, inducing stiUbirths and rnonstrosities. He 

posnilated that alcohol exerted its evil influence on ante-natal life rnainly by producing 

kidney disease in the rnother, which in turn led to rnalfiinctions of the placental filter so that 

alcohol and other toxins could more easily pass into the fetal ~ystem'~' Other British doctors 

and reformers agreed that matemal drink-ing was an especially potent cause of i n f i t  fatalities 

lo2Taavetti Laitinen, The Effects of Alcohol on Resistmce to Diseuse and Oflipring, 
International Series No. 8 ( 'estendle, Ohio: Amencan Issue, 1907); and "Influence of 
Alcohol on Immunity," British J m m l  of lnebrie~ 7 ( 1  909): 6 1-106. 

lmFor summaries of early research on alcohol and heredity, see Rebecca Wamer and 
Henry Rosett, ''The Effects of Drinking on OEspring: An Historicd Survey of the American 
and British Literature," J m m I  of Studies on Alcohol36 (1 975): 1407-8; and "Alcohol and 
Heredity," in Emest Cherrington, ed., Standard Encyciopedza of the Alcohol Probiem 
(West erville, Ohio: American Issue, 1 925), vol. 1, pp . 1 2 1 -24. 

'@'John Wfiam Ballantyne, Mamal of Antenatal Pathoiogy d H y g i e n e  (Edinburgh: 
William Green, 1902), vol. 1, pp. 272-77; and "Alcohol and Antenatal Child Welfare," 
British J m u i  of Inebriety 14 ( 1  9 1 7): 93- 1 16. 

'OSJ. W. Ballantyne, "Ante-Natal Causes of Infantile Mortality, Including Parental 
Alcoholisxn," Report of the Proceedzngs of the National Conference on Infmiie MoraIity 
(Westminster: P .  S .  King, 1 9O6), pp. 147-48. There were two such conferences on uafant 
mortality held in London, in 1906 and 1908. Hereafter 1 s h d  refer to these as the First and 
Second National Conferences on Infant Mortality. A third meeting held in 19 13 was called 
the English-S peaking Conference on lafant Mortality . 



and birth defects, but they were less clear than Bailantyne had been about the pathological 

explanation for these intra-uterine injuries. It was usually simply stated that alcohol ingested 

by the mother passed into the fetal circulation, where it could cause darnage to the growing 

nervous system in particular. N t  ernatively , some writers pro posed that drinkingy ovemo rk, 

and poor nutrition during pregnancy might combine to weaken the mother's own organs and 

bctions, thereby reducing her baby' s chances of being born entirely healthy. According to 

one typicai description of pre-natal poisoning, alcohoiic mothers were "probably giving birth 

to neurotic, vicious children, tainted with alcoholism and disease, large nurnbers of whom 

should they survive neglected infancy, wiil grow up weak and ri~kety." '~ 

Caleb Saleeby had been a medical student of Bailantyne's and shared his interest in 

ante-natal pathoiogy as it related to the problems of infant mortality and racial deterioration. 

Both doctors pointed out that contamination of the growing tissues of the unbom infant was a 

process entirely distinct fiom blastophthona and true heredity. They argued that drinking by 

expectant mothers was especially hazardous owing to the fact that the developing organism 

was less resistant to racial poisons than was the germ plasm itself. Both M e r  agreed that 

this aspect of "matemal numire" ought to be included within the province of practicd 

eugenics. For eugenists to decline to deal with expectant motherhood was, as Saleeby put it, 

"to declare that eugenics is concerned with bringing the right gametes together, but does not 

lo6Frances Zanetti, "Inebriety in Women and its Idluence on Child-Le" British JmmaZ 
of lnebrieiy 1 (1903): 50-5 1. Likewise the pathologist G. Sims Woodhead stated rather 
vaguely that alcohol had a poisonous effect on "delicate embryonic protoplasm," and that it 
interfered with normal metaboiic processes in the mother so that the child wouid come into 
the world "badly nourished." German Sims Woodhead, "Alcoholism in Relation to Mantille 
Mortality," First National Conference on Infant MortaIityy pp. 1 12- 14. 



trouble itseifabout what may or may not happen to the product of their c~njugation."~~ 

Bdantyne likewise believed that considerations of racial health ought to take into account 

ante-natal factors as well as bad heredity. Discussing the new scientific field of eugenics, 

which he participated in as a charter member of the Edinburgh branch of the Eugenics 

Education Society, Bailantyne declared himself to be 

not so much impressed with the hereditw dangers (using the term 
hereditary in its strict sense) in the problem of weil-begetting as . . . with 
those that arise during the penod of pregnancy, during the lives of the 
parents before and after marriage, and in the h e s  of the grandparents. log 

The medical theory of ante-natal poisoning can also be construed as a fùrther 

legitimization of the maternalist assumption that the mothers of the nation were chiefly 

responsible for the crisis of physical deterioration This theory made a better fit with the 

consemative ideology of race motherhood than did either Lamarckism or blastophthoria, and 

hence it was more ofken cited than these other two theories in early-century discourses on 

eugenics and infant mortality. Even Saleeby, the most vigorous proponent of the sex-neutral 

theory of germinal corruption and author of a eugenic slogan which caiied for the "protection 

of parenthoob' in general from the racial poisons, consistently implied that the effects of 

m a t e d  drinking must be much more serious than any amount of patemal drinking. log This 

prejudice was M e r  justified by addhg yet another version of nurture into the eugenic 

lmSaleeby, "Racial Poisons. II. Alcohol," p. 45. 

lo8J. W. Baiiantyne, "Re-Natal Influences," in T. N. Kelynack, ed., Human Derelicts: A 
Collection of Medzco-Sociological Shrdes for Teachers of Religion and Social Workers 
(London: Charles H. Keily, 19 M), p. 320. 

'"See for example Caleb Saleeby, "Professor Karl Pearson on Alcoholism and Offspring," 
British J m I  of Inebriety 8 ( 1  9 1 O): 6 1. 



equation, namely "matemal inefficiency," or inadequate care of infants and children- 

Saleeby and other eugenists recognized that the risks of femde alcohol use were 

compounded by the fact that for both biologically and socidy constnicted reasons mothers 

had far more intimate and prolonged contact with their chiidren than did fathers, including 

after their birth. What Saleeby termed "materna1 environment" was thus included as a crucial 

component of eugenics, one which he bimseif increasingly emphasized once he perceived 

hostility and prejudice towards his favoured theory of germ ceii le~ions."~ Another of 

Saleeby's eugenist coiieagues who focused her efforts on nurtwal eugenics was Dr. Mary 

Scharlieb. In lectures and articles produced for the eugenics, infant welfare, and anti-alcohol 

crusades, Scharlieb drew partidar attention to the issue of aicohoi's relation to 

breastfeeding. She warned that alcohol consumed by new mothers easily found its way into 

breast milk and Iowered its nutritionai quality. This latter point contradicted popular medical 

advice on the v h e s  of consuming stout or porter in order to improve the quality and 

quantity of breast milk. 11' Once again Saleeby most clearly stated the eugenic relevance of 

this question: "We now pass away altogether from the question of heredity, but not from 

eugenics as a practical science. Whether through the placenta or through the rnamma after 

birth, alcohol may reach the developing child via the rnother. The practical eugenist must 

"'Caleb Saleeby, "Alcoholism and Eugenics," British J m a i  of Irzebriety 7 (1 909): 18. 
One especiaily comprehensive su- of the ways in which both pre- and post-natal 
alcoholic pathologies were believed to precipitate "the dyùig out of the race" is Woodhead's 
1906 paper "Alcoholism in Relation to Infantile Mortality," pp. 1 1 1-23. 

11' Scharlieb, "Alcoholism in Relation to Women and Children," p. 1 66; Caleb S aleeby, 
Woman and Womanhood: A Search for Principles (London: Mitchell Kennerley, 191 l), p. 
269. 



therefore oppose materna1 drinking, whether in the expectant or nursing mother.""' 

Schariieb fùrther noted that Uiebriate mothers were more likely to hand-feed their infants, 

thereby increasing the chances of early mortality. An alternative thesis which said that 

inability to nurse was often correlated with alcoholic habits in preceding generations also 

proved quite popular in the British anti-drink and eugenic literature. A Swiss professor of 

physiological chemistry and temperance advocate named Gustav von Bunge had discovered 

that failure to b r d e e d  was often due to physical inability on the part of women whose 

fathers had been alcoholics. "3 

In addition to addressing the effects of the racial poisons on the fetus and the newbom, 

Saleeby's notion of nurtural or secondary eugenics also took into account women's unique 

responsibility for rearing and teaching the next generation of the race.''' Alcohol presumably 

weakened the matenial instincts: thus it was expected that children raised in alcoholic homes 

would suffer f?om malnutrition and neglect, while they would be more Wrely to pick up the 

alcoholic habit themselves owing to parental example. Saleeby admitted that such 

considerations had nothing to do with the role of heredity in eugenics, and he even placed 

them outside the purely medical or scientSc aspect of the eugenic question. The ways in 

which numire and education might influence racial health feu withiu the domaùi of the social 

112Saleeby, "Alcohoiism and Eugenics," pp. 16- L 7. 

'"Gustav von Bunge, Alcoholic Poisonhg and Degeneration (London: A Owen, 1905); 
Gutzke, "Cry of the Childreq" p. 75. 

"'Saleeby, Poisons. II. Alcohol" pp. 48-49. 



investigator rather than the "student of lMng tissues.""~evertheless this question was of 

profound interest to medical members of the eugenics and San t  welfare movernents. They 

attributed infant deaths and degeneracy in the suMvors to matemal ignorance and 

fecklessness, which inciuded careless supervision by alcoholic mothers. 

The various post-natal hazards of parental drinking were outlined by Mary Scharlieb 

and severai of the other medical eugenists who will be mentioned in the next sections, such 

as W. C. Sullivan, Robert Jones, and E. W. Hope. Usuaily in a moralizing tone, these writers 

condernned lower-class wornen who habitually drank for being negligent in their o r d m q  

domestic duties. Where large portions of the famiy's wages were wasted on beer and spirits, 

health visitors found the dweiiings filthy and the surviving offspring ill-nourished and ill- 

clad. Chiidren who had not received proper care at home tended to be more susceptible to 

disease and too Iistless and hungry to benefit from their schooling. Young children raised in 

an alcoholic home were aiso more kely to f d  prey to accidents, especially when allowed to 

wander out into the streets. One &ter stated that 90% of the cases of child neglect brought 

to the attention of the authorities were due to drink.1'6 Perhaps the most extreme form of 

materna1 neghgence was the large number of infant deaths attributed to "overlaying," or 

'"~aleb Saleeby, Alcohol m>d Pcaenth~od~ 4th edn. (London: Church of England 
Temperance Society, 1912), p. 7. 

lL6Robert Parr, " Alcoholisrn and Cmelty to Childreq" British Journal of lnebriety 6 
(1 908): 77-8 1. See also Stanley Atkinson, "Case of Children Neglected by Drunken Parents," 
Report of the Proceedings of the Second National Conference on Infmtile Mortality 
(Westminster: P .  S. King, 1908), pp. 146-54 (Second National Conference on Infant 
Mortality); and Zanetti, "Inebriety in Women and its Influence on Child-Life," pp. 47-5 7. 
Statistics on children and drink-related accidents at the tum of the century cm also be found 
in Williams and Blake, DrinR in Great Brituzn, pp. 1 77-79. 



srnothering in bed by d d e n  mothers. "' 
An intemperate mother set a bad example for her children where instead she should 

have been tnking charge of their mord development. Mothers were blamed for introducing 

innocent young ones to the temptation of drink by giving them tastes of gin or brandy, which 

were still considered good for soothing a noisy baby or curing indigestion. The results of 

having alcoholic liquors pressed upon them at such an early age could even be deadly: 

Scharlieb for instance cited a case of hob-naiied liver found in a five-year-old girl at the 

Royal Free Hospital."' At just this moment yet another medicai response to the Edwardian 

crisis of infant mortality and physical deterioration was mounted: a campaign against the 

growing practice of taking babies and s m d  children to the public house. In one sociological 

study of 23 London pubs over a four-day penod, officiai govenunent investigators reported 

that they had seen 39,000 women enter these establishments with 10,700 children in tow or in 

arms. Il9 AlfhoUgh it was certainly recognized that exposure to drink itself could injure child- 

Me, the main worry about pubs was that young children rnight contract tuberculosis on their 

flthy, sputum covered floors. 120 The resulting Children Act of 1908 thus forbade children 

l ''Woodhead, " Alcoholism in Relation to Lnf'tile Mortaiity," p. 1 22; S charlieb, 
"Atcohoiism in Relation to Women and Children," p. 168; W. Wynn Westcott, "Inebriety in 
Women and the Overlaying of Infants," British J m m l  of lnebriety 1 (1903): 65-68. 

llgScharlieb, "Alcoholism in Relation to Women and Children," p. 167. On women in 
pubs and the bad moral influence of matemal intemperance see also Scharlieb, "Alcohol and 
the Children of the Nation," Bnrish J m m l  of lnebriety 5 ( 1  907): 59-7 1. 

lLVolet Kelynack, "Alcohol in Relation to Motherhood," British Journal of lnebriety 6 
(1 908): 25. 

'%utzke, "Cry of the Children," pp. 77-80; Saleeby, Alcohol cmd Pwenthood, pp. 8- 1 0. 



under fourteen years of age fiorn entering pubs and children under five f?om being given 

alcohol without medical orders. Some reformers wodd have liked to see the law go eveo 

M e r  by banning women themeives from drinkllig establishments, or at least placing 

limitations on their access to alcohol by regulating grocers' licenses and patent mediches. '*' 
Finaily, even in situations where it was only the husband who dm&, middle-class refomers 

still  managed to accuse the wife of precipitating the f d y ' s  problems. Presumably her poor 

housekeeping skiUs were to blame for her husband's so-called "misery drinking," in which he 

felt compeiled to flee his chaotic household and seek cornfort at the pub.'= In the words of 

one expert on eugenics and female alcoholism, the typical lower-class mother and housewif'e 

possessed an 

appalling ignorance of everything co~ected with cookeiy. with cieanhess, 
with the management of children, [making her] one of the most helpless and 
thriftless of beings, and which therefore impeis the workman, whose 
cornfort depends on her, not only to spend his fiee time in the public house, 
but also tends to make him look to alcohol as a necessary condiment with 
his tasteless and indigestible diet? 

Racial Poisons, I n f m  Mortality, unù Eugenzcs 

The effects of materna1 alcoholism on offspring both pre- and post-natally played a 

'*'V. Kelynack, bbAlcohol in Relation to Motherhood," p. 25. 

'=This argument appeared fiequentiy in the infat w e k e ,  physical detenoration, and 
anti-alcohol literature. See for example Scharlieb, "Alcoholism in Relation to Women and 
Children," p. 178; Zanetti, "Inebriety in Women and its Influence on Child-Life," p. 56; John 
Burns, "President's Inaugurai Address," Firsi NdonaI Conference on Infant Mortality, p. 
16; and Zedner, Women, Crime, and Cusfody, pp. 224-26. 

'UWilliam Charles Sullivan, Alcoholism: A Chapter in Social Pathology (London: James 
Nisbet, lgO6), p. 1 1 1. 



centrai role in discussions held by the three major Mant Mortaiity Conferences that took 

place in London between 1906 and 19 13, as well as by the Society for the Study of Inebnety, 

a medical organization to which most of the doctors mentioned in this section belonged. The 

interrelated problems of alcoholism, Uifant mortality, and racial decay likewise received 

special attention fiom numerous EES members, first and foremoa arnong them Caleb 

Saleeby. Concerns about the effect of environmental factors such as alcohol on the 

evolutionary progress of the race even translated into officiai Eugenics Society policies. In 

fact the very first action undertaken by the Society at its inaugural meeting in February 1908 

was to pass a resolution protesting the impending closing of the London County Council 

reformatories for inebriates, on the grounds that "hundreds of chronic inebriate women will 

be set adrift in London, with an inevitably detrimental result to the race."'24 The EES also 

sent a deputation to test@ before the 1908 Departmental Comminee on the Inebriates Acts. 

They submitted an oficiai statement on the eugenic significance of female insobriety, which 

rnentioned the following possible reasons for degeneracy in the offspring of habitua1 drinkers: 

"(a) The inhentance of nervous defect inherent in the parent. (b) Intra-uterine alcoholic 

poisoning in cases where the mother is an inebriate. (c) Neglect, ill-feeding, accidents, 

blows, etc."'= Not surpnsingly, Saleeby revealed himself to have been the primary author of 

124Eugenics Education Society, First Anmal Report ( 1 908-9), pp . 1 6- 1 7. 

'qeport  of the Depmrmental Cornmittee Appoznted to Inquzre into the Operation of the 
Law Relating to lnebriafes d to thezr Detention in Reformatories md Retreats7 pp. 1059- 
60. Although in this memo the EES championed the racial importance of the pre- and post- 
natal effects of matemal alcoholism, dong with the transmission of pre-existing germinal 
defect f?om alcoholic parents, elsewhere in its solicited testimony to this Cornmittee the 
Society made no mention of the racial poison theory. The Society had responded to a written 



this memorandum. He noted that wMe the EES felt comfortable including the ideas of 

hereditary inebriety and pre- and post-natal eEects of maternai intemperance, he had 

delïberately omitted any mention of the more compiicated and disputed issue of 

blastophthoria. '26 

Severd articles published in the k s t  few volumes of the EES's journal the Eugenics 

Review examined the eugenic problem of racial poisoning, or damage to germ celis or fetus 

produced by alcohol, lead, syphilis, and other infectious disease. In addition to a 

comprehensive discussion by Saleeby himself of the dysgenic effects of parental alcoholism, 

articles on lead poisonhg and venereal disease were featured among the Society's earliest 

interests. Sir Thomas Oliver, Britain's leading authority on the problem of industrial lead 

poisoaing, described in his 191 1 essay the centrai role he had played in the history of 

protective legislation for women. As he explained, his research on lead had helped to 

c'emancipate" women fkom working in white lead factories, where they faced an increased 

risk of stillbirths, premature births, and enfeebled offspring. He cited recent experiments 

with chicken eggs and rabbits indicating that lead could indeed injure the developing embryo 

or fetus, either by direct absorption of the toxin fiom the mother's system or by interference 

survey sent out by the Cornmittee to various medical and legal experts. Its response to a 
question on extendhg the powers of detention under the Inebriates Acts focused exclusively 
on the need to check hereditary transmission of the disease of inebnety: "the only successful 
method of dealing with most cases of inebriety is its literal extirpation by the exclusion from 
parenthood of persons whose children would probably become inebriates" (p. 1049). The 
memorandum was also reprinted in Saleeby, "Racial Poisons. II. Alcohol," pp. 50-5 1. 

126Saleeby, Pmenthoodmtd Race Culîure, p. 278. 



with ante-natal nutntion.ln Oliver stated that lead could affect the reproductive powers of 

both men and women, but he emphasized its special risks to pregnant women rather than its 

ability to harm reproductive glands or cause germ cell lesions in either sex. Although he 

himseif never saw fit to join the EES, clearly the editors of the Society's joumal considered 

his area of expertise relevant to their programme for race bettement. 

Syphilis as a racial poison was discussed in the first issue of the Eugenics Review by the 

London surgeon J. Ernest Lane.'*' Lane asserted that sexuaily transmitted disease was the 

single social iil most deserving of attention nom eugenists. Yet this paper provided no 

detailed discussion of the supposed racial effects of the syphilis poison, only stating that 

offspring could inherit the poison from infected parents.'" The bulk of the paper addressed 

the more general issues of preventing VD through education and providing more accessible 

hospital treatment. In his eugenic writings Saleeby had also briefiy mentioned srphilis and 

gonorrhea as important racial poisons, dong with alcohol and lead. He urged his feilow 

eugenists to campaign for the protection of parents and especially mothers fiom ai l  toxic 

agents that might pass through the placental filter, includiog the syphilis organism, mercury, 

ln~homas Oliver, "Lead Poisoning and the Race," Eugenics Review 3 ( 1  9 1 1 - 12): 8 5. 

12* J. Ernest Lane, "Racial Poisons. 1. Venereal Disease, " Eugenics Revim 1 ( 1  909- 1 0): 
254-64. 

' T h e  notion that the microscopie organism that caused syphilis might be "inherited" 
through the ovum or spem had always been controversial but was not completely rejected 
until the 1930s. By this tirne it was agreed that most evidence supported transmission of the 
spirochaete during pregnancy instead. The history of various theories of "hereditary" 
syphilis, including inheritance of acquired characters and hereditary predisposition, has been 
told by Elizabeth Lormx, "Infantile Syphilis as an Example of Nieteenth Century Belief in 
the Mentance of Acquked Characteristics," Jmmd of the History ofMedicine and AIZzed 
Sciences 34 (1 979): 23 -3 9, especially pp. 3 7-3 8. 



arsenic, phosphoms, and perhaps nicotine. Gononhoea was of concem mainly as a source of 

aeniity, while syphilis was identifieci as the deadliest and most cruel of the racial poisons for 

its effects on innocent o f f s p ~ g . ' ~ ~  Another prominent EES member, J. m u r  Thomson, 

likewise commented briefly in his text on heredity about the "crime7' of dowing syphilitic 

subjects to marry and give birth to offspring who would sufEer even more severely than the 

parents had."' 

The notion that syphilis could injure subsequent generations of the population was also 

taken up in the final report of the 1904 Inter-departmental Comrnittee on Physical 

Deterioration. This report was an important iduence on the founding of the eugenics 

movement. Three of the medical witnesses to the Physical Deterioration Committee testified 

solely on the special topic of VD and its relation to unfit o f f sp~g :  the pathologist Sir 

Fredenck W. Mott, the eminent surgeon Sir =ctor Horsley, and a representative of the Royal 

College of Surgeons Sir Aifred Cooper. The report of the Comminee concluded that syphilis 

constituted an exception to the d e  of non-inheritance of acquired characters, and that "the 

general effect of the evidence is to show that syphilis is an active agent in the production of 

congenitd weakness and the degeneracy that accompanies it."ln The Committee cded for a 

fùture royal commission on this delicate subject, which would help determine the exact 

l3'Cdeb S aleeby, A Mini.stry of Heaith and the Racial Poisons (Birmingham: Templar 
Printing, 19 1 8), pp. 3-4; and Progress of Eugenics, p. 22 1 .  However, Saleeby rejected the 
popular medical belief that tuberculosis could iikewise affect the unbom child as a racial 
poison. 

131~homson, Heredity, pp. 286-87. 

'32Report of the Interdeparimentai Cornmittee on PhysicaI Deterioration, vol. 1 ,  pp. 76- 
78. Hereafler referred to as the Physical Deterioration Report. 



extent of the evd, remedy inadequate hospital accommodations, and debate the feasibility of 

compuisory notification. 

F. W. Mott, who was a long-time member of the EES and an elected member of its 

Council, had been instrumental in establishing the conneaion between syphilis and general 

paralysis of the insane wbile he worked as pathologist to the London County Asylums. In a 

19 13 paper presented to one of the infant mortality conferences, Mott outlined the various 

presentatiom of LLcongenital syphilis," rangîng from stillbuths to epilep~y. '~~ He even 

believed that in rare cases the causal organisrn might be passed on to a third generation by a 

syphilitic daughter. He emphasized the fact that great advances had recently been made in 

medicd-scientific knowledge about syphilis: in 1905 the causal organism had been isolated, 

after 1906 the Wassermann blood test was in widespread usage, and by 1910 Ehrlich had 

introduced salvarsan as an effective new remedy. Mott urged that ÙIfants born with the 

infection be administered immediate treatment, while al1 suspect women be tested with the 

Wassermann reaction in order to prevent them from giving rise to syphilitic offsprhg. He 

closed with an impassioned plea for the government to deal with venereal disease as a 

"problem of National efficiency," in the same way that medical services had been set up to 

13Mott explained that infection through the mother while in the womb ofken produced 
miscarriages, stillbirths, and infant deaths fiom convulsions or brain disease. Maay children 
of syphilitic mothers were bom apparently healthy yet developed serious diseases later in Me, 
such as progressive bhdness, deafbess, and lesions of the bone, skin, or viscera. Other signs 
of transmitted sypbilis included stunted growth, facial stigmata, genital infantilism, 
imbecility, juvenile GPI, locomotor ataxy, and epilepsy. F. W. Mon, "Congenital Syphilis as 
a Cause of Infant Mortality and the Preventive Measures Necessary," Report of the 
Proceedings of the Englsh-Spe&ng Conference on Infmt Mortality (London: National 
Association for the Prevention of Infant Mortality and for the Welfare of Infancy, 19 131, pp. 
3 85-94. 



attack the tuberdosis problem. *" This wouid entaii both improved hospital services and 

state or municipally nui medical laboratones. 

In 1909 the Eugenics Society itseif'devoted two special meetings to the topic of 

venered disease, and in 19 12 a joint committee of inquiry was formed with the Royal Society 

of Medicine to study the prevaience, effects, alieviation, and prevention of VD.13' Mrs. Sybil 

Gotto, who had been the main force behind the founding of the EES as an offshoot of the 

Moral Education League in 1 907, worked with the EES Council in 19 13 to pressure for the 

establishment of a Royal Commission on Venereal Diseases. Society members Mott, 

Scharlieb, and Lane served as Commissioners, while several other medical members 

provided expert testirnony including opinions on the hereditary and congenital effects of 

syphilis. 13' The Commission published the h a 1  report of its hdings in 19 16, foliowhg 

which Mrs. Gotto formed the National Council for Combaning Venereal Disease (NCCVD) 

as a body that would continue to lobby the govenunent for compulsory treatment and 

lUlbid, p. 393. Another EES member called for legislation that would preclude the 
rnarriage of any person a c t e d  with VD. J. H. Koeppem, "Maternity Insurance," Eugenics 
Review 1 (1909-10): 282. 

"'At the October 1909 meetings on VD papers were read by Dr. Harriet Alexander and 
Emest Lane, with Lady E d y  Lutyens and F. W. Mott serving as chairs. See EES, Second 
AnmalReport (1909-IO), p. 20; and Fourth AnmralRepo~ (1911-12), p. 22. The EES's 
representatives on the joint committee were the President Leonard Darwin, Dr. Mott, Dr. 
Hadley, Emest Lane, Dr. Douglas White, and Colonel Melville. 

'36Royal Commission on Venereal Diseases, First Report of the Commissioners, 
Pariimentary Pupers, 19 14, XLM. 10% 12 (London: HMSO, 19 14); Final Report of the 
Commzsszoners, ParIimentwy Papen, 1 9 1 6, XVI. 1-2 1 3 (London: HMSO, 1 9 16), especiaily 
pp. 49-53 summanting the effects of VD on offspring. Most of these reports' conclusions 
came directly from Mott, who aiso contributed evidence in the form of pedigrees of syphilitic 
families. 



notification of diseases. EES members who were active in the National Council included 

Gotto as honorary secretary, Leonard Darwin as treasuer, F. W. Mon, Caleb Saleeby, Mary 

Scharlieb, J. A. Thomson, and Douglas White.13' 

Leonard Darwin, president of the EES at this the ,  pubiished a note in the Eugenics 

Review defendhg the Society's participation in the NCCVD against criticisms that concems 

about the spread of sexuaily transmitted disease had nothing to do with heredity or selective 

bree~iing.'~' Sounding much like the non-mainlllie eugenist Saleeby, Darwin argued that 

syphilis was essentidy a eugenic issue because of its impact on the health of offspring and 

hence the fùture of the race via direct transmission of the spirochaete fiorn the mother. This 

theory thus provided the medical-scientific basis for an alliance between the anti-VD and 

eugenics campaigus. But other considerations may have M e r  cemented the conneetion 

between these two reform movernents. For instance, both shared origins in the Vïctorian 

"social purity" movement, which had championed moral education and especialiy the 

regdation of male sexual behaviour. Eariy-twentieth-century proponents of moral and sema1 

reform may have hoped to achieve these same goals through the NCCVD and EES, in the 

name of preventing social diseases and racial d e ~ a y . ' ~ ~  Moreover, as Greta Jones has pointed 

InThe EES7s work on behalf of the campaign for notification and compulsory treatment of 
VD has been bnefiy dealt with by Mazumdar, Eugenics, Human Genetics and Humrm 
Failings, pp. 32-34; and Greta Jones, 'Women and Eugenics in Britain: The Case of Mary 
Scharlieb, Elizabeth Sloan Chesser, and SteNa Browne," Anmls of Science 5 1 (1995): 491- 
92. 

138Leonard Darwin, "The Eugenics Education Society and Venereal Disease," Eugenics 
Review 8 (1916-17): 213-17. 

l3~rank  Mort makes a similar argument about the transformation of the Victonan social 
purity movement, with its fixation on reforming sexuality through criminal law, into a 



out in a recent article on women in the British eugenics movement, both the eugenics and 

anti-VD campaigos were considered ofgreat importance by women and feminists during this 

period. Issues such as procreation, sex education, anc moral reform were generaiiy 

considered to f d  within the special domain of women as mothers, teachers, and social 

activists. '* 

The fact that the Eugenics Society chose to participate in campaigns to control syphilis 

and fernale inebriety indicates that its programme was indeed broad enough to include 

attention to factors that might influence the health of fùture generations by means other than 

hereditary transmission. As the examples of VD and alcohol show, official eugenic doctrine 

included the idea that extemal agents could in some cases produce congenital disease. But 

even M e r  60m the received view of the legitirnate scope of eugenics was the work of those 

eugenic propagandists who focused their efforts on irnproving various aspects of post-natal 

nurture. For instance, it has already been seen that Saleeby and Scharlieb addressed the 

problem of hadequate care of children by alcoholic parents, as part of their agenda for 

nurtural eugenics. Saleeby and a few other eugenists iikewise admonished their colleagues 

not to become too preoccupied with policies for controlling heredity and selection, since a 

sound environment and upbringing were equaliy crucial to ensuring the fitness of the next 

eugenic discourse on sex education. Frank Mort, Dmgerous Sexuafities: Medico-Moral 
Politics in Enghd since 1830 (London: Routledge, 1 987), pp. 1 53-2 10. 

lveminists in the EES such as Mary Scharlieb and Elizabeth Sloan Chesser also sought 
to end the double standard in VD treatment and regdation: most legisiation had been directed 
at female prostitutes rather than at the husbands and fathers who were equally likely to 
transmit such deadly diseases to their families. Jones, "Women and Eugenics in Britain," pp. 
492-93. 



generation of the race: 

ï he  eugenist, while intent on elucidating and promulgating the omnipotence of 
selectioq may sometirnes forget that, given a deficient pre-natal and post-natal 
"nurture," such as underfeeding, underbreathing, poisoning, overstraining and an 
unmitable education, the next generation cannot be saved by even the best of 
ascendants. 14' 

Clearly then some members of the Eugenics Society beiieved that their efforts towards 

ensuring the fbture of the race ought not end with simply "bringing the right gametes 

together," as Saleeby put it. One final example of eugenic interest in post-natal numire can 

be given here: the fact that the EES served as a forum for discussion of the single most 

pressing public health issue of the Edwardian era, the problem of appallingiy high rates of 

infant mortaiity.'" Several articles on this topic appeared in early issues of the Eugenics 

Revzew, while in 19 10 a disaission of the causes of this crisis was held over the course of 

several Society meetings, eventudy leading to the appointment of a special research 

comrnittee to study the current state of medical opinion on the relative importance of biology 

'42E3etween 1850 and 1900, the general death rate in England had fden nom 22.2 per 
thousand h g  to 18.2 per thousand; meanwhile though the number of infant d e a h  had 
remained neariy constant at around 153 per thousand births. This meant that over 100,000 
infants under one year of age died annuaily, with 20,000 of these fataiities occurring in 
London alone. Some notonous lower-class districts registered a "massacre of the innocents" 
of over 200 per thousand births. For the period 190 1 - 19 10 the infant death rate in England 
had dipped slightly to 128 per thousand, by 1940 the largest irnprovement had occurred to 
bring it down to 53, and for cornparison the rate in the early 1 980s was under 16. See 
Anthony Wohl, Enhgeeed Lives: Public HeaIth in yictorian Britain (London: Dent, l983), 
p. 1 I ; and George Newman, n e  Building of a Nhiion 's Heaith (London: Macmillan, 19359, 
pp. 312-13. 



and environment in the wastage of child Me.'" 

Given that reducing the infant mortality rate was invariably assumed to be a matter of 

public health administration, as well as a means of improving the quantity rather than the 

quality of the population, how did eugenists rationalize their interest in this particular 

issue?lU Some no doubt took the position that premature deaths ought to be recognized as a 

eugenic issue because most were due to hereditaq defects rather than bad environment. A 

high infant mortality rate wodd then be interpreted as a beneficial evolutionary force, as the 

weakest newbom were weeded out of the population. However, this better-dead argument 

was challenged by some Society members, such as the medical statistician Major Greenwood 

who outlined another possible relationship between infant mortality and racial fitness. Fully 

admithg that the administrative control of child welfare did not belong to the realm of 

eugenics proper, Greenwood nevertheless argued that in order to improve racial health 

eugenics would have to devote attention not only to innate characters but also to 

environmental factors such as poverty and artificiai feeding that often led to infant deaths. "' 

'"Sec the Letters, Editonal Notes, and Discussion sections of the Eugenzcs Review 2 
(1910-1 1): 76-78, 255, and 321; and the EES, K h z r d A n d  Report (1910-1 1), p. 18. The 
research committee was formed after a Society member named Helen Blagg had read a paper 
questionhg the importance of the hereditary factor in causing infant deaths. The committee 
consisted of Blagg, F. W. Mott, the geneticist R C. Punnett, a Miss Fitzgerald, and a Dr. 
Bames. Tney sent out questionnaires to medical personnel and held meetings over the course 
of the next two years, but nothing was ever reported on their findings. 

' q h e  earliest public health remedies included home health visits for all newbom through 
the 1905 Notification of Births Act, and the introduction of municipal milk depots and infant 
welfare centres where mothers could brhg babies for medical inspection and advice on 
feeding . 

145~ajor Greenwood, "Infant Mortality and its Administrative Control," Eugenics Review 
4 (1 9 12-1 3): 284-304. Mant mortality was also discussed by R J. Ewart, "The Aristocracy 



The assumption was that an excessive mortality rate caused by poor environmental 

conditions might go hand in hand with a high rate of uditness among the survivors. If infant 

fatalities and physical deterioration were due to the same causes, then eugenists ought to 

support the work of the infant welfare movement as yet another means of race bettement. 

In the sections to foliow, M e r  evidence will be provided showing that many members 

of the EES devoted a great deal of attention to problems such as alcohol abuse, infant 

mortality, and education in good parenthood, d of which seemed to fa11 outside the domain 

of eugenics strictly defined as a programme for encouraghg selective breeding. My goal is to 

demonstrate that the scientSc knowledge and social policiu championed under the banner of 

eugenics were not as monolithic as suggested for instance by this statement of the received 

view: 

The whole eugenics movement was wedded to the conviction that heredity far 
outweighed environment in d e t e r e g  human character and human SUS.  
Convinced that this belief had a sound scientSc basis eugenists actively sought to 
reconstrwt Britain's social legislation on that basis. '" 

Contrary to this view, 1 contend that a significant number of eugenists in Bntain broke with 

mainline doctrine on the relative importance of nature versus numire. They embraced 

alternative theories of heredity and hereditary degeneratioq while their policies for 

promoting race bettement were not limited to controlling human reproduction but also 

of Lnfancy and the Conditions of its B a "  Eugenics Review 3 ( 1  9 1 1 - 12): 143-69. The 
EES's journal customarily contained reviews of books, annual reports of chief health 
officiais, and public health conferences that de& with the problern of how to reduce the 
number of deaths among children under one year old. 

"FarraU, Origins and Growth of the Englsh Eugenics Movement, p. 248. 



inchded the protection of parents and offspring &om conditions of Life that might lower the 

vitality of the next generation of the race. Discourses on the efEects of parental alcoholism on 

offspring fit this description of non-mainline eugenics particularly weU. 

3. Who Were the Eugenists? 

Alternative views held during the early years of the century regardhg the range of 

policies and social reforms to be included under the nibric of eugenics have not until now 

been taken very seriously by historiaas of the British rnovement. For example, Geoffrey 

Searle too readily dismisses the eugenists' interest in the problem of infant mortality as due to 

nothhg but "genuine confusion" about what eugenics was all about. As Searle declares, "the 

idea died hard that eugenics covered any measure that might improve the health and 

happiness of babies." He continues on in this cynical vein, accusing other EES members of 

having "deliberating posed as eugenists in order to attract attention to some other cause they 

wished to promote, temperance, s a  education, control of venereal disease? the establishment 

of mik depots."'" Searle may indeed have a valid point to make here: perhaps constituents 

of other reform movements discemed some advantage to be gained by associating themselves 

with the fairiy prestigious science of eugenics.14* However, his insistence that some 

'"Searle, Eugenics and Politics in Brituzn, p. 1 S. Martin Pernick also criticizes fellow 
historians of the Arnerican movement for having "disrnissed these concerns with 
environmentdy-cause conditions as not redy eugenic, but the result of mass culture's 
misunderstanding of heredity, or of the colonization of eugenics by unscientinc moral 
concems." Pemick, Black Stark' p. 50. 

lMLeonard Darwin, long-time EES president, larnented this very problem: he feared that 
his o r g b t i o n  was ''beuig used as a dumping-ground for cranksYy who could not get a 



reformers merely "posed as eugenists" overlooks real affinities that existed between the 

eugenics movement and among others the temperance and infant welfare crusades. 

This same weakness plagues Dorothy Porter's argument about the "open antagonism" 

that purportedly cbaracterized the relationship between eugenists and public health doctors in 

England.'" In her body of work on the professionalization of the public health service, Porter 

aims to correct a perceived imbdance in the histoncal literature. She observes that the 

central role played by early-twentieth-centuq preventive medicine in health policy making 

and administration has to this point received a paucity of attention compared to the far less 

mfluential eugenics movement. 15" She further suggests that the eugenic philosophy failed to 

make much of a legislative impact in Britain owing d y  to outspoken opposition from a 

unifie4 weli-established public health s e ~ c e .  Unfortunately though, this thesis seems to be 

erected mainly on Porter's expectation that medical officers of health (MOH) should have 

resented hereditarian eugenics because it denigrated the value of their own professional work. 

In response to the implications made by some eugenists that medicine could only hinder 

evolutionary progress, MOH were supposed to have resisted iacorporating hereditarian or 

hearing in any other social refom society. Other more legitimate reformers-he gave the 
example of those interested in sex education-might join the EES honestly thinking that their 
causes codd have some advantage to posterity, but then "once the eugenic blessing has been 
received, aii thoughts of hereditary influences are likely to disappear" from their minds. 
Darwin, "Presidential Address, 12 June 1 9 1 3," pp. 5-6. 

149~orter, "Enexnies of the Race," p. 163. 



social Darwinist ideas into their public health policies. lS' But while Porter is indeed able to 

cite a handful of physicians who expressed such animosity towards eugenics, she provides 

little evidence that this sort of antagonism was either widespread or sigdïcant. Moreover, 

she glosses over her own observation that certain public health doctors actually "attempted to 

synthesize environmentalist and eugenic themes in their views on health-"'" Like Searle she 

accuses these writers of merely "CO-opting the language of degeneration7' and does not 

consider what advantages they might have thought could be gained by formulating public 

health measures in eugenic terms. 

Doctors in the British Eugenics Movement 

Many incihiduai exceptions to Porter's generahtion about a sharp division between 

eugenics and preventive medicine can easiiy be identified. IronicaIiy, she even mentions one 

of them herself, the MOH for Liverpool Edward W. Hope. Addressing his professional 

coiieagues in Public HeaIth, the journal of the Society of Medical Officers of Health, Hope 

castigated eugenists for their talk about "the mischief which is wrought by the indiscriminate 

sanitarian who preserves the Lives of the weakly and the degenerate."lS3 Yet even though he 

spoke out against hereditarianism and social Darwinism, Hope nonetheiess exhibited a strong 

 orter ter specifïcaüy attacks Greta Jones's thesis about the spread of hereditarian 
assumptions and policies into the public health and mental hygiene movements. Greta Jones, 
Social Hygiene in Twentieth-Centwy Britain (London: Croom Helm, 1 986). 

'?orter, "Enemies of the Race," p. 163. 

lSEdward W. Hope, "The Expanding Scope of Sanitasy Administration," Public Heallh 
26 (1 9 12-1 3): 40, quoted by Porter, "Enemies of the Race," p. 165. 



enough interest in the cause of race betterment to enroll in the Eugenics Education Society 

for a considerable period of time. He was a founding member of its Liverpool branch in 

1 9 1 0, and his name was d l  iisted on the rolls in the EES ' s 1 9 1 9-20 Annual Report. 

Several other representatives of the public health s e ~ c e  kewise belonged to the EES. 

Archibaid Kerr Chahers, MOH for Glasgow, became chair of the newly founded Glasgow 

branch of the EES in 19 10, and as late as 19 17 published a paper in the Eugenics Review 

arguhg that environment was more influentid than heredity in weakening the vitaïty of the 

working cla~ses. '~ In 1905 he initiated a public health poster campaign designed to help 

combat matemal drinking as a cause of physical detenoration in children. Chalmers's 

eugenic concem were M e r  evident in his testimony to the 1904 Physical Detenoration 

Committee and his participation in the National Birth-rate Commission. Similarly John 

Robertson, MOH for Birmingham, was listed in 19 13 as a Cornmittee member of the EES7s 

Birmingham branch and was d l  subscnbing to the Eugenics Revzew in 1 9 1 9. lS5 Both of 

these men were aiso on the organizing cornminees of the three major Infant Mortahty 

Coderences. Lesiie Mackenzie, medical inspecter to the Edinburgh Local Government 

Board and campaigner for the physical training of schoolchildren, joined Dr. Chalmers in the 

Glasgow EES. Ettie Sayer was assistant medicai officer to the London County Council 

Eciucation Department and consulting physician to the National Association for the Care and 

' Y ~  K. Chahers, "The Declining Birth-Rate: Its Causes and Effects," Eugenics Revzew 8 
(1916-17): 322-28. 

'"The EES Sixth Anmu2 Report (1 9 13-14) included the names of members of ail the 
provincial branches, while the Twe@h Anmal Report (1 9 1 9-20) listed the subscnbers to its 
journal dong with the usud list of members and associates. 



Control of the Feeble-minded. She brought her special interest in the problem of mentdy 

deficient children to the Eugenics Society in 1908, as she participated in meetings, gave 

several public lectures, and served on the Council until 19 13. 

These particular eugenists clearly saw no contradiction between the work of the 

eugenics movement and their own work in preventive medicine. In fact physicians 

coastituted the largest single occupational group on the Eugenics Society's annual registers. 

In 1910-1 1, for instance, there were 43 doctors and surgeons enroiIed among 530 total 

members. A disproportionate number of these served in leadership positions: of 1 1 1 

members of the Society's Council between 1 908 and 1 920, 1 8 were biological and social 

scientists while the largest group of 26 were medical pracftioners. Likewise out of 40 

members of the Council for 19 14, 1 1 were university teachers and researchers and 9 were 

doaors.'" These figures suggest that many of the medical men and women who became 

afnliated with the Society were prominent members of their profession, and that they were 

extraordinarily motivated to take an active role in Society &kirs. 

It must be admitted however that the numbers cited above represent only a small 

proportion of the nation's medical practitioners, a faa which has led bistorians such as Porter 

and Searle to conclude that the medicd profession as a whole was indiEerent or even hostile 

to eugenics. Presunably so few physicians sympathized with the eugenics cause because it 

had nothing to offer them. Searle for instance contends that the self-interests of only a very 

narrow range of "modem" scientific and medical professionais could have been served by 

l56These two surveys of the membership were made by F m d ,  Origim d Grawih of the 
Englsh Eugenics Society, p. 22 1 ; and MaclCemie, 'Zugenics in Britain," p. 504. 



hereditarian eugenics.'" He recognizes geneticists specialists in hereditary diseases, 

statistïcians, and demographers as the ody groups who could have exploited the resources of 

the Eugenics Society in order to gain publicity and support for their research. At the same 

tirne he assumes that the careers of medical officers of heaith and other praaitionen of 

curative and preventive medicine could only be jeopardized by the growing popularity of 

eugenics. 

Searle and Porter both present a somewhat distorted picture of the relationship between 

eugenics and public heaith because they lirnit their analyses to a smaü n u b e r  of doctors who 

publicly objected to some of the more infiammatory statements made by maidine eugenists 

about the dysgenic consequences of preventive medicine. These historians overlook those 

few influentid MOH and other prominent medical practitioners who instead aspired to 

reconcile the hereditarian and environmentalist approaches to ensuring racial health- Some of 

these doctors actuaiiy joined the EES, where they tried to integrate measures for improving 

certain types of environmental conditions into the policies of the eugenics movement. They 

asserted that anti-alcohol and other public health measures could both safeguard the health of 

the community and easure a sufficient supply of fit germ plasm for the perpetuation of a 

strong British race. Thus contrary to what Searle and Porter rnight have us believe, all 

physicians and medical officers of heakh obviously did not perceive eugenics to be 

"'Searle, "Eugenics and Class," pp. 221-22. Searle was responding to Donald 
MacKenziey s eariier assertion that the ideology of hereditarianism served to legitimize 
medicai-scientific expertise in generai. According to the rnauiline class-based style of 
eugenics, members of the educated middle classes constituted a hereditary meritocracy who 
possessed inteiiectuai abilities that made them uniquely qualined to serve as scientific 
experts. MaclSemie, 'Zugenics in Britain, " pp. 5 1 1 - 1 2. 



antitbetical to their professional self-interests. 

1 would therefore suggest that in Bntain, as in other national contexts, doaors who 

practiced certain speciakies may have regarded their involvement in the eugenics movernent 

as an o p p o h t y  to augment their social status and domains of expertise. For example, 

doctors working in the public health service argued that they could help prevent degenerate 

stocks fiom being created in the first place, through their efforts to limit exposure to diseases 

and toxins that might injure the fetus or the hereditary material. Obstetriciam and 

gynaecologists sidarly possessed special s u s  and expertise that could be appiied to pre- 

natal, preventive eugenics. It was hoped that politicians and poiicy &ers would tum to 

these medical authonties when it came to the vital imperial issue of managing the quantity 

and quality of the population. Not just biologists and biometricians but medical professionais 

too offered their seMces as the legitimate defenders of national and racial health.L58 

My focus in this project will be on this largely overlooked medical contingent of the 

British eugenics movement. As 1 s h d  illustrate next, many of these medical eugenists held 

memberships in both hereditarian and environmentaikt reform programmes. Maaimdar has 

similarly detailed many of the "multilateral comections" which linked the Eugenics Society 

to related groups such as the Charity Organisation Society, Moral Education League, and 

Fabian Society. She shows that numerous reformers fiom the "highly educated professional 

middle class" each belonged to two or more of the societies within this larger network, ail of 

lS8Even Searle acknowledges that a few of the more elite members of the medical 
profession aspired to a greater social role as eugenic experts. Searle, "Eugenics and Class," 
pp. 226-27. 1 d retum to this theme at greater length in Chapter IV. 



which addressed the broad social problem of what to do about the degenerate urban 

underclass.'" One conclusion that could be drawn fiom Mazumdar's work is that -y 

reformers who joined the EES understood eugenics to be simply another approach to solving 

this great social ill-they Wtely had no special interest in specifically eugenic issues such as 

theones of heredity or means of improving the human breeding stock. The current snidy 

borrows f?om Maaimdar's insights but centres more narrowly on one partidar subset of her 

overlapping "middle-class meliorists," namely those medical personnel who generated 

discourses about alcoholism as a public and racial health issue. This pool of medical 

practitioners and writers contributed to the memberships of several organizations that 

addressed the problem of the deletenous effects of parental alcoholism on offspring, 

including the Eugenics Society, the Society for the Study of Inebriety, and the Want 

Mortality Conferences.'" 

But these converging memberships tell only part of the story of the deep similarities 

that existed between hereditarian and public health approaches to social reform in Edwardian 

Bntain. For 1 would argue M e r  that doctors did not actuaily have to belong to the EES in 

order for them to share its concems about ensuring the health of posterity. Eugenic anxieties 

and rhetonc about "the future of the race" cm be discemed for example in the writings of 

lS%danimdar, Eugenics. Human Genetics and Human Failings, pp. 2 1-22. 

'%thin her complex network of middle-class reformas, Mazumdar also includes groups 
that addressed public health issues, such as the Social Science Association, the Society for 
the Study of Inebriety, and the National Council for Combatting Venereal Disease. However, 
with her emphasis on the shared problematic of the "residuum" class Manimdar casts a 
considerably wider net than 1 do in this study of medical and eugenic approaches to the 
alcohol problem. 



inFant welfare and temperance refomers afker 1900, as weii as in those of many Inebriety 

Society members. AU of these campaigns and organizations incorporated into their 

programmes some degree of attention to improving the biological quality of both present and 

Future generations of the population. Most of their supporters, induclhg many of the 

individuais who wili be discussed here, did not identify themselves as eugenists. Yet theu 

ideas might stili justifiably be labelled eugenics, in accordance with the precedent set by 

studies of the medically domlliated eugenics movements in for example Canada and South 

Aûica. 

In the Canadian setting, eugenic plans for race bettement found wide support within 

medical circles during the 19 10s and 20s- yet a national Eugenics Society was not formed 

until 1930. Eugenics thus flourished outside of any organization expressly devoted to the 

cause. Moreover, one of the most outspoken of the Canadian eugenicists during this early 

penod was the public health doctor Helen MacMurchy, who had first given "hereditarian 

concerns a central place on the agenda of the public health movement." Her work 

emphasized both the hereditary origins of feeblemindedness and the environmental causes of 

infant mortality. 16' Likewise a recent thesis on eugenics in South Afiica has focused upon 

discourses about racial fitness printed in that nation's major medical journal between 1900 

and 1930. In South Af5ca there was never any organized eugenics society at all; instead the 

movement was promoted by a diverse group of medical doctors who were united by a 

collective desire to "improve the race." South Anican eugenists favoured programmes 

%ngus McLaren, Our Own Master Race: Eugenics in Cm&, 1885-194.5 (Toronto: 
McC1eUa.d and Stewart, 1990), pp. 28-45, especialiy p. 44. 



reminiscent of British preventive eugenics: they endeavoured to save babies and hprove the 

white lower classes by means of such public health measures as sanitary engineering, clean 

milk and food, and the teacbg of hygiene and ''rnother~r&."~~~ 

In the historical literature these South f ican and Canadian doctors have 

conventionaliy been labeiied "medical eugenists," despite their preferences for 

environmentalist refonns over hereditarianism and regardless of the fact that they did not 

belong to any organkations specificdy created to M e r  the cause of race bettement. In 

that case we shouid be equaUy cornfortable acknowledging that in Britain as weil eugenic 

policies broadly deked were sometimes advocated even outside of the propagandist society 

and research laboratory for eugenics that were established during the first decade of the 

century. In the next section 1 shail focus on one psrticular organization that addressed 

eugenic issues and s h e d  considerable membership overlaps with the Eugenics Educatioo 

Society. This was the medical association cailed the Society for the Study of Inebriety (SSI), 

which after 1900 becarne the main fonun in Brltain for eugenic discussions of the effects of 

alcoholism upon offspring and the race. 

Eugenists in the Society for the Shrdy of Inebriety 

The SSI had been founded in t 884 for the purposes of promoting the scientific study of 

alco ho1 problems and the medical treatment of alcoholism. Its entirely medical membership 

'"Susanne Klausen, "'For the Sake of the Race': Eugenic Discourses in the South Africcm 
Medical Record, 1 903- 1 926 and the Journul of the Medical Association of Smth Afria, 
1927-1931" ( M A  diss., Queen's University, 1994), pp. 5 and 29. 



included not only psychiatrists who specialized in addictions but also temperance advocates, 

public health doctors, and eugenists.'" The presence of such a wide variety of medical and 

reform interests witbin the SSI ensured that the papers read at its meetings and published in 

its Proceedings and later the British J m a I  of lnebriety ranged broadly over ail of these 

domains. Thus SSI members regularly reviewed and debated the most recent research into 

the effects of aicohol consumption on drinkers, on their chddren, and on the race. From the 

start, however, the work of the Society had been heavily prejudiced by teetotal principles, as 

many of its members also belonged to temperance organi;illtions such as the scientifically 

oriented National Temperance League and its sister society the British Medical Temperance 

Association. M e r  the tum of the century, the leadership of the SSI began trying to steer the 

Society away from previous associations with the largeiy unsuccessful teetotal and 

prohibitionist approaches to social reform. These physicians and medical scientists now 

deciared that their scientific and "objective" approach to the alcohol problem was superior to 

the efforts so far made by the lay temperance movement. Thus for exampie Dr. Theophilus 

'"The only full-length study of the SSI is by Viginia Berridge, "The Society for the Study 
of Addiction: 1 884- 1988," British J m d  of Addiction 8 5 ( 1  990): 983 - 1 087. The Society 
for the Study of Addiction is the current name of this organization, which still publishes 
research in its journal now caiied Addiction. The Society was fkst established in 1876 as the 
Society for Promoting Legislation for the Control and Cure of Habituai Drunkards; after the 
passage of the fkst Habitua1 Dninkards Act in 1878, the organizstion re-emerged in 1884 as 
the Society for the Study and Cure of Inebriety, dropping the overiy-optimistic "cure" from 
its title in 1 887. 

'%id, pp. 1005- 1 6. Exemplifjmg the new more rigorously scientific style was a 
collection of essays written by several Society members and edited by Theophilus N. 
Kelynack, 7he Drink Problem in ils Medico-SocioZogïcaZ Aspects. By Fourteen Medicd 
Auihonties (London: Methuen, 1907). 



N. Kelynack, long-the secretary to the SSI and editor of its Journal, criticized the anti- 

alcohol crusade for its fdure to make use of science as the foundation for sound social 

reform policies: 

Much if not ail of our legislative efforts have been little better than b h d  
experiments, temporary expedients and compromises with selfish individuai 
or vested interests. Throughout there has been a conspimous lack of any 
clear recognition of scientific principles which rnight guide thought and 
govem action. 16' 

Kelynack and his contemporaries tried to encourage M e r  investigation of the drink 

question by quaiified medical researchers and cliniciam, who wodd then be recognized as 

authorities in this field. But in practice their promise to undertake research before 

formuiating any fùrther public poiicy on aicohol tumed out to be an empty one. Very little 

aicohol research was actudy conducted on English soi1 during the nineteenth and early 

twentieth centuries, despite the fact that rnembers of the temperance, inebriety, and eugenics 

movements kequently invoked the authority of science. W~th a few notable exceptions, most 

of the physiological and pathologicd shidies cited in the temperance and eugenics fiterature 

had been carried out by European and Arnerican workers. Even the SSI itself did not have 

funds available to sponsor any research projects until the 1940s. ''' Moreover, Kelynack and 

16'T. N. Kelynack, "The Drink Problem: An Introduction," in Kelynack, ed., Ine Drink 
Problem, p. 20. 

'"Ironically, the research initiative only got off the ground in the 1940s when the Society 
grudgingly accepted fùnding fiom a group of brewers (the main sponsor seems to have been 
the Guinness company). The researchers who were hired, Professor F. L. Golla and his 
assistant Leslie McLeod, undertook a study which involved administering alcohol to 
experimental animais to investigate biochemical changes. Bemdge, "Society for the Study of 
Addiction," pp. 104042. 



most other SSI leaders who criticized the methods of the temperance movement continued to 

be active in anti-alcohol organkations and to support the movement's supposedly 

c'unscientific" drink control policies, such as licensing refonn and moral suasion. 

As Virginia Bemdge has noted, this failed research initiative was not the sole 

manifestation of the Society's new "professional paradigm." Preventive approaches to 

alcohol- and hg-related problems, championed under the rubric of infat welfare and 

"social hygiene," also characterized the work of the SSI after the tum of the century. By this 

thne measures to control drink distribution and consumption had corne to be subsumed under 

an interventionkt public health paradigm.16' The SSI thus lobbied for public health reforms 

aimed at educating the general public about the medical risks of alcohol use to individuais 

and their progeny. Another related theme that fiequently appeared in the Society's 

publications was the relationship between alcoholisrn, hereditary degeneracy, and the crisis of 

national detenoration. This is the area in which the SSI exhibited strongest affinities with the 

Eugenics Society. 

A few examples will serve to demonstrate that the eugenic aspect of the national drink 

problem held an important position in the work of the Inebnety Society during the 1900s and 

19 1 OS. lM Scientific investigation into the phenornena of hereditary alcoholic degeneration 

16'Ibid., p. 1005. Public heaith interest in alcohol problems is also the topic of Gutzke, 
"Cry of the Children." 

16%Iotices that appeared in the British Journal of Inebriety expressed the SSI's sense of 
fellowship with the young Eugenics Education Society. Several issues of the JmmaL even 
included fidi-page advertisements for the Eugenics Iieview and notices of particular articles. 
See for example British Journal of Inebriety 7 (1 909): 48-49; 7 (1 9 10): 225-26; and 8 ( 19 10): 
52. 



and the transmission of the aicoholic habit first occupied centre stage on the SSI agenda in 

1899, when a special Cornmittee on Heredity was appointed tc evaluate the current state of 

knowledge on these topics. The Cornmittee submitted its report in 190 1, having reached no 

unanimous conclusions about how aicoholism couid affect offspring. 169 Then in 1903, the 

Society focused its attention on eugenics and infant mortality with an entire meeting devoted 

to the theme of female inebriety. Wfiam Charles SuIlivan, author of the ofbcited study of 

incarcerated fernale drunkards, read a short paper on female alcoholism and racial 

degeneration He argueci that chronic inebnates had a "tendency to procreate offspring that 

are likely to be parasitic or dangerous to the community," and that their long-term 

c o ~ e m e n t  was therefore justified on eugenic gr~unds."~ In other papers, the London 

coroner W. Wynn Westcott related his experiences with overlaying by dninken rnothers, 

while Miss Frances Zanetti thought that infknt deaths and the growth of a "parasitic class" 

were due mainly to the neglect of basic domestic duties by intemperate women. Another 

typical discussion of the racial effects of materna1 alcoholism can be found in a later SSI 

paper by the social activist Violet Kelynack, wife of the Society's secretary. According to 

Mrs. Kelynack's analysis, women were responsible for most mortality and morbidity in the 

16*c~eport of the Cornmittee on Heredity," Proceedings of the Society for the SIudy of 
Inebrzety 68 ( 1  90 1): 1- 12. 1 shall discuss the findings of this cornmittee at greater length in 
the next chapter. 

""W. C. Sullivan, "Causes of Inebriety in the Female, and the Effeas of Alcoholism on 
Racial Degeneration," British JmrnaI of lnebriety 1 (1 903): 64. Other articles in this issue 
on the special topic of female drinking habits were Frances Zanetti, "Inebriety in Women and 
Its Lnfiuence on Child-Life," pp. 47-57; T. Claye Shaw, "Psychology of the Inebriate 
Mother," pp. 58-60; W. Wynn Westcott, "Inebriety in Women and the Overlaying of Infants," 
pp. 65-68; and Thomas Holmes, "The Criminal Inebriate Female," pp. 69-72. 



next generation owing to their disregard for home hygiene, the? unwillingness or inability to 

nurse, and their drinking during pregnancy which might result in an infant "bom with badly- 

nourished tissues, witb unstable brain and nervous system, and limited in its powers of 

normal de~elopment.""~ 

In his first SSI presidential address in 19 10, the temperance doctor Theodore B. Hyslop 

likewise emphasued the key role to be played by his organization in fùrthering the cause of 

race bettement. Hyslop stated that as a source of hereditary defects and degeneration, 

aicohol shouid be recognired as a problem for "the survivai of the race." It thus fell to the 

eugenicaily-minded SSI to take measures which would help "prove to the comrnunity that 

each individuai in it has responsibiiities which are far wider reaching than the immediate self 

or present." In addition to the need to warn fiiture parents about the racial effects of 

alcoholism, Hyslop aiso mentioned as a eugenic measure marriage restrictions on individuais 

with dangerous drinking habits: "it may be that we s h d  yet see the day when not ody are 

there legal restrictions to the marriage of the biologically unfït, but ais0 to the mamage of 

those addicted to a l c o h ~ l . " ~ ~  

Numerous other medical practitioners and authors shared Hyslop's duai interests in 

eugenics and alcoholism, and the names of at least 20 of these can be found on the rolls of 

both the EES and the SSI. Several have dready been mentioned in the preceding sections. 

The prison doctor W. C. Sullivan served as a member of the SSI's governing Council ftom 

"IV. Kelynack, "Alcohol in Relation to Motherhood," pp. 20-22. 

lRTheodore B. Hyslop, "The Study of Alcoholism," British J m d  of lnebrzety 8 (1 9 10): 
2-4. 



1899 to 1926, and was also a founding member of the EES and listed on its rolls untii 19 14. 

T. N. Kelynack, who for four decades represented the heart and sou1 of the SSI as its 

secretary and editor, also saw fit to job the EES briefly between 1909 and 1 9 13. He no 

doubt presumed that the EES's propagandizing efforts were congruent with his other interests 

in public health and the health of children. Kelynack served as editor of the British J m m Z  

of Tubermlosis and the periodical7ne C M ,  as Secretary of the Royal lnstitute of Public 

Health, and as a participant in the infant mortality conferences and the temperance 

movement. In fact his career as a medical journalist, which included the publication of books 

on tuberculosis, alcoholism, and ''defectke children," epitomized the wide range of subjects 

that were often assumed to be relevant to racial fitness and national effi~iency.'~~ 

Another important character in my story who was a long-time member of both the SSI 

and the EES was the alienist and temperance advocate Dr. Robert Jones (later Sir Robert 

Armstrong-Jones). Jones joined the EES in its second year, read a paper on "mental 

integrity," and was soon elected to the executive. He also served on the SSI Council for a 

decade and contributed several articles on the connections between inebriety, mental disease, 

and national deterioration. He and the temperance surgeon Wfiam McAdam Eccles 

officiaiiy represented the views of the Inebriety Society before the 1904 Inter-departmental 

'"~emdge, "Society for the Study of Addiction," p. 1037. Much of the biographical 
information about the SSI characters mentioned here has been provided by Bemdge. 
Biographical entries for those who were known as supporters of the temperance cause cm 
also be found in Cherrington's Stanhd Encyclopedia of the Alcohol Problern. 



Cornmittee on Physical ~etenoration.'" Jones testified to that Committee regarding his 

extensive experience with alcohol as a cause of insanity in many of his asylum patients. He 

was also one of the most outspoken defenders of soft heredity and the racial poison theory in 

Britain. His coileague Eccles was not a member of the EES, but he also wrote on the "vexed 

question of heredity" with respect to aicohol and race detenoration, concluding in favour of 

both inherited nervous instability in alcoholics and intra-uteriae pois~ning. '~~ 

In contrast to Eccles's and Jones's rather vague references to "malnourished fetuses" 

and "devitalized infants, a more precise theory of hereditary alcoholism was outlined by the 

neurologist and eugenist Frederick W. Mott. Mott maintained that in his wide experience as 

direaor of the London County Council Pathological Laboratory at Claybury Asylum, he had 

found little evidence of lesions in the brains of patients diagnosed with aicoholic insanity, 

suggesting that their mental inbalance was not in faa due to their chronic drinking. 

It has been rny constant endeavour, since 1 was appointed to the poa of 
pathologist, to find cases of alcoholic dementia in the post-mortem room in 
order that I might determine the stmctural changes to the brain which might 
account for the permanent dementia, and I have been greatly surprised at the 
very few cases I have obtained. '" 

'7?he extensive testimony of Eccles and Jones appears in the Physical Deterioration 
Report, vol. 2, pp. 538-50. Eccles and Jones also submitted an appendix to the Report (vol. 
3, pp. 722-29), which consisted of statements made by members of a special SSI committee 
on the topic of the relationship between alcohol and deterioration. Eccles was very active on 
the temperance platform and on the executives of the National Temperance League, British 
Medical Temperance Association, and Band of Hope Union. 

'"W. McAdam Eccles, "Alcohol as a Factor in Deterioration of the Individual and the 
Race," British J m m I  of Inebriety 2 (1 904): 1 52-53. 

lT6F. W. Mott, "Alcohol and uisanity," British Journal of Inebrzety 9 ( 1  9 1 1): 6. See also 
his articles "Heredity and Insanity?" Eugenics Review 2 (1 9 10- 1 1): 257-8 1 ; and "Heredity and 
Eugenics in Relation to Insanity," in Problems in Eugenics, pp. 400-28. 



Mott felt certain that most of the cases of alcoholism, insanity, and epilepsy that he saw post- 

rnortern owed their condition not to alcohol itselfbut instead to an inhented neuropathic 

tendency. It was thîs kind of true biological transmission, rather than any poisoning action of 

alcohol upon germ cells, that accounted for family histones of mental disease and other anti- 

social behaviours. As Mott explained, the weight of this evidence had forced him by 19 10 to 

abandon his previous assumption that the intemperate habits of ancestors caused these 

degeneracies. ln For many years he had been an innuentiai member of both the Inebriety and 

Eugenics Societies, serving as an SSI vice-president and an EES Council mernber fiom 19 10 

onwards. He also participated in the infant mortaiity conferences and the government 

investigations into physical detenoration, feeblemindedness, and venereai disease. 

Another eugenist who held similar "heterodox opinions" about the hereditary effects of 

alcoholism was George ArchdalI Reid. Reid had received medical training but apparently 

never practiced medicine, instead purriuing careers as a schoolmaster, stockman, science 

writer, and editor. He was active on the SSI Council between 1899 at 1910, at which point 

he quit the Inebriety Society altogether after a prolonged dispute over what he called "the 

temperance fdacy," or the belief that the acquired alcoholic habit could be transmitted to 

offspring in some Laniarckian fishion. Aflerwards he became associated with the EES and 

served on its Council for many years. In faa it had been in response to Reid's attacks on 

temperance science and the Lamarckian theory that the SSI Conmittee on Heredity was 

'"~ott 's earlier use of pedigrees to demonstrate the hereditary effects of such acquired 
diseases as alcoholism and tuberculosis can been seen for example in his paper "A 
Discussion on the Relationship of Heredity to Disease," British Medicd J m m I ,  28 Oct. 
1905, pp. 1086-91. 



originally stnick. He M e r  agitated the temperance doctors by proposing a controversial 

theory which said that alcohol did not cause degeneracy but instead acted as a beneficial 

selective agent. 17' 

Severd other medical practitioners who enroiied in both the Eugenics and Inebnety 

S ocieties should be mentioned here briefly . The psychiatrist Sir James C richton-Browne 

served briefly as the first president of the EES and before that was a vice-president of the SSI. 

He was also known for bis leadership in the public health carnpaigns against tuberdosis and 

venereal disease. The surgeon C. J. Bond was a long-tirne member of the EES and president 

of the SSI in 1922-24. Likewise Surgeon-General G. J. H. Evatt was listed on the rolls of the 

EES for many years and held elected positions in the SSI continuously eom 1884 to 1921. 

Professor James A. Lindsay was an SSI vice-president, temperance advocate, and chair of the 

Belfast EES . Dr. Nathan Raw belonged to the Liverpool branch of the EES, where in 1 9 1 3 

he gave an address on 'The Infiuence of Environment on the IodMdual." The docton E. W. 

Hope, Leslie MacKenzie, Reginald Langdon-Dom E. Vipont Brown, William A Pons, 

Robert Murray Leslie, and Mary Sturge were similarly involved in both s~cieties."~ Potts 

worked as a medical investigator for the Royal Commission on the Care and Control of the 

Feeble-minded and delivered three papers before the SSI on the topic of the relations between 

heredity, alcoholism, and feeblemindedness. His views on pre-natal alcoholic pathologies 

17'G. Archdail Reid, "The Temperance Fallacy," Proceedings of the Society for the Study 
of hebriety 59 (1 899): 1-1 6; and Alcoholism: A Shrdy in Heredity (London: T .  Fisher Unwin, 
190 1). 

"'A few even more prominent names were also crossovers, including William Osler, H. 
G. Wells, and the philanthropist Lady Henry Somerset. 



closely corresponded to Saieeby's preventive eugenics. The Scottish physician Ledie was 

chairman of the Women's Imperid Heaith Association and backed the temperance cause 

owing to his hospital experience with the ravages of alcohol. He Iectured on eugenics for the 

EES and contributed notable articles on women, aicohoi, and eugenics to the JoumaI of 

Inebriety and Eugenics Review . lgo Mary Sturge was best known as Sir Victor Horsley 's 

collaborator on numerous publications pertaining to the drink question, uicluding their joint 

attacks on KarI Pearson's alcohol research in 19 10- 1 1 .18' 

Fioally, a handfùi of doctors who speciaiized in obstetncs and diseases of women made 

crucial contributions to eugenic discourses on alcoholism-particularly female alcoholism.'" 

One of these was J. W. Baliantyne, who acted as an SSI vice-president during the 19 10s and 

20s, and in 19 13 participated in a committee that tried to establish an Edinburgh branch of 

the EES. His pioneering programme for the "hygiene of the expectant rnother" had a strong 

influence on Saleeby's ideas about pre-natal and aumiral eugenics. In 1901 Ballantyne had 

opened the first pre-matemity ward in Great Bntain at the Edinburgh Maternity Hospital, 

"?EL Murray Leslie, 'Woman's Progress in Relation to Eugenics," Eugenics Review 2 
( 1  9 10- 1 1): 282-98; and "Instruction of the Public in the Importance of the Prevention and 
Arrest of Alcohoiism," British Journal of Inebriety 15 (1 9 17): 1-36. 

"'Victor Horsley and Mary Sturge, Alcohol and the Humrm Body: An Introduction to the 
Sizicfv of the Subject, anci a Confribution to Naional Healih, 4th edn. (London: Macmillan, 
1911). 

'Teslie also fit this profile, although his writings on women and alcohol were not nearly 
as extensive as those of Bdantyne, Scharlieb, or Saleeby. Another character who could 
ahost be inciuded in this group of eugenic specialists in diseases of women was Dr. 
Elitabeth Sloan Chesser, who practiced and wrote textbooks in the area of women's and 
children's health. Chesser joined the EES but not the SSI, although she did contribute a 
paper on "Inebriety amoag Women," British Journal of lnebriety 6 (1 909): 186-89. 



modelled on Adolphe Pinard's system of pre- and post-natal maternity care in France. The 

purpose of this special ward was to provide wfficient rest and nutrition for expectant 

mothers, thereby protecting them from the devitalullig influences of everyday working-class 

Me.'" One of the most deadly of these influences, in Bdantyne's expert opinion, was 

alcohol. He therefore took a special interest in the problem of maternai alcoholism and hua- 

uterine poisoning, and contributed papers on the eugenic aspects of the drink question to the 

infant mortality conferences and the Society for the Study of Inebriety. 

As active rnembers of the EES, SSI, and infiant mortality conferences, Mary Scharlieb 

and Caleb Saleeby likewise addressed the problem of the direct and indirect effects of 

matemal drink habits upon racial health. Dame Mary Scharlieb was on the vanguard of the 

medical women's movement in Britain: she was one of the first women to earn a medical 

degree and throughout her long weer  vigorously promoted educational and employment 

opportunities for female physician~.'~ She had begun practicing in India and London as a 

gynaecological surgeon in the 1880s and kept up her fiili-time consuking practice weii 

beyond age 80. Scharlieb held several positions on the SSI executive from 1903 onwards, 

including two terms as president in 19 12-16. She was never listed among the members of the 

EES, even though her name appeared occasiody as a participant in Society events and she 

'%deeby cited Bailantyne's work approvingly as an example of preventive eugenics in 
action. He himself had worked at the pre-matemity ward briefly wMe he was a medical 
student in Edinburgh. Saleeby, "Irnperial Eugenics," pp. 489-90. 

'UScharlieb's autobiography focuses d y  on her work on behalf of medical women in 
England and hdia, but says nothing about her contributions as a social activist in the SSI, the 
EES, or the NCCVD. Mary Scharlieb, Reminiscences (London: Wdiams and Norgate, 
1 924). 



was a prolific propagandist for the nurtufal style of e~genics."~ In particular, she wrote 

textbooks on expectant motherhood and women's role in reproducing a healthy race, while 

also championing social hygiene efforts to reduce alcoholism and venereal diseases for the 

benefit of women and children. Her writings on eugenics and Sant welfare emphasized the 

observation that from alcoholic, overworked, and impoverished mothers "it is impossible that 

a vigorous, healthy and intelligent race can be bred."lg6 

Caleb Saleeby studied under the renowned obstetrician Ballmtyne and eanied the 

Edinburgh MD in 1904. He bnefiy worked as resident physician at the Edinburgh Matemity 

Hospital and Royal Infimüiry, but soon abandoned al i  thought of pursuing a medical practice 

in obstetrics in order to devote full t h e  to writing and leauring on behaif of the temperance 

and eugenics causes. Saleeby belonged to the exmitives of several national and international 

temperance and prohibitionist organizations. He joined the SSI in 1906 and was first elected 

to its Council in 1919. He contributed prolifically to the Journal of Inebriety and published 

several books on the alcohoi problem, eugenics, and race motherhood. He also addressed 

these same topics at each of the infant mortaiity conferences. As an original Council member 

of the Eugenics Education Society he directed the campaign for reopening the London 

inebriate reformatories and gave numerous popular lectures at the Society's propagandist 

"'In the EES Anmal Reports she appears as a speaker at the first Galton Day celebration, 
as a chairperson of meetings devoted to women's issues, and as a lecturer on eugenics for a 
summer school as late as 1 9 1 7- 1 8. Hence 1 shall consider her to have been an active 
participant in Society afEairs, even though she evidently never chose to become a paying 
member. 

'"Scharlieb, "Alcoholism in Relation to Women and Children," p. 164; see also her 
Womanhood and Race-Regeneration (New York: Moffat, Yard, 19 12). 



meetings. His 1909 Parenthocd and Race Culture was the first full-length explication of the 

new eugenic creed. '" 
By 19 10, however, it appears that Saleeby had fden out of favour with the rest of the 

leadership of the Eugenics Society. Accordhg to Searle, Saleeby's coIleagues had "lost 

patience" with his unorthodox ideas and therefore they did not return him in the May 19 10 

Council ele~tions."~ He had no doubt provoked them by complaining constantly about their 

excessively narrow definition of eugenics, which ignored the relevance of temperance reform 

and European research on alcoholic blastophthoria He even denounced the better-dead style 

of eugenics in the course of promoting his own "preventive" alternative. m e r  19 10 Saleeby 

grew increasuigly bitter towards the organized eugenics movement, and it was at precisely 

this moment that his celebrated controversy with Karl Pearson over the effects of alcohol on 

offspring began. Yet he never relinquished his enthusiasm for the eugenics cause itself. As 

late as the 1920s he was stiU strugghng to get a hearing for bis ideas on racial poisons and 

preventive eugenics. These ideas may have been repudiated by the Eugenics Society and the 

'"Saleeby not only invented the little-used terms "preventive" and "nurtural" eugenics for 
his own ideas about how to irnprove the race, but he also claimed to have coined 'positive" 
and "negative" eugenics, as weli as "eugenist." Searle, Eugenics md Politics in Britain, p. 
19. 

'"Searle uncovered two accounts of what happened at that meeting. Galton wrote to 
Pearson explainhg that the Council had refbsed to put Saleeby's name on the candidates list, 
after the Secretary Mrs. Gotto had taken him aside to wam him that "certain members of the 
Council strongly objected to serving longer with him." Karl Pearson, ne Lrfe. Letters and 
Labours of Sir Francis Galton (Cambridge UP, 1930), vol. IIIA, p. 428. However, the 
minute book of Council for 5 May 1 9 1 0 records that Saleeby ' s name did in fact go forward 
for election and that he was voted out. He later retumed to an EES meeting in October 1 9 1 3, 
offering to present a paper, but the Council voted he not be heard. Searle, Eugenics md 
Polirics in Britain, pp. 1 22-23. 



Eugenics Laboratory by 19 10, but they nevertheless represented common assumptions made 

by temperance reformers, inebriety doctors, and authorities in the public health and infant 

weffxe movernents. 

The membership crossovers outlined here should serve as sufficient demomtration that 

numerous inebriety doctors were specidy interested in the eugenic issue of race bettement, 

while vice versa many eugenists devoted attention to such environmental problerns as 

alcoholism, the racial poisons, and infant mortahty. Theirs was the style of eugenics in 

Britain that 1 term non-mainline or Larnarckian and contrast with the hard hereditarian 

eugenics favoured by "purists" such as Karl Pearson, who disavowed any kind of sofi 

heredity and downplayed the role of environment. Saleeby's focus on the racial effects of 

alcoholism constituted the foremost example of non-mainline eugenics, since he explicitly 

included notions of soft heredity and environmentaikt programmes such as temperance 

reform and infant welfare within the special departments of eugenics he labeiIed preventive 

and nurtural. In pointing out the existence of this non-mainline style of eugenics in 

Britain-which so closely resembled the environmentaüy oriented eugenics dominant in 

France and Brazil-1 am not however clauning that public health, ÙIfant welfare, or 

temperance were universaily considered to be branches of a larger eugenics programme. On 

the contrary, with a few notable exceptions such as Saleeby himself, most temperance doctors 

did not actudy refer to anti-alcohol teaching as a "eugenic" measure, nor did they choose to 

joh the EES. Yet I would contend that their concerns about alcohol as an "enemy of the 

race" can legitimately be identified as belonging to a eugenic discourse on alcoholism. 



ALCOHOL AND RACIAL HEALTH: NINEEENTH-CENTURY DISCOURSES 

1. Tbe Concept o f  Degenemtion 

Medical professiods and social reformers who addressed various aspects of the 

national drink problem had reached a vimial consensus on the subject of alcoholic heredity 

by the opening years of the twentieth century. It was generdy agreed fïrst of all that the 

aicoholic habit itselfmight be passed fiom parent to child through some kind of inhented 

predisposition Ifthis theory can be wmpared to ment-day research initiatives seeking a 

"gene for alcoholism," then the second early-century version of aicoholic heredity more 

closely resembled the modem diagnosis of Fetal Alcohol Syndrome. For it was also widely 

believed that the drinking habits of parents and especidy mothers could iead to a variety of 

hereditary or congenital defects in offspring, without the presence of any pre-existing 

hereditary taint. The resulting defects were not Limitecl to inebnety itself. Mead  chicai 

observations suggested that the survivuig progeny of chronic inebriates were likely to be 

afflicted with symptoms ranging fkom reduced vitality and physicd defoxmities to mental 

conditions such as epilepsy, insanity, and feebiemindedness. By this time little support 

remaineci for the idea of Lamarckian transmission of alcohoiic pathologies or the craving for 

drink itself. in lieu of Lamarckism most writers explicated theories which held that alcohol 

could cause pre-natal germinal or embryonic poisoning. 

In the early 1900s only a few British authorities in the alcohoi field disputed this racial 

poison interpretation of the transmissible effects of alcoholism. The moa notable of these 



critics were Archdall Reid, F. W. Mott, and especially Karl Pearson. In fact Pearson's 19 10 

refutation of the racial poison theory W y  compelied doctors, reformers, and non-mainline 

eugenists to articulate more expiicitly their long-standing beliefs about the deleterious effects 

of parental drinking. These writers had to defend the scientific validity of these beiiefs 

against charges that they amounted to nothhg more than anti-alcohol 'Lfanaticism." 

Pearson's work challenged notions about alcoholic heredity that had ken universally 

accepted for several decades, wMe his intrusion into the alcohol arena posed a threat to the 

reigning authorities. Thus in order to understand why the hard hereditarian theory of 

alcoholism put forward by Pearson's school of eugenists met with such vehement resistance 

in 19 10, it wiü £ira be necessary to explore the eariier hiaory of ideas about the hereditary 

and congenital effects of parentai intemperance. The nineteenth-century antecedents of the 

racial poison theory can be found in various discourses on hereditary degeneratioq as well as 

in research carried out in the name of LYemperance science." 

This chapter WU therefore attempt to mrvey the sociai, professionai, and intelieaual 

contexts in which a medical consensus on the relationship between drinking by ancestors and 

degeneracy in progeny was forged during the last decades of the nineteenth century. 1 

i d e n e  three interrelated groups of precursors who laid the ground for Edwardian beliefs 

about the morbid effects of alcohol on offspring and the race: the temperance doctors, 

hereditarian psychiatrists, and specialists in the study and treatment of dcohoiism. These 

physicians were largely responsible for introducing the speaal problem of dcohol into 

Victorian discussions of the heaith of current and firme generations. Their concems about 

how excessive alcohol consumption might produce insanity, idiocy, or physical defects in the 



descendants of drinkers were often incorporated into broader nineteenth-century discourses 

on the perceived medical and cultural crises of degeneration. Let us begin then with an 

overview of the history of concepts of hereditary physicd, mental, and moral degeneration, 

before addressing the question of where alcohol fit into these theories of the progressive 

decay of families, nations, and races. 

Bénédict Augustin Morel and Psychiolnc Dégénérescence 

The fkst theory of hereditary degeneration formulated in a medical context was that of 

the French alienist Bénédict Augustin Morei, published in 1857.' Pnor to Morel the concept 

of degeneration had been known d y  for its role in the anthropological theories of race put 

forward by such notable figures as the British psycbiatrist J. C. Pnchard and the German 

naturaikt J. F. Blumenbach.* By the end of the century, however, degeneration was more 

1 B. A. Morel, Traité des dégénérescences physiques, intellectuelles et mordes de 1 'espéce 
h u m e  (Paris: J. B. Baillière, 1857). The most detailed Enghsh-language source on Morel 
is Ruth Friedlander, ccBénédict-Augustin Morel and the Developrnent of the Theory of 
Dégénérescence (The Introduction of Anthropology into Psychiatry)" (Ph.D. diss., University 
of California, San Francisco, 1973). Other works that discuss Morel's ideas wiii be 
mentioned later. A number of additional monographs and theses by French scholars have 
addressed the use of Morel's concept of degeneration in psychiatrie discourses. Most ofken 
cited is Georges Genil-Perrin, Histoire des origines et de I 'évolution de l'ideé de 
dégénérescence en médecine mentale (Paris: Leclerc, 19 13). This writer commended the 
nineteenth-century degenerationists for having taken the first steps towards Liberating 
psychiatry fiom the grip of religion and metaphysics, making it for the first time a proper 
positivist science. 

2James Cowles Prichard, Researches into the Physical History of Mankznd, 5 vols. ( 1 8 1 3 ; 
Chicago: U of Chicago P, 1973); Prichard, The Natural liisory of Mm: Comprising 
Inquiries info the Mod~fiing Influence of Physicd and Moral Agencies on the Dzaerent 
Tribes of the Human Fm>& (London: Baillière, 1843); Johann Frederick Blumenbach, A 
M m a l  of the Elements of NàtwaI History (London: W. Simpson and R MarshalI, 1825). 



often utilLed as an explanatory fiamework in the disciplines of psychiatry and criminal 

anthropology, especidy in the work of Valentin Magnan and Cesare Lombroso.' The 

language of degeneracy also SUffaced in literary works of the second haif of the century, most 

famously in E d e  Zola's Rougon-Macpart cycle of novefs. Based on the contemporary 

scientific theories and psychiatrie classifications introduced by More1 and Lombroso, Zola 

had documented the hereditmy decline of a single fictional famiiy over successive 

generatiom-a story intended to symbolize the decline of France as a whole during the 

Second Empire.' Mer the twn of the cenhuy, degeneration as scientific theory and dturai  

metaphor reappeared in eugenic discourses throughout Europe, Britain, and America. 

Moa historians of degeneration have recognized that late-ninet eenth-century notions of 

"atavism, regressioq relapse, transgression and deciine'' ironicaüy emerged 'hithin a 

European context so often identified as the quintessentid age of evolutioq progress, 

optimism, reform or improvement."' Commentators on biological and cultural decay often 

'Valentin Magnan and Paul Maurice Legrain, Les Dégénérés Etat mentale et synakome 
épisodiques) (Paris, 1 895); Cesare Lombroso, Crime: Ifs Causes and Remedzes, tram. H. P .  
Horton (Boston: Little, Brown, 19 1 8). 

'on Zola see Daniel Pick, Faces of Degeneration: A European Disorder, cc. 1848-c.i918 
(Cambridge UP, 1989), pp. 74-87. Likewise the assimilation of degeneracy theory by British 
fiction writers is the subject of a recent book by William Greenslade, Degeneration, Culture. 
und the Novel, 1880-1940 (Cambridge UP, 1994). 

'Pick, Faces ofDegenerriion, pp. 2 and 1 1. This book provides the single moa 
comprehensive analysis of the scientific and political concems of the major degeneration 
theorists, and 1 shall rely heavily on its summries and insights in the f'llowing discussion. 
According to the titie of another collection of historicd essays on this topic, degeneration was 
perceived as "the dark side of progress." J. E. Chamberlin and S. L. Gilmaq eds., 
Degeneraton: 7be DDmRSie of Progress (New York: Columbia UP, 1985). Degeneration 
was likewise portrayed as the fiip side of progress in the biological phenornena described by 
E. Ray Lankester. The Darwinian biologist Lankester proposed that parasites must have 



suggested that social pathologies such as increasing rates of crime, alcoholis~ and mental 

disease rnight be by-products of the higher evolution of mankind or the progress of 

civilization. Thus one typical explanation of degeneracy recognized those anti-social 

individuals labelled "moral imbeciles" and "bom criminals" as throwbacks to a more 

primitive or even animal stage of evolution, who lacked man's recently acquired mental and 

moral powen. Progress and decline were likewise held to be inseparably linked where "the 

appeanuice of degenerative ilinesses in society was the pnce paid by that society for 

successfiil adaptation to a new urban and industrial environ~nent."~ For instance the rapid 

Pace of change that characterized bighiy advanced civiiizations, dong with the intellectual 

demands placed upon their citizens, were often irnplicated as causes of nervous exhaustion, 

hysteria, and insanity. Likewise nlth, bad air, and t0xi.m found in urban centres were 

assurned to be at the root of heritable physicai, mental, and moral defects in the lower social 

strata And even episodes of political unrest and barbaric mob behaviour in various countries 

were subsumed under the broad category of dégénérescence. Social instability was blamed 

on industrialization, democracy, and social mobility-attributes of Western society ordinarily 

interpreted as sigm of progress. In short, then, the theory of degeneration provided 

evolved nom complex into simpler forms: they lost structures as they graduaily adapted to 
less varied conditions of We. The path of evolutionary change was thus not inevitably 
progressive, contrary to the views of theorists such as Chambers, Spencer, and Haeckel. E. 
Ray Lankester, Degenerdon: A Chapter in Darwinim (London: Macmillan, 1880); Pick, 
Faces of Degeneration, pp. 1 73 -74. 

6Robert Nye, "Degeneration and the Medical Mode1 of Cultural Crisis," in S. Drescher, et 
al., eds., Political S'bolism in Modem Europe: Essuys in Honor of George L. Mosse (New 
Brunswick: Transaction Books, 1982)' p. 28. 



nineteenth-century social actMsts with a meam of reconciling the continueci existence of 

poverty, unfitness, and immorality in their world with the prevailing image of their times as 

nindamentdy progressive, confident, and prosperous.7 

Degenerationisrn as a scientific hypothesis had first appeared in the eighteenth-century 

naturalist Georges Buffon's monumental Histoire naturelle, in which the term was used to 

refer to a theory of the ongins of new animal varieties and species. In a section entitled "de 

la dégénération des animaw," Buffon made the radical suggestion that related species such as 

those of the cat family were descended or "degenerated" nom a common ancestor-an 

original ideal cat form. New forms arose owing to changes in the environment or migration 

of populations.' Bunon's theory even tned to account for the formation of the various human 

races, an idea which was next adopted and expanded upon by early-nineteenth-centw 

anthropologists and ethnologists of the monogenist school. 

The name of Johann Friedrich Blumenbach is most often associated with the 

anthropological theory of degeneration Based upon his studies in comparative anatomy, 

Blumenbach reconstnicted the relationships between the f i e  major races of man as a history 

of divergence or "degeneration" fiom a prima1 type. Not surprisingly he judged that the 

curent-day European or "Caucasian" race (he invented the term) most closely corresponded 

%oncepts of degeneration could account for those "negative effects" of social evolution 
which "threatened to stdl or even reverse the 'normal' condition of advance." Robert Nye, 
"Sociology and Degeneration: The Irony of Progress," in Chamberlin and Gilman, eds., 
Degeneration: The Dark Szde of Progress, pp. 49 and 67. 

'Peter Bowler, Evolution: The History of an Idea, (Berkeley: U of California P, l989), pp. 
74-75. 



to the starhg point of human evolution, while the Mongolian and Ethiopian races had 

departed fbrthest from the white standard after having rnigrated into more demanding 

climates since the original Creationa9 It was assumzd that all change was retrograde and that 

the non-Caucasian races represented a faIl from an ideai past condition of man in their 

physique, features, mental ability, and moral character. 

The anthropological doctrine of degenerate races had a direct influence on B. A. 

Morel's medical theorking about the causes of mental pathology. Morel was an admirer of 

the great French naturalist Buffon, having been interested fkom the start of his career in the 

study of the environmentally wnditioned ongins of human races.'* In his early psychiatric 

research he applied ideas derived from Buffon and the later anthropoiogists to the condition 

called cretinism, now understood to be a deficiency disetse. This disease had attracted his 

attention owing to the fact that cretins appeared to be a sub-race of mankind, a type 

exhibithg identicai characteristics in many geographic locations, perhaps owing to some 

influence of soi1 conditions." For Morel, here was a specific pathological type that had likely 

originated in much the same fashion as the various racial groups. The traits characteristic of 

9~ bnef discussion of Blumenbach, degeneration, and monogenism can be found in 
Stephen Jay Gould, The Mismemire ofMm (New York: Norton, 1981), pp. 36-40. J. C. 
Pnchard's monogenist, biblically orthodox ethnology, which reconsmicted the history of 
mankind based on anatomy, religion, customs, and especially comparative philology, is 
discussed by George Stocking, Victorian Anthropology (New York: Free Press, 1987), pp. 
48-53. 

"Surprisingly this direct connection between the anthropological and psychiatric 
definitions of degeneration was not mentioned by Pick, although it f o m  one of the main 
arguments of the dissertation on Morel written by Ruth Friedlander, "Bénédict-Augustin 
Morel," especially Chapter II, "Anthropology and Degeneration before 1857,'' pp. 123-220. 

"lbid, pp. 50-57; Pick, Faces of Degeneration, pp. 45-48. 



the cretinous type had likely been induced by particular environmental conditions, yet they 

were evidently transmissible through the generations pst like the traits that marked the 

different races of mimkind. 

Morel did however recognize at least one major Merence between his theory of 

cretinous degeneration and the older anthropological theoxy. Cretins were obviousty an 

iderior type, a bbmonstrous anomaly" stunted both physically and mentally. They constituted 

a morbid variety of rnankind that wouid eventudy become aeriie and die out. On the other 

hand, the biologicd races of mankind were all obviously adapted to their own environments 

and able to reproduce themselves indefïnitely. Nor were blacks, Asians, or Indians 

necessarily inferior in any respects to the white race. Morel was contemptuous of the racist 

opinions held by some anthropological degenerationists, who felt that the non-white races 

were intellectually and aesthetically iderior.'* He was especially critical of the polygenist 

theory of multiple human origins because it led to the erroneous conclusion that pathological 

12See Friedlander "Bénédict-Augustin Morel" pp. 297-3 10, for passages fiom Morel's 
treatise iilustrating that he held more progressive attitudes on racial ciifference than did many 
of his contemporaries. The same point is made by Rafaef Huertas, "Madness and 
Degeneration, 1. From 'FaIlen Angel' to Mentdy Il," History ofPsychutry 3 (1 992): 396- 
97. Morel sided with Buffon and Blumenbach as a monogenist: he believed in the unity of 
miinkind, the single creation of one man or one race fkom which al1 the other races had 
descended, and the interfertility of these varieties. In the rnonogenist versus polygenist 
debate of the first halfof the nineteenth century, the polygenists such as Louis Agassiz were 
uncompromising racists, whereas the monogenists were often abolitionists or otherwise 
critical of racist attitudes. Yet as Stephen Jay Gould has pointed out, even most monogenists 
tended to hold up the white race as the standard in intelligence and beauty, thus implying the 
inferiority of so-called degenerate offshoot races. Goufd, Mismeme  of Mrm, pp. 39-50. 



degenerates nich as cretins were sub-human" 

Beginning in 1856, Morel served as director of the state mental asy1um at Saint-Yon, 

near the city of Rouen, where he gained wide experience of various mental dflictions and 

devoted himself to investigating their etiology . Having earlier identified cretinism as one 

type of degeneracy, he now extended his theory into the psychiatrie reaim as an explanation 

for such illnesses as mania, melancholia, epilepsy, and imbecility. Popular and professional 

perceptions already held the mentaiiy ill to be a degraded class of hiimanity, and Morel's 

formulation now legitimized such beliefs scientiticdy. Once again degeneracy was 

perceived as a departure from an onginai perfect type, anaiogous to the postulated 

relationship between the archetypai white race and its offshoots Morel noted that his 

alienated patients al1 exhibited similar delusions, tendencies, and bodily feanires, a fact which 

indicated that their conditions might be due to a single underlying disease procesd4 He 

terrned this dégénérescence, or a pathological deviation nom the nom of the human species. 

Ln the preface to his 1857 Traité des dégénérescences, Morel outlined these conclusions 

about the etiology of mentai illness: 

1 believe that many of the patients in our asylums today are simply the 
representatives of sickly breeds within society; in some cases their condition 
is beyond redemption. Whatever is at the root of their illness, they ali 
exhibit, in greater or lesser degree, the marks of a degenerative state which, 
in most cases, is the long-terrn product of the formidable influence of 

'3~riedlander suggests that he may even have chosen the rarely used tenu 
"dégénérescence" to distinguish his ideas fkom the racist anthropologists' theory of 
"dégénération." Friedlander, '%énédict-Augustin Morel," p. 297. 



hereditaty predisposition. lS 

Although in this passage Morel emphasized the inheritance of a "diathesis" or predisposition 

to degenerative mental condnions, elsewhere in his text he postdated both intrinsic and 

extrinsic causes of degeneration Insanity and other manifestations of nervous defect were 

ofken found in the f d y  histories of his patients, but equally prominent was the occurrence 

of some "unheaithy influence," some external condition or immoral habit of an ancestor that 

had produced the hereditary diathesis in the fïrst place. In particuiar Morel singled out 

poisons such as lead and various drugs or intoxicants, the most senous of which was alcohol. 

He thus began his discussion of the various degeneracies with a long chapter on alcohoiism, 

which he descnbed as the most urgent of ai l  public health problems.16 

By this time a body of medical knowledge already existed showhg that aicoholic 

intoxication frequently caused insanity in drinkers themselves. Alienists saw many cases of 

alcoholic insanity in their asyium populations, especially those that had corne korn urban 

industrial areas where levels of alcohol consumption were generaüy highest. In some areas 

the nascent temperance movement also influenced doctors' opinions on this subject." Morel 

himselfwould have classified the ravages of heavy drinking upon the nervous system as an 

lSTranslated and quoted in Jean-Charles Sournia, A History of Alcoholism, trans. N. 
Hindey and G. Stanton (Oxford: Blackwell, 1990), p. 99. 

16Morel's authority on chronic alcoholism was the Swedish physician Magnus Huss, who 
had been among the first to classify that condition as a medical malady rather than a vice. 
Fnedlander, "Bénédict-Augustin Morel" pp. 3 17- 18; Rafael Huertas, "Madness and 
Degeneration, II. Alcohoiism and Degeneratioq" History of Psychiatry 4 ( 1  993): 1-4. On 
Huss see Sournia, Hisfory of Alcoholism7 pp. 43-50. 

17Peter McCandless, '"Curses of Civilization': hanity and Dninkemess in Victonan 
Britah," British J m a l  ofAddiction 79 (1 984): 49-5 8. 



acquired, first generation degeneracy. What he was more interested in however were the 

heritable effects of alcohol and other poisons. Thus his theory of dégénérescence and his 

etiologicai nosology were innuential m d y  for their emphasis upon the hereditary factor in 

mental illness, which in tum depended upon the novel assumption that mental and moral 

traits must be passed on in the same fashion as physicd ones.18 

Morel's theory included three core components: k t ,  that most degeneracies were 

inherited; second, that alcoholic habits, unhealthy surroundings, or ac@ed diseases often 

initiated the hereditary diathesis; and third, that pathologies could be "transfomed" into one 

another across the generations, often progressively worsening in a predictable series of 

stages. Morel described a downward spiral f?om aicoholism and moral depravities in the first 

generation, ?ransmuted into hereditary neurosis and criminality in the next, then into insanity, 

idiocy, and monstrosities in the third, and hally resulting in extinction of the stock owing to 

early mortality and low fertility.lg The essence of dégénérescence was this sequence of 

successive transformations, this "process of pathological change fiom one condition to 

another in society and in the body."20 Degeneracy progressively worsened in a f d y  line, 

l8The French physician Prosper Lucas had published in 1847- 1850 a Treatise on Naturai 
Heredity, which included consideration of the laws of heredity applied to mental traits and 
nervous diseases. Morel was familiar with this work, as well as that of Jacques Moreau de 
Tours, who in 1852 had published studies on the role of hereditary constitution in epilepsy 
and other nervous diseases. Friedlander, "Bénédict- Augustin Morel" p. 3 5 7; Huertas, 
"Madness and Degeneration, 1. From 'Fallen Angel' to Mentally Ill," pp. 397-98; Ian 
DowbigBis Inheriting Mutihess: Profssiom fization and Psychiahzc ffiow fedge in 
Nineteenth-Cenhrry France (U of California P, 1991 ), pp. 54-75. 

'Wchard Walter, 'What Became of the Degenerate? A Bief  History of a Concept," 
Journal of the History of Medicine and Aflied Sciences 1 0 ( 1  956) : 423. 

'"'Pick Faces of Degeneration, p. 50. 



producing an accumulation of morbidity to the point of sterility and death. This could have 

been read as a relatively optimistic doctrine since it did not necessitate any state or medicd 

intervention for the elimination of infenor stocks. But most of Morel's readers and 

successors, including those later associated with the eugenics movement, were instead 

convinced that if left uncontained degeneracy wouid proliferate indefinitely owing to the 

observed high fertility of the ùinately untit. Nor did Morel's partidar progression of 

pathologies stand up to clinid observations made by later adherents of degenerationism, 

such as the psychiatrist Valentin Magnan. His disciples nevertheless retained his theory's 

more fundamentai point that all mental disorders were interchangeable within a family. Thus 

late-nineteenth-century psychiatrie theory commoniy identified mental unbalance, low 

intelligence, and anti-social behaviours as manifestations or stigmata of degenerate stahis. 

Evidence for the environmental ongins, hentability, and transformation of degenerate 

conditions came not only fiom psychiatrists and their asylum populations, but aiso fkom the 

notonous f d y  studies which traced such degenerate pedigrees as the "Jukes" and the 

"Kallikaks." This style ofresearch into networks of degeneracy in the population at large 

was originated by social workers who noticed cases in which many members of the same 

famiy had been institutionalized as paupers, criminals, lunatics, or inebriates.'' For example 

the Kallikaks, discovered by the American eugenicist Henry Goddard, were supposed to have 

been the illepitirnate descendants of a Revolutionary War soldier and a feebleminded 

study of the ancestry of the Jukes 

B e  Eugenzc Fmily  Studies, 18 7 7- 

barmaid. Likewise Richard Dugdale's pioneering 1877 

"Sec for instance Nicole Hahn M e r ,  White Trarh. 
1919 (Boston: Northeastem UP, 1988). 



f ~ l y  was interpreted as evidence for the primacy of heredity in producing degeneracy, 

aithough Dugdale himseIf had intended his pedigrees to show the devastating effects of poor 

environment rather than rnorbid heredity? The method of pedigrees was later appropriated 

by the nascent eugenics movement as well, since such studies appeared to serve as sufficient 

demonstration of the cumulative effects of hereditary defect and the interchangeability of 

various morbid and deviant conditions? 

In some medical texts the degenerationist theory was enlarged even further beyond the 

psychiatrk realm to include ail physical, mental, and behavioural abnormalities that might 

conceivably be ideritable. One striking example of this inclusiveness was a text on 

Degeneracy: Ifs Carres, Si=, c d  RemZfs, by an Amencan dental surgeon Eugene Talbot. 

Talbot began by Listing the possible causes of degeneracy: heredity, consanguineous or 

interracial marriages, toxic agents, ùifectious diseases, and mental fatigue. However, the 

main purpose of his book was to catalogue all of the physical pathologies of the human skull, 

face, teeth, and body, with the help of numerous photographie images. A final chapter 

addressed the various psychopathologies. Talbot cited approvingly many investigators fiom 

ail over the worid who had corne to the conclusion that "the pauper, hystenc, epileptic, 

prostitute, criminal, born- blind, deaf-mut e7 paranoiac, renirrent lunatic and idiot were buds of 

%miel Kevles, In the Name of Eugenics: Genetics md the Uses of Human Heredity 
(Berkeley: U of California P, 1985)' p. 7 1; Charles Rosenberg7 "The Bitter Fruit: Heredity, 
Disease, and Social Thought," in No 0 t h  Gd: On Science rmd American Social i%oughr 
(Baltimore: Johns Hopkins UP, 1 W6), pp. 45-46. Rosenberg's article provides perhaps the 
best summary of the many nineteenth-cenhiry sources of the degeneration concept. 

"Pauline Mazumdar, Eugenics. Human Genetzcs and Hummi Failings: n e  Eugenics 
Society, Its Sources and Ils Crztzcs in Britain (London: Routledge, 1 992), pp. 5 8-95. 



the same tree of degenerate heredityWz4 

More1 had articulated his theory of degeneration in a specific medico-psychiatrie 

context, yet he always intended it to have a broader currency. He had suggested that 

progressive hereditary decline was often manifested not only as the mental derangements he 

treated in his asylun but also as lack of intelligence and self-control. For example he noted 

that so-Wed idiots and imbeciles were sornetimes found to be descended nom epileptics and 

hysterics. Other nineteenth-century psychiatrists expanded this range of mental pathologies 

even fbrther to include s m a l  perversions-masturbation, homosexuality, and 

prostitution-amongst the symptoms of degeneracy? Yet another type of innate mental 

weakness cailed "moral insanity'' was postulated under the theory of degeneration by among 

others the British psychiatrist Henry Maudsley. Maudsley made substantial contributions to 

theories of hereditary mental disease and degeneration, including his idea that criminal 

behaviour codd be accounted for in terms of underdeveloped faculties of self-control and 

mord sense." The link between crime and hereditary degeneracy was also centrai to Cesare 

Lombroso's science of criminal anthropology. In 1876 Lombroso had first identified the 

"Eugene S. Talbot, Degeneracy: Its Causes, Szp, und Resulrs (1 898; New York: 
Garland, l984), p. 20. 

''Sander Gilman, "Sexology, Psychoanalysis, and Degeneration: From a Theory of Race to 
a Race to Theory," in Chamberlin and Gilrnan, eds., Degeneration: The Dmk Side of 
Progress, pp. 72-79. The most notable example of this genre was Richard von Krafft- 
Ebing's seminal 1888 degenerationist text Psychopatlhia Semalis. See also several of the 
essays in Vernon A. Rosario, ed., Science and Homosexziaiiizes (New York: Routledge, 
1997). 

= ~ e n r y  Maudsley, Reqp~~b i l i t y  in Mental Diseare (1 874; New York: D . Appleton, 
1898); Pick, Faces of Degeneraîiorz, pp. 203-1 5. 



"bom criminal" type, an evolutionary atavism whose mental and moral development had 

been arrested at a primitive level and whose facial and bodily features displayed certain 

stigmata of degeneracy. 

Perhaps the most infamous disciple of More1 and Lombroso was the German joumalist, 

physician, and cultural critic Max Nordau, who in the 1890s introduced the concept of 

degeneration into the non-medical context of literary and art criticism Loosely basing his 

ideas on the assumption that nervous fatigue in European civilization was the principal 

source of degeneracy, Nordau sensationally denounced fin-de-siècle culture as decadent and 

its leading artists and thinkers, such as Wagner, Nietzsche, Tolstoy, and Zola himself as 

examples of a degenerate type? Most of Nordau's ideas about degenerate art met with 

scepticism and even ridicule f?om bis contemporaries in the scientific and artistic 

communities, but nevertheless the notonety that surrounded his book certainly helped to 

popularke the idea of dégénérescence across many disciplines. 

nGiria Lombroso-Ferrero, Criminul Mm: According to the Ciussification of Cesare 
Lombroso (1 9 1 1 ; Montclair, NJ: Patterson Smith, 1 972); Martin WoIfgang, "Cesare 
Lombroso," in H. Mannheim, ed., Pimeers of Crimznology (London: Stevens, l96O), pp. 
168-227. The best known English version of Lombroso's hereditarian doctrine was Havelock 
EUis's The Criminal (London: W. Scott, 1890). On crimuid anthropology as an antecedent 
to eugenics, see Mark Haller, Eugenics: Herediturian Attitudes in Arnerican 7hmght (New 
Brunswick: Rutgers UP, 1 963), pp. 14- 17. 

*'Max Nordau, Degeneration (1 895; Lincoln: U of Nebraska P, 1993); Pick, Faces of 
Degeneration, pp. 24-26; Greenslade, Degenerution, Culture, and the Novel, pp. 120-3 3. 
Nordau is also mentioned in severai essays on decadence in art, literature, and theatre 
published in the Chamberlin and Gilman volume Degenerution: n e  Dmk Side of Progress. 



Degenerucy as N'atîonal Decline 

One fashionable histonographic interpretation of the triumph of Moreiian 

degenerationism in psychiatrie circles between 1870 and 1900 emphasizes the role played by 

professional interests. The best example of this approach is Ian Dowbiggids work on 

hereditarianism in French psychiatry. Dowbiggin argues that the concepts of degeneration 

and hereditary mental disease helped this new medical discipline to achieve professional 

status by making it appear more scientific as weU as somaticaiiy based. Its practitioners 

could assert that insanity was not merely a psychological phenornenon but instead it had a 

physical bais in hentable lesions of the nervous system, which couid ody be treated 

medically." Morel's theory thereby served to legitimize the medical treatment and control of 

madness at a time when alienists were stiU competing for this domain with philosophers, 

psychologists, and priests. A correspondhg case has been made for the state of late- 

Victorian British psychiatry, where elite practitioners such as Henry Maudsley, Thomas 

Laycock, and Thomas Clouston similarly used the somaticist theory of degeneration in an 

effort to establish the scientific credentials of their stniggling branch of medical practi~e.~' 

'gDowbiggin, Inheritîng Muhess, pp. 4-6. See also his earlier article, 'Pegeneration and 
Hereditarianism in French Mental Medicine, 1840-90: Psychiatnc Theory as Ideological 
Adaptation," in W. F. Bynum, et al., eds., Anatomy of Madhess: fisays in the Hist0r-y of 
Psychiatry (London: Routledge, 1 %S),  vol. 1, pp. 188-232. 

300ther good examples of this histonographic tradition are L. S. Jacyna, "Somatic 
Theories of Mind and the Interests of Medicine in Britain, 1850- 1879," Medical History 26 
(1982): 233-58; Andrcw Scull, Museums ofMaditess: The Social Orgoniz~tzon of lnsanïty in 
Nineteenth-Cenhrry England (London: Men Lane, 1979); and S. E. D. Shortt, Vicrorian 
Lumcy: Richard M. Bucke and the Practîce of Late-Nineteenth-Century Psychat?y 
(Cambridge UP, 1986). 



Expanding on this interpretation, it could be suggested that psychiatrists were not the 

only group that had a professional stake in the acceptance of dégénérescence. Other groups 

of medical practitioners might also have realized that hereditarian theories could help them 

win greater social power and prestige. Degenerationism was used to sanction the 

"rnedicaii~ation~~ of not ody madness but also social pathologies such as crime, pauperism, 

dcoholism, and homosexuality. Members of the "hygiene" professions, which included 

public health officiais, anti-alcohol doctors, and asylum, workhouse, and prison physicians, 

could proclaim that they performed valuable seMces to the state as experts in the treatrnent 

and prevention of these social Us, since their work was helping to regenerate national 

vitality." Yet while professionalization theses such as these certainly go a long way towards 

accounting for the success of degenerationism in nineteenth-century medicine, we should not 

neglect the wider social and cultural contexts that lent these discourses legitimacy. 

As Daniel Pick has argued in response to Dowbiggin's emphasis on career oppominities 

and professional respectability among experts in mental disease, the theory of degeneration 

%as never simply 'instrumental'; it artidated fears beyond the merely strategic, fears of 

inundation. . . ."32 More specincaily, Pick refers to the importance of class ideology in 

"~h i s  argument is suggested for the French context by Nye, "Degeneration and the 
Medical Mode1 of Cultural Crisis," pp. 29 and 36. "In a nation deeply womed about its 
relative vitality, doctors found their medicd knowledge selling at a high premium and their 
social prestige greater than at any time in the previous century. They were encouraged to 
suggest cures for this illness in the same biological discourse in which the symptomatology of 
the national pathology had been originaily coastnicted." 

"Pick, Faces of Degeneration, p. 44. He similady criticizes Robert Nye and Jan 
Goldstein for suggesting that the concept of hereditary degeneracy was ''just manufachired 
strategically in order to fabricate a conception of crisis" that would serve medical interests (p. 



discussions of d e c k g  physicai and moral standards among the populations of France, Itdy, 

and England. He identifies in a number of scientific and iiterary texts amcieties about 

inundation by an urban underclass, which at various historicai moments threatened social 

unrest or revolution in each of these national contexts. In Pick' s view, then, the most 

important subtext of degenerationist discourses was fear of the mob, the dangerous classes, or 

the criminal offender. But as 1 &ail argue next, the re&g theme of revolution and mob 

barbarisrn had by the tum of the century largely been replaced, at least in Britain, by new 

class-based amieties about the manpower resources required to maintain an expanding 

empire. The supposedly detenorating physical condition of the labouring classes 

encompassed observations of a falling birth rate, stunted physiques, and high rates of child 

morbidity and mortality in Edwardian Bntain. In fact Robert Nye has described neariy 

identical concerm about declining national health in his accounts of degenerationism in late- 

nineteenth-century French medical thought. For my purposes then Nye's d y s i s  may be 

more valuable than Pick's more comprehensive history of degeneration, as 1 attempt in this 

chapter to explore some of the antecedents of British eugenic theones about the hereditary 

effects of alcoholism. 

According to Nye, degeneracy theory enjoyed its greatest appeal in French social 

medicine, where it elucidated in medicai tems "the various social pathologies from which 

the nation d e r e d :  depopulation, crime, mental illness, prostitution, suicide, and various 

42). Jan Goldstein, Conrole and CZmszfvfv lrhe French Psychiatrie Profession in the 
Nineteenth Century (Cambridge UP, 1987). 



organic di~eases."~~ Above dl, French cornmentators on national health expressed d m  

over the pathological fa11 in the birthrate since the 1870s. This demographic trend 

jeopardized the tùture of French rnilitary and industrial strength relative to the other great 

national powers, especially the newly unined and rapidly growing German suite. The quaiity 

as weII as quantity of population also appeared to be decihing, insofar as vital aatistics 

showed a hi& incidence of alcoholism, venereal disease, suicide, crime, and insanity. Nye's 

analysis thus suggests that the political meaning of degeneration in France focused less on 

uneasiness about violent crime and social m e s t  than on alarm at the deteriorathg physicd 

and mental health of the people. 

These French anxieties about the diminishing size and strength of the population were 

closely echoed in the British context, where the military reverses of the AngIo-Boer War of 

1899-1902 generated an intense sense of crisis over national efficiency and physical 

detenoration." Prior to that however the rhetoric of degeneration had aiready appeared in 

non-psychiatrie discourses on poverty and the conditions of town Me in late-Victorian 

Britain3' An unhealthy urban environment was assurned to be the immediate source of 

progressive racial decadence. Although Vïctorian social reformers did not actually cite 

33Nye, "Degeneration and the Medical Mode1 of Cultural Crisis," p. 20. 

'qhe physical detenoration crisis is described in most histones of British eugenics, such 
as GeofEey Searle, Eugenics and Politics in Britain, 1900-1914 (Leiden: Noordhoff 
International, 1 V6), pp. 22-25. I discuss its relationship to both maidine and non-mainline 
eugenics in the f i t  section of Chapter N. 

"The best source on this discourse of degeneration in the 1880s is Gareth Stedrnm 
Jones's classic study, Outcast London: A Shidy in the Relationshzp between Classes in 
Vicrorzm Society (197 1 ; New York: Pantheon, 1984), pp. 127-5 1 and 28 1-3 14. 



Morei, their use of the term degeneration in reference to the "condition of England question" 

had the same broad scope as did Morel's rnedico-psychiatrie theory. Both of these notions of 

degeneracy were founded upon a sense of impending cultural crisis, a belief that the unfitness 

and anti-social behaviour of individuals posed a threat fiom within to the weffxe of entire 

nations. What Gareth Stedman Jones refers to as the "theory of urban degeneration" 

provided a biological rationalization for myriad social ills associated with the London poor. 

During the 1 8 8Os, British social investigators such as Andrew Mearns, G. R Sims, and 

Charles Booth had reveaied the existence of a shockingiy large "residuum" class-an urban 

subpopulation of casual labourers who were riddled with disease and vice, and surviving 

barely at subsistence levels in insanitary and overcrowded conditions. " Severai medical 

treatises dating from this period similady dealt witb the newly discovered pro blem of 

degenerate slum families. One such text, by Dr. James Cantlie, concluded that there was no 

such thing as a third generation Londoner, shce "'Nature steps in and denies the continuance" 

of such shinted and sickly family Iines. At the same time though, Cantlie assumed that this 

ongoing elimination of degenerate stocks tended to be baianced out by the constant creation 

of new ones, as the fitter members of rural families migrated into the cities seekïng better 

economic opportunities. As Cantlie summed up this theory of urban degeneration, "the close 

confinement and the foul air of our cities are shortening the life of the individual, and raising 

36 Ibid , pp. 282-83; Mazumdar, Eugenzcs, Human Genetics and Humrm Failings, pp. 62- 
63. 



up a puny and ill-developed race."" 

In language that would eventually be adopted by the eugenics movement, late-Victorian 

social aaivists spoke of a "progressive deterioration of the race" caused by deletenous urban 

living conditions, especiay as the pressures of industrialkation forced more and more 

members of the labouring classes into the cities. They feared in part the potentidy 

revolutionary tendencies of a bmtahed, stunted slum p~pulation.~' The degeneracy of 

"outcast London" was also said to entail moral decay, in the form of rising incidence of such 

vices as crime, dninkemess, and promiscuity. But most mct~nan degenerationists appear to 

have been less alarmed by the prospect of immorality and political agitation than by the 

problem of declining physical health, or "the fate of the body in the city."" Urbanization was 

identified by Cantlie and others as the primary source of "feeble and tainted constitutions" in 

both the existing population and their progeny. They thus blamed unemployment and 

paupensm on the biological unfitness of the people, and womed that the growing residuum 

class might evenhiaily enguifor contaminate the healthy and "~ivilized'~ portions of the 

37James Cantlie, Degeneration mnongst Londoners ( 1  885; New York: Garland l98S), pp. 
2 1-23 and 33. This Garland edition is bound with two other tracts that illustrate late-century 
fears about the poor health of urban populations and their progeny: J. Milner Fothergdl, The 
Town Dwdler: His Needr and His Wmts ( 1  889), and John Edward Morgan, 7he Danger of 
Deterioration of Racejbn the too Rqzd lncrease of Great Cities ( 1  866). A senes of 
articles and letters that appeared in the Lancet during the 1860s sirniiarly addressed the topic 
of urban Life as a cause of "race degeneration." Pick, Faces of Degenerutzon, pp. 190-9 1; and 
Jones, Outcast London, pp. 127-29. 

"Jones has described how economic depression and underemplopent during the 1880s 
and 90s led to a growing radicalkation of both the respectable and residuum portions of the 
working classes, a movement that nilminated in demonstrations and Bots in the West End 
during 1886-87 and the dock strike of 1889. Jones, Outcast London, pp. 29 1-96 and 3 15-2 1. 

3%k, Faces of Degeneration, p. 1 89. 



commUfüty.'O 

M e r  1900, the rhetoric of racial degeneration merged with i n t e d e d  imperialistic 

amcieties about whether a physically decadent lower-class population :ould fùnction 

effectively as labourers and soldiers. Doctors and social activists associated with a number of 

early-century reform movements now recognized perpetually hi& rates of infant mortality 

and the poor physical condition of school children and army recniits as tke most significant 

symptoms of biological decay . Edwardian-era fears about whether the British masses would 

be able to uphold the rnilitary and commercial supremacy of the nation were fiequently 

couched in terms of the problem of national efficiency, where "efficiency" had to sorne extent 

replaced "degeneration" as the catchword of the day." '0th terms conveyed a general sense 

of crisis over perceived national and biological decline. Yet the language of racial 

degeneration also remained popular, especiaüy within the context of the eugenics movement 

in both its mainline and Lamarckian incarnations. 

2. Temperance Science 

Although specuiation about the degenerating vitality of the populace in British towns 

had begun as early as the 1880s, it was not until the turn of the century and the Boer War 

efficiency crisis that this aspect of the "condition of England question" h d y  gained 

'O~ones, Outca~i London, pp. 283-87. 

"This relationship between the two terms has been suggested by Greendade, 
Degenetation, Culture, and the Novei, p. 1 85. For more on national efficiency the standard 
source is Geo5ey Searle, n e  @est for National EDciency: A Shrdy in British Politics and 
British Politicai ïhmght, 18994914 ( M o r d :  Blackweli, 197 1). 



universal recognition nom medical personnel, social actMsts, and politicians.42 In partinilar, 

the 1904 Inter-departmental Committee on Physical Deterioration called attention to certain 

noxious urban conditions, such as overcrowded housing, parental drinking, and inadequate 

diet, as the main sources of apparently declining health and physique in the working classes. 

The Physical Detenoration Report rejected any suggestion that the deplorable condition of 

the British populace might have more to do with inherited disease or innate unfimess than 

with bad environment. Yet the hdings of this Committee still  upheld long-standing sofi 

hereditarian views regarding the transmitted effects of unhealthy surroundings and poisons 

such as alcohol and syphilis. As the report concluded, although heredityper se may not have 

been responsible for progressive racial detenoration, "it may well be that the depressing 

effects of the Me-struggle on parents are, nevertheless, in some measure transmitted to the 

O ffspring. "" 

Whatever the Committee's own intentions may have been regarding the question of 

hereditary versus environmental causes of ill health, many contemporary readers interpreted 

its findings as a strong defence of the notion of progressive hereditary degeneration." Most 

importantly for my purposes, the Physicai Deterioration Report devoted considerable 

4%hrd Men Soloway has noted that for instance James Cantlie's message about the 
relative fitness of city versus town dwellers, first deïvered in 1885, was first taken senously 
by the 1902 Royal Commission on Physical Training (Scotland). Soloway, "Counting the 
Degenerates: The Statistics of Race Deterioration in Edwardian England," JmmaI of 
Contemporas, History 17 ( 1  982): 146. 

43Reporf of the Inler-depmanenid Cornmittee on PhysicaI Deterzoration, PmZiamentury 
Papers, 1904, XXW (London: HMSO, 1904), vol. 1, pp. 46-47. 

USoloway, "Counting the Degenerates," p. 15 1. 



attention to the recently identifieci public health problem of parental alcoholism as a source of 

disease and arrested development in o f f s p ~ g .  This document thus represents one especiaily 

sigdicant point at which the subject of alcohol was introduced into early-twentieth-century 

degenerationist discourses. The success of this effort to direct govemment attention to the 

racial consequences of the national drink problem can be attributed largely to the continuing 

power of temperance interests. The Cornmittee' s findings on alcoholic degeneracy were 

heavily duenced by two witnesses, Wfiam McAdam Eccles and Robert Jones, who spoke 

on behalfof a speciai conference of Meen anti-aicohol doaors afnliated with the National 

Temperance League and the Society for the Study of Inebriety." These temperance 

advocates championed beliefs about the risks of parental aicohol consumption that had ui fact 

been estabfished as a majom medicai opinion severai decades eariier by their predecessors 

in the Victorian temperance crusade. 

Scientific research into the problem of alcoholic heredity was fut launched during the 

1880s by workers associated with the temperance cause in Europe and Amenca Such 

evidence had corne to be regarded as a particularly compeiihg argument in favour of the 

practice of total abstinence. As wiU be seen next, this kind of exploitation of medicai- 

scientific knowledge about alcohol typified the work of the distinct medical branch of the 

temperance movement that arose in Britain duriag the second half of the nineteenth century. 

''TES group also subrnitted numerous statements by inf idua i  members and statistics on 
various medical aspects of the alcohol question, which were d published as an appendix to 
the report. Physical Deteriorution Report, vol. 3, pp. 721 -29. See also David Gutzke, "'The 
Cry of the Children': The Edwardian Medical Campaign against Maternai Drinking*" British 
J m a Z  of AaWiction 79 (1984): 73-74. 



So-called temperance science embodied two general categones of research: physiological 

arguments against the supposed nutritional and therapeutic value of alcoholic beverages, and 

observations of the various pathologies associated with heavy or even moderate ciriaking, 

including its effects on the descendants of d r inke r~ .~  

The Medical Temperonce Movement 

The nineteenth-century British temperance movement has most fkequently been 

characterized as a moral reform crusade agaiost the vice or sin of dninkenness, led by 

evangelical teetotal faoatcs who preached about improving the lives and savhg the souk of 

dninkards. WMe most temperance lectures and fiterature rnay indeed have been cast in such 

religious and moralinog terms, more secuiar and materialistic h d s  of arguments in favour 

of personal abstinence or restrictions on the dnnk trafic had also been utilized fkom the very 

aart of the anti-alcohol crusade. In both Britab and Amenca as early as the 178Os, 

prominent medical men such as Erasmus Darwin, Thomas Beddoes, Thomas Trotter, and 

Benjamin Rush had set the stage for the emergence of the moderationist, anti-spirits branch 

of the temperance movement with their studies of the deleterious effects of hard iiquor on 

both the human body and the welfare of the commdty." The total abstinence branch of the 

"Much of what I shaii Say here about the history of temperance science and medical 
involvement in the anti-alcohol cmsade has previously been covered in my article, "'A 
Medical Cromwell to Depose King Alcohol' : Medical Scientists, Temperance Reformers, 
and the Alcohol Problem in Britain," Histoire SocialeSocia~ History 27 ( 1  994) : 3 3 7-65. 

"A E. Wilkerson, "A History of the Concept of Alcoholism as a Disease" @.S. W. d i s ,  
University of Pennsyhania, 1 966), pp. 3 9-5 9. 



British anti-aicohol movement, which had been founded in Preston, Lancashire in 1832, 

similady owed as much to secular concems about drink and dninkenness as it did to ethical 

issues or religious authorityu 

The fkst teetotai societies had been led by ambitious members of the working classes 

who believed that abstention fkom alcohol represented one essential step on the road to self- 

improvement and respectability." For the niluig classes, on the other hand, intemperance 

among the masses was considered problematic fiom the practicai standpoints of public order 

and nationai prospenty. Middle-class reformers denounced dninkemess not only on the 

grounds that it was inconsistent with the scriptures or with a righteous Christian Me, but also 

because it ofien led to violence, crime, pauperism, and inefficiency. The ideal of sobriety 

among working men was promoted as a means of achieving "security of property, a 

disciphed work force, and an expanded home market?' Temperance reforms such as drink 

control legislation and personal abstinence were thus supposed to serve as a comprehensive 

"The farnous "seven men of Prestony' were the fmt to sign the teetotal pledge renouncing 
the use of al1 intoxicating beverages. By contrast the earlier practice in the moderationist 
temperance societies that had sprung up in Scotland, Ireland, and England during the 1820s 
was to abstain only fiom distilled spirits, while beer was considered the "temperance drink." 

'?Lilian Lewis Shiman, C m d e  against DnnR in Victorian Enghd  (New York: St. 
Martin's, l988), pp. 23-24 and 29-3 3 ; Bnan Harrison, Dnnk and the Victorianr: ïhe 
Temperace Question in Enghd 1815-1872 (London: Faber and Faber, 1 Wl), pp. 127-33 
and 150-5 1. Harrison's is stiU the best and most complete history of temperance in Britain 
up to the 1 WOs, whiie S himan's text carries the story of teetotalism and prohibitionkm up to 
the tum of the century. Harrison in particuiar stresses the pivotai role of working-class 
leaders and initiatives in the early teetotal crusade, while downplaying the importance of 
organized religion. He asserts that it was not until that 1870s that the temperance movement 
was M y  accepted by the churches and that it acquired "an almost exclusively Christian 
flavour" (p. 184). 

Warrison, Drink and the ViClorim, p. 95. 



solution to a variety of social Us associated with industrialkation. For working men 

themselves, the teetotal crusade epitomized above ail a means to self-realization and social 

advancement. 

Vktorian anti-alcohol literature highlighted yet another material cost of intemperance, 

namely its effects on the physical health of individualsi and the community. Heavy or chronic 

drinking was considered a serious social problem not only because of its association with 

dninkemess and other vices, but aiso because it could lead to illness and even premature 

death. Some men thus joined temperance societies owing to thek views on health rather than 

for any moral rasons: they championed abstinence fiom alcohol alongside other causes 

ernphasizing the virtues of good health and good diet, such as vegetarianism, anti-smoking, 

and hydropathy." Temperance reformers were also attracted to the health-related aspects of 

the drink problem because they believed a medical-scientific case againa alcohol would 

serve as a particuiarly valuable weapon in their arsenal. It was presumed that the authonty of 

science could provide the temperance crusade with a more universai appeal than an 

exclusively religious foundation ~ould. '~  By the 1860s and 70s, the "physical basis" of 

teetotal principles had in fact assumed a central position in the propagandizing work of some 

branches of the temperance movement. The medical-scientSc aspect of the drink question 

became the special domain of physicians, surgeons, and scientists who possessed expertise in 

the study of physiology and pathology. These "temperance doctors" presented themselves as 

S'lbid, pp. 33 and 1 6 1 ; S himan, Crusclde agaim Drink, p. 3 7. 

%anison, Drink urui the Vktorians, p. 190. 



rational and objective professionals whose presence lent credibility to the temperance 

movement as a whole. Their voices would prove to be exceptionally powerful in promoting 

the cause among audiences who were increasingly interested in and impressed by the facts 

and authority of ~cience.'~ 

During the first hdf  of the nineteenth century, however, the weight of medicd opinion 

and scientific knowledge about alcohol seemed to fail more heavily on the pro-drink side of 

the temperance debate. Only a small minorïty of medical professionals supported the cause, 

whiie most were indifferent or even openly resistant. The profession as a whole continued to 

endorse the medical and domestic usage of moderate doses of alcoholic beverages, since it 

was generdy believed that these couid be beneficial in heaith and disease as a source of 

muscular energy or bodily heat, as a stimulant, and as a remedy for numerous ailments." 

Temperance refomers therefore felt that they had to counteract prevailing beliefs about the 

%The emergence of a distinct medical temperance movement by the 1860s coincided with 
the mission undertaken by scientific publicists such as T. H. Huxley, John Tyndall, and 
Francis Galton to elevate the status and authority of science in Victorian culture. 
Temperance science aiso owed much to the birth of the social science movement around this 
same time, especiaily to the work on public hedth and the national drink problem undertaken 
by the Social Science Association after 1857. See Frank Turner, Contesting Cultural 
Authon'ty: Essqs in Victorian Inteilectuoi Life (Cambridge UP, 1993); and Lawrence Riti, 
"The Victorian Conscience in Action: The National Association for the Promotion of Socid 
Science, 1 85 7- 1 886" (Ph.D. diss., Columbia University, 1959). 

Y John Harley Warner, "Physiological Theory and Therapeutic Explmation in the 1 8 60s: 
The British Debate on the Medical Use of Alwhol," Bulletin ofthe History of Medicine 54 
(1980): 235-57; Sarah E. Wfiams, "The Use of Beverage Alcohol as Medicine, 1790-1860," 
J m l  of S~udies on AIcohoZ 41 (1980): 543-66; Cheryl Krasnick Warsh, "'Because there is 
Pain': Alcoholism, Temperance and the wctonan Physician," Canadian Bulletin of Medical 
History 2 ( 1  985): 1-22; Harrison, Drink and the Victorim, pp. 3 9-4 1 ; Shiman, CNsade 
against Drink, pp. 34-36. 



dietary and medicinai vdue of alcohol if they were to persuade lay and medical audiences 

alike to change their traditional practices. They wanted to create a new medical consensus on 

alcohol as a destroyer rather than a restorer of hedth. 

The first step towards redirecting medical opinion on alcohol was taken by a handfùl of 

teetotaling doctors who had stopped prescnbing beverage alcohol to their patients as early as 

the 1830s." They claimed that alcohol had never been proven an efficacious rernedy and 

suspeaed that the appetite for intoxicating drùik was all too often aroused by medicinal and 

dietetic prescriptions. Initially some of these practitioners saw their personal and 

professional reputations suEer owing to their unwiilingness to accede to orthodox medical 

theory and to their patients' expectations and dernand~.'~ Aicohol was in fact so vital to the 

medical profession at mid-cenniry that even many temperance doctors allowed that small 

arnounts had a proper "place and powef' in treating certain types of disease." They did 

"See for example the entries on John Cheyne, Henry Mudge, and John Snow in E. H. 
Cherrington, ed., Stanciard Encyclopedia of the Alcohol Problem, 6 vols. (Westerdie, Ohio : 
Ame~ican Issue, 1925-3 0). Hereafler referred to as Stm&d EncycIopedia. 

S6Harrison, Drink and the Victorians, pp. 306-8. For instance, the workhouse medical 
officer Wfiam Batchelor was stripped of his ofnce in 1842 when he withheld alcohol from 
his patients. He published a pamphlet on his expenences, entitied "Trials and Persecutions of 
a Teetotal Surgeon." Later temperance tracts likewise recounted the ordeais faced by John 
Higginbottom, who was branded a madman and ostracized fiom practising among the upper 
classes. 'William Batchelor," Standmd Encyclopedia, vol. 1, p. 28 5 ;  Axe1 GustaEson, The 
Foundarion of Death. A Study of the DrinR-Question, 3rd edn. @oston: Ginn, Heath, 1885), 
p. 182. 

"See for instance James Miller, Alcohol: Ifs Place md Puwer (Pbiladelphia: Lindsay and 
Blakiston, 1859); and Wfiam Benjamin Carpenter, n e  Physoloogy of Tempetance and Total 
Abstinence, being an Examination of the Effects of the Excessive, MModee, and Occasional 
Use of Akoholic Liquors on the Healthy Human System (London: Henry G. Bohn, 1853). As 
late as 1894 one temperance doctor was still advocating the carefid prescription of aicohol in 
cases of fever and interna1 inflammation, as a cardiac stimulant, and as support for the vital 



nonetheless condemn the practice of administering liberal and fiequent dosages as had 

become fashionable during the 1850s under Dr. Robert Bentley Todd's system of"alcoholic 

therapeutics."" It was only during the 1s t  quarter of the nineteenth century that the medical 

branch of the temperance movement begin to agitate for the complete or near complete 

abolition of aicohol fiom private and hospital practice." 

As early as the 1830s' a select group of temperance supporters had also taken up a 

second line of attack on the everyday use of alcoholic beverages, challenging the accepted 

belief that these had nutritional as weli as therapeutic value. Joseph Livesey, one of the 

fmous seven men of Preston and a teetotal iecturer, devised the original scientific 

force in weakening diseases. W. F. Hazeii, "On the Therapeutic Use of Alcohol as 
lnebriety," P roceedings of the Society for the Sm& of hebrzev 4 1 ( 1 894): 4- 1 1 . 

"The physiologist Todd's theory held that all diseases were asthenic and therefore 
treatable by stimulants. He believed that the wasumption of alcohol in disease could 
stimulate the nervous system and aid the body in preserving vital power by serving as an 
alternative source of energy, thereby preventing the combustion of healthy tissues. After 
1870, the therapeutic use of alcohol remained fashionable but was now more often justified 
on the clinical grounds that it reduced body temperature. On Todd's system see Warner, 
4'Physioiogical Theory and Therapeutic Explanation," pp. 240-44 and 254-56. Elsewhere it 
has been suggested that medical pradce became increashgiy reliant on alcohol after mid- 
century owing not only to its apparent effectiveness at reducing tension and pain, but also 
because it fiiied a gap left by declinhg confidence in heroic bloodlenuig and purging. 
Wfiams, ''The Use of Beverage Alcohol as Medicine," p. 563. 

"This campaign was headed by James Edmunds, Senior Physician to the London 
Temperance Hospital founded in 1873. For statistics on declining alcohol expenditures in 
various public institutions see Victor Horsiey and Mary Sturge, Alcohol and the Humm 
Body: An Introduction to the Sludy of the Subject, and a Contribution to NrilionaI HeaIth, 4th 
edn. (London: Macmillan, 19 1 l), pp. 4-12; and C. R Drysdale, "Therapeutics without 
Alcohol-Effects on hebriety," Proceed-s of the Society for the Stu& of lnebriety 52 
(1 897): 2-1 3. A good contemporary account of the temperance reaction against alcoholic 
therapeutics and popular beliefs about the food value of alcohol was provided by John G. 
Wooley and Wfiam E. Johnson, Temperance Progress of the Centzïry (Toronto: Linscott, 
lgO5), pp. 367-78. 



temperance presentation, his celebrated "Malt LectureT7 first delivered in 1 833 The Malt 

Lecture purported to expose the meagre food value of beer and other alcoholic drinks. 

Livesey evaporated ail of the liquid eom a sample of aie in order to demonstrate how little 

nourishing matter it really contained, and he delighted his audiences by setting fire to dishes 

of beer and Liquor in order to demonstrate their poisonous contents. Following this example, 

severai chemists later gave similar illustrated scientific lectures on alcohol, while a handfûi of 

temperance doctors became especiaiiy weli known for the scientific content of their popular 

lectures. 61 

One especialiy important medical figure in the early temperance movement was Sir 

William Benjamin Carpenter, the respected physiologist and science popularizer. Two essays 

published by Carpenter in 1847 and 1850 were among the first and most influentid works 

analyzing the physiological action of alcohol, especially the question of its nutritional 

His case against the physiological necessity of alcohol was based on two kinds of 

direct evidence: the expenences of non-alcoholic medicai practitioners and the reports of 

working men, amies, and arctic explorers as to the adverse effects of alcohol on strength and 

normal body temperature. M e r  1843, the question of whether the body could use alcohol in 

'%amison, Drink and the Vzctorims7 pp . 1 20-25. 

6 1 T ~ o  of the best known medical-scientific temperance lecturers prior to 1 860 were Dr. 
Ralph Barnes Grindrod, Bacchus. An ESay on the Nature, Causes, Eflecfs, mtd Cure of 
Intemperance (1839; Hartford: S. Andrus and Sons. 185 1); and Fredenc Richard Lees, ne 
Selected Workr of Dr. Frederic Richard Lees, 1 0 vols. (London: National Temperance 
Publication Depot? 1 884-87). 

6Wiliiam Benjamin Carpenter, "The Physiologicd Effects of Alco holic Drinks," British 
mrri Foreign Medicul Review 24 (1 847): 5 15-48; and On the Use and Abuse of Akoholic 
Liquors in Health and Diseare (Boston: Crosby and Nichols, 185 1). 



cornniaive faduon was aiscj addressed within the framework of a theoretical argument 

put forward by the German chanin Justus von Liebig. Liebig had classified alcohol as a 

.'respiratory food." or a substance that like sugars and fats could be oxidized in the body 

@cimg hear or energy . Opponents of teetotalism and advocates of alco holic therapeutics 

enlisteci this theosy in their defence of the moderate consumption and prescription of alcohol. 

While shanog the temperance reformers' concem about the evils of alcohol abuse, they 

nonetheless argued that when used respoasibly aicohol could indeed produce heat and force, 

replace orduiary foods in the diet, or Save tissues from being broken down when other food 

was not availab~e.~ 

At the same tirne, however, Liebig's conclusions regarding the dietetic value of alcohol 

were also appropnated by teetotal forces. Temperance doaors such as Carpenter argued than 

even if some theoreticai food value could be derived fiom the combustion of alcohol in the 

body, this process nevertheless did more harm than good by using up oxygen that would be 

better spent warming the body in the normal way or buniing off waste materials in the blood. 

Carpenter criticized the followers of Liebig for focusing exclusively on the mere chemical 

process of combustion, while ignoring the obvious fact that alcohol was neither a safe nor an 

efficient article of the diet because of its toxic effects on the vital fùnct ion~.~~ 

Public dialogue on the question "is alcohol food or physic?" continued into the second 

aWamer, "Physiological Theory and Therapeutic Explmation," pp. 240-42. 

%irpenter, On the Use and Abuse of Alcoholic Liquors, p. 122. Sunilar points were 
made by Milier, Alcohoi: Its Place and Power, p. 62; and Lees, Selected Works, vol. 6, pp. 
152-99. Even Liebig himself eventually conceded that aicohol was not a desirable foodstuff- 
Wdkerson, "History of the Concept of Alcohoiism as a Disease," p. 99. 



half of the century, now fbelled by new experimental findings on the physiologicd and 

chemical fate of alcohol in the body reported in 1860 by three French inve~tigators.~~ Based 

on a series of simple, non-quantitative tests performed on dogs and men, these workers 

concluded with unjustified confidence that ali ingested alcohol was excreted unchanged 

through the lungs, ski4 and kidneys. Some Bntish teetotalers interpreted this result as 

experimental verfication of their belief that alcohol codd not support Me as an aliment or a 

~timulant.~ But other supporters of the cause were disturbed by the idea that alcohol might 

rapidly pass through the body unchanged-how then did it cause its manifest pathological 

effects on tissues? They therefore cited Liebig's respiratory food theory instead, 

supplemented by mounting experimental evidence showing that the combustion of alcohol 

did not provide enough usefùl force or heat to counterbalance the damage produced by 

immoderate consurnption. Much of this original experimental woik had been carried out by 

the leading Bntish expert in the medicai-scientific mdy of alcohol, the physician, sanitary 

reformer, and temperance advocate Sir Benjamin Ward ~ichardson." 

65Ludgar Ldemand, Maurice Perrin, and J. L. P. Duroy, Du rôle de l'alcool et des 
onnesthésiques k l'organisme (Paris: F. Charnerot, 1860); Wamer, 'Thysiological Theory 
and Therapeutic Explanation," pp .244-47. 

66Henry Munroe, The Physologicai Action of Alcohol (London: F. Pitmaq 1 865). pp. 30- 
31. 

%ate Mitchell, The Drink Question: Its Social and Medical Aspects (London: Swan 
Somenscheïu, 1891), p. 108. 

Wchardson was best known in temperance circles for his "Cantor Lectures" on alcohol 
delivered before the Edinburgh Society of Arts in 1874-75. These were reprinted in 
Benjamin Ward Richardson, Ten Lectures on Alcohol (New York: National Temperance 
Society, 1887), pp. 1-190. His aicohol experiments were also reported in his Resulrs of 
Resemches on Alcohol (London: W. Tweedie, 1 877). 



Richardson's investigations were straightfiorward and uniquely quantitative. He 

measured the body temperature of aicoholized animais, d i scove~g that ingested alcohol did 

not warm the body but in fact dangerously reduced its temperature. Then in order to 

determine whether or not alcohol could be converted into musnilar energy, he measured the 

lifüng power of a frog's leg and found that it was enfeebled with alcohol. Nineteenth-century 

temperance writen eageriy seized upon these simple hdings as the best available proof for 

their beiief that dcohol was not a wholesome article of the diet. Richardson bimselfhad only 

become a teetotaler in the late 1860s, as a consequence of some research he had undertaken 

into the physiological effects and medicina1 efficacy of various chernical substances, 

including the a lcoh~ls .~~  He came to be the acknowledged leader of the medical temperance 

movement and credited himseifwith having laid the "scientinc basis of the temperance 

reformation" by providing physiological evidence that ethyl alcohol was both unnecessary 

and evil." His years of experimental work with d subjeds also led to numerous 

discoveries about how alcoholic intoxication affected the circuiatory, digestive, and nervous 

fiinctions. Richardson even contributed to the clinical and experimental study of chronic 

alcohoiic disease, work which provided him with pathological details and pichires used to 

shock his audiences during his many temperance lectures of the 1870s and 80s. 

While medics had had relatively M e  involvement in the early history of the British 

'*'Sir Benjamin Ward Richardson," StandCad EncycIopedia, vol. 5, pp. 2283 -84. 

'9. W. Richardson, "The Scientific Bases of the Temperance Reformation," The 
Asdepi& A Book of O r i g i ~ I  Research and Observatiom in the Science, Art  and Literumre 
of Medicine, Preventive and Curative 1 (1 884): 234-3 5. Richardson himseif wrote all the 
articles that appeared in this serial during its 12 volume m. 



teetotal movement, by the 1860s they assumed a more pronounced role as propagandists and 

investigators of the physical aspects of the drink question. Temperance doctors produced 

hundreds of books. pamphlets, and lectures devoted speci£icdy to medical-scientific issues, 

while the dissemination of this knowledge was spomored by the nation's largea temperance 

organizations, namely the National Temperance League, the Church of Engiand Temperance 

Society, and the prohibitionist United Kingdom Likewise major temperance and 

prohibition conferences invariably sought to capitalùe on rnedicai authority by incorporating 

specid sections for papers given by medical men on health-related and scientific topics? 

Because of their authoritative position and powemil innuence on public opinion, 

medical men and women were speciaily courted by temperance societies in the hopes that 

they would lend their names and their labours to the cause. In particular, the National 

Temperance League (NTL) began campaigning in 1 869 to alert medical professiooals to the 

national drink problem and their potentially crucial role in addressing it. In 1876, the NTL 

 orne idea of the extent of this medical temperance fiterahire in the second haü of the 
century can be gained from the 400-page bibliography compiled by Emii Abderhalden, 
Bibliogrqhie des gesmnten wissensch(rfl2ichen Literuiur über den AIkohol und den 
AIkohoIismus (Berlin and Viema: Urban and Schwarzenberg, 1904). 

none early example was the International Temperance and Prohibition Convention held in 
London in 1862, which included eight papers on temperance as sanitary medicine, the 
treatment of inebnety, the pathology of alcohol, and the medicina1 use of alcohol. 
Proceedings of the IntemationaZ Tempermce urzd Prohibition Cornenfion (London: Job 
Caudwell, 1862). More medical-scientific contributions were made at the National 
Temperance League congresses held in Liverpool 1884, Birmingham 1889, and Chester 
1895, and at the Lnternational Congresses against Alcoholism held in Antwerp 1885, Zurich 
1887, Christiania 1890, Bade 1895, Brussels 1897, Viema 1901, Budapest 1905, Stockholm 
1907, and London 1909. A summary of al1 of these scient5c papers was provided by J. T. 
Rae in his preface to the Proceedings of the TweZfth International Congress on Alcoholism 
(London: Paternoster House, lgOg), pp. 5-6. 



spawned a daughter o r g d t i o n  cded the British Medical Temperance Association 

(BMTA), which was to serve as a "rallying-point for all medical abstainers."" Richardson 

acted as president of this association from 1879 until his death in 1896, and his name and 

reputation were said to have attracted many new members to the medicd temperance 

movement. The goals of the BMTA were to provide encouragement to teetotal doctors, to 

convert more practitioners to the temperance cause, to promote scientifïc investigation into 

the effects of alcoholism, and to convince the profession in general that aicohol ought not be 

recommended as food or physic. By 1898, membership in the BMTA had reached almost 

900 practitioners and students across Great Britain, dong with 5,000 sub~cribers.'~ 

The principal rationale behind the founding of the BMTA and the medical temperance 

movement was to promote personal abstinence as the first and most important step towards 

solving the national drink problem. Rarely in the medical iiterature was mention made of 

73 J. J. Ridge, 7he Azms and CZuzms of the Brztish Medical Temperance Association 
(London: National Temperance Publication Depot, 1 886), p. 3. See also "Origin and Rules 
of the British Medical Temperance Association," Medicd Temperance JomaZ 7 ( 1  876): 
164-68; Wfiam Gourlay, g'National Temperance '*: A Jubilee Biography of the National 
Temperrmce League, Imtitufed 1856 (London: Richard J. James, 1906); and the entry on the 
'Wationai Temperance League" in Stmdipd Encyclopedia, vol. 4, pp. 186 1-63. The NTL 
was estabiished in 1856 as the very firsî nation-wide teetotalhg association. It promoted 
itseifas non-sectarian and educational in character, eventuaiiy becoming known as the most 
scientifically onented of the major temperance orgathtions. The League held conferences 
and annual breakfast meetings with the British Medical Association, organized lectures and 
distributed scientific tracts, advocated introducing school lessons on temperance, and 
arranged an 1871 medical declaration agakt excessive alcohol use signed by 269 eminent 
London practitioners. 

'"Medial Temperunce Review 1 (1898): 52. This joumd (pubiished 1898-1919) 
succeeded the Medcal Pioneer (1 892- 1 897) and the Medical Temperance JmmuZ ( 1  869- 
1892) as the organ of the BMTA. 



legai means of restricting access to alcohol such as licensing reform, Sunday closin& or local 

option. Few temperance doctors chose to take sides in the contentious debates over 

legislative action that were hindering the progress of the temperance reformation. Since Gd- 

century, temperance reform in Britain had incorporated both political campaigns for drink 

control legislation and what was termed a "moral suasionist" approach, which emphasized 

encouraging individuals to practice total abstinence? The tactics favoured by the medical 

75The early teetotal movement in Britain had relied on the methods of moral suasion rather 
than legal coercion. During the 1830s and 40s, many of its most charismatic leaders were 
reformed working-class dninkards who preached self-help as the means of rescuing their 
feliow workers from degradation and misery. When middle-class reformers hally jumped 
on the temperance bandwagon in the 1 SOS, political and legislative efforts to curb drink 
sales came to take centre stage over what were perceived as failed efforts at individual 
persuasion and reclamation of drunkards (groups nich as the National Temperance League 
did however continue the apolitical approach, resulting in a major schism within the anti- 
aicohol movement). The leading prohibitionist organization in Britain was the United 
Kuigdom Alliance (UKA), formed in 1853 on the mode1 of the successful prohibition 
campaign recently waged in the state of Maine. By 1864, the UKA had abandoned dreams of 
complete elimination of the national drink trade and instead tumed to Local Option, which 
would d o w  local communities to ban the sale of drink. The UKA attempted unsuccessfully 
to push through its Permissive Bill by campaigning for prohibitionist MPs, most of whom 
belonged to the Liberal Party after 1 872. Meanwhile other branches of the temperance 
movement sought more moderate legisiative alternatives to Local Option. They founded the 
Sunday Closing movement in the 1860s, while Bruce's Licensing Bill introduced in 1871 
would have made it possible for municipalities to vote to reduce the number of liquor 
licences and make other improvements to drinking establishments. A Liberal victory in the 
election of 1880 opened the doors for temperance legislation, but infighting between the 
prohibitionists and moderationists meant that for six years the government received no 
guidance on what kind of drink control bill was desired. Two kinds of Local Option were 
now proposed, one which would introduce local prohibition and one which would reduce the 
number of licences in a locality by one-quarter. However, the main point of contention was 
the issue of compensation for drink seliers af5ected by Local Option. The UKA's hard h e  
denying any right to compensation was resisted by other anti-drink forces, and the lack of a 
single platform meant that the movement as a whole rernained politicaIly ineffectual 
throughout the 1880s and 90s. See Harrison, Drink and the Victorz~ll~; S h a n ,  Cnnrade 
aga- Drink, and A E. Dingle, The Cumpaign for Prohibition in Vzcturim England: The 
United Kingdom A l h c e  1872-1875 (New Brunswick: Rutgers UP, 1980). 



temperance movement, which focused on elaborating and disseminating knowledge about the 

physiology and pathology of alcohol use, might thus be described as a scientific or rational 

version of moral suasion. 

Richardson for example declared it to be the specid power and responsibility of the 

medical temperance movement to guide public opinion on the drink question by making 

available the medical-scientific facts. This work would serve to pave the way for fiiture 

legislative a~tion.'~ He M e r  argued that while the religious and legal aspects of the alcohol 

question were important in their own right, "the prelate and the legislator can harclly have 

more intimate conversance with the influence of alcohol than the physician and man of 

science."" Similar sentiments about the unique role to be played by medical experts in the 

anti-alcohol campaign were expressed by the medical officer of health John James Ridge, a 

long-the teetotaler and the founder and secretary of the BMTA. Ridge acknowledged that 

the problem of dninkenness certainly ought to be addressed by "the Christian and moralist," 

yet insisted that because it involved the physical influence of dmgs and disease, alcoholism 

could ody be fùlly understood in medical and scientinc terms: 

The fûture of the temperance movement depends upon the adoption ofnght views 
on the position and action of alcohol on the human organism, both mind and body. 
What those views should be ought to be decided by medical scientias. The effect 
of aicohol on mind and body is part of that physiology which is the "proper study" 

"B. W. Richardson, "The Tme Work of the National Temperance League," in National 
Temperance Congzess (London: National Temperance League Publication Depot, 1 W S ) ,  p. 
11. 

"Richardson, Ten Lectures on AIcohol, p. 14. 



of the profession. The world waits for a clear and authoritative declaratioe7' 

To the nird Generation 

Medical temperance tracts and lectures dating £tom the 1830s to the 1930s routinely 

recited long lists ofclinical obsemaiions on the pathologies believed to result nom long-tem 

dcohol abuse, including cirrhosis of the fiver, kart disease, dyspepsia, dropsy, delirium 

tremens, and in~anity.~~ Temperance propagandists aiso invoked dcohol-related mortality 

and accident statistics, dong with M e  expectancy tables drawn f?om temperance Me 

insurance associations showing that the teetotaling groups enjoyed better health than the 

"Ridge, Aims ami CIazms of the BMTA, p. 3. Another BMTA member, Dr. Kate Mitcheil, 
Iikewise asserted that it was not philantbropists, clergy, or legislators who held the key to the 
dcohol problem, but rather medid  professionals because they possessed knowledge and 
cultural authority: "surely King Alcohol has had a long reign, and now deserves that a 
medicai Cromwell should put an end to his existence." Mitchell, me Drink Question, p. 189. 

m e  fit such comprehensive catalogue was Grindrod's Bacchus, wwhile the last of the 
British medical temperance tracts was Courtenay C. Weeks, Alcohol cmdHumm, Life, 2nd 
edn (London: H. K. Lewis, 1938). It was generally assumecl that these dcoholic pathologies 
mainly ocnirred in cases where there had been long-term soaking of the tissues. However, 
moa nineteenth-century temperance doctors equally condemned the relatively harmless 
habits of moderate and occasional imbibing, on the grounds that these represented possible 
starting points for more dangerous chronic and heavy drinking habits. Altematively, it was 
sometimes assumed that small doses fiequently repeated could have a cumulative poisoning 
effect, especially on the nervous system. There was linle scientific agreement as to what the 
"safe" cutoff point for alcohol co~lsumption might be. Most anti-alcohol tracts cited figures 
of between 1 and 2 ounces of aicohol per day (equivalent to 1 or 2 pints of beer) as the 
maximum that could be metabolized by the body. But competent investigations into the 
effects of relatively smd doses on the physiology and pathology of the human organism 
were only undertaken after the Fust World War, under the auspices of the British Medical 
Research Council. 



drinking ones?" Coroners' inquests implicated alcohol poisonhg as the single leading cause 

of sudden deaths in adults, a hding which one authority declared to be a "weapon of 

considerable power in the axmoury of those who are fightiag the battle of ternperan~e."~~ The 

medical-scientific branch of the teetotal movement also cded attention to the appearance of 

disease and debility in the offspring of drinkers. In fact by the late nineteenth and early 

twentieth centuries, evidence regardhg the grave effects of parental inebriety to the second 

generation and beyond had become an especially important plank in the temperame platform. 

The eighteenth-century "gin crue" had k t  inspired refom-minded physicians to seek 

scient-c and clinical support for ancient beliefs about the transmissible effects of parental 

dninkennes~.~ Medical writers newly aierted to the health risks of excessive liquor 

''On the other hand, an 1888 British Medical Association survey that seemed to draw just 
the opposite conclusion about the longevity of drinkers and abstainers was soundly criticized 
by anti-aicohol forces. The BMA Committee on Disease and Alcohol had sent a survey to 
13,000 members asking about their professional experiences with alcoholic disease and 
mortality. While in fact the Committee felt they did not have enough data to draw any firm 
conclusions regarding the effects of moderation versus abstinence, the press widely reported 
their results as showing that abstainers tended to die younger than either moderate or heavy 
drinkers. Temperance writers argued in response that the data had Iikely been skewed by the 
fact that most converts to the teetotal movement were di young men, and therefore the 
average age at death of this group had to be lower regardless of the causes of death. Norman 
Kerr, "Does Inebnety Conduce to Longevity?" Proceedings of the Sociew for the Study of 
hebriety 20 (1889): 1-8. 

"W. Wynn Westcott, "Alcoholic Poisoning in London, and Heart Disease and Its Fatal 
Remit," Proceedings of the Society for the Stu& of Inebriety 3 O (1 89 1): 3-8. Westcott 
declined to identify hirnseif as a supporter of teetotalism, but his work was fiequently cited in 
the temperance literature. Here he reported that in several large samples of inquests he 
himself had performed in London, 1 out of every 4 to 5 sudden deaths had been due to 
chronic intoxication, especially fiom fatty degeneration of the heart. 

~ Î a m  F. Bynum, "Alcoholism and Degeneration in 19th Century European Medicine 
and Psychiatry," British Jmmï of Addiction 79 (1984): 60; Rebecca H. Warner and Henry 
L. Rosett, ''The Effects of Drinking on Offspring: An Historical Survey of the Amencan and 



consumption noted for instance that drinking parents were likely to have a lower fertility rate 

and to give nse to "weak, feeble and disternpered children."" They believed that intoxication 

at the time of conception might leave its mark on the chiid's constitution, and that parents 

debilitated by chrooic aicoholic disease might pass on abnomalities or reduced vitality. In 

his fmous 1804 Essq on Dnmkenness, the Scottish physician Thomas Trotter M e r  

suggested that the organs of generation in both sexes were likely to d e r  due to fiequent 

intoxication, with the result that any offspring derived from such parentage "mus be diseased 

and puny in its corporeal parts; and beneath the standard of a rational being in its intellectual 

facultie~."~ Another early reference to alcoholic taint in offspring was made by the fÏrst 

British govenimental inquiry into the problem of intoxication among the labouring classes, 

which reported in 1834. As part of its discussion of the health-related consequences of 

heaving druikuig, this cornmittee made a statement about drink' s "accumulated evils" on 

subsequent generations. It was suggested that pre- and post-natal exposure to dcohol was 

creating a progressive decay in the physical fitness of the population and thereby threatening 

the long-term welfare of the nation: 

Intemperate parents, according to high medical testimony, give a taint to their 

British Litera~e," Journal of SIudies on Alcohoi 36 (1975): 1396-99. For more on medical 
responses to the gin epidemic, see M. Dorothy George, London Life in the Eighieenth 
Centwy (1925; New York: Capricorn, 1965), pp. 21-6 1; and T. G. Coffey, "Beer Street: Gin 
Lane; Some Views of Eighteenth-Century Drinking," Quarterîy Jmrnail of Studies on 
Alcohol27 (1 966): 669-92. 

B ~ h i s  phrase was used in a 1726 College of Physicians petition to Parliament for control 
of the gin trade, cited by George, London Life in the Eigheenth Ce-, p. 33. 

?homas Trotter, An Essay Medical, PPhilosophicui, and Chernical on Dmnkenness and 
its Eficts on the Human Body (1 804; New York: Routledge, I 988), p. 1 3 2. 



offspring, even before its birth, and the poisonous Stream of ardent spirits is 
conveyed through the milk of the mother to the infant at the breast; so that the 
fountain of life, through which nature supplies that pure and healthy nutriment of 
infancy, is poisoned at its very source, and a diseased and vitiated appetite is thus 
created, which grows with its growth, and strengthens with its increasing 
weakness and decay ." 

Despite this early medicai interest in this aspect of the drink question, by mid-century 

anti-drink forces in England were making only occasional reference to existhg knowledge 

and opinions about alcoholic heredity. One historical sunrey of temperance literature on 

druiking and offspring pnor to 1865 was able to list only about a half dozen such British 

sources-'6 My own research has similady revealed that medical temperance tracts written by 

prominent abstaining practitioners such as R B. Grindrod, F. R Lees, W. B. Carpenter, and 

B. W. Richardson only briefly mentioned the speciai problem of hereditary alcoholic disease. 

Carpenter for instance devoted jua a few pages to the topics of mental debility in the 

offspring of drinkers and the inhented drink habit." Likewise in the aimost 200-page text of 

Richardson's Cantor Lectures on the physiology and pathology of alcohol, only a single 

paragraph near the end addressed the issue of how the temperance reformation might improve 

the well-being of fiiture as weli as current generations: 

The most solemn fact of all bearing upon these mental aberrations produced by 
aicohol, and upon the physical not less than the mental, is that the mischief 

8SReporifrom the Select Coinmittee on Inquiry inio Drunkenness, Parliamentary Papers, 
1834, Vm.3 15-77] (London: HMSO, l834), p. 3 19. 

g6Wamer and Rosett, "Effects of Drinking on Offspring," pp. 1400-1. 

"Carpenter, On the Use and Abuse of Alcoholic Lxquors, pp. 3 9-4 1. G ~ d r o d ' s  500-page 
temperance prize essay of 1839 on the social and medical scourge of dninkenness sirnilarly 
spent only three pages summarizing ancient and modem opinions on alcohol as a source of 
debility and disease for posterity. Grindrod, Bacchus, pp. 290-92. 



inflicted on mau by his own act and deed cannot fail to be transferred to those 
who descend fkom him.88 

During the first haif of the century, moa medical-scientific temperance literature 

focused on cornbatting false beliefs about how aicohol might benefit the body in sickness and 

health and demonstrating its poiso~ous action on the drinker hunself. Temperance science 

largely restricted itself to research in physiology and pathology, while less attention was 

devoted to either the sociological aspects of the alcohol problem or considerations of racial 

health. During the last quarter of the century, however, more and more doctors and 

researchers affiliated with the temperance rnovement began to study the phenornena of 

hereditary alcoholic degeneration and to speculate on possible mechanisms. in fact by the 

Issos, anù-alcohol reformers throughout Arnerica, Europe, and Britain had accepted it as 

truisms that the drink habit could be inherited and that excessive aicohol use could have 

deletenous effects on children." Medicd men began undertaking research designed to 

mbstantiate existing beliefs about the hereditary dangers of drink. More systematic 

investigations now included for example laboratory research on blastophthonc degeneration 

and large-scale social surveys correlating ancestral alcoholism with mental disease and 

deficiency. These studies were undertaken rnainly by Gennan, French, and Amencan 

temperance supporters." Knowledge about the role of alcohol in progressive racial 

88'Richardson, Ten Lectures on Alcohol, p. 1 77. 

'vamer and Rosett, "Effects of Drinking on Offspring," pp. 1403-5; and Rosenberg, 
"The Bitter Fruit," pp. 40-41. 

Wany of the investigators mentioned in the last chapter, such as Auguste Fore1 and 
Gustav von Bunge, were anti-alcohol doctors. See Bynum, "Alcoholism and Degeneration," 
pp. 63-64; Warner and Rosett, "Effects of Drinking on Offspring," p. 1404; and the entry on 



degeneration thus originated within the context of temperance science in many nations, where 

it served alongside other physiological and pathological fhdiogs as part of the scientific 

attack on the drink problern. 

Although British temperance doctors did not conduct much origuial research on the 

abject of alcoholic heredity, many of their late-century propagandist tracts included 

discussions of the available scientific evidence. The "rational suasionist" campaign now 

invoked alcohol's appalling toll in human He with respect not only to drinkers but also their 

innocent children Temperance writers also implicated alcohol as a source of the 

progressively worsening vigour of the population as a whole: they adopted the language of 

racial deterioration and the same Lamarckian notions being utilized by hereditarian 

psychiatry and the theory of urban degeneration. One example of this genre of temperance 

propaganda was an 1889 prize-winning essay which devoted an entire chapter to the topic of 

alcohol as an "enemy of the race." This author urged that total abstinence be recognized as 

every parent's duty towards his or her progeny, and he speculated that drinkers rnight 

transmit their misenes to children in two distinct ways. "The pathological changes 

occasioned by excess in alcoholic beverages" rnight be transmitted through some Lamarckian 

mechanism, while in other cases "the drink crave itselfreappears" in the offspring of habitua1 

~ininkards.~' 

"Alcohol" in the S t m h d  Encyclopedia, vol. 1, pp. 1 19-20. 

"Wfiam J. Lacey, n e  Case for Tolal Abmence (London: National Temperance 
Publication Depot, 1889), p. 108-9. This usage of the phrase "driak crave" rather than the 
more famifiar "craving" can be found in sorne nineteenth-century alcohol literature and is 
recorded in the OED. 



Another temperance text entitled The Foundation of Death attempted to provide a 

global summary of the date of scientific knowledge about the nature of alcohol up to 1884. 

The author devoted a short chapter to "the curse entailed on descendants," arguing that 

parents and prospective parents ought to be persuaded to abstain on the grounds that drinking 

also touched the ïives and rights of generations to corne? Similady an 1 89 1 text by Dr. Kate 

Mitchell, o u t k g  the special duties of the medical temperance movement, included a long 

discussion of the preventible lower-class problems of infant rnortality and deteriorated health 

in offspriag caused by alcohol c~nsumption.~~ Mitchell noted that the children of c i d a r d s  

ran the risk of inheriting the alcoholic neurosis itseK or else they were likely to suffer nom a 

diversity of organic diseases and h c t i o d  derangements, hcluding anaemia, rickets, 

scroWa, nervous diseases, mental dullness, and moral depravity. The degenerate posterity of 

heavy drinkers tended to die out after three or four generations, once insanity, epilepsy, and 

idiocy lefi them cornpletely unable to reproduce. Mitchell also cited several fellow BMTA 

members, such as Norman Kerr and James Edmunds, as early authorities on the connection 

between matemal Uiebriety and infant fataiities. AU of these temperance publications made 

use of arguments and observations regarding the injury done by pre- and post-natal matemal 

%ustafson, me F&tion ofDeath, pp. 171 -80. Gustafson was a Swedish temperance 
writer living in London. His text consisted almost entirely of quotations fiom other sources, 
including a dozen medical authorities on alcoholic heredity. 

93~itchell, Ine Drznk Question, pp. 127-44. Other late-century medical temperance tracts 
and pamphlets that reviewed the case for the hereditary and pre-natal effects of alcohol 
included Norman Kerr, The Heredity of Alcohol (London: National Temperance Publication 
Depot, 1880); Andrew Clark An Enemy of the Race (London: National Temperance 
Publication Depot, 1882); and Bedford Pierce, On the Relation between Intemperance and 
Mental Disease (London: Headley, 1 8%). 



drinking that wouid later be employed by the Edwardian infant welfkre campaign. 

Another especidy notable example of British interest in alcoholic degeneracy before 

the turn of the century was the experimentai work undertaken by the temperance doctor J. J. 

Ridge. Ridge's research on the effects of alcohol on plant growth was almost ludicrously 

simple, yet he still drew sweeping conclusions from it that were fkequently cited in the a d -  

alcohol literature? He had cultivated mess and gerannim seeds watered with diluted alcohol 

solutions and then compared the inhibited growth of these specirnens with non-alcoholized 

control groups. E s  diswvery that even mimite amounts of alcohol could have a marked 

effect on plant growth, which was M e r  confirmed in auother series of simple investigations 

into the development of blow-fiy eggs exposed to alcohol inspired him to d e  weightier 

pronouncements on how the poison mua likewise exercise its most h a d  effects on the 

growing ceUs of human embryos and young children. Although not strictiy relevant to the 

question of the possible hereditary effects of alcohol Ridge's work nonetheless suggested 

how exposure to alcohol in the womb or at the breast might cause physical deterioration in 

oEspnng. His experiments proved particularly valuable as graphic evidence for the vimies of 

abstinence, and in fact he employed slides of his healthy and stunted plants set side by side to 

iiiustrate his scientific temperance lectures and texts. 

While the medical-scientifïc branch of the temperance movement in Bntain made 

extensive use of ideas about alcohol as a source of degeneracy in individuais and the race, an 

%~ohn James Ridge, Alcohoi and Public Heaith (London: H. K. Lewis, 1893), pp. 23-28; 
Mitchell, n e  Drink Question, pp. 145-46. Ridge also reported his experiments to the 
Physical Deterioration Cornmittee as part of the special evidence on alcohol subrnitted by the 
SSI group. Physcai Deterioration Report, vol. 3, p. 729. 



even stronger connedon between anti-alcohol sentiments and degenerationist discourses was 

forged by doaors in France. A number of French alienists who incorporated alcoholism into 

thei. theorking on the etiology of mental disease were also pioneers in the fight agauist 

alcohol in that country. These individuals consequently played a doubly important role in the 

histoq of ideas and research on alcoholic heredity, since they represented both the psychiatric 

and temperance perspectives on degeneration. For example, two of the most prominent 

disciples of Morel' s psychiatric theory of dégénérescence, Valentin Magnan and his student 

Paul Maurice Legrain, were equdy weii known as a temperance lectwer and as the founder 

of a major temperance league, respe~tively.~~ Another prominent French degenerationist, 

Charles Féré, was likewise often cited in the international temperance literature for his 

laboratory research on alcohol and embryonic development. As the main group of medical- 

scientific experts speciaily interested in the national drink problem, hereditarian psychiatrists 

such as these inaugurated the scientific study of alcoholism and alcoholic pathologies. They 

hoped that their experimental work, f d y  studies of asylum patients, and social surveys 

''The work of some of the doctors and psychiatrists active in the French anti-alcohol 
campaign is descnbed in Patricia Prestwich, Drink md the Politics of Social Reform: 
Antialcoholism in France since 1870 (Palo Alto: Society for the Promotion of Science and 
Scholarship, 1988), pp. 37-74, especially p. 47. Magnan had first been attracted to Morel's 
theory of degeneration because he had already been working on the clinical manifestations 
and treatment of aIcoholism. Huertas, "Madness and Degeneration, 1. From 'Fallen Angel' to 
Mentally Il," p. 405. Valentin Magnan, On Akoholism, trans. W .  S .  Greenfield (London: 
H.K. Lewis, 1876); Valentin Magnan and Aified Fillassier, "Alcoholism and Degeneracy. 
Statistics fkom the Central Office for the Management of the Insane of Paris and the 
Department of the Seine nom 1 867 to 1 9 1 2," in Problems in Eugenics. Pqers  
Communicated to the First lntemafional Eugenics Congress (London: Eugenics Education 
Society, 19 12), pp. 3 67-79; and Paul Maurice Legrain, Hérédité et aIcooIime; étude 
psychologique et clinique sur les dégénérés bweurs et les fmilles d'ivrognes (Paris: Doin, 
1889). 



iilustrating the morbid heredity of habitual intemperance would simultaneously serve two 

purposes, namely "demonstrating the close relationship between alcoholism and mental 

derangement and sethg the guidelines for the war against alcohol."% 

The ad-alcoholism movement in France was not established until the 1870s, and 

unlike its British counterpart it was not founded by working men and evangelicals but rather 

by medical professionals." Medical definitions of the risks of aicohol abuse thus occupied a 

central position in French anti-alcohol work that was never paralleled in the British or 

American contexts. French doctors and alienists were specidy interested in the 

consequences of heavy drinking on the health of the individual and the c~mrnunity.~%ey 

addressed the problem of intemperance in the name of national fitness and prospenty, 

recognizing alcoholism as a principal fin-de-siècle "symbol of national decfine" and basing 

%Huertas, "Madness and Degeneration, II. Alcoholism and Degeneration," p. 3. 

97PrestWi~h explains this delay in terms of production and consumption patterns: whereas 
in England perception of drinking problems began with the mid-eighteenth-cenniry gin 
epidemic, in France an increase in the use of the more noxious distilled beverages did not 
begin until the 1 8 50s. Prestwich, Drink mad the Politics of Social R e f m ,  pp. 4-5. 

''The policy proposais of the French anti-aicohol movement encompassed on the one hand 
prevention and treatment of chronic alcoholism itself, and on the other temperance education 
and repressive legislation aimed at curtailing drink-related debilities in the lower classes. 
The unique properties of absinth may also have had something to do with French doctors' 
and social reformers' decision to oppose alcohol use on public health rather than mord 
grounds. A cheaper and more dangerous form of absinth had become the most popuiar 
working-class drink in the 1880s' and studies by Magnan and others showed that the essences 
in this particular beverage could cause hallucinations, convulsions, and a violent form of 
insanity, as weli as hereditary defects in offspring. The government nnally passed a ban on 
absinth during the First World War, but in 1922 legalized the manufacture of similaires that 
had most of the characteristics of absinth but were less toxic. Ibid , pp. 128-40. 



their temperance reforms on medical rather than moral concepts." 

Just as alcohol figured prominently in nineteenth-century anxieties about decluiing 

population size and detenorathg national vitality, so too did it appear in the psychiatric 

theories put forward by Morel Magnan, and other French alienists. As described at the 

beginning of this chapter, the Morelian theory of dégénérescence had emphasized both 

hereditary predisposition and ancestral drlliking in the etiology of insanity and other forms of 

mental derangement. Alcohol was implicated as both cause and symptom of mental 

degeneration in individuals and their descendants. By the 1880s the main tenets of 

degenerationism had found widespread acceptance within the French psychiatric discipline. 

As an organicist and hereditarian theory, it could both jusufL the medical management of 

mental iliness and account for the continuhg fdure of such treatment. But for many French 

doctors this theory of how alcohol could initiate a downward spiral of hereditary 

neuropathologies also represented yet another medical argument in favour of total abstinence 

and liquor control. ûwing to its heritable effects on the nervous systern, widespread alcohol 

abuse posed a threat to the fiture mental as well as physical health of the populace. 

The 1880s and 90s were the heyday of dégénérescence in Germany, Britain, and 

991bid, pp. 2 and 37. 

'"A refonndated version of dégénérescence, which eliminated the religious overtones of 
Morel's original doctrine and incorporated more current evolutionary views, was popuiarized 
in particuiar by the alienists Magnan and Legrain. These authors concurred with their 
predecessor's opinion that habituai intemperance was a principal ongin of the hereditary 
diathesis. Huertas, "Madness and Degeneration, 1. From 'Fallen Angel' to Mentaily IU," pp. 
406-1 1. The hegemony of hereditarian explanations in French psychiatry before 1900 has 
b e n  treated most thoroughly by Dowbiggin, "Degeneration and Hereditarianism in French 
Mental Medicine," pp. 1 88-23 2. 



America as wek where some of the most prominent mad-doctors adopted the new doctrines 

Luiking insanity, alcoholism, and progressive hereditq decay. Madness was classified as an 

organic disease and a manifestation of pathological heredity which might be transformed over 

the generations into other conditions such as epilepsy, idiocy, alcoholism, and criminality . 

Most irnportantly, hereditarian psychiatrïsts agreed that an alcoholic habit could not only lead 

to insanity in drinkers themselves but also originate the neuropathic predispositioa to mental 

disease in the descendants of drinkers. These authorities thus contributed to cementing an 

international consensus on the relationship between pathological heredity and excessive 

alcohol consumption. For instance the famous German degenerationists Wrlheim Griesinger 

and Richard von KrafB-Ebing helped to legitimize ideas about alcoholic heredity by 

identifjmg dninkemess as both cause and symptom of nervous disease.IO' Likewise in 

Britain infiuential alienists such as Henry Maudsley and Thomas Smith Clouston promoted 

and utilized the degeneration theory, including its teachings on the transmissible effects of 

parental indulgence. 

As the author of ten books on psychiatry and d i t  or of the JmrntzZ of Mentai Science, 

Maudsley was the acknowledged intellectual leader of the British psychiauic community 

corn the 1860s untii the tum of the cenhuy. His was an especially bleak version of 

degenerationism that encompassed rnadness, vice, and even genius. For Maudsley, the fact 

that insanity was of€en inherited meant that it was also likely incurable: degenerate 

individuals were doomed by the "tyranny of their organization," while the only way to 

10IBynum, "Alcohoiism and Degeneration," pp. 6 1 -62. 



eliminate their hereditary taint nom the population was through what wouid later be cded 

negative eugenics. Echoing Morel, the materialist and evolutionist Maudsley maintaineci that 

human degeneracies were often initiated by unfavourable conditions of life and then 

~ansmitted in progressively worsening forms through the generations, resulting in "a morbid 

varie9 of the human kind, which is incapable of being a Link in the line ofprogress of 

humanity."" As a firm believer in the inheritance of acquired somatic modifications, 

Maudsley recognized parental intemperance as one significant source of the hereditary 

diathesis that produced insanity and other nemous diseases. Although he was not as 

preoccupied with the fight against aicohol as were many of the French alienists, he 

nevertheless asserted that drink wes the most fiequent exciting cause of insanity and 

onginating cause of hereditary degeneracy . 'O3 

3. The Society for the Study of Inebriety 

The third group of medical professionals responsible for legitimizing notions of 

hereditary alcoholic degeneration in Britain were the inebnety experts who belonged to the 

"%ery Maudsley, Body und M i d :  An Inpiry into their Conneetion and Mutucd 
Influence; specially in Reference to Mental Disordets, 2nd edn. (New York: Appleton, 1886), 
p. 45. On Maudsley's ideas about hereditary degeneracy see Jacyna, "Somatic Theories of 
Mind." 256-57; and Elaine Showalter, n e  FemaZe Mala*: Women, Marliess, und English 
Culture, 1830-1980 (New York: Pantheon, 1985). pp. 1 O 1-20. 

lmMaudsley, Re.sponribi[ity in Mental Disease, pp. 3 05-9. Maudsley' s contemporary Sir 
Thomas Smith Clouston was a teetotaler and SSI vice-president who also devoted attention to 
the problems of alcoholic insanity and hereditary alcoholic degeneration See Margaret S. 
Thompson, "The Wages of Sin: The Problem of Alcoholism and General Paralysis in 
Nineteenth-Century Edinburgh," in W. F. Bynum, et ai., eds., The Anatomy of Mahess: 
Essqs in the History of Psychiany (London: Routledge, 1 988), vol. 3, pp. 3 2 1 -23. 



Society for the Study of Inebnety. In the iast chapter 1 briefly discussed the self-consciously 

"scientSc" work on alcohol problems undertaken by the SSI during the penod 1900- 19 15. 

At that time the racial poison theory and concerns about materna1 drhking figured especially 

prominently on the Society's public health oriented agenda. But earIier in that organilation's 

history a ditterent approach to addressing alcohol problems had been favoured by most of its 

members: the SSI was originally founded by physiciaos and alienists who had a professional 

interest in the treatment of addiction to alcohol and other dmgs."'" They aspired to emulate 

the successes of their Amencan counterparts who had already founded a new medical 

speciality for the study and cure of the disease of inebriety.'" These doctors had begun to 

forge careers for themsehes as directors, superintendents, and physicians to the treatment 

facilities for inebriates established throughout the United States since the 1850s. In Britain, 

delayed recognition of the need for specid care and management of chronic dcohol abusers 

meant that agitation for similai institutional provisions and professionai positions only began 

in the 1870s.'" 

As was the case with the French degenerationists, many of the British inebriety doctors 

'MVïiginia Berridge, "The Society for the Study of Addiction: 1 884- 1 988," British 
JmdofAddict ion 85 (1990): 991-1003. 

'"'The SSI was modelled after the Amencan Association for the Study and Cure of 
Inebriety, founded in 1870 by Dr. Joseph Parrish, medical director of the Pennsylvania 
Inebnate Asylurn. Leonard Blumberg, "The Amencan Association for the Shidy and Cure of 
Inebnety," Alcoho Iism: Chical  md QperimentaI Resemch 2 (1 978) : 23 5-40; Edward M. 
Brown, "English Interests in the Treatment of Alcoholism in the US d u h g  the Early 1870s," 
British J m a Z  of Addiction 8 1 (1 986): 545-5 1. 

'&Roy MacLeod, "The Edge of Hope: Social Policy and Chronic Aicoholism, 1870- 
1 900," Jouml of the Hidory of Medicine and Allied Sciences 22 ( 1  967): 2 1 5-45. 



were also champions of the anti-dcohol movement, committed to using scientific fact and 

theory to fiuther that reform cause. The SSI itself was never intended to be a temperance or 

teetotalhg organizatioq yet most of its members were nonetheless active in such groups and 

supported various approaches to restricting alcohol consumption by the population at large.'" 

They therefore recognized the cure and prevention of alcohol problems as complementary 

reform programmes. Moreover, official SSI doctrine included hereditarian interpretations of 

the etiology of alcoholism that were sirnilar to the degenerationist theones promdgated by 

the alienists and temperance reformers discussed in the previous section. The Society's 

favoured organic disease explmation of habitua1 drunkemess was likely derived fiom ideas 

about how various mental maladies rnight arise nom a hereditary diathesis induced in past 

generations by drinking or disease. By the 189Os, however, tensions had arisen within the 

Inebnety Society over traditional views of dcoholic degeneration, especiaiiy insofar as these 

were considered to be products of temperance science or dependent upon outmoded 

Lamarckian doctrines. Challenges to soft hereditarian theories of alcoholism forced the 

majority of SSI members to close ranks and defend their opinions on alcoholic herediq. 

lo7~emdge, "Society for the Study of Addiction," p. 993. Early members of the SSI 
included the prominent temperance doctors Carpenter and Richardson, while the strong 
teetotal sentiments of many other members were indicated in the papers and discussions that 
took place at the Society's quarterly meetings and printed in its Proceedings. The Society's 
official stance on its relatiomhip to the legislative and moral approaches to drink control was 
speiled out by this spokesman: 'We are not here as moralists or as social reformers. We are 
not banded together in this Society to discuss such questions for instance as Sunday closing 
or prohibition. Individually we may have very decided opinions on these questions, but here 
we assemble as scientific physicians to discuss the disease of inebriety, not the vice of 
dninkenness." James Stewart, "Prevention of the Development of Inherited Inebnety," 
Proceerlings of the Society for Ihe Stuc& of lnebriety 3 1 (1 892): 2. 



n e  Physical Diseme Concept of Inebriety 

Since 1 884, the Society for the Study of Inebriety had aimed to serve the interests of 

doaors who specialized in the treatment of alcohol addiction, or what was at the time termed 

inebriety or dipsomania. Led by its first president Norman Kerr, the SSI joined the British 

Medical Association in lobbying the govenunent and railyuig public opinion for the 

establishment of special reformatories for habitual inebriates. Once sent to such 

reformatones on either a compulsory or voluntary basis, drunkards would be removed fiom 

the temptation of drink for an extended penod of time and subjected to regimes of medical 

and moral treatment in the hopes of achieving permanent aire. The 1879 Habitual Drunkards 

Act took the first steps towards se thg up a national treatment system, as it facilitated the 

state licenshg and inspection of private, voluntary retreats for upper-class alcohoiics. 

However, this legislation oniy partially satistied the demands of the inebriety doctors, who 

were intent on seeing reformatory treatment extended to poor and criminai chnkards as 

~ e l l . ' ~ '  In 1898 the SSI's lobbying efforts led to the passage of the first Inebnates Act, which 

permined magistrates to sentence individuals convicted of three or more drunkenness 

offences within a 12-month period to a compulsory term in one of the 14 state and 

'08Thorough accounts of the history of the Habituai Dninkards and Inebnates Acts have 
been supplied by MacLeod, "The Edge of Hope;" and Leon Radzïnowicz and Roger Hood, 
" C u ~ g  and Restncting the Habituai Dniakard," in A Hzs~oty of English Criminal Lmu and 
its A d m i n i s t r u f i o n ~  1750 (London: Stevens, 1986), vol. 5, pp. 288-3 15. It was often 
argued that both occasional and habitual drunkemess were much more serious problems in 
the lower strata of the population, where a greater number of the worst type of inebriates were 
"largely increasing disease, destitution, and crime, and consequently continuous gravitation to 
our Hospitals, Poorhouses, Asylums, and Prisons, imposing a corresponding heavy burden on 
local taxation, and the fùnds of the Nation." Alexander Peddie, "Habitua1 Drunkards Act, 
1 879," Proceedings of the Society for the Shr$L of inebrieiy 7 ( 1  886) : 9- 1 O. 



municipaiiy fùnded inebriate reforrnatories. In order to just* such a novel policy of 

institutionaiized medical care for alcoholics of ail social classes, the SSI and in particular its 

president Kerr relied heavily on the physicai disease concept of inebriety. 

Norman Kerr, medicai officer of health for Marylebone and a teetotaler since the age of 

2 1, served as the controlling force behind the Inebnety Society from its founding in 1 884 

until his death in 1899. In his many publications for both the SSI and the temperance cause, 

he propounded the theory that habitua1 inebriety or dipsomania was a disease of the nervous 

system closely died to insanity. The disease condition was usudy caused either by a 

hereditary diathesis or by excessive indulgence itself; owing to alcohol's special affinity for 

brain cells. The "depraved, debilitated, or defecfve nervous organisation" of the 

dipsomaniac was manifested as a morbid impulse for int~xication.'~ Kerr's career as an 

expert in alcohol problems therefore focused on demonstrating the "great truth that Inebriety 

is a disease, as curable as most other diseases, calling for medical, mental and moral 

treatment . " "O 

'%orman Kerr, "President ' s Inaugural Address, " Proceedzngs of the Society for the Stuày 
of Inebriety 1 ( 1  884): 3. Elsewhere he described inebnety as a "deficient tonicity of the 
cerebral and centrai nervous system." Kerr, "Pathology of Inebnety," Proceedings of the 
Society for the Sludy of lnebriety 12 (1887): 8. 

"%orman Kerr, Inebriety or Nmcomania: lts Etiology, Pathology, Treahnent and 
Jurisprudence, 3rd edn. (London: H. K. Lewis, 1894), p. W. On the nineteenth-century 
disease concept, see Bemdge, "Society for the Study of Addiction," pp. 999- 1 00 1. The very 
same view of alcoholism as a physical disease was defended by the Amencan Association for 
the Study and Cure of Inebriety and served as the scientific basis for institutionalued 
treatment in the US as weli. A Jae,  "Reform in American Medical Science: The Inebriety 
Movement and the Orighs of the Psychologid Disease Theory of Addiction 1870- 1920," 
British JaumaI of Addiction 73 (1978): 139-47; WiIkerson, "A History of the Concept of 
Alcoholism as a Disease," pp. 122-61; Edward M. Brown, "'What Shaü We Do with the 



While it might be expected that this doctrine of inebriety as an inherited, somatic 

condition would lead to therapeutic nihilism, in fact Kerr and his SSI colleagues presumed 

that many or even most drunkards could be reclaimed ifoniy thel were provided with 

constant and long-term medical attention in an institutional setting. Pnor to the start of the 

reformatory experiment in 1 899, the inebriety doctors were able to express unbounded 

optimism about the chances of curing this new class of patients. They complained that the 

short prison sentences customarily handed out to dninken offenders couid do nothing to 

address the root of their problems: habitua1 dninkards were notorious as police couxt 

recidivists, who once released from prison invariably returned to their dissolute ways. The 

disease concept of inebriety thus served both to account for this behaviour and to Iegitimize 

the medical treatment of habitua1 dninkards. In the following passage, Kerr tried to explain 

away the apparent contradiction between a hereditarian mode of thought and the therapeutic 

confidence of the first generation of inebriety experts: 

It has been pleaded that to concede inebriety to be a physical disease wiil result in 
the inebriate beiieving that his condud is beyond his control, that he is 
irresponsible for his inebriate indulgence, and that there is no chance of bis 
deliverance fiom a career of dninkenness. . . . So far fiom rivetting the chains of 
inebriety on the inheritor of the disease, a knowledge of his actual condition will 
iodicate the adoption of such a regimen and mode of Iife as wiIi promote health, 
as will decrease the morbid derangement while increasing the power of resistance 
and control. l l1 

Inebnate?' Asylum Treatment and the Disease Concept of Alcoholism in the Late Nineteenth 
Cenniry," Journal of the Behavimral Sciences 2 1 (1985): 48-59; Sarah Tracy, "The 
Foxborough Experiment: Medicaliniig Inebriety at the Massachusetts Hospital for 
Dipsomaniacs and Inebriates, 1833- 19 19" (Ph-D. diss., University of Pennsylvania, 1 992). 

" 'Kerr, Inebriety or Nàrcomania, p. 1 7. 



Kerr even tried to supply a physiologïcal ration.alization for long-term medicai care, 

based on the assumption that weakened resistance and self-control might often be due to an 

organic lesion produced by the poison itself. He surmised that the damage done could be 

repaired simply through rest, proper nutrition, and removal of the temptation of alcohol: 

"There bas been a degeneration of brain tissue, and time rnust be given for a new and ample 

supply of healthy brain and nerve ~ubstance.""~ More specifically, Kerr and his coiieagues 

urged that in most cases a one- to three-year term in a retreat or reformatory would be 

sufficient time to dtivate the power of self-control and restore healthy nervous substance. 

In actual practice, medical therapy for weaithy drinkers consisted simply of withdrawal to a 

private retreat or a doaor's quiet country home, where the patient could enjoy a healthy diet, 

aercise, and relaxation. On the other hand, the treatment provided for the poorer criminal 

drunkards convicted under the 1898 Inebriates Act more closely resembled that of a 

workhouse or prison than a hospital or retreat. Along with forced withdrawal from al1 access 

to alcohol the reformatory regimen featured chiefly "prayers and piecework," or in other 

words moral and religious exhortations fortified by labour in the fields, factory, or laundry."' 

"%err, "President's Inaugural Address," p. 10. A s i d a .  description of the disease 
concept and the need to d o w  time for healing of the "injury to cerebral tissue" was supplied 
by another treatment specialia, James Stewart, "Treatment of Inebriety in the Higher and 
Educated Classes," Proceedings of the Society for the ShuIy of lnebrieiy 19 ( 1  889): 2- 14. 

"'A great deal is now known about the treatment regirnes offered by the British and 
Amerkan inebriate reformatory systerns. Among the best sources are J i  Baumohl and 
Robin Room, "Inebriety, Doctors, and the State: Alcoholism Treatment Institutions before 
1940," in M. Galanter, ed., Recent Developments in Akoholism 5 ( 1 987): 1 3 5 -74; G. Hunt, J. 
Mellor and J. Turner, 'Wretched, Hatless and Miserably Clad: Women and the Inebriate 
Reformatories, 1900- 1 9 13," Brifish Journal of Sociology 40 ( 1  989): 244-70; and Patrick 
McLaughli4 "Inebriate Reformatones in Scotland : An Institutional History," in S. Barrows 



In addition to its importance in shaping public policy on alcohofism treamient, the 

medicalkation of inebriety also served to expand and legitimize the professional roles of 

alienists and other doaors who studied alcohol and dmg abuse. By redefining the drink habit 

as a diseased condition rather than merely a vice-or at least by trying to cloak mord 

judgments about intemperance in the guise of medical-scientific theo ry-the hebnety 

doctors sought to gain medical jurisdiction over what had previously been considered a moral 

and legal issue that feu within the domain of the cleric, the social reformer, or the lawyer. Il4 

Specialwd efforts to deal with the relatively srnail class of men and women labelled 

habituai drunkards were sometimes regarded as distinct nom or even inimical to the broader 

temperance reformation. Presumably victims of the disease of inebriety could not be 

reclairned through moral or rational persuasion, the principal methods of reform employed by 

most of Britain's temperance societie~."~ Some teetotalers even complained that the most 

and R Room, eds., Drinking: Behavior mid Belief in Modern History (Berkeley: U of 
California P, 199 1), pp. 287-3 14. 

"'This hterpretation in terrns of medical self-interests has also been advanced by 
Bemdge, "Society for the Study of Addiction," p. 999; as weU as in Virginia Berridge and 
GrBith Edwards, Opium and the People: Opiate Use in Nineteenth-Century Engimd (New 
Haven: Yale UP, 1987), pp. 150- 170. Kerr proposed another important social role for 
inebnety experts, namely providing testimony in court as to whether drunken offenders ought 
be considered criminaily responsible for their actions. If the medicai and family histories of 
such offenders indicated their drinking may have been due to mental disease, then they could 
not be held responsible by analogy with the insanity defence. Norman Kerr, "Inebriate 
Crixninal Responsibility," Proceedings of the Society for the Stuc@ of lnebriety 1 6 ( 1  888): 1 2- 
14; and "Recent Civil and Criminal Trials Compiicated with Inebriety; the Need for a 
Reformed Jurisprudence and Amended Legislation," Proceedings of the Society for the Shrdy 
of Inebriety 28 (1891): 1-28. 

'15This was used as an argument in favour of the Inebriates Acts by for example Thomas 
Crothers, "Sanitary Relations of Inebriety," Proceedings of the Society for the Study of 
Inebriety 9 (1886): 1-7; and Peddie 'Wabitud Drunkards Act," p. 13. 



incorrigible dninks were to be sheltered and coddled by the new treatment professionals, 

rather than properly chastened for their  sin^."^ Moreover, the SSI's officiai stance appeared 

to be that drinking was a serious problem oniy in cases where mental disease was suspected 

to be the antecedent. In contrast, the rest of the ad-aicohol movement condemned alcohol 

use by al1 members of society, not just by a few individu& who were most severeiy a££licted 

with the drink impulse. The SSI's emphasis on institutionai provisions for habitual 

drunkards seemed to avoid the root cause of aii drink problems, namely the continued 

presence of the temptation itself. Some temperance doctors such as J. J. Ridge even 

insinuated that the goal of curing a few thousand inebriates was fiu easier and less noble than 

their own goal of universal prevention. l l7 

The SSIys programme for medicalinng the theory and treatment of chronic drunkenness 

was thus occasionaily seen as conflicting with temperance strategies for reforming drink 

habits across the whole cornmunity. At the same tirne though, important sunilarities between 

the curative and preventive approaches cm aiso be identified. The inebnety doctors and the 

members of the medical temperance movement both promoted their own unique roles as 

'16Amencan temperance refomers were perhaps even more beiligerent towards the 
aascent inebriety rnovement, condemning its leaders for trying to "protect the si&#' and 
"di@ vice and apologize for crime." W&erson, "A History of the Concept of Alcoholism 
as a Disease," pp. 133-34 and 147. 

"'Ridge accused the new inebriety specialists such as Kerr of advancing a fdse theory of 
dninke~ess as disease and of using the ' 'u~ecessary'~ Habitual Drunkards BU as a "salve to 
the consciences of those who cannot be unconcemed at the evils of intemperance, but are not 
prepared to apply the only thorough preventivc+total abstinence. . . . It is far more 
convenient to Say, 'Shut the drukard up,' while you pour out another glass of wine." J. J. 
Ridge, ''Habitua1 Dninkards Bi&" Medical Temperunce Journal 1 0 (1 879): 1 1 - 16. 



scientific and medical experts in the campaign against alcohol problems. The two 

movements were also congruent in their c d  for more extensive scientific study of alcohol 

and alcoholism. For the Inebnety Society this meant hearing at its meetings not only reports 

of members' experiences with the treatment of alcoholism, but also papers on scientific 

topics such as the experimentai and post-mortem study of alcoholic path~logies.~'' But the 

most important connection between the two groups was their common set of assumptions 

about aicoholic heredity. As 1 will argue next, the disease concept of inebriety owed much to 

the degenerationist paradigm aiready identified as playing a prominent role in the British and 

French anti-alcohol and psychiatrie literature. Moreover, it will be seen that temperance 
1 

doctrines regarding the transmissible effects of parental alcoholism were also defended by 

many members of the SSI. 

During the 1880s and 90s, most quarterly meetings of the SSI were dominated by 

discussions of the disease concept, therapeutic regimes, and the medical jurisprudence of 

inebriety. One key element relevant to ail of these discussions was the question of the 

etiology of the drink habit, which was almost always presurned to include a hereditary 

component. M e r  papers published in the Society's Proceedings specifically addressed the 

question of heredity in reference to al~ohoiisrn.''~ But it was Norman Kerr's extensive 

'''For ewmple, P. F. Spai.uk, "The Infiuence of Pure Alcohol on the Organism, especidy 
on the Penpheral Nervous System," Proceedings of the Society for the Srudy ojlnebriety 26 
(1890): 16-20; and J. E. Usher, "Recent Advances in the Study of Inebriety," Proceedings 32 
(1 892): 3-14. 

l'%or example, Crothers, "Sanitary Relations of Inebriety;" Stewart, "Prevention of the 
Development of Inherited Inebnety;" and H. Ernest Trestrail, "Some of the Circumstances 
which favour the Development of Inebriety, and how to Meet Them," Proceedings of the 



writings on the disease concept that most clearly deheated the various meanings of 

"inhented" inebriety in Iate-nineteenth-century medicine and social reform. First, Kerr noted 

the phenomenon of dninkards begetting drunkards, or in other words the transmission of the 

morbid impulse for intoxication fiom parent to child. He expressed sympathy for those 

offspring of inebriates who might otherwise be sound citizem, yet who wodd have to be 

advised to avoid alcohol entirely lest they f d  victim to their "hereditary enemy."'20 

However, Kerr's formulation of the disease concept was never limited to the simple 

transmission of the inebriate habit itself. He and other inebriety doaors also relied on 

assumptions about a hereditary diathesis and the transformation of heredity across the 

generations, assumptions which may have been related to the psychiatrie theory of 

dégénérescence. 

According to Morel's theory, a hereditary diathesis or inoate nervous defect rhat gave 

rise to a tendency to alcoholism in one generation might have presented itselfas other 

diseases such as insanity, epilepsy, and feeblernindedness in the parents or ancedors. Thus 

Kerr's specific disease of inebriety codd have been subsumed under the broader 

degenerationist theory, as just one of many possible manifestations of a defective condition of 

the nervous systern. As Kerr explained the phenomenon of transformation of heredity: 

Society for the Srudy of lnebrieîy 22 (1 889): 1-7. Many more papers on heredity were 
published after 1894; these d l  be discussed in the next section. 

12'~lthough Kerr's theory clearly resembled Morel's, the first SSI reference to the French 
alienia and his ideas on alcoholic degeneration was made a few years later by W. C. 
Sullivan, "Children of the Female Drunkard," Proceedings of the Socieryfor the SIudy of 
Inebriety 63 (1900): 5 .  



The inherited neuropathic predisposition may be transmitted, transformed into a 
variety of neurotic forms, the special form of insanity, inebnety, paralysis, 
epiiepsy, hyaeria, spasmodic asthma, hay fever, or allied nerve inheritance being 
determined by a concurrence of conditions including the individual environment, 
and stretching back for generati~ns.'~ 

The disease concept of inebnety also mimicked Morel's formulation in identifying alcohol 

consumption as the moa kely starting point of degeneracy in a f a d y  iine. Kerr presumed 

that the predisposition to inebriety and other mental diseases in one generation had been 

initiated by excessive drinking, overwork, poor nutrition, or disease in the ancestors.ln 

At times Kerr aiso seemed to defend a tme Lamarckian explanation for why the 

parent's craving for drink was sometimes reproduced in the child. A weakness of the wiIi 

power acquired by alcohol abuse could become k e d  in the nervous organization and then 

trwmitted to fiiture generations: "after a time the damage to the central aerve tissue is 

assimilated by the system, thus moddjmg the constitution, which modification may be 

reproduced in po~terity."'~' He proposed one final and more immediate origin of the 

"inherited drink-impulse," namely the idea that offspring might be bom susceptible to drink 

if they had suffered pre-natal poisoning fiom dcohol ingested by either parent. in one 

passage in his textbook on inebnety, he described a process by which "the brain and nerve 

'%en, Inebriety or Ncncomaniic, p. 3 6. 

12%err, "Pathology of Inebriety," p. 8. 

'24Kerr, Inebrzety or Nar~omanza~ p. 302. As will be seen next, statements such as this left 
Kerr open to criticisms that his ideas on inherited inebriety depended on outdated 
assumptions about the inheritance of acquired characters. According to Archdall Reid, Kerr 
and other SSI members believed that excessive drinking was an acquired habit that could 
somehow be passed on to offspring. In reality however this was only one of several theories 
of alcoholic heredity found in Kerr's work, and it was certainly not as signdicant as his 
disease concept of inhented inebriety. 



ceils of the unbom child have been badly and improperly nourished during intra-uterine We," 

owing to matemal aicohol consumption. This same passage also suggested that alcohol 

might directly injure the germ plasm or embryo, especially when there was intoxication at the 

time of conception so that "the impregnated ovum is poisoned fiom the f ir~t ."'~  

The wide variety of beliefs held by SSI members as to what counted as alcohoiic 

heredity were exposed again in 1899 when Archdail Reid began his scientific and polemical 

assauits on this particular facet of temperance science.126 The controversy generated by 

Reid's paper soon led to the creation of a special SSI Cornmittee on Heredity.ln Aithough 

this Committee was originaiiy assigned the task of studying the issue of the heritabiiity of the 

disease of inebriety or the taste for drink, in fact parts of its 190 1 report and most of the 

responses to it focused on the related questions of whether and how alcohol use might 

produce physical and mental defects in offspring. 

7he Cornmittee on Heredity 

In a remarkably insightfùl 1894 paper on the hereditary tendency to alcoholism and 

degeneration, an SSI member named Thomas Morton had urged his coileagues in the 

temperance and inebriety movements to pay closer attention to recent advances in the science 

of heredity. In particular Morton insisted that August Weismann's doctrine of the continuity 

'%id, pp. 295-96. 

'26G. Archdd Reid, "The Temperance Faliacy," Proceedings of the Society for the Shrdy 
of lnebrieg 59 (1899): 1-16. 

'%Report of the C o d t t e e  on Heredity," Proceedzngs of the Societyfor the Study of 
Inebnety 68 (1901): 1-12. 



of the germ plasm and non-inheritance of acquired characters "has to be reckoned with by 

those who wish to retain that most powerful argument for abstinence which is based upon the 

assumai transmission of the physical r e d t s  of intemperance to generations yet ~nborn." '~~ 

Acknowledging that he was playing devil's advocate on behaif of the ad-alcohol rnovernent, 

Morton wamed that in order to convince a scepticai public that temperance reformers were 

not just "prejudiced enthusiasts" they had to demonstrate tbat ail of their scientific teachings 

on alcohol were beyond reproach "The time has corne for reconside~g the assumptions on 

this subject which pass current among us, d e M g  them more carefbiiy, and attempting a 

positive demonstration of so much of them as can be proved."'" 

Morton was one of the first British inebnety experts to distinguish explicitly between 

two types of transmissible consequences of parental drinking: "somatogenic" changes to the 

parent's body acquired through environmentai conditions and ccblastogenic" changes or 

induced variations in the germ pia~rn."~ But unlike Caleb Saieeby and other twentieth- 

century racial poison theorists who recognized this same distinction between Lamarckian 

heredity and blastophthoria, Morton at this time still wished to defend both theones of the 

action of alcohol on offspring. He thought that more careful statistical nirveys might 

eventually prove that dninkards did indeed breed drunkards-that alcohoi consumption by 

parents could produce in offspring a nervous instability expressed as a desire for drink. He 

'Z8Thomas Morton, "The Problem of Heredity in Reference to Inebriety," Proceedings of 
the Society for the Sfudy of lnebriety 42 ( 1 894): 5 .  



M e r  recognized that proof of a true Lamarckian transmission of habitual intemperance 

required that there be no pre-existing hereditary neurosis in an alcoholic f d y .  Morton's 

precise and comprehensive discussion of alcoholic heredity ended by noting that Weismann's 

c lah  for the complete seclusion of germ fiom soma had aiready been cailed into question by 

other scientific authonties, hence leaving open the possibility of both Lamarckian inheritance 

and direct injury to germ plasm by aicohol cYdating in the parental body. 

AU of the SSI members who responded to Morton's presentation at this meeting 

commended his critique of Weismann's doctrine while reiterating orthodox medicd and 

temperance views on hereditary taint and the need to preserve a heaithy inheritance.13' This 

paper also inspired a rash of m e r  articles in the Society's Proceedings, which together 

expressed all of the viewpoints on drink and hereditary defect described in the previous 

section, although usudy not in a very coherent fashion.'" The responses to Morton's 

challenge showed that on the whole the SSI members contiuued to support not only Kerr's 

theory of an inherited impulse for intoxication but also several poorly defined beliefs about 

Lamarckian and pre-natal effects of parental and ancestral intemperance. Only after the tum 

1311bid, pp. 9-14. 

'"A. Mansfield Holmes, "Hereditary Effects of Habitua1 versus Penodicai Inebriety," 
Proceedings of the Society for the Sfwiy of Inebriety 45 (1 8%): 1-5; T. D. Crothers, 
"Alcoholic Intolerance and Predispositions," Proceedings 46 (1 895): 1 0- 1 5; S tephen Lett, 
"Why Do Men Drink?" Proceedings 49 (1896): 2-6; Rev. A. K. Cherriîi, "Can Acquired 
Characters be Lnherited?" Proceedings 52 (1897): 14-16; G. Sims Woodhead, "The Muence 
of Heredity as a Factor in the Propagation of the Tendency to Inebriety," Proceedings 6 1 
(1 899): 6-1 6. To give an example of the confusion that stili prevded at this time regarding 
the various types of aicoholic heredity, Ched ' s  paper inquiring whether acquired cfiaracters 
could be inherited was so poorly reasoned that it was impossible to teii whether his 
conclusions were pro or con- 



of the century and the 190 1 report of the Cornmittee on Heredity did inebriety and 

temperance doctors begin to take heed of Morton's warning about founding anti-dcohol 

arguments on firmer scientific principles and to examine more carefully their conjectures 

about soft heredity. 

Even more vigorous defences of soft hereditarian notions ensued fkom Archdall Reid's 

provocative contributions to the SSI starhg in 1899. In a full-length monograph on the topic 

of alcohoiism and heredity, Reid put fonvard his argument that far f?om being a source of 

detenorating racial fitness alcohol in fact helped to foster progressive evolution by acting as a 

strhgent selective agent.'33 He began and ended bis exposition with the assertion that 

aicohoiism was a problem to be studied by the evolutionist, not by the philanthropist or the 

preacher whose history of coercive efforts to eradicate the social and medical ilis associated 

with excessive alcohol use could now be judged a fdure. lY In place of ad-alcohol 

legislation and education Reid proposed a radical social Darwinist solution to the national 

drink pro blem. 

His argument was based upon the premise that habitua1 drunkemess, or more accurately 

the desire to obtain the pleasurable effects of intoxicating beverages, was an inbom trait. 

This hereditarian theory of alcoholism was intended to be distinct fiom the disease concept of 

lUG. Archdd Reid, Akoholism: A Shdy in HerediS, (London: T. Fisher Unwin, 190 1); 
Bynum, "Alcoholism and Degeneration," pp. 66-67. 

lYReid, Alcoholism, p. 2. As will be seen next, Reid's insistence that temperance science 
was flawed and that ody objective scientists armed with the facts of biology could guide 
effective social reform were thernes echoed in the anti-temperance rhetoric of Kari Pearson's 
eugenic school in 191 O. 



inebriety: Reid repudiated any possibility of Lamarckian origins of the craving for drink and 

he had no interest in the psychiatrist's idea of the transmutation of heredity. He insisted that 

temperate and intemperate constitutions Wered not in their capacity for self-control as was 

assumed by the disease concept, but instead in their capacity to enjoy alcohol. His argument 

next noted that for obvious reasons those individuals who tended to find indulgence 

pieasurable were l e s  iikely to flourish or to have the opportunity to procreate. The 

poisonous action of alcohol was constantly weeding out heavy drinkers fiom the population 

or m a h g  them ineligible for marrïage, thereby leaving only those who were not susceptible 

to the temptation to perpetuate the race. In this fashion a "racial tolerance" for alcohol was 

graduaDy built up in populations or nations where drink was readily available. Reid did 

however concede that even though in the past human evolution had necessarily proceeded by 

means of such a brutal Survival of the fittest, in modem societies biological susceptibility to 

alcoholism and infectious diseases codd instead be bred out through the more humane means 

of artificial selection. 13' 

Reid's selectionist theory was taken seriously by only a few of his coileagues in the SSI. 

The most notable of these was Dr. Harry Campbell, who later served several years as the 

Society's pre~ident. '~~ He was probably sympathetic to certain elements of Reid's view of 

hereditary inebriety owing to their similarity to his own views on the biological proclivity to 

l3'1bzd, pp. 86-88 and 167-70. 

'36Harry Campbell, "Pathology of Chronic Alcoholism: A Criticism," British Journal of 
Inebriety 2 (1 904): 54-63; and "Prineiples of Heredity: A Review," British Journal of 
Inebriety 3 (1905): 3 1-35. 



intoxication. Campbell's theory attempted to account for the physical desire for alcohol and 

other stimulants in rather vague chernical and physiological terms: whereas in a healthy body 

hormones circulating in the blood fùnctioned to stimulate the brain, the absence of these 

hormones in the abnormal event of sickness, exhaustion, or mental depression caused the 

brain to crave substitute sources of stimulation.'" Reid's only other acknowledged d y  at 

this t h e  was Dr. H. Laing Gordon, a feliow SSI Cound member who praised him for 

having "raised the study of alcohoiism fi-om the fogs of haphazard science to the clear air of 

sound science." Gordon presurned that temperance reform and negative eugenics could work 

together to fiee manlMd fiom the curse of inebriety.'" The most radical and controversial 

component of Reid's theory, the idea of alcoholic selection, did not however garner any 

substantial support untii the 1920~~ when it was revived by several Amencan alcohol 

researchers dtliated with the '%et" side in the prohibition debate.'3g 

I3'Harry Campbell, "The Evolution of the Alcoholic," in T. N. Kelynack, ed., n e  Drink 
Problem in its Medco-Sociologicaf Aqects. By Fourteen Medical AutMties (London: 
Methuen, 1907), pp. 2 1-5 1. 

'"H. Laing Gordon, "Alcoholism and Heredity," British Journa2 of lnebriety 2 (1 904): 
203. 

I3%esearch carried out independently by the Amencan bioIogists Charles Stockard and 
Raymond Pearl had led to the surprising hding that the descendants of alcoholized guinea 
pigs and fowl were generaily more fit than those of the unalcoholized control groups. Both 
workers interpreted the r a d  effects of alcohol in t e m  of pre-natal selection against 
defective embryos. During the 1920~~ this theory replaced the racial poisoning explanation of 
the deleterious effect s of alcohol on offspring . Raymond Pearl, "The Experimental 
Modification of Germ Cells," Journal ojExperimental Zoology 22 (1 9 17): 125-85 and 24 1 - 
3 1 O; and Charles Stockard, "Latest ScientSc Investigation in America of the Action of 
Alcohoi," in Proceedngs of the Fifieenth Intemational Congress agailEst AIcoholim 
(Washington, 1 XO), pp. 3 69-8 1. Stockard had previously interpreted his results as 
supporthg the racial poison theory of degeneracy, but he shocked the temperance world by 
suddenly shifting to the "wet" alcoholic selection argument in this 1920 presentation. See 



The majority of Archdd Reid's contemporaries in the inebriety and temperance 

movements were vehemently opposed to his radical perspective on evolution, hered*, and 

alcoholism. For instance the pathologist G. Sims Woodhead, at this time a vice-president of 

the SSI and president of the British Medical Temperame Association, rejected Reid's basic 

notion of an inheritable "taste for alcohol." Instead he reiterated the central tenet of the 

disease concept of inebriety, the idea of an inherited nervous degeneracy that left the 

individual prone to alcohol abuse. Woodhead M e r  admonished Reid for suggesting that 

the ody way to wipe out disease, whether it be alcoholism or typhus, was by eliminating its 

victims. More ethical means of temperance reform focused on saving the dnuikard and 

ensuring the well-being of the m e n t  population, rather than sacrificing these for "any future 

problematic advantages."'" Norman Kerr likewise iaitiated a Society dialogue on Reid's 

alcoholic selection argument as early as 1898. Moa of the participants agreed with him that 

it would be both moraliy and practicaiiy misguided to follow Reid's advice and abandon 

existing efforts for the prevention and cure of dninkemess. Civilized society surely would 

not permit individual drinkers to destroy themselves for the sake of future racial heaith: as 

Kerr asserted, "we have no right to promote the physicd, mental and moral degradation of 

existuig humankind, in the alleged interest of far-off successors in life."'*' Reid's eugenic 

Philip Pauiy, "How Did the Effects of Alcohol on Reproduction Become Scientifically 
Uninteresting?" Jounial of the History of Biology 29 ( 1  996): 1-28; and Bartlett Jones, 
"Prohibition and Eugenics, 1920- 1933," JoumuI of the History ofMediczne und AIZied 
Sciences 18 (1963): 158-72. 

'"woodhead, "Influence of Heredity," pp. 6-7. 

1 4 1 N ~ ~  Kerr, "A Reply to Archdail Reid on the Temperance Question from a 
Biologicai Standpoint," Proceedings of the Society for the Shrdy of inebriety 5 8 ( 1  898): 2. 



plan to forbid dninkards fiom reproducing their kind was aiso disparaged as an "impossible 

and fùtile ta&, compared to which the abstinence and prohibition propaganda would be but 

child's play.""* 

Members of the SSI thus took offense mady at Reid's unprovoked assaults on "the 

magnificent Temperance Movement," which they credited with having already saved "over a 

quarter of a million of human souls . . . nom the degrading thraidom of inebriety, and 

transfonned [them] into sober, industrious, Iaw-abiding citizen~."'~~ According to Reid, on 

the other hand, not oniy had campaigns to persuade or legislate people into sobriety already 

proved unsuccessful, but more importantly his theory impiied that the removal of all 

intoxicating beverages from the environment would only result in a worsening of the drink 

problem in the long nui. Although rescuing the d d a r d s  of today was certaialy a worthy 

and noble cause, the Darwinian theory suggested that it wodd not be possible "to promote 

temperance by p re se~ng  the pre-disposed to intemperan~e."'~ W~thout alcohol there would 

be no selective pressure against inebriety, and those bom with the tendency to d d e n n e s s  

would be able to survive and procreate, thereby lowering the resistance of the populace as a 

whole. If later generations of such a population were to be reintroduced to aicohol, a .  

'Would it be wise to confirm and intemm the long chah of aicoholic poison@ with ai l  its 
tremendous train of preventible prernature death, disease, agony untold, and waste down the 
generations, for such an ultimate acquirement as a prospective vista of persons and nations 
h u n e  to aicoholic empoisonment?" 

I4lbid, pp. 1-2. 



excessive number of individuals bom with the alcohoiic diathesis would now f d  prey to the 

temptation. 

Reid attempted to substantiate this prognosis with some rather dubious histoncal 

evidence about the evolution of various national and ethnic groups relative to their drinking 

habits. He thought this evidence was d c i e n t  to demonstrate that every existing race "is 

temperate stnctly in proportion to its past d e r i n g s  with alc~hol."~~' For example, he 

pronounced southem European nations with thousands of years of wine drinking behind them 

to be today the moa sober, foliowed by northem Europeans who had had a shorter history of 

brewing and distilling. The races most notonousiy susceptible to dninkemess were those 

"savages" only recentiy introduced to alcohol. Whereas groups such as the Jews and the 

Anglo-saxons had supposedly become less dninken over the course of centuries or d e n n i a  

of experience with alcohoi, native races throughout the world were doomed to be conquered 

by stronger nations and perhaps even go extinct owing to their recent exposure to alcohol and 

Uifectious diseases against which they had no naturd resistance.'" 

Much iike bis contemporary Saleeby, Reid was specially interested in the study of 

human evolution and heredity.'" The subject of alcoholism interested him because of its 

relevance to the more profound issues of human progress and the decay of races. Reid never 

addressed the individual miseries caused by intemperance but instead fomsed on its long- 

14'lbid, pp. 96-98. 

'"On the other side of the coin, the successful imperialist expansion of the Anglo-saxon 
race was attributed to its greater resistance to disease. Ibid, pp. 43-50. 

14'George Archdall Reid, n e  Presenf Evohtion of Man (London: Chapmann and Hall, 
1 896); and The Principles of Heredity, with some Applcutiom (London: Chapmaq 1 905). 



term racial significance. His selectionist theory argued not ody that drinking itself was 

harmless for offspring and the race, but dso that the temperance cmsade and other 

environmentaiist reforms could oniy aggravate the problem of racial decay by enabiing the 

propagation of hereditary weaknesses such as the inbom desire for drink. Reid in fact joined 

the Eugenics Education Society shortly &er its fomding, and with his hard hereditariaq 

social Darwinist convictions he was one of the few British eugenists who closely rnatched the 

"better-dead" st ereotype. 

Reid was also interested in applying the science of heredity to solving social problems 

such as aicoholisrn. As a disciple of Weismann, he defhitively rejected the doctrine of 

inheritance of acquired characters and even seemed sceptical about the notion that 

environmental factors such as aicohol could directly alter the germ plasm. He thus stated that 

the crucial error underlying the temperance programme was the belief that "parental drinking 

renders offspring more prone to drunkemess than they wodd othenvise be."14* In other 

words, he denied the assertion made by Lamarckians such as his main SSI foe Kerr that an 

acquired drink habit could be passed on to o f f s p ~ g :  

Dr. Kerr says the children drink because their parents ârank. 1 deny this and 
declare [that] the children drink . . . because they inherit, jua as they do arms and 
legs, that inbom constitution of mind which rendered drinking delightfiil to the 
parent. '" 

Reid noted that given the d o c t ~ e  of the continuity of the germ plasm, there could be no 

possible mechanism of Lamarckian heredity. Moreover, years of investigation had never 

lqeid, Alcoholism, p. 160. 

"!?Reid, "The Temperance Fallacy," p. 9. 



found a "single indisputable instance of the transmission of an acquired peculia&y."lM His 

scepticism towards notions of soft heredity also seemed to owe as much to common sense 

arguments as to biological theories such as Weismann's. If in fact the tendency to drink were 

cumulative through the generations, or if parental alcoholism produced filial degeneration, 

then surely the British race wodd have dnink itselfto extinction by now. Given tme 

Lamarckian inheritance, the fitness of the population wodd "drift helplessly" with every 

environmental change encountered. 15* 

In his polemical tracts agauist the temperance campaign, Reid comistently exaggerated 

the si@cance of the Lamarckian version of alcoholic heredity. He painted an 

oversimplified pichire of the inheritance of an acquired drink impulse as the sole scientific 

foundation for the anti-alcohol movement: "ifLamarck is right, temperance reformers of the 

dominant school are also right; but if Lamarck is wrong, then they are also wrong, and 

temperance reform, as at present conducted, is nothing other than a monstrous mistake."'" In 

responding to his critics in the SSI, Reid willfù11y ignored their references to other possible 

relationships between inebriety and heredity, including blastophthoria and ha-uterine injury 

to offspring. While Reid was certainiy justified in reproaching these writers for their rather 

imprecise use of the term heredity and their inability to distinguish between Lamarckism and 

germ poisoning, he himself did little to c l am these issues. He never expressly addressed the 

"'G. Archdall Reid, "Pathology of Chronic Alcoholism-A Reply," British Journal of 
Inebrzety 3 (1 905): 20; and Akoholism, p. 92. 

InReid, "The Temperance Faiiacy," p. 4. 



possibility that through pre-natal physiological mechanisms parental indulgence might lead to 

any number of mental and physical defects in offspring. On at least one occasion he 

acknowledged that germ plasm, ovum, or embryo could in theory be altered by the condition 

of the parent, but he never bothered to pursue how this idea related to existing notions of 

alcoholic degeneration: 

It is not denied by any one that changes in the soma may so influence the germs, 
may so change them, that the organisms into which they subsequently proliferate 
wid be changed also. What is denied is that changes in the soma can affect the 
germs in such a particular manner as to cause them, afler proliferation, to 
reproduce, as inbom characters, the pedarities the parent acquired. ln 

Reid was always too preoccupied with the specific issue of inhentance of acquired somatic 

modifications to engage in debate over other types of alcoholic heredity, even though they 

were much more frequently cited by temperance supporters and medical authorities. 

Because most SSI members tended to be rather unclear about the meaning and 

mechanisms of alcohoiic heredity, they were unprepared to respond appropnately to Reid's 

and Morton's challenges to the idea of inheritance of acquired alcoholism or alcoholic 

pathologies. uistead of simply acknowledgbg that the Lamarckian theory was becoming 

increasingly unfashionable, they continued trying to defend it by citing clinical expenence, 

pedigree studies, and even questionable cytological research.'" Wnters such as Kerr failed to 

'%nother SSI member who responded to Reid was the asylum pathologist W. Ford 
Robertson. This writer defended the validity of inheritance of acquired characters by 
referring to some very contiising recent research on the ongins of germ tek, which he 
seemed to interpret as showing that alcohol or other conditions of life codd somehow 
produce adaptive variations in the hereditary materiai. Both Reid and Campbell ventured to 
respond to this theo~y. but both were understandably perplexed by Robertson's claims. W. 



c d  attention to the faa that they believed parental drinking could pose a threat to offspring 

even without any transmission of somatic modifications, thus permitting Reid and his camp 

to focus their counterattacks on the Larnarckian issue alone. Several years later the SSI 

member W. C. Sullivan spelled out clearly what the red issues had been in this debate with 

Reid, namely the distinction between Lilmarckism and germ poisoning: 

The reality of the influence of parental intoxication has been occasionaily cded in 
question on apriori grounds by some extrernists of the school which repudiates 
the transmission of acquired characters. It is, however, perfectly obvious that a 
doctrinal objection of this sort is quite irrelevant; the effects attributed to parental 
alcoholism are not in the category of transmitted acquirements at dl ;  they are the 
results, expressed in defect and deviation of developrnent, of a deletenous 
influence exerted on the g e m  c e l l ~ . ~ ~ '  

This wbole controversy over Larnarckian assumptions in the medical temperance and 

inebriety movements soon led to the convening of the Society's Committee on Heredity. 

Thomas Morton moved for the formation of this Committee in July 1899, although without 

defining a clear mandate for it.IS6 WWe the SSI had resolved rather broady to "consider the 

relation of Heredity to Inebriety," the final report of the Committee stated that its goal had 

been "to investigate the conditions under which the tendency to inebriety is capable of 

Ford Robertson, "The Pathology of Chronic Alcoholism," British Jmrnaf of Inebriety 1 
( 1  904): 226-56; Campbell, "Pathology of Chronic Alcoholism: A Cnticism;" Reid, 
"Pathology of Chronic Alcoholism-A Reply;" Robertson, "Pathology of Chronic 
Alcoholism: A Reply," British J m I  of lnebriety 3 ( 1  905): 104-1 1. 

"'W. C. Sullivan, AicohoIism: A Chqvter in Social Pathology (London: James Nisbet, 
19O6), p. 183. 

''6The Committee members were Morton, Reid, Harry Campbell, Wynn Westcott, Laing 
Gordon, Heywood Smith, Sim Woodhead, W. Francis Hazel, W. H. Kesteven, G. K. Poole, 
Aydon Smith, Lauzun Brown, Henry Raynor, and Victor Horsley. The last three soon retired 
and were replaced by A. E. J. Longhunt and W. C. Sullivan. 



transmission to offspring."'" The Committee in fact considered two distinct questions: fïrst 

whether an inhented craving for drink had any Lamarckian component, and second whether 

ante-natal parental indulgence couid produce degeneracy in offspring. They appealed to the 

medical profession and the public for data and opinions on both of these topics, but this 

method of research generated little response. Consequently the 190 1 nnal report consisted of 

LittIe more than a summary of the individual opinions of the Committee members. Indicative 

of the amount of dissent and confusion that di existed on the topic of alcoholic heredity, the 

report was actually signed by only nine of the thirteen mernbers, while most of the others 

added comments on particular disputed points. 

The report of the Cornmittee on Herediv was evidently composed principaily by 

Archdaii Reid, since it incorporated many of his most controversial views into its four short 

pages of main text. It opened by confïrming Reid's notion of an "inborn capacity for 

enjoying alcohol," which most of the signatories iikely perceived as consistent with the 

disease concept of inebriety . 15* The next paragraphs of the report forcefully rejected the idea 

that "characters acquired by the parent through indulgence in drmk are inherited by the 

children subsequently boni." Only Dr. Longhurst still insisted that acquired characters could 

be hentable.'5g The Cornmittee couid not however speak with as much certainty on other 

possible versions of alcoholic heredity or pre-natal damage to o f f s p ~ g .  Obviously these 

'""~eport of the Comminee on Heredity," p. 1. 

'saMorton refùsed to sign this part of the report, while Dr. Longhurst and Surgeon-General 
Poole attached dissenthg comments asserting that the role of heredity in the etiology of 
habitual inebriety had been greatly exaggerated. Ibid, pp. 5-6. 

Is9lbid, pp. 2 and 5. 



issues were of concem to at least some of the participants, who managed to include in the 

report the foilowing ambivalent defence of what would later be called the racial poison theory 

of alcohol: 

They admit as possible, though stnctly speaking this is no question of the 
inheritance of an acquirement, that indulgence may so damage the parental tissues 
that the germ is ill-nourished, and the child is thus afEected; yet again they admit 
as possible that the alcohol Nculating in the parent's biood may directly affect the 
germ, and in this marner affect the offspring, as by produchg degeneracy. But 
these speculations have not been strongiy supported by any evidence tendered to 
the cornmittee. la 

The rernainder ofthe report reiterated and endorsed Reid's theory that alcohol aaed to 

promote racial evolution rather than degeneration. Once again however dissenthg opinions 

about this theory and the historical evidence for it were expressed in the additional 

comments. Professor Woodhead for exampie acknowledged that the selectionist theory 

might "form a bais for fiirther research," but that it still touched on only a small part of the 

question of alcoholic heredity.16' F d y 7  a few sentences at the very end of the report again 

addressed the question of other deletenous effects of parental and especially maternal 

intemperance on offspring. But this t h e  these concerns were deemed irrelevant to the 

Cornmittee's specific interest in the hentability of the condition cdled inebriety: 

The o f f s p ~ g  ofwomen intemperate during their pregnancies are not included in 
the foregoing conclusions. There is some evidence that fetuses and embryos are 
injured by maternal inebriety; but here again the Cornmittee has no conclusive 
evidence that this injury takes such a f o m  that in subsequent Iife the children 

1611bïd, p. 5. Simiiarly Longhurst, Poole, and Gordon objected that not enough was 
known about changes in the drinking habits of various races of man to support the claim that 
those longest exposed to alcohol had evolved to be most temperate. 



have a speciai predisposition to inebriety.'" 

Even though the bulk of the final report closely foliowed Reid's argument for hereditary 

inebriety and alcoholic selection, he himselfattached a long disclaimer objecting to each 

sentence that diverged nom his theory. He was particularly bitter about even the minor 

compromises made to conventional views on alcohol and degeneration. Whereas the report 

stated that the idea of g e r d  poisoning was not "strongiy" supported by any evidence, Reid 

countered that "overwhelming evidence" indicated that such degeneracy did not in fact 

accumulate over generations exposed to alcohol pre-natally. He regretted that given the 

O ppominity to dispel certain beliefs about parental alco holism as "mere superstitions, " the 

Committee had in the end failed "to deliver its message clearly and emphatically."'" 

On the other hand, Committee members Morton, Woodhead, and W. H. Kesteven felt 

that the report had not gone far enough in addressing the question of degeneracy in offspring, 

even though as Morton noted this '$vouid have corne weli w i t h  the scope of the enquiry."'" 

In a preliminary report on the Cornmittee's work, Woodhead had likewise stated that its 

primary goal was to address the one question of buming importance to the temperance 

movement : could parental drunkenness in any fashion harm ~hildren?'~' Kesteven went so 

far as to submit a separate report that ignored Reid's theory altogether. This writer 

emphasized instead the disease concept of inebriety as deficient power of self-control, dong 

'%id, pp. 4-5. 

'%id, pp. 7-8. 

'&Ibid, p. 9. 

'6woodhead, "Muence of Heredity," pp. 13- 14. 



with his speculations on how various forms of mental disease, including inebnety itself 

sometimes resulted fiom damage to the germinal tissues caused by alcoh01.'~~ 

To sum up this section, then, the SS17s Cornmittee on Heredity was assigned the task of 

studying the relation of hereaity to inebriety, concluding in favour of an inborn tendency to 

excessive indulgence but against any Laméuckian transmission of such a tendency. Although 

not technically included in the Comminee's mandate, the fmal report also touched on a 

related subject that had often come up at recent Society meetings: the appearance of mental 

and physical degeneracy in chiidren exposed to alcohol pre-natdy. The relationship between 

alcohol and heredity was considered relevant to the disease concept of inebnety, especidy by 

treatment specialists such as Kerr who were interested in demomtratiag the hereditary 

etiology of the disease. '" Theories of hereditary alcoholic degeneration were also defended 

by SSI members who were aflibated with the temperance campaign, such as Thomas Morton, 

G. Sims Woodhead, Arthur Longhurst, Heywood Smith, and Norman ~err . '"  These authors 

'"'Report of the Committee on Heredity," pp. 10- 1 1. 

16'SSI papers on the topic of heredity were given by several doctors identified as inebriety 
treatment speciaiists who worked either in private practice or at private retreats, including 
Heywood Smith, W. H. Kesteven, A. M. Holmes, and the Canadian Stephen Lett. These 
writers mainly cited case histories of inhented alcoholism and of injuries suffered by the 
children of drinkers. 

16'0n the other hand, a later SSI response to Reid's theory took the opposite tack and 
completely denied the importance of heredity to the temperance cause. The temperance 
doctor Frederic Coley argued that most individuals developed the craving for drink owhg to 
the low moral standards of their parents, social customs, and existing temptation, not to any 
hereditary or congenital factor as Reid claimed. Coley agreed with Reid's rejection of the 
idea of a Larnarckian transmission of alcoholic habits, but cailed into question his fùrther 
assertion that parental alcoholism could not in any way affect the offspring subsequently 
bom: "aprzori it is excessively unlikely that a disease, or a toxic agent, which affects the 
whole body, including of course the reproductive organs, should have no effect at aü upon 



were keen to ensure that the aoti-alcohol plaâom was based upon sound scientific principles 

and hence they cded for further research into the vexed question of heredity, especidy 

regarding assumptions about the inheritance of acquired alcoholic habits and pathologies. 

Their warnings would indeed be taken senously after the turo of the centwy, when the 

marginaiized Lamarckian theory was mostly expunged from discourses on alcohoiism and 

replaced with the idea of pre- and post-natal effects of alcohol use on of f sp~g .  

Inebriety speciaiists, hereditarian psychiatrists, and temperance doctors thus represented 

the reigning authorities in the arena of late-Victorian alcohol science. I have tried to suggest 

in this chapter that aiI three of these groups utilized theories of hereditary alcohoiism and 

alcohoiic degeneration in their stmggies to establish their professional expertise in particular 

areas of medical practice and social reform. Researchers associated with the temperance 

movement were also largely responsible for forging consensus on alcohol and heredity by 

means of the medical-scientific hdings they generated in the laboratory, chic, and social 

survey. These studies indicated almost unanimously that parental drinking could produce 

morbid heredity and congenitai defects in 0 f f s p ~ g . l ~ ~  As a general d e ,  physicians in the 

temperance campaign were the only medical personnel sufficiently interested in alcohol 

the germ cells." But even this theoretical ante-natal action was deemed to "have very slight 
practical bearing upon the problern of temperance refom." This opinion was atypical of the 
SSI and temperance doctors. Fredenc C. Coley, "Some Points in the Etiology of Inebriety," 
British Journal of lnebriety 2 ( 1 904): 28-29. 

16wiIliam Bynum asserts that between 1860 and 19 10 dl of the available scientific data 
supported the notion that mental and physical abnormalities in offspring ofken resulted fiom 
hi& or even moderate levels of parental alcohol consumption. Bynum, "Alcoholism and 
Degeneration," p. 63. 



problems to devote their efforts to serious investigations on this topic. Whereas in the United 

States in the 1890s a competing group of scientists not afnliated with the temperance 

movement had asserted its authority over the field of alcohol research, no equivalent 

challenge to temperance science was posed fkom within the British medicd and scientific 

communities until the First World 

Prevailing notions of alcoholic degeneration were next camied over into early- 

twentieth-century discourses on public health and racial fitness, especially within such 

forums as the iafmt weifàre campaign, the Erigenics Education Society, and the Society for 

the Study of Inebriety. Thus it was still possible for experts in the alcohol field to proclaim 

as late as 19 10 that there was "almost universal acceptance of the belief that the sin of 

alcohoiîc indulgence by the parents is visited upon the cbiidren unto the third and fourth 

generation."l7' The Edwardian penod was unique however in that for the first time the 

"'!British research on alcohol that for the fist time challenged teetotal principles was 
produced in the wake of the govemment's successiid new moderationkt liquor control 
measures, introduced in 19 15 under the Defence of the Realm Act. This scientific work was 
summarized in a text published by the Central Control Board (Liquor T r a c )  Advisory 
Cornmittee, Alcohol: Its Action on the Human Organim (London: HMSO, 191 8). By 
con- in America as early as the 1 8 9 0 ~ ~  a group c a h g  themselves the "Cornmittee of 
Fifty" had presented their new objective physiological research on alcohol as an alternative to 
biased scientific temperance teachings. Led by the chemist Wilbur Atwater, these Amencan 
scientists favoured fïndings that seemed to sanction moderate alcohol consumption as safe 
and even useful to the body. Two recent articles have described the Comrnittee of F e ' s  
efforts to displace lay temperance writers as the ultimate authorities on the medical-scientifïc 
aspects of the alcohol question: Philip Pauly, "The Struggle for Ignorance about Alcohol: 
Arnerican Physiologists, Wibur O b  Atwater, and the Wornan's Christian Temperance 
Union," Bulletin of the Hisfory of Medicine 64 ( 1  990): 366-92; and Jonathan Zimmerman, 
"'When the Doctors Disagree' : Scientific Temperance and Scientific Authonty, 1 89 1 - 1 906," 
humd of the History of Medicine and Allied Sciences 48 ( 1  993): 1 7 1-97. 

"ITheodore Hyslop, "The Study of Alcoholism," British JoumuI of lnebriety 8 ( 1 9 1 0) : 2. 



medicd profession as a whole was forced to acknowledge akoholism, druakemess, and 

especiaily f e d e  drinking habits as serious obstacles to individual and community health. 

As Anthony Wohl has similarly noted in his history of British public health, "it was not until 

the end of the century, when concem mounted for England's international position and the 

supposed physical detenoration of her population, that closer attention was paid by 

authorities to the connection between dnnk and ill-health."ln 

Alwhol came to hold such a prominent position on Edwardian social reform agendas 

owing mainly to the lobbying efforts of the s a  influentid anti-alcohol crusade. It wiii 

therefore be worthwhile to review bnefly the activities of the medical temperance movement 

during the firt decade of the new century. By fueling escalating amcieties about alcohol as a 

menace to the weffare of current and future generations, temperance actMsts managed to 

exercise a stronger influence over public heaith and social poiicy making than ever before. 

As mentioned earlier, a group of anti-alcohol doctors afnliated with the SSI and the National 

Temperance League (NTL) had presented compelling evidence on alcohol to the 1904 

Physical Deterioration Cornmittee, outlining its malevolent effects upon succeeding 

generations. Some of these same men later joined the social investigator George Sims in 

spearheading the campaign against matemal drinking and the practice of bringing children 

into the public house, which culminated in the 1 908 Children ~ c t . ' "  The temperance 

lRAnthony S. Wohl, Endrmgered Lives: Public HeaZth in Victorian Brilain (London: 
Dent, l983), p. 60. 

'73~he temperance movernent's contributions to both of these campaigns has been 
discussed by David Gutzke, "'The Cry of the Children': The Edwardian Medical Carnpaign 
Against Matemal Drinking," British J m a Z  of Addiction 79 (1 984): 7 1-84. 



movement was especiaiiy successfiil in its efforts to convince the medical profession as a 

whole to throw its support behind the introduction of scientSc temperance and hygiene 

teaching into the elementary school curriculum. In 1904, under pressure fiom the prominent 

temperance surgeon %&or Horsley, the British Medical Association passed a resolution 

advocating such instruction as a valuable public health measure. ALmost half of the naticn's 

registered doctors also signed a petition to that effect addressed to the Board of Education. 

The outcome of this campaign was the production in 1909 of an optional temperance and 

hygiene syllabus that presented some of the more basic medical-scientific evidence regarding 

the physical and social evils caused by abuse of 

Members of the SSI and NTL were thus especidy instrumental in furthering the 

medical temperance strategy for chaaging national drink habits by means of emphasizing 

scientSc education in the effects of alcohol abuse. This strategy was based upon the 

expectation that simply inforrning people of the medical-scientific facts about alcohol would 

encourage them to stay sober for the sake of thek own health and that of their chiidren. As 

one temperance advocate put the argument, temperance societies, school boards, and local 

health authorities could ail contribute to "providing such adequate instruction and judicious 

persuasion as shall secure to each individuai the preventive forces of accurate knowledge and 

moral in~entive."'~' Instruction of school children was intended to protect younger 

'7410id, pp. 75-76; E. Claude Taylor, "The Teacbing of Temperance", in T. N. Kelynack, 
ed., me Drink Problem (London: Methuen, 1907). pp. 2 1 1-28; Board of Education, Syllabus 
of Lessons on "Temperume" for Schohrs Attendhg Public Elementury Schools (London: 
HMSO, 1909). 

'''~aylor, "Teaching of Temperance," p. 21 1. 



generations and their future offspring from the ravages of alcohol. Likewise information was 

disseminated to young mothers through the infant welfare centres and by means of pamphlets 

and posters. Such posters were utilized during the first decade of the c e n t q  by public health 

authorities who mounted a concerted effort to alert parents of ail classes to expert medicd 

opinion on how intemperance could cause weakness, mental disease, or death in offspring.'" 

Such "rational suasionist" approaches to temperance refom had grown increasingly 

important to late-Victonan and Edwardian anti-alcohol crusaders, as they lost fath in their 

ability to pass sufficiently stringent legal restrictions on the liquor trade. Decades of 

hstration on the politicai fiont had no doubt led to a certain disenchantment with the 

legislative approach, although admittedly the temperance movement nearly managed to push 

through a satisfactory liquor licensing bill in 1908."' One especially popular alternative to 

1761bid, pp. 225-26; W. McAdam Eccles, "Municipal Posters on Phy sical Detenoration 
and Alcoholisiq" British J m a l  of lnebnety 4 (1907): 195-202. 

'"By the 1880s and 90s, most proposed anti-alcohol legislation had focused on giving 
local communhies the oppominity to reduce their total number of liquor licenses. Such 
legislation had repeatedly failed to pass, however, owing to the reluctance of temperance 
forces to accede to demands that monetary compensation be provided to pub owners who 
would lose their licenses. The same controversy canied over into the twentieth cenhiry. The 
1896-99 Royal Commission on Liquor Licensing Law (the Peel Commission) had 
recommended legislating for a large reduction in the numbers of licensed premises but with 
compensation for owners. A bill to this effect passed in 1905, much to the dissatisfaction of 
most branches of the temperance movement who opposed the compensation clause. In 1908, 
temperance hopes were revived again when the Liberal government introduced a bill that 
wodd force obligatory reductions in the numbers of licenses, eventually elirninate 
compensation, and even d o w  local prohibition. However, this bill was defeated in the 
House of Lords, leaving the minkdly effective 1905 Licensing Act as the only legal means 
of controhg the liquor trade until the start of the First Worid War. Gwylmor Prys Wfiarns 
and George Thompson Blake, DrinR in Great Britain, 1900 to 1979 (London: B. Edsall, 
1980), pp. 6-36. 



failed legislative remedies was the introduction of scientific and public health education on 

dcohol. An emphasis on scientific eniightenment was sometimes even promoted as more 

effective than the traditional moral suasionist approach. For instance, the report of the 

Physical Detenoration Comminee had recommended that the alcohol problem could best be 

combatted by means of "the systematic, practical training of teachers to enable them to give 

rat iod instruction in schools on the laws of health, including the demonstration of the 

physicai evils caused by drinking," rather than by means of "expatiating on the moral 

wickedness of drinking." 17' 

As was tme of their V~ctorian predecessors, early-twentieth-centq temperance doaors 

as a group tended to privilege ra t iod persuasion and personal abstinence over any 

compulsory means of regulating the sale or consumption of alcoholic beverages. Among the 

medical men and women who continued to practice teetotalism or lend their voices to the 

temperance cause were numerous prominent rnembers of the Society for the Study of 

Inebriety.17' Some of these physicians appear as important characters in my story of the 

history of ideas about alcohol and heredity, for haviag championed theories of alcoholic 

degeneration in the name of eugenics, infant welfare, and temperance reform. The fact that 

early-century concerns about parental alcohoiisrn were ofien informed by temperance 

178Phy~ical Deterioration Report, vol. 1, p. 87. 

l7Vhese included, to namejust a few, Caleb Saleeby, Mary Schariieb, J. W. Bailantyne, 
Victor Horsley, Alned Pearce Gould, Theodore Hyslop, Theophilus Kelynack, Robert Jones, 
Wrlliam McAdam Eccles, C. R Drysdale, and James Lindsay. The Standard Encyclopedia 
Lsts these and other SSI members as having been active in temperance societies and given 
temperance lectures; many also belonged to the British Medical Temperance Association. 



commitments was Likewise displayed in the 19 10- 1 1 controversy over Karl Pearson's alcohol 

research. Most of Pearson's principal opponents were notable defenders of the ad-alcohol 

cause, includuig the member of parfiament Thomas Whittaker, the ,urgeon Victor Horsley, 

and the eugenist Caleb S aleeby . When Pearson. and his collaborators attacked the widely 

popular belief that parental drinking could injure offspring, these cntics felt compelled to 

fight back owing to their commiîments to both the temperance movement and the cause of 

race bettement. 



THE CONTROVERSY OVER THE BIOMETRICIANS' 
STUDY OF ALCOHOLISM AND OFFSPRING 

1. Alcoholic Heredity and Hereditary Alco holism 

Discourses on the effects of alcohol upon o f f s p ~ g  and the race generated by the group 

of doctors described in the first chapter represented not only a crucial component of 

temperance science, but also an alternative version of eugenics which rivalled the mainline 

mode1 in Britain mtil around the start of the First World War. My focus on widely popular 

medicai and lay beliefs about how parental dcoholism might injure offspring demonstrates 

that the scientific underpinrings and policy proposais of the British eugenics movement were 

not nearly as homogeneous as impiied by the received view fashioned by historians such as 

Daniel Kevles, Geofiey Searle, and Dorothy Porter. A number of Eugenics Education 

Society (EES) members maintained altemative "Lamarckian" views on heredify, views which 

they shared with environmentalist reformers such as those striving to eliminate the problems 

ofdninkenness and irifant mortality. These eugenists did not join the raging debate between 

Mendelians and biometricians or attempt to reconcile their assurnptions about soft heredity 

with these modern biological theories. Non-maidine wrîters dehed eugenics and racial 

health rather more broadly than did their better-known mainline colleagues, in order to 

incorporate a wider variety of factors that might impact on the physical or mental health of 

the next generation. 



Caleb Saieeby 's Preventive Eugenics 

The medical eugenists 1 focus on here made use of various notions about how the 

environmental factor alcohol might produce hereditary, congenital, or post-natal defects in 

offspring. These ideas came to be subsumed under the "racial poison" theory of the action of 

aicohol thanks to the propagandist efforts of the eugenist Caleb Sdeeby. Saieeby and many 

of his EES coiieagues asserted that public health meaSuTes aimed at preventing parents and 

children fiom being exposed to this poison would heip to arrest any M e r  decay in racial 

vitaïty. Their favoured soiution to the problem of alcoholic race degeneration was the 

eniightenment of prospective parents and school children on the advantages of total 

abstinence. Some writers also recommended the negative eugenic measure of marriage 

restrictions on habituai drinkers, recognizing that denial of a mamage license would only 

have to be a temporary situation for any individuals who sought treatment for their addiction 

and achieved a dean bill of heaith. Most supporters of Lamarckiau eugenics and the racial 

poison theory were willing to ailow that negative eugenics still had a valid role to play in 

improving hereditary fitness by eliminating stocks already tainted. But they nevertheless 

presumed that preventive programmes such as anti-alcohol reform would eventually obviate 

the need to curb the fertility of degenerate stocks, once the environmental roots of hereditary 

degeneracy had been eradicated. 

It might be assumed that Lamarckian and pseudo-Larnarckiau theones of heredity, 

which suggested that deletenous environmental conditions could harm not only the people 

exposed to hem but also their descendants, would most readily lend themselves to 

pusimistic interpretations of human evolution. On the contrary though, British medical 



eugenists tended to interpret Lamarckism as a relatively hopeful doctrine. Adminedly they 

were not as optimistic as for example their Brazilian counterparts, some of whom believed 

that the improved stature and fitness of children raised in a more sanitary environment could 

be transmitted in a L m c k i a n  fashion to the next generation. Nevertheless, the belief that 

heredity was maileable suggested to some British eugenists the possibility of a milder or 

more benevolent form of eugenics that would rely on less extreme measures than the 

permanent segregation of the unfit. They proposed that hereditary fitneçs rnight be raised 

more hurnanely and efficiently by curing acquired diseases, reforming immoral behavioun, 

and educating mothers. Because it sought to protea unblemished stocks fiom extemal causes 

of hereditary degeneration, prwentive eugenics was wen promoted as the "most urgent, 

useful and feasble" department of eugenics.' AU of these points in its favour were put 

forward moa vigorously by Caleb Saleeby, the Ieading proponent of the alternative 

Lamarckian style of eugenics in Great Britain. 

Saleeby devoted most of his attention to parental alcoholism as an environmental 

source of il1 heaith and poor physique in subsequent generations of the race. In his scheme 

the prirnary mechankm by which alcohol might exert its pathological effects to the second 

generation and perhaps beyond was blastophthonc lesions to the parental germ plasm. 

However, Saleeby even went so far as to incorporate elements that had nothing at ai l  to do 

with hereditary transmission into his alternative style of eugenics. He cailed for the 

"protection of parenthood" from environmental influences that might adversely affect not 

- -. 

'~aieb Saleeby, 7he Progress of Eugenics (London: Cassell, 19 14), pp. 220-21. 



only germ plasm but also unbom offspring. In particular, he urged that the proper care and 

nutrition of both mother and unbom child were essential to the production of fit ~ffspring.~ 

Saleeby even suggested that measures which would promote ricial health by ensuring the 

weii-being of the child ajter its birth should be introduced into the domain of the eugenist. 

On this point he consistently emphasized "matemal environment," or in other words the 

quality of care and moral upbruiging provided by mothers to the children under their 

supervision. 

Saleeby's definition of eugenics was therefore broad enough to include ai l  imaginable 

situations in which "the race as represented by the next generation is injured through injury or 

infection of the present."' Moreover, his public health oriented c'preventive" and "numirai" 

branches of eugenics closely fit the pattern we have seen established by French and Branliaa 

eugenicists. In fact Saleeby's texts were sometimes cited in foreign eugenics discourses 

during the 19 10s and 20s, likely influencing the dominant styles of eugenics in for example 

Brazil and South Arnerica. Among British eugenists Saleeby was the most fervent promoter 

of drink control policies and other public health reforms as the principal methods of 

ameliorating racial fitness. He was a member of several temperance and international 

prohibitionkt organizations, yet he always insisted in his eugenic wrîtings that his primary 

degiance was to the cause of "race culture." He considered temperance reform to be but one 

important method of accomplishing the even greater goal of bettering the overall fitness of 

2Cdeb Saleeby, Woman and Womanhood: A Search for Principles (London: Mitchell 
Kennerley, 191 l), pp. 367-68. 

3Caleb Saleeby, "Imperid Eugenics," New Sfatesman 6 (1 9 16): 488. 



the human race, and in fact he cnticized temperance literature for too ofien neglectkg the 

eugenic aspect of the aicohol problem. At one point he protested that with its "appahg 

record of f a i d '  the temperance movement was itseif in dire need of refonn Its previous 

preoccupations with unpopular policies such as teetotalism and relatively trivial issues such 

as compensation for drink sellers should give way to the issue at the heart of the entire 

national drink problem, oamely the prevention of procreation by dninkard~.~ 

Many of Saleeby's coIIeagues in the temperance and infint welfare movements 

promulgated ideas about the effects of parental alcohoiism that were identical to his r a d  

poison theory, aïthough they did not necessarily express these in eugenic language. Some of 

these activists may have taken special interest in the study of the heredity and pathology of 

aicoholism owing to their principal dedication to the temperance cause. Others addressed the 

drink problem f?om a public heaith perspective, as one among many potential menaces to the 

health of the community or the weffare of infants and children. They may even have chosen 

to j oin the Eugenics Society because they believed that orgmization' s social reform 

objectives to be compatible with their own preferred meliorist programmes. Whatever their 

'Caleb Saleeby, Parenthood and Race Culture: An Outhe of Eugenzcs ( 1  909; New York: 
MofFat, Yard, 19 16), pp. 270-74. I have found no evidence that Saieeby himself was a 
teetotaler, nor did he give any indication in bis writings about whether he thought complete 
abstention fiom alcohol was necessary to protect parents and children f?om its pathological 
effects. He did however fiequently cite a few experimental studies showing that even small 
doses could injure offspring. He almost never referred to legislative approaches to the drink 
problem, speaking out instead in favour of scientinc teaching and propaganda. In one 19 1 1 
text he expressed doubts about the efficacy of social reform through coercive means, 
including efforts to restrict access to alcohol, regulate prostitution, and prohibit female 
employment in lead factories. By the early 1920s, however, he had become a public 
supporter of Amencan prohibition. Saleeby, Methodr ofRace-Regenerution (London: 
Casse& 191 1), p. 57. 



priorities, many workers active in a number of Edwardian reform movements shared 

Saleeby's specific concem about alcohol as a cause of infânt deaths and progressive 

hereditary degeneration of the race. 

In fact versions of the racial poison theory enjoyed almost universal acceptance among 

medical professionals and social acuvists investigating the alcohol question pnor to the First 

World War. A nearly unanhous judgment on alcohol as a senous menace to the welfare of 

fiiture generations had emerged owing to the influences of nineteenth-century temperance 

science and the medical theories of degeneration propounded by alienists and inebriety 

specialists. Afier the tum of the century writers on intemperance, the disease of inebnety, 

infant mortality, physical deterioration, feeblemindedness, and eugenics continued to make 

use of similar notions about dcoholic heredity. Thus in 19 10, when Karl Pearson fkst 

entered the alcohol arena with his contentious hard hereditarian view of alcohoiism, he found 

himseif confronting long-standing beliefs about the dangers of parental alcohol coosumption. 

Temperance advocates and many doctors were averse to surrender these beliefs even in the 

face of new evidence fiom an unconventional source. 

As wiil be seen next, Pearson's investigation of the theory that parental drinking could 

injure offspring prompted the same kind of response as that received by ArchdaU Reid's 

eariier attack on this comerstone of temperance science. Both of these critiques forced 

medical professionals and social reformers to articulate their tacit assurnptions about alcohol 

and soft heredity. On both occasions supporters of the racial poison theory also made efforts 

to close ranks and consolidate their authority as medical experts on the alcohol question. 

Most of these writers were anti-alcohol doctors who wanted to vindicate knowledge about 



alcohoi and methods of social reform espoused by the temperance and public health 

movements. But resistance to Pearson's first mernoir on parentai aicoholism M e r  revealed 

the continued existence of pronounced Lamarckian and even non-hereditarkn themes in the 

early British eugenics movement. 

K '  Pearson 's Challenge 

In the last chapter 1 descnbed how the orthodox doctrine of hereditary aicoholic 

degeneration faced its first challenge fiom within the Society for the Shidy of Inebnety just 

before the tum of the century. A second critique of this doctrine was delivered in 1908 by the 

finai report of the Royai Commission on the Care and Control of the Feebie-minded. These 

Commissioners specificdy probed the issue of the hereditary etiology of mental deficiency, 

including the possible role of aicoholic heredity. The medical experts who were inte~ewed 

expressed codicting opinions about the relationship between parental or ancestral drinkiag 

and mental defect in offspring. Yet the report of the Commission was unequivocaliy 

sceptical about "the possibility of alcoholism in the parents having any direct action on the 

gem or the organism of the offspring."' Hereditary feeblemindedness was considered to be 

simply "spontaneous" in on& since the evidence nibmitted did not seern to support the 

hypothesis that parental drink habits or other evil environmental influences could harxn either 

5Repori of the Royal Conunission on the Care and ControI of the FeebZe-minded, 
Pmlianentary Pqers ,  1908, XXW( (London: HMSO, 1908), vol. 8, pp. 3 17-23 and 363- 
82, especially p. 320. Hereafter referred to as the Report of the Royal Commission on the 
Fee ble-minded. 



the reproductive cells or the unborn ~h i ld .~  

M e r  these preliminary assaults by the SSI Comrnittee on Heredity and the Royal 

Commission on Feeblemindedness, the most severe blow to the racial poison theory was 

dealt in April 19 10 by Karl Pearson, a leader of the British eugenics movement and founder 

of the science of modem statistics. Pearson and his associates at the Francis Galton 

Laboratory for National Eugenics, who referred to themselves as biometricians or experts in 

the mathematical analysis of biological and social problems, published the results of their 

research purporthg to refiite the popular idea that excessive parental alcohol consumption 

could harm offspring.' In this memoir Pearson and his CO-author Ethel Elderton claimed that 

"no rnmked relation has been found between the intelligence, physique, or disease of the 

offspring and parental alwholism," and that even more surprisingly their hdings seemed to 

suggest that &'the balance hirns as often in favour of the alcoholic as of the non-alcoholic 

parentage."* In a second senes of stuclies the biometricians M e r  maintained that most of 

the chronic alcoholics confued to the British system of inebriate reformatones were victims 

61t should be noted however that the Commissioners' characterization of the medical 
evidence was not entirely accurate. Many of the witnesses did indeed emphasize true 
heredity in the etiology of feeblemindedness, but at the same time the Commission WNdy 
ignored the opinions of those doctors who said that in their expenence parental dnnking, 
syphilis, and improper nourishment during pregnancy were fiequent sources of degeneracy. 
shaU retum to these debatable conclusions of the 1908 Commission on Feeblemindedness at 
the end of this chapter. 

'Ethel Elderton and Karl Pearson, A First Shrdy of the Influence of Parental Alcoholism 
the Physique and Abil@ of the Offspring, Eugenics Laboratory Mernoir X (Cambridge W, 
1910). 



of inherited mental or nervous weakne~s.~ Taken together these two seemingly contradictory 

findings comprised an alternative theory of the causai conneaion between alcoholism and 

hereditary degeneracy. The Eugenics Laboratory workers concluded that the alcoholic habit 

was not itself an antecedent of hereditary or congenital degeneracy, but that instead severe 

alcoholism was a symptom of existing degeneracy in a f d y  line. Consequently ody 

hereditary aicoholics were at risk to transmit the impulse to drink or other forms of mental 

iostability to their offspring, while the vast majority of ordinaty drinkers posed M e  or no 

threat to the biological quality of the race. 

A bitter dispute ensued over Pearson's seemingly pro-alcohol findings, camied out in 

several of the major organs of the mediai, temperance, and popular press. Pearson's 

adversaries were mainly doctors and social scientists who supported the anti-dcohol 

movement. However, even some of the biometricians' feiiow eugenists spoke out against 

their controversial deductions on the alcohol question, including Saleeby himself. The fïrst 

aicoholism memoir was reviewed negatively by Wfiam Sullivan in the Eugenics Society's 

journal and criticized by its president Montague Crackanthorpe in the pages of n e  Times.'' 

In fact the most serious of the many rifis that occurred over the years between the Eugenics 

9 ~ m y  Burington, Karl Pearson, and David Heron, A Prelimiruwy Shdy of Extreme 
Aicoholism in A&s7 Eugenics Laboratov Memoir XIV (Cambridge UP, 19 10); David 
Heron, A Second Shrdy of b e r n e  Aicohoiism in A&its, with Specid Reference to the Home- 
Offce Inebriate Refonnafory Data, Eugenics Labo ratory Memoir XM (Cambridge UP, 
19 12). 

'william Charles Sullivan, "Review of Pearson and Elderton: 'A First Study, "' Eugenics 
Review 2 ( 19 10- 1 1): 150-5 1 ; Montague Crackanthorpe, "Alcoholism and 0ffspring7" 7?ze 
Times, 2 June 1910, p. 6. 



Society and Eugenics Laboratory centred on this very issue of parental alcoholism. 

The generaüy inimical relations that existed between these two organktions ever since 

their founding no doubt owed much to the fact that the Eugenics Laboratory director Pearson 

had repeatedly succeeded in belittliag the work of his sister Society. He had annoyed its 

leadership by refusing to join the EES or cooperate with its work in any way, while pnvately 

and publicly he repudiated that organizsition's propagandist efforts as premature--they were 

not yet founded on proper scientific analysis of social problems." The EES's official 

condemnation of the aicoholism memoir may also have had some relationship to the fmous 

r i v e  between the biometricai and Mendelian theorïes of heredity.12 During the course of 

the debate with Pearson, EES members Crackanthorpe and Saleeby did indeed express 

scepticism about the value of his new science of biometry as a methodology for studying 

"On the acrimony between the EES and the biometricians see for instance Geofiey 
Searle, Eugenics and Politics in Britain. 1900-1 91 4 (Leiden: Noordhoff Intemationai, 1 976), 
pp. 16- 17; and Lyndsay FarralI, Ihe Ongins and Growth of the Engiish Eugenics Movement, 
1865-1925 ( 1  969; New York: Garland, 1985), pp. 103-4. In February 1908, Pearson had 
declined an offer of the presidency of the EES, stating that he preferred to work dong the 
lines of statisticai research rather than in the direction of social policy. He also preferred to 
keep his distance f?om the Society because he feared that the chances of eugenics achieving 
the status of an academic discipline would be hurt by any association with its more 
disreputable characters, such as Havelock Ellis and Bernard Shaw. Letter fiom Pearson to 
Francis Galton, Feb. 7, 1 909, in Karl Pearson, The L i f ,  Letiers and Labours of Sir Francis 
GCZ~ZOII (Cambridge UP, 1 %O), vol. II& pp. 37 1-72. 

'*During the fint decade of the century the biometricians' statisûcal and population based 
theory of heredity stood as the chief rival to the recently discovered Mendelian laws. The 
standard sources include William Provine, ïhe Originr of Theoretical PopuIation Genetics 
(U of Chicago P, 1 971); and Donald MacKenzie, "Sociobiologies in Cornpetition: The 
Biometrician-Mendelian Debate," in C. Webster, ed., Biology, Medicine and Society, 1840- 
1940 (Cambridge UP, 198 1) pp. 243-88. 



inhentance, and they openly sided with the Mendelian geneti~ists.'~ 

It mua however be acknowledged that the EES as an organization never exclusively 

endorsed the Mendelian theory, since officiaily it taught an "even balance of Mendelism and 

biometry" in its science courses and lectures. " The Society itself did not participate in the 

clash between the biometricians and Mendeliaos, although a handfbl of individual memben 

were known for belonging to one school or the other. This scientific debate was therefore not 

the main point of contention in any of the public controversies that took place between the 

Eugenics Society and the Eugenics Laboratory. The hostiIity expressed by many individual 

Society members towards the first memoir on parental alcohoiisrn likeiy had Little to do with 

abstract debates over theories of heredity, but was h e a d  motivated by very concrete 

concems about the methods of race regeneration. Eugenists such as Crackanthorpe, Sullivan, 

and Saleeby were simply unwiliing to accept Pearson's refhtion of the racial poison theory 

and his denunciation of the eugenic value of anti-alcohol measures. 

"~n his 1905 biology text, Saleeby had eagerly accepted biometry as the scientific 
foundation for eugenics; he only became hostile to the new school when its controversial 
dcohol studies came out. Early on he praised the biometricians as a "very important school 
of biologists" who "consistently employ mathematicai methods in aU their work. . . [and] 
excel in the detection of fallacies." Caleb Saleeby, Herediry (London: Jack's Scientific 
Series, 1905), p. 39. But later he had only harsh words for biometry as a discredited science 
and a waste of money and energy, for example in his 19 14 Progress of Eugenics, pp. 4- 12. 
Montague Crackanthorpe argued that Mendelism was a more useful tool for studying 
questions of human inhefitance because biometry did not take into account the possibility of 
latent hereditary traits. Biometry was also deciared useless as a guide to practicai action 
because its fïndings were based on "mere probabilities." Crackanthorpe, c'Aicoholism and 
Offspring," p. 6. But in other pronouncernents he made as president of the EES, 
Crackanthorpe usuaiiy defended both of these approaches to the study of heredity. 

"Pauline Mazumdar, Eugenics, Human Genetics and Human FazIings: ïhe Eugenzcr 
Society, its Savces mid its Crztics in Brituzn (London: Routledge, 1 W2), p. 5 8. 



In the foilowing sections 1 shall therefore contend that raistance to Pearson's research 

was motivated by commitments to both the temperance and eugenics rnovements. Continued 

attempts to defend the racial poison theory cannot be dismissed as merely the last gasps of the 

dying field of temperance science. M e a d  it wiu be seen that many of Pearson's adversaries 

also believed that they were waging a battle over the proper scope and definition of the new 

field of eugenics. These eugenists and temperance proponents were outraged at the 

biometricians' research not only because it weakened the case for ad-alcohol reform, but 

also because it seemed to invalidate certain eugenic poiicies. Pearson had impiied that since 

environmental factors such as alcohol couid not injure offspring, then Saleeby's preventive 

and nurtural diniernions of eugenics were powerless to curb hereditary degeneration. Saleeby 

in turn objected that the biometricians did not speak for ali members of the eugenics 

movement, and that their statistical fhdings constituted a "grave blow to the well-being of 

the English stock" since more and more degenerates would henceforth be produced owing to 

fdacious advice to ignore the racial  poison^.'^ This particular episode in the history of the 

early eugenics movement thus highlights very effectively the existence of two confiicting 

approaches to race regeneration in Edwardian Britain. 

The next section of this chapter will discuss the history of the biometrical school and 

specifically the development of mathematical statistics as a methodology for research into 

medical and social ills. Pearson felt that his school's statistical work on aicoholism was 

crucial to his efforts to promote eugenics as the successor to any number of ineffectual 

15 Caleb Saleeby, "Professor Karl Pearson on Alcoholism and Offspring," British Journui 
of Inebriety 8 (19 1 O): 62. 



environmentalist reform programmes, including the temperance and prohibitionkt 

campaigns. It w i l  be seen that temperance proponents responded to Pearson's challenge 

mainly with emotionally charged assaults on his motives and his character, rather than with 

carefbl analysis of the flaws in his research. They raised only two significant scientSc 

objections to the first alcoholism memoir. Fint, all of the critics declared that the 

biometriciam were unjustified in drawing definite conclusions about the pre-natal action of 

alcohol given that they had no data on whether parental drinking had actually preceded the 

birth of the o f f s p ~ g  in their sample. And second, it was objected that the biometricians' 

reliance on social scientSc data aione gave no ùiforrnation about the crucial eugenic question 

of the physiological origins of heritable defects. 

After descnbing in this chapter the bitter dispute that occurred between biometricians 

and racial poison theorists in 19 10-1 1, in Chapter IV 1 will turn to an analysis of the social 

and professionai meanings of the two styles of eugenics put fonvard by the two key players in 

my story, Karl Pearson and Caleb Saleeby. The work of both of these eugenists will be 

situated in the larger context of public hedth and social reform approaches to the perceived 

crisis of national efficiency in Edwardian Britain. An emphasis on the social context rather 

than scientSc content of their theories of alcohol and degeneration reveals signincant 

continuities between Pearson's and Saleeby's approaches to ameliorating racial vitality. 

Mainline eugenists, Lamarckians, and public health doaors aiike were concerned about the 

same problem of how to breed an "Imperia1 race" f?om the degenerate residuum class. 

Members of ail of these reform groups tended to blarne individual character faults rather than 

socio-economic inequaiities for the misery, iU health, and depravity so often found in that 



segment of the community. Consequently there was h i e  to distinguish the mainline and 

Larnarckian styles of eugenics when it came to their natioaalistic rhetoric and moral 

condemnation of the working classes. Medical eugenists such as Saieeby may have extolied 

their own brand of eugenics as more benign than such negative measures as segregation or 

sterilization of the unfit, but their imperialist and classist assumptions placed them on 

similarly precarious mord ground as their mainline colleagues. 

Aithough there wili not be space here to address this aspect of eugenic discourses and 

policies at any length, it should likewise be noted that Lamarckian eugenics was hardly 

"benign" in the speciai treatment it accorded the female portion of the population. As 

mentioned in the kst chapter, members of the eugenics and infant weffie movements 

typicaliy assumed that the women of the nation were solely responsible for raising a hedthy 

population. Hence fit inidcile- and upper-class women who chose to forego their duties as 

"race mothers" were accused of selfishly putting their own personal aspirations ahead of the 

greater eugenic good, whiie ignorant, feckless, and drunken mothers of the lower social 

orders were commonly blamed for the crises of infant mortality and physical detenoration.16 

Saieeby and Pearson happened to have been two of the most outspoken advocates of this 

rnatemalist ideology as it was applied to women of al1 social ranks." Both writers 

I6For references see Chapter 1, pp. 47-5 1, especiaüy note 89. 

"Saleeby, Woman and Wommhood; and Karl Pearson, "The Woman's Question," in The 
Ethic of Freethmght, and Other Adcaesses and fisqys, 2nd e h .  (London: Adam and Charles 
Black, 1901), pp. 354-78. Other eugenists whose agendas were founded upon the maternalist 
ideology were Mary Scharlieb, Wornmhood &Race-Regeneration (New York: Moffat, 
Yard, 19 12); and Alice Ravenhill, LLE~genic Ideals for Womanhood," Eugenics Review 1 
( 1  909-1 0): 265-74. See also Richard Men Soloway, "Feminism, Fertiïty, and Eugenics in 



investigated the particular problem of inebriety among lower-class rnothers, whom they 

identified as especialiy liable to give birth to or raise mentally and physically deficient 

offspring. The unique risks of female drinking were obvious according to Saleeby's racial 

poison theory: alcohol might exercise its toxic enects on the offspring either while in the 

womb or at the breast. The biometricians on the other hand did not accept the idea that 

matemal alcoholism codd damage genn cens or the developing fetus, yet they di 

maintained that female inebnates posed a greater threat to the race than males owing to their 

high fertility and their natural role as primary caretakers in the family." A shared emphasis 

on "matemal inefficiencf' as the principal cause of child morbidity and mortality thus 

represented a M e r  continuity between the eugenic and public health strategies for ensuring 

the fiiture of the race. 

While the bulk of this thesis analyzes the scientific content and social context of 

Edwardian eugenics, the final section of Chapter IV wiil show that the controversy over 

Pearson's alcoholism memoir also revolved around conflicting scientific practices and 

wctorian and Edwardian England," in S. Drescher, et al., eds., Political SyrnboIim in 
Modem Europe: l3say.s in Honor of George L. Mosse (New Brunswick: Transaction Books, 
1982)' pp. 121-45. 

"This argument was put forward by Pearson's research associate David Heron in the 
second Eugenics Laboratory publication on the femaie inebnate reformatory inmates. 
Summing up his hdings on the excessively hi& fertility rates of female inebriates and 
spedating on the fate of the children bom to such defective and depraved women, Heron 
concluded that the children were likely to suffer fiom inherited mental deficiency or insanity, 
and that "quite apart, also, fiom heredity, it is certain that these alcoholic parents are unfit io 
train or have charge of children Indeed nearly aii the inebriates committed under Section 1 of 
the [Inebriates] Act corne to the reformatory on the ground of crueIty to children. The only 
conclusion that can be reached is that such children were better 'not boni."' Heron, A Second 
Sm& of Litreme Alcohoiism in Aahrlts' p. 83. 



disciplinary distinctions. 1 suggest that the hostilities that erupted between Pearson and 

Saleeby cannot be accounted for exclusively in ternis of their rival theories of hereditary 

degeneration and agendas for social reform. Ofequal sigdicance was the role played by 

their radicdy different scientific methodologies and underlyiag professional interests. The 

biometricians' research on alcoholic heredity must therefore be situated in the context of their 

efforts to estabiish mathematical statistics as an academic discipline in its own right and to 

introduce advanced statistical techniques into the biomedical sciences. l9 Pearson and his 

foliowers wished to see the establishment of more university departments of biometry and to 

mate  job oppominities for themselves as medical statistician~.~~ They fought on many fronts 

to capture inteliectuai temtory for their new scientific discipline. However, in the process of 

invading m q  fields of medical and scientific research during the tirst decades of the 

century, the biometricians invariably managed to alienate the laboratory and clinical 

researchers who were aiready inhabithg these professional domains. 

One such instance in which the biometricians found themselves embroiled in a dispute 

over scientific theory, techniques, and territory was when they entered the alcohol arena and 

challenged the existing body of temperance research on alcoholic heredity. Saleeby in 

'9Similar methodological and disciplinary accounts of the early history of the biometrical 
school have been developed by Donald MacKenzie, Statistics in Britain, 118654930: The 
Social Construction of Scient@ KnowZedge (Eciinburgh UP, 1 98 1); and J. Rosser Matthews, 
"Major Greenwood versus -0th Wright: Contrasting Visions of 'Scientiflc' Medicine in 
Edwardian Britai~," Bulletin of the History of Medicine 69 ( 1 995): 3 0-43. 

20This agenda was outlined most completely in Karl Pearson, The Academic Aspect ofthe 
Science of National Eugenics. A Lecture Delivered to Undergradates, Eugenics Laboratory 
Lecture W (London: Dulau, 19 1 1). 



particular h e d  the dispute between biometricians and temperance doctors in tems of 

contrasting opinions as to whether statistical or laboratory research was a more powenul tool 

for studying alcohol problems and guiding social policy. Saleeby defended the value of 

experimentai, pathologicai, and toxicological studies, while Pearson seemed to assume that 

d questions about the effects of alcohol couid be resolved through statistical rnalysis of 

social data collected from large sample populations. Both men &O introduced into the 

debate arguments about the training, skills, and expenence required in order to be recognized 

as experts in eugenic research and policy making. 

At least for the short nui, Pearson and the hard hereditarian eugenists appeared to have 

won the debate over alcohol as a cause of race degeneration. By around 1920, virtually all 

discussion of the special problem of parental drinking had vanished £tom the Anglo- 

Arnerican medicai literature. The issue was not to be revived untii the discovery of Fetal 

Alcohol Syndrome in the early 1970s.~' The scientific authonty of the biometrical school 

was certainly one factor in the abrupt decline of the racial poison theory, although I would 

argue that their success in dethroning reigning beliefi about alcoholic heredity probably had 

less to do with the quality of their research than with the fact that the extensive quantitative 

analyses they presented were visually impressive. But perhaps a more important influence 

than any scientific refûtation was the close association between the racial poison theory and 

the temperance movement. This theory therefore shared the fate of the teetotal and licensing 

2LOn the scientific "forgetfùiness, ridicule and rediscovery" of the effects of maternai 
alcoholisrn between 1920 and 1970, see Rebecca Wamer and Henry Rosett, "The Effects of 
Drinking on Offspring: An Historical Survey of the American and British Literature," 
J'maZ of Studies on Akohol36 (1975): 1408-13. 



reform approaches to drink control, which sharply deched in popularity after the start of the 

F i  World War when the govemment initiated novel and far more effective moderationist 

p~ l i c i e s .~  

2. Karl Pearson and the Eugenics Laboratory 

As the head of the Eugenics Laboratory and a prolific researcher and propagandist for 

the cause of race bettement, Kari Pearson was one of the most infiuential leaders of the 

British eugenics movement d u ~ g  the drst two decades of the century. Today he is perhaps 

best remembered as the principal architect of the modem theory of statistics and the author of 

a classic text in the phiiosophy of science, 7he Gr- of Science? Pearson established 

the first university department of statistics and invented standard statisticd techniques, most 

notably the product-moment method of calculating the correlation coefficient and the chi- 

square test for goodness of fit." He fkst became specidy interested in statistics and 

=The new drink control measures introduced during the war included later openùig hours 
and the aftemoon closing of public houses. Linle has so far been published on this sudden 
shift in drink control policies, but one useful source is a contemporary account by Arthur 
Shadwell, DnnR in 1914-1922: A Lesson in Control (London: Longmans, Green, 1923). 

%arl Pearson., The Grmnmm of Science, 2nd e h .  (London: Adam and Charles Black, 
1 900). 

24Churchill Eisenhart, "Karl Pearson," Dictionary ofScient@c Biogrqhy (New York: 
Charies Scribner's Sons, 1974), vol. 10, pp. 447-73; M. Eileen Magneiio, "Karl Pearson," in 
P. Armitage and T. Colton, eds., Encyclopedia of Biostatistics (Chichester: Wdey and Sons, 
forthcoming); Bernard Norton, 'Karl Pearson and Statistics: The Social Ongins of Scientific 
Innovation," Social Shrdies of Science 8 (1 978): 3 -34; Theodore Porter, me Rise of 
Statistical Thinking 1820-1900 (Princeton UP, 1 986), p. 3 10. A partial bibliography of 
Pearson's more important publications can be found in the biography written by bis 
statistician son Egon Sharpe Pearson, Kml Pemson: An Appreciation of Some Aqects of His 
Life mtd Work (Cambridge UP, 193 8), pp. 127-32. 



biometry during the 1890s, while employed as a professor of applied mathematics and 

mechanics at University College  ond don? By 190 1, Pearson was devohg full tirne to 

research and teaching in the new mathematical field of statistics, work for which he was soon 

awarded a gant from the Worshipfùl Company of Drapers that allowed him to establish the 

Biometric Laboratory at University College. Then in 1906 he took over the directorship of 

the Eugenics Record Office nom its founder Francis Galton, changing the name of this 

institution to the Galton Laboratory for National Eugenics in 1907.'~ In 19 1 1, Pearson was 

appointed the first Gaiton Professor of Eugenics at University College. The separately 

funded Eugenics and Biometric Laboratones were both incorporated into Pearson's 

Department of Applied Statistics, which suMved only until his retirement in 1933 when 

separate chairs of eugenics and statistics were estabfished. 

From Mathematician to Biometrician 

Like his mentor Galton, Pearson k s t  became interested in developing more powerfùi 

 r ri or to 1890 and his conversion to statistics, Pearson had published work in philosophy, 
geometry, and mathematical physics; he also devoted serious shidy to a range of to~ ics  in 
history, sociology, politics, and literature. As professor of applied mathematics and 
mechanics he was rnainly responsible for teaching engineering students. 

2&The most complete account of the origins of biometry and the history of the Eugenics 
Laboratory is given by Farrali, Orzgim unà Growth of the English Eugenzcs Movement, pp. 
54-1 79. See also M. Eileen MagneIo, "The Non-Correlation of Biometrics and Eugenics: 
Rivai Forms of Laboratory Work in Karl Pearson's Career at University College London," 
Hzstory of Science (forthcorning); Daniel Kevles, In the Nme of Eugenics: Genetics mid the 
Uses of Human Heredity (Berkeley: U of California P, 1985), pp. 20-40; and J. S. Jones, 
"The Galton Laboratory, University College London," in Sir Francis Guiton, FM: m e  
Legacy of His IdePs, ed. M. Keynes (London: Macmillan, 1993), pp. 190-92. 



statistical techniques as a means of snidying problems in evolutionary biology and here~iity.~~ 

In the pursuit of this aim, he and the zoologist W. F. R Weldon CO-founded in the 1890s the 

discipline known as biometry, which involved the application of mathematical methods to the 

biological, social, and behavioural sciences.*' Starhg in 1893, Pearson and Weldon 

produced an influentid series of papers on mathematical confimations of the theory of 

natural selection. In order to solve the problems Weldon had set in the study of variation and 

speciation in natural populations, Pearson developed some of his most important statistical 

innovations, particularly for curve fitting and goodness of fit testing for distributions of 

various shapes. W~th this work he almost single-handedly established the discipline of 

statistics in over 100 papers published between 1893 and 1906.~ From the 1890s to the 

19 los, Pearson's science of biometry was thus virtudy synonymous with mathematical 

statistics. 

Even though Pearson had ioitiaily been motivated to develop the techniques of biometry 

owing to his fiiend Weldon's biological research, there can be no doubt that he himselfwas 

always more interested in social issues and the humao sciences. Hence most of the 

historiography of the science of statistics has focused on another major influence on Pearson, 

nRuth Schwartz Cowan, "Francis Galton's Statistical Ideas: The Influence of Eugenics," 
Isis 63 (1972): 509-28. 

"Pearson believed that biometry would elevate the biologicai and human sciences to their 
highest quantitative stage of development. He proposed three stages in the progressive 
development of d l  the sciences: the ideological or metaphysical, observationai, and metrical. 
See Karl Pearson, The Scope and Importance to the Stute of the Science of Nationd 
Eugenics, 3rd edn, Eugenics Laboratory Lecture 1 (1907; London: Dulau, 19 1 l), pp. 15- 18. 

%isenhart, "Karl Pearson," p. 450. 



namely his interest in the study of human heredity as the chief antecedent to his important 

work on the theory of co~elation.~" Pearson recollected near the end of his career how his 

eyes had first been opened to the potential uses ofstatistical d y s i s  when he read Francis 

Galton's Narural Inherzfmce in 1 8 89. He professed to have appreciated immediately that 

Galton's important new concept of correlation might also be applied to studies in psychology, 

medicine, and socioiogy: 

Here for the first time was a possibility, 1 will not say a certain% of reaching 
knowledge-as valid as physical knowledge was then thought to be-in the 
field of M g  forms and above ail in the field of human conduct." 

Unforhinately though this retrospective account of Pearson's 'cconversion'' to statistics tums 

out to be fancifiil: in fact Pearson's initial response to Galton's 1889 attempt to apply 

mathematics to the human sciences had been almost whoily ~ceptical .~~ Nevertheless, once 

None recent writer has placed heavy emphasis on Weldon's iatluence as the main impetus 
to Pearson's early statisticai innovations. In doing so however she focuses entirely on the 
development of goodness of fit testing and does not address the history of the correlation 
coefficient, where it is generally accepted that Galton's work on heredity and regression 
strongly iduenced Pearson. MacKenzie and Norton both emphasize how the content of 
statistical theory was iduenced not only by Pearson's choice of research questions (Le. 
evolution) but aiso by bis extra-scientific interests-philosophicai, social, politicai, and 
professional. On this view, his ideology of race betterment was a crucial motivational factor 
in the history of correlation theory. M. Eileen Magnelio, 'Xarl Pearson's Gresham Lectures: 
W. F. R Weldon, Speciation and the Origins of Pearsonian Statistics," British J m I  of the 
History of Science 29 (1 996): 43-63. 

"'Kar Pearson, Speeches Dehered at a Dimer Held in Universzty College, London, in 
Honour of Professor Karl Pearson, 23 April1934 (Cambridge UP, 1934)' p. 22, quoted in E. 
S. Pearson, KàrZ Pemson, pp. 18-19. 

"Although favourable towards Galton's statistical innovations themselves, Pearson at first 
expressed concems about the "danger in applying the methods of exact science to problems 
in descriptive science." He had reviewed Natural Inheriturzce for a meeting of his Men's and 
Women' s Club. See Stephen Stigler, The History of Statistics: 7he Measure of Uncertainty 
before 1900 (Harvard UP, l986), pp. 303-5. 



he had taken up the ~ b j e c t s  of probability and statistics in the early 1890s, t was Galton's 

interest in unravehg the laws of heredity for eugenic ends that first motivated Pearson to 

tu.rn to the particular problem of correlation. This conneaion between correlation theory and 

eugenics will be explored M e r  in the next section. 

As Bernard Norton has explained, by around 1890 Pearson's keen interest in the 

problem of national fitness had rendered the rnathematician "intellectt.dly primed" to delve 

into bioiogical and biostatistical inq~ir ies .~~ By the late 1880s, Pearson had already begun 

workhg out his own social Darwinist accounts of human evolution and the history of nations. 

Some of his essays dating from this period reveaI his independent development as a eugenist, 

as he began to explore ideas that would soon becorne crucial components of his eugenic 

creed, such as the "law of inherited characters," the difFerentia1 fertility of fit and unfit stocks, 

and the reproductive fùnction of ~ o r n e n . ~  As early as 1897, Pearson reported on his 

demographic investigations into the average family sizes of various classes of the British 

community. In a lecture delivered in November 1900 he fïrst clearly stated the argument in 

favour of reproductive selection or eugenics: "the greatness of a nation depends on the 

33Norton, 'Xarl Pearson and Statistics," p. 17. 'We can see the emergence of a fiamework 
of thought that wouid make biometry an attractive proposition, which would make it a 
science likely to produce statistical results which could be prized for their philosophical 
significance, and which could be used in eugenic investigations" (p. 29). 

Danvinism and eugenics in Pearson's early political and social thought, see Donald 
MacKenzie, "Ur1 Pearson and the Professional Middle Classes," Amk of Science 36 
(1 979): 133-36; and Norton, "KarI Pearson and Statistics," pp. 16-2 1 and 27-29. Pearson's 
essays fkom the 1880s were published in his Ethic of Freefhought; more of his essays on 
various aspects of the pu t  hiaory and fbture evolution of man appeared in The Chmces of 
Death and Other Shrdies in Evolution, 2 vols. (London: Edward Arnold, 1897). 



dominant fertility of its fitter stocks."" By 1906, Pearson was thus well prepared to accept 

Galton's offer to head the Eugenics Laboratory, even if he did so somewhat reluctantly at the 

time owing to the pressures of his many other scientific commitments. Over the course of the 

next 30 years he published almost 50 papers on eugenics (constituting almost 10% of his total 

scientific output) and lobbied tirelessly to IegitimUe the new field as a mathematical science 

and an instrument of social refonn. 

Pearson's contributions to biometry and statistics led in 1903 to the establishment of the 

Biometric Laboratory at University Coilege, where over the yean his research encompassed 

not ody M e r  advances in statistical techniques but also investigations into natural 

selection, theories of heredity, craniornetry, and physical anthr~~ology. '~ Pearson and his 

students also began to study problems in eugenics, using Drapers' Company grant money to 

publish their very first work on the social problems of differential fe f i ty  and the inhentance 

of tuberculosis and in~anity.~' Although Pearson's scientifïc work nom 1903 onwards 

"Karl Pearson, "Reproductive Selectioq" in Chmces of De&, vol. 1 ,  p. 1 02; and 
National Lifeefrom the St@oint of Science, 2nd edn, Eugenics Laboratory Lecture XI 
(Cambridge UP, 1905), p. vüi. 

3&The work of Pearson's biornetric school in the 1890s and 1900s is described most fully 
by Magnello, "The Non-Correlation of Biometxics and Eugenics." 

37FarraU, Origim mrd Growth of the English Eugenics Movement, pp. 1 10- 1 1. David 
Heron, On the Relution of Fertiiity in M m  to Social Status, ami on the Changes in this 
Relafion t h  Have T h  Place M n g  the Las? F@y Yems, Drapers' Company Research 
Memoirs, Studies in National Deterioration 1 (London: Dulau, 1 906); Kari Pearson, A First 
Study of the Statistics of Pulmonmy TubermIosis, Drapers' Company Research Mernoin, 
Studies in National Detenoration II (Cambridge UP, 1907); Charles Goring, On the 
lnheritcme of the Diathesis of Phthzsis md lmanity. A SSIatiicai Shrdy based upon the 
Famiiy History of 1.500 Crimimis, Drapers' Company Research Memoirs, Studies in 
National Deterioration V (Cambridge UP, 1909). 



continued to cover a wide range of biological and non-biologicd topics, including a constant 

stream of contributions to the theory and technique of statistical analysis, there can be no 

doubt that eugenics occupied a centrai position on his research agenda He may have 

origuially invented biometry as a method for studying animal evolution and the laws of 

heredity, but by 1907 he had become deeply invoived with the eugenics movement and 

cornmitted to appiying his statistical techniques to the cause of race betterment. 

Sic~tistics, Correlation. and Heredity 

The modem field of mathematical statistics, to borrow the concise definition given in 

Donald MacKenzie's history of the discipiine, involves "the construction of a theoretical 

framework for the analysis of numerical data"" The crucial mathematicai tool that 

distinguishes mathematical statistics from earfier styles of social or vital statistics is the 

application of probability theory. Victorian social statistics had involved simply the 

collection of numerical data showing distributions of disease and mortality over t h e  and 

~pace.'~ The intention was to gather quantitative and therefore sup posedly objective 

information about the status of the population, which would then be applied towards enacting 

effective social reforms. Vital statistics were supposed to reveal correlations or cause and 

effect relationships between such factors as overcrowded housing and prevalence of 

"MacKenzie, Statistics in Britain, p. 7 .  MacKenzie's book provides a relatively non- 
technical description of the major statistical innovations of calton and Pearson. 

'me "statistical movement" in England was led by civil servants such as Edwin 
Chadwick, the Secretary to the Poor Law Commission who wrote the famous 1842 Sanimy 
Report, and Wtlliarn Farr, the chief statistician in the Registrar General's Office. 



idiectious d i s ea~es .~  At this point however the primitive statistical techniques of social 

scientists and medical officers of health did not involve probability theory or aay higher 

mathematics. Instead conclusions about association were typically obtained by cornputhg 

averages fiom series of data and simply comparing figures arranged in tabular fom." 

It was precisely this kind of simplistic analysis that the mathematician Pearson 

condemned as meaningless and attempted to replace with a more sophisticated approach 

beginniog in the 1890s. He warned that the non-mathematical way in which social reformers 

and medical men handled their data could not lead to any sound conclusions. By simply 

looking down the list or comparing percentages one could tell nothiog about whether the 

observed clifferences or associations were actuaily significant or merely consistent with what 

would be expected in a chance di~tribution.~~ Medical officers of health who had been 

40 On social statistics and social science see John Eyler, Vicforian Social Medicine: The 
Ideas and Methodr of WiIZiam F m  (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins UP, 1979), pp. 13-36; Porter, 
Rise of Stalistical minking, pp. 1 8-3 9; Karl H. Metz, "Paupers and Numbers: The Statisticd 
Argument for Social Reform in Britain durhg the Penod of Industriaiization," in L. Kfiger, 
et al., eds., The Probabilistic Revolution. Vol. 1: Ideus in Hisîory (Cambridge: MIT Press, 
1987), pp. 337-50; Dorothy Porter, "Public Health," in Cornpanion Encyclopedia of the 
Histary of Medicine (New York: Routledge, 1993), vol. 2, pp. 123 1-6 1. 

"Anthony Wohl notes that Victorian techniques of comparative statistics were crude and 
often inaccurate. Wohl, Endangered Lives: Public Weufth in Victorian Britain (London: 
Dent, 1983), pp. 5-6. 

'qearson attempted to explain the critical importance of probability theory to data analysis 
in one lecture he delivered to an audience of public health doctors. He used as his example 
the phenornenon of so-cded "cancer houses," or dwellings that seemed to "receive more 
than their due number of cancer cases." Only with some knowledge of the laws of 
probability would it be possible to determine whether cancer was signincantly associated 
with davourable environmental circumstances in these houses. "There wiU, of course, 
always be houses with multiple cancer cases in any district; the real question is: Do they 
exceed those which we should expect would arise kom a random distribution of our 
marbles?" Karl Pearson, Eugenics and Public Health, Questions of the Day and of the Fray 



trained in this old style of vital statistics believed that they were able to identify the causes of 

nich ilis as cancer, phthisis, or infat mortality. Pearson however bluntly informed them on 

at least one occasion that their studies were little more than "fatuous argumentations," marred 

by both a paucity of data and a lack of knowledge about the mathematics of probability. 

These kinds of studies were m e r  flawed in that they failed to take into account likely 

altemative explanations or multiple causes of a given phenornenon. As Pearson explained, 

"here we reach the great rule of modem statistics: When investigating the relation of two 

characters which you find associated, test whether they stiü remain related afler you have 

given ail other characters Urely to be iduential constant values."" 

The biometricians were thus the first mathematicians to develop probability-based 

anaiytical techniques-most notably a whole series of correlationai methods-for 

determining whether any relationship auly existed between two given variables. Correlation 

coefficients were used for example in the infamous 19 10 study of parental alcoholism to 

rneasure the presumed relationship between insobriety and the fitness of offspring. The 

history of correlation theory begins with the father of eugenics Francis Galton, who 

conceived this method "not as a .  abstract technique of numerical analysis, but as a statisticd 

VI (London: Mau,  19 12). pp. 1 6- 17. 

431bid, pp. 23-24. A clear explanation of the advantages of using coefficients of 
correlation rather than mere percentages, dong with the technique of partial correlation to 
separate out the effects of multiple causal factors, was also provided by Pearson's colleague 
David Heron in his 19 12 memoir on alcoholism and mental defect. It seems that by this time 
Heron and Pearson had realized the need to begin educating their medical and lay readers in 
the basics of mathematicai statistics, iftheir work were ever to gain acceptance. Heron, 
Second Study of Extreme Afcohoiim in AduItsJ pp. 29-33. 



law of heredity.'" The study of heredity had become the polymath Galton's main field of 

interest during the l86Os, and in 1876 he made his first statements of the normal distribution 

of inherited traits and the law of regression. He had discovered in some experiments 

breeding sweet peas that the mean offspring of for instance unusually tail or short parents 

tended to revert or regress back towards the mean for the entire population. He next asked 

how it could be that "aithough each individual does not as a d e  leave his like behind him, 

yet successive generations resemble each other with great exactitude in aii their general 

features."" It was this question about inheritance, as Theodore Porter has expla.hedy "'that 

inspired Galton to develop the basic mathematical apparatus for analyzing variation that he 

eventually recognized as a general method of correlation."' His work on correlation itself 

had originated with his interest in anthropornemcs and criminal identification. In 1888 he 

applied the arithmetical and graphical techniques he had derived for m e a s d g  the intensity 

of heredity (regression) to the problem of measuring the "degree of interdependence" 

between two organs in the same individual, such as a m  and Ieg length. This hally led him 

to recognize that his measure of regression r was aiso an expression of the "closeness of CO- 

UPorter, Rise of Statistical Thinking, p. 270. 

''Francis Galton, "Typical Laws of Heredity," Nature 1 5 (1 877): 492. 

?orter, Rise of Sratistical Dinking, p. 287. Another straight5orward explanation of 
Galton's innovations can be found in Eisenhart, "Karl Pearson," p. 465; for a longer analysis 
see Stigler, History of Stutistics, pp. 267-99. The normal distribution or bel1 c w e  had been 
discovered and utilized earlier by error theorists such as Quetelet, but it was Galton who first 
saw the curve not as a measure of error to be eliminated but of variation to be studied by 
biologists. 



relation," or what would later be tenned a coefficient of correlation-47 

Galton himseif did not pursue the concept of correlation any M e r ,  but instead his 

methods for measuring variation and correlation began to be applied and extended by other 

researchers, most notably the biologist W. F. R Weldon. As the mathematical problerns 

entailed by Weldon's investigations of animal morphology and naturd selection became 

more and more cornplex, he enlisted in 1893 the help of his University CoUege colleague 

Pearson.*' Pearson had first shown an interest in probability theory late in 1892, when he 

began delivering a series of university lectures on the laws of chance. But it was the impetus 

of Weldon's research that led him to begin original investigations hto  probability, namely on 

the analysis ofasymmetrical distribution curves. In the course of his collaboration with 

Weldon, meamring variabiiity and the force of evoiution in animal populations, Pearson 

introduced bis method of moments and other goodness of fit tests. His panicular goal was to 

demonstrate that asymmetrical or double-humped distribution a m e s  for a given biological 

variation could be broken down mathematically into two curves representing a dimorphic 

population-which presumably represented a population undergoing speciation due to sorne 

selectioa pressure. 4g 

"Francis Galton, "Co-relations and their Measuremenî, Chiefly eorn Anthropological 
Data," Proceedings of the Royal Society ofLondon 45 (1 888): 13 5 4 5 .  

480n the Weldon-Pearson collaboration between 1893 and 1906, see E. S. Pearson, Kml 
Pearson, pp. 1 8-26; Farrail, Ori,, and Growrh of the Englsh Eugenics Movement, pp. 67- 
69; Eisenhart, "Karl Pearson," pp. 449-5 0; and Magneilo, ''Karl Pearson' s Gresham 
Lectures. " 

'%la&nello, "Ur1 Pearson's Gresham Lectures," pp. 49-57; Porter, Rise of Statzktical 
ninking, pp. 3 07-8; Stigler, Hisioty of Statisfics' pp. 3 3 0-3 8. Pearson's first published 
statisticai paper, in which he began this important work on natural distributions, was 



Pearson always regarded this work on distributions as one of the central problerns of 

statistics, dong with his findamental contributions to correlation theory. In an 1896 paper on 

heredity and regression, he denved the value of r for a bivariate normal distribution 

(measuring the relationship between two continuous variables) that has corne to be koown as 

"Pearson's coefficient of correlation" or the product-moment method." In this and 

subsequent papers he illustrated the practical value of the new statistical methods of 

measuring association by using hereditary attributes as bis principal examples. M e r  the 

eariier success with applying statistical methods to the study of speciation, Pearson had come 

to be "impressed by the power of statistics as an agent of rnathematization in the biologicai 

sciences" and hence sought to extend biometry into other areas of research." In particular, 

many of his subsequent innovations were deveioped in the coatext of his growing interest in 

eugenics, much as had been the case when Galton est invented regression and correlation as 

instnunents for measuring the influence of heredity." 

"Contributions to the Mathematicai Theory of Evolution, " Philosophical Trmuctions of the 
Royal Society 1 85A (1 894): 7 1 - 1 00. In later papers he iiiustrated the practicality of his 
system of curves with examples covering a range of topics fiom barometric pressures to 
heights of schooigirls to pauperism statistics. This work on distribution led him to the 
invention of the chi-square test in 1900. 

%ar l  Pearson, b'Mathematical Contributions to the Theory of Evolution. III. Regression, 
Heredity, and Panmkia," PhiIosophicaI Trmzuctions of the Royal Society 1 8 7A ( 1 896) : 2 53 - 
3 1 8. Stigler, History of Stutistics, pp. 34245. 

=pearson also used his correlation methods to mathematize Galton's theory of inheritance, 
the law of ancestral heredity, by showing how regression could be accounted for in t e m  of 
the relative contributions made to an individual's make-up by ail remote ancestors. Karl 
Pearson, "Mathematical Contributions to the Theory of Evolution. On the Law of Ancestral 
Heredity," Proceedings of the Royal Society 62 (1 898): 3 86-4 1 2. However, his main 



By the late 18909, Pearson had become interested in using the coefficient of correlation 

as a mathematical measure of heredity for any given characteristic shared by an individuai 

and his relatives. He foresaw that methods for calculating correlation might eventually be 

enlisted in a programme of positive eugenics: they could serve as tools for predicting patterns 

of hereditary transmission and associations between different traits." From bis very first 

correlation paper of 1896, Pearson also used the new technique to illustrate the high degree of 

association between excessive fertility and undesirable human attributes, thereby proving 

mathematically the need for eugenic interference to check the reproduction of the unfit and 

raise the birthrate of the superior classes? Although these examples sewe to iliustrate the 

cmciai role of eugenic thinking in some of Pearson's early statistical innovations, even more 

relevant to my aory was the key role played by the "calculus of correlation" in legitimizing 

the biometricians' convictions about the hereditary ongins of virtudy all human attributes 

incentive for working on correlation theory was always its application to immediate eugenic 
problems. Pearson himself explained that the growth of mathematical statistics had been 
driven by both kinds of questions: T o  find the correlation of the health of a child with the 
number of people per room while you render neutral its age, the health of its parents, the 
wages of its father, and the habits of its mother [by partiai correlation], is no less vital a 
problem than Galton's correlation of character in parent and offspring. It requires indeed 
more mathematics, but the mathematics are not there for the joy of the analyst but because 
they are essential to the solution." Karl Pearson, "Notes on the History of Correlation," 
Biometrika 13 (1 920): 45; Porter, Rise of StutisticuI ïhnking, p. 3 1 0. 

n~ugenics as the motivation for this aspect of Pearson's statistical work is discussed by 
MacKenzie, Statisrics in Brilain, pp. 90-9 1 and 168-69. The multiple regression methods 
Pearson pioneered for measuring the degree of correlation between generations are dl used 
in genetic analysis today, for cases such as mik production in cows where a whole complex 
of genes is apparently involved and the outcome of a given rnating cannot be predicted by 
simple Mendelian d e s .  Eisenhart, "Karl Pearson," p. 463. 

%Porter, Rise ojStatistical Xhinking, pp. 3 1 O- 1 1. 



and pathologies. 

Correlation coefficients measure the degree of relationship between two classes of 

phenomena suspected to be related, such as the heights of mothers and daughters. Other pairs 

of variables that the biometricians investigated for possible dependence included low 

intelligence and defective nutrition in children, and health of children and amount of drinbg 

by parents. An outcome of +l or perfect correlation means that a high value for one variable 

also implies a high value for the other, an outcorne of O means the phenomena are totdy 

independent, whiie an outcome of -1 means that a high value for one is found with a fow 

value for the other. Measurements close to +1 implied a cause and effect relationship, for 

instance between poor nutrition and low intelligence in offspring." At the other end of the 

55 The biometricians' research reports often made assertions about likely causation where 
high correlations between two factors had been found, even though this contradicted 
Pearson's own wamings about the scientinc status of the category of causation. Bernard 
Norton and Lyndsay Farrd have discussed how Pearson's phenomenalist philosophy of 
science, laid out in bis Grammar ofscience, shaped his views on causation and the value of 
statistical forms of scientifc inqujr. The concept of correlation couid replace that of 
causation in scientific theorizing since according to Pearson's philosophy the underlying 
causes of phenomena were not knowable and therefore should not be speculated on. The 
category of correlation was sufficient for descnbing our expenences of the U s  between 
phenomena, whereas we had no experience of deterministic causation. Norton, 'CKarI 
Pearson and Statistics," p. 15. Causation was defined merely as the "overwhelming 
probability" that one phenomenon would follow another: in other words, "causation in this 
sense was merely the highest possible measure of correlation between two events." Farrall, 
Origins and Growth of the English Eugenzcs Movement, pp. 122-23. Here is how Pearson 
hirnself explained his philosophy of knowledge in the human sciences: "The fundamental 
merence between the categories of causation and correlation is that we replace absolute 
association by a weaker Li&. in causation A is always foliowed by B; in correlation A may 
be foilowed by B, C, D, or E, but on the average with certain definite frequencies. Making 
the frequencies of C, D, E, indefinitely smaii, we again fd back on B absolutely associated 
wîth 4 or our correlation passes into the causation of the physicist." Karl Pearson, Nalire 
and Nurhrre: n e  ProbZem of the Future, 2nd eda, Eugenics Laboratory Lecture VI (1910; 
London: Dulau, 19 1 3), p. 2 1. 



scale, negative correlations did not mean no dependence between two variables, but rather a 

possible conneaion between one variable and the inverse condition of the other. For 

example, the biometricians found numerous negative correlation coefficients between 

parental drinking and indicators of poor fitness in offspring, which suggested to them that 

high levels of aicohol consurnption might be associated for whatever reason with having 

The Eugenics and Biometric Laboratory workers believed that one of the most profound 

applications of their calcuhis of correlation was in attempting to gauge the intensity of 

heredity. To this end they utilized large bodies of data on various physical rneasurements 

between parents and children and between sibhgs: the relatively high correlation 

coefficients between relatives were then interpreted as showing a strong hereditary 

component. Earlier in his statistical career Pearson had also established to his satisfaction 

that mental characters such as intelligence and moral sense were inhented to the same degree 

as physicai ones? It was discovered in al1 cases that the coefficients of correlation typically 

Pearson, "On the Inheritance of the Mental and Mord Characters in Man, and its 
Cornparison with the Inheritance of the Physical Characters. The Hwley Lecture for 1903 ," 
J~rrrnaI of the AnthropologicaI Institute of Great Br- and IreIund 33 (1 903): 1 79-237. 
Other inquines into the heritability of mental traits were undertaken early on by Pearson's 
students, such as Edgar Schuster and Ethel Elderton, The Inheritance of AbiZity, being a 
SfatratrsticaZ SiuQ of the O-ford CIass L i a  and of the School L W  of H m m v  und 
Chmrerhouse, Eugeaics Laboratory Memoir 1 (London: Dulau, 1907). Summaries of their 
statisticai analyses of the physical traits stature, a m  length and span, eye colour, hair colour, 
cephalic index, and health can be found in a couple of Pearson's eugenics lectures intended 
for generai audiences: Pearson, Nature mid Nurhrre, pp. 24-26; and Ethel Elderton and Karl 
Pearson, The Relative Strenglh of Nurtwe and Ndure, 2nd edn., Eugenics Laboratory 
Lecture III (Cambridge UP, 19 1 5), pp. 40-42. in these studies Pearson's coefficient of 
correlation was used for continuous traits such as stature and eyesight: these two variables 
were assumed to exhibit normal distributions (a bivariate normal population). 



feli witfrin the range of0.4 to 0.6 on the scale o f 4 0  to +1.0. 

These values of approltimately 0.5 were said to indicate that the innuence of heredity 

was very strong-that the traits of offspring were heavily dependent upon those of their 

parents and ancestors. This conclusion was hardly surprishg given that the goal of the 

biometrical eugenists was to provide scientific justification for their programme of selective 

breeding. Given their hereditarian presuppositions, they did not even consider the possibility 

that close correlation might be due in part to the similar environments of parents and 

offspring. More p&g to the modem-day reader of this work is the question of why the 

correlation coefficients tumed out to be so srnail: ifa value of +l .O signified complete 

de pendence-perhaps even a causal relationship-then Pearson's calculations suggest ed that 

a given phenotype was due only 50% to family resemblance. The "common cause7' of the 

similar height of parent and child was the germ plasm of the stock, but what were the "non- 

common contributory factorsy7 that accounted for the residual50%?" One wodd imagine 

that oniy environment remained to account for the individuai variation, but Pearson never 

admitted this nor did he ever point out that 0.5 was a remarkably low correlation for traits in 

which it could be presumed that inhentance was all-important, such as eye colour. According 

to MacKenzie, Pearson "presumably assumed that residual effects (the fact that the 

correlation was only 0.5 and not 1 .O) were sirnply the result of chance  variation^."^^ 11 t a s  

left to Pearson's successor as professor of eugenics. R A Fisher, to notice and attempt to 

s7Pearsoq Nature and Nurfure. pp. 22-23. 

s 8 ~ a c ~ e n z i e l  Stutistics in Britain, p. 1 72. 



resolve this issue of the other 50% of the variance, by taking into account the complexities of 

Mendelian inheritance. sg 

Measurements of the influence of heredity on various physical and psychicai charaaers 

as well as on several pathological conditions were put to a specific use in Pearson's eugenic 

research f?om about 1909 onwards. These correlation coefficients for the intensity of 

inhentance became the basis for cornparison with another series of figures that were 

supposed to represent the influence of various environmental factors. Pearson and his two 

highest-ranking research fellows Ethel Elderton and David Heron were largely respoasible 

for a series of studies published by the Eugenics Laboratory that considered the impact of 

alcoholism, materna1 ernployment, overcrowding, poverty, and other udavourable conditions 

of Me on the fitness and ability of offspring. The overali conclusion reached in these studies 

was that the influence of heredity was significantly stronger than that of any of these extemal 

conditions: the average correlation value for numiral factors was only 0.03, as compared with 

the average "coefficient of heredity" of O S  1 These figures were constmed as proving that 

59Fisher's 1924 mathematical analysis clairned to show that the effect of environment on 
for instance ciifferences in stature between relatives was no more than 2 to 5%. See 
Manimdar, Eugenics, Human Genetics and Human Faihgs, p. 1 09. 

60It should be noted though that this figure of around 0.50 for the strength of nature was 
derived mainly £iom data on parental and fratemal resemblances in various physicai 
characters (stature,  am^ length, eye colour), dong with limited data on "mental ability." Only 
six separate statistical investigations into the heritability of diseases had been made by the 
biometricians as of 1912, on tuberailosis, insanity, deafhess, and poor vision (comeal 
refkaction). This would seem to be a remarkaby weak foundation for their conviction that 
virtualiy all diseases and social problems were due to bad heredity. Although they never 
specifically explained this in any of their eugenic lectures or publications, the Eugeoics 
Laboratory workers actually presented most of their empincal evidence for their hereditarian 
claims in the form of f a d y  pedigrees. These pedigrees of all known inhentable physicai, 



the strength of environment in general was at best only one-fifth that of heredity: 

1 wili not dogmaticaiiy assert that environment matters not at aü; phases of it may 
be discovered which produce more effea thao any we have yet been able to deal 
with. But 1 think it quite safe to Say that the influence of environment is not one- 
fifth that of heredity, and quite possibly not one-tenth of it. There is no real 
cornparison between nature and numire; it is essentially the man who makes his 
environment, and not the environment which makes the man6' 

This statistically-based argument for the greater importance of heredity came to hold a 

central place in Pearson's eugenic propagandizing. He pronounced repeatedly in his many 

eugenics lectures and research reports that before the biometricians entered the scene, 

applying their powerful statistical methods to the study of disease and social ills, most social 

refom efforts had proceeded on the unfounded assumption that improvements to the 

environment alone could raise the standard of the race:" 

mental, and pathologicd traits were published between 1909 and 1930 in the massive 
Treanry of Human Inheritunce. David Heron, A Fkst Stuc& of the Statistics of lnsanity and 
the Inheritance of the Insrme Diathesis, Eugenics Laboratory Memoir II (London: Dulau, 
1 907); Goring, On the Inherztmce of the Diathesis of Phihisis and lmanity; Karl Pearson, 
Tuberczdosis, Herediv md Environment, Eugenics Laboratory Lecture VIII (London: Dulau, 
19 12); A m y  Barrington and Karl Pearson, A First Study of the Inheritance of Vision and of 
the Relat»e Influene of Heredity and Environment on Sight, Eugenics Laboratory Mernoir V 
(London: Dulau, 1909); Karl Pearson, ed., me Treawy ofHuman Inheritance, Eugenics 
Laboratory Memoirs VI, IX, XI, m, XV, XVI, XXI, XW, m, XXTV, M(VI, XXM, 
Xxwr (Cambridge UP, 1909-33). 

62Pearson's eugenic programme found scientific justification not only in statistical 
research but also in the repudiation of theones of soft heredity. As he explained in a 1909 
introductory lecture to a course at the Eugenics Laboratory, "three fiindamental biological 
ideas" underlay hard hereditarian eugenics. First, it was taken for granted that "ail human 
qualïties are inherited in a marked and probably equal degree." Second, the biometrical 
eugenists were thoroughly convinced that no soiid evidence supported the Lamarckian 
hypothesis of the trmsmission of somatic modifications. For this reason environmental 
reforms would not directly affect fiture generations: society should not rely on "changed 
environment for converthg its inhented bad into an inhentable good." And finaiiy, the 



Degeneracy of every form has been attributed to poverty, bad housing, 
unhealthy trades, drinking, industrial occupation of women, and other direct 
or indirect environmentai influences on offspring. Ifwe could by education, 
by Iegislation, or by social effort change the environmental conditions, 
would the race at one rise to a markediy higher standard of physique and 
mentality? Much, if not the whole of the battle for social reform has been 
based on the assumption that this question was obviously to be answered in 
the affirmative. No direct investigation has really ever been made of the 
intensity of the iduence of environment on man." 

Pearson thus claimed for his calailus of correlation "a right to speak in the fiihire with some 

authority in matters of social reform, and even on points of supreme national welfare." The 

new science of statistics, applied to the domain of eugenic research, 'Tor the first t h e  enables 

us adequately to approach such problems as those of nwture and nature, and to determine 

what weight must be given to these respective factors in our scheme of social refo~m-"~ 

Only this kind of objective and quantitative scientific knowledge about the relative 

importance of heredity and environment would lead to improvements in racial health and 

remedies for national iiis such as aicoholism, tuberculosis, and infant mortality. 

One of the biometricians' strategies for promoting eugenics thus involved pointing out 

the methodological failings of their rivais the environmentalist social reformers and public 

health doctors. These authorities were not only ignorant of probability-based statistical 

analysis but also careless in failing to consider aii possible causes of social ills and racial 

statistical evidence discussed here seemed to prove that heredity was more important than 
environment in determining most traits and diseases. Karl Pearson, n e  Grmndwork of 
Eugenics, 2nd edn., Eugenics Laboratory Lechue II (1909; London: Mau, 19 12), pp. 12-20. 
He also dismissed the Lamarckian theory in his Grammm of Science, pp. 26-27. 

"Elderton and Pearson, Relative Shen@ of Nurture and Nature, p. 6. 

6<Pearson, N-e und N-re, pp. 9 and 23. 



decay, particularly the hereditary factor. &en the likely multitude of factors associated with 

any one social problem, ody the techniques of correlation and partial correlation could Quide 

the investigator "'towards a h a 1  judgment of what fundamentdy are social cause and 

effe~t."~' Much of the research and virtually ali of the rhetonc ofthe biometrical eugenists 

therefore focused on the calculus of correlation as the necessary scientïfic foundation for their 

new social reform programme. It should be noted however that in addition to statistical 

studies, f d y  pedigrees were also utilized in some Eugenics Laboratory publications. 

Pearson never made programmatic statements about the role of pedigree -dies in eugenic 

work, as he did for the ca ldus  of correlation. Yet he made use of both methodologies in 

attempting to demonstrate hentability . 

For instance Pearson illustrated one 19 10 public lecture with several charts showing 

f d y  histories of great musical and inteilectual ability, dong with another series of 

pedigrees of "general degeneracy," blindness, and dea fhe~s .~  He argued that the increasing 

numbers of such degenerates in the more recent generations of these families iliustrated the 

reality of immediate national detenoration and hence the urgency of negative eugenics. Such 

graphical representations of f a d y  data had also been used in the biometricians' work on the 

inheritance of tuberdosis. Correlation coefficients and family studies together validated 

65 Elderton and Pearson, Relative Strength of Nurture and Nature, p. 5. In the alcoholism 
studies for instance, Elderton used partial correlation to factor out the influence of the age of 
children on their stature and weight, so that she could see what effect parental drinkuig alone 
had on these indicators of fitness. 

66Pearsoq Nature and N ~ r e ,  pp. 15-2 1; more primitive pedigrees likewise fiustrated 
his 1907 lecture Scope and Importunce to the State of the Science of National Eugenics. 



Pearson's controversiai conclusion that hereditary predisposition to tuberculosis was a more 

important causal factor than infection. Both kinds of evidence showed that the disease was 

more often transmitted between generations than between husband and M e . "  

Likewise the largest single project ever undertaken by the Eugenics Laboratory was a 

collection of thousands of pedigrees published in the multi-volume Treasury of Human 

Inheritance. In this large-scaie undertaking, Pearson and his coileagues constnicted f d y  

trees often encompassing 4 or 5 generations, in order to demonstrate in an entireiy theory-free 

manner the heritability of numerous human attributes, diseases, and physical abnormalities.' 

In fact this collection of data on the occurrence of diseases in famiiies constituted the 

eugenists' best empirical evidence for heritability and the potentid effectiveness of 

reproductive selection. For they had actd iy  managed to coliect very Little quantitative and 

statistical evidence for inheritable disease, having only undertaken correlational studies of the 

causes of biindness, deahess, insanity, and tubernilosi~.~~ One recent writer has even 

contended that pedigrees and actuariai death rates were the two most important methods 

employed in the Galton Eugenics Laboratory. While 1 sympathize with her cornplaint that 

these techniques for studying heredity have been completely ignored in the existing 

historiography of the biometrical school, she surely goes too far in pronouncing that statistics 

4 e a r s o ~  Tu6ernrlosis, Heredity und Environment, pp . 4 -  1 1 . 

68 On Pearson' s pedigrees see Mazumdar, Eugenics. Hziman Genetics and Human Fazlings, 
pp. 82-85. 

"Sec footnote 60 in this chapter. 



played at best a minor role in Pearson's eugenic research and propaganda.'" 

3. The Alcoholism Memoir: Temperance and Eugenics Reactions 

In the Eugenics Laboratory 's controversial 1 9 10 alcoholism study, the chief researcher 

Ethel Elderton subjected to statistical d y s i s  data on the drinking habits and heaith of 

hundreds of families fiom two supposedly representative working-class populations in 

Manchester and ~dinburgh.'~ Elderton considered her data to comprise a su£€iciently large 

'"Uagnello, 'Won-Correlation of Biometrics and Eugenics." Magnello argues that 
statistical techniques were employed mainly in the Biometric Laboratory and thus she draws 
a sharp distinction between the "eugenists7' and the "biometricians" who worked for and 
studied under Pearson, even though in fact the two groups overlapped. She focuses on the 
eugenists' work with pedigrees in the T r e a ~ y  of Human Inheritance and in their j o u d  
Annals ofEugenics, wwhich was only founded in 1928. She gives only two examples of how 
Pearson's school of eugenists used achiarial death rates, for example to study the success rate 
of sanatorium treatrnent of TB. On the other haad, Magnello admits that Eugenics 
Laboratory publications employed as many as 8 Merent techniques for caldating 
correlation, in order to solve such eugenic problems as the effects of parental alcoholism, the 
relative strength of nature and nurture, and the average fedity of difFerent social classes. 
She also overlooks the many programmatic statements that 1 have cited in this section, in 
which Pearson and Ethel Elderton in particular emphasized the crucial importance of what 
they called the 'ccalnilus of correlation" for legihizhg eugenics. 

'l~earson's CO-author on the 19 10 alcoholism memoir was Ethel Mary Elderton, a former 
schoolteacher who worked as one of his three main research assistants during his k s t  decade 
at the Eugenics Laboratory. The vital functions that Elderton performed for the biometrical 
school are hinted at in this letter written by Pearson to their benefactor Gaiton: f e a ~ g  that 
she was going to leave the Laboratory because her salary was so low, Pearson urged that 
some way be found to keep her on since she was the ''We and soul" of the institution-the 
one person who kept the whole operation running efficiently. Beginning in 1905, Elderton 
had held the position of Galton Research Scholar, serving as a low-paid computer, secretary, 
and assistant. In 1 9 13 she became the third holder of the more prestigious and lucrative 
Galton Research Fellowship, and later, after acquiring a University degree, became Assistant 
Professor in the Eugenics Laboratory. Like other members of Pearson's staff, Elderton was 
genuinely committed to the eugenics cause. Under the auspices of the Laboratory she 
published several studies of her own on such topics as the fertiiity of Werent social groups 



random sample from the general population to denve statisticdy significant results, as 

opposed to the small selected samples that medicai men generaliy utilized in their 

investigations of alcohol problem~.~ This data had originally been collected by social 

workers studying groups of children at a school for the feebleminded in Manchester and an 

elementary school in Edinburgh." Coefficients of correlation were worked out for the 

association between the environmental factor of parental drinking and the height, weight, 

general heaith, intelligence, diseases, and eyesight of the children. Elderton and Pearson 

wanted to determine whether or not parents whose levels of alcohol consumption were 

labelled simply "drinks more than is good for them" tended to have offspring that were 

inferior by any of these measures. Their quantitative results were interpreted as showing that 

the influence of aicohol was neghgible (moa of the correlation coefficients were less than 

and the causes of infant mortality. Karl Pearson letter to Francis Galton, Dec. 14, 1908, in 
Pearson, Lqe, Letters anùLaborrrs of Sir Francis Galton, vol. IIIA, p. 358; Rosaleen Love, 
"Alice in Eugenics-Land: Feminism and Eugenics in the Scientific Careers of Dr. Aiice Lee 
and Dr. Ethel Elderton," Annuls of Science 36 (1979): 148. 

nElderton and Pearson, Fint Stuc& of the Influence of Parental A lcoholism, p. 3. 

" ~ h e  Manchester data had not yet been pubiished but were suppiied to the biometricians 
by Mary Dendy; the Edinburgh data came fiom a somewhat more detailed Charity 
Organhtion Society Repon. The Edinburgh sample comprised information on fourteen 
hundred school children, and although the size of the Manchester sample was never stated it 
can be seen from the tables of raw data presented in the first memoir that this group was even 
larger. Elderton and Pearson characterized these samples as being of "moderate size" fTom a 
statistical perspective. While the data samples may have been quite large, one might still 
question the reliability and objectivity of the social workers who descnbed the conditions of 
Me and habits of these poor families, and how useful their descriptions could be for a 
quantitative scientific anaiysis. Consider for example this typical case reported by a COS 
worker: "Very dkty, untidy home. . . Man teetotal, keeps weli at his work. . . China and 
clothes lying piled about room, thick with dust; air very bad. Children sickly (eldest 
imbecile); wife a slattern." This was quoted in Elderton and Pearson, Relative Sbengih of 
Nurfure and Nbîure, p. 20. 



0. l), thus apparently refiiting the popular assumption that drinkers ofien begot degenerate 

offspring. As Pearson himselfput it in one of his more caustic responses to bis many &tics, 

this work had now findy discredited the ''vague and unproven assertions7' of doaors and 

temperance proponents "that every glass of beer, every drop of alcohol which the parent 

consumes, produces its quantum of stupidity in the offspring."" 

Pcaficafisam und Polemicisis 

Pearson and Elderton's shocking conclusions and often idammatory rhetoric led to 

inevitable fiction with the temperance movement. ScientSc, polemical, and even personal 

assadts on Pearson, his biometrical school and its style of research appeared in temperance 

journals and Most of those who chailenged his results were doctors or social 

scientists who took a special interest in the drink question. His most vociferous opponents 

were Caleb Saleeby and Sir Victor Horsley, both leaders of the medical temperance 

movement after the tum of the centu~y.'~ The celebrated neurosurgeon Horsley CO-authored 

"Karl Pearson and Ethel Elderton, A Second Shrdy of the Influnce of Parental A k o h o h  
on the Physique md Abiliîy of the Offipring. Being a Reply to Certain Medicul Critics of the 
First Memoir and an Examinution of the Rebutting Euidence Cited by ïhern, Eugenics 
Laboratory Memoir XiII (Cambridge UP, 19 IO), p. 2. 

''A partial bibliography of the responses to Pearson was compiled by Walter Edwards, "A 
Bibliography of the Controversy between Professor Karl Pearson and His Critics," National 
Temperance @tuter&, April 19 1 1, pp. 233-40. Among the joumds afnliated with the a d -  
alcohol movement that d e d  comments on the memoir were the National Temperance 
Quarteri), Temperance Chronicle, Alliance News, and School Physzology Journal. 

76~ctive in the temperance cause since 1902, Saleeby served as a vice-president of the 
National Temperance League, the International Prohibition Codederation, and the National 
Commercial Temperance League, and as the chairman of the World League against Alcohol. 
Biographical entry in E. H. Cherrington, ed., Stanhd EncycIopediu of the Akohol Problem 



an extremely popular anti-alcohol textbook, Akohol and the Human Ba&, which even 

incorporated into its Iater editions a section responding to Pearson's work on the risks of 

parental drinking." The prominent temperance leader and MP Sir Thomas Wbittaker also 

joined the battle against Pearson, whiie the other most disthguished cntics were the 

Cambridge economists ALfred Marshall and John Mapard Keynes. Although not members 

of any temperance society, Marshall and Keynes were both known as liberal social scientists 

and reformers who were concerned about drink as a cause of misery among the lower 

~Iasses.'~ 

All of these partisans were infuriateci that Elderton and Pearson's single anomalous 

investigation of the drink problem was receiving so much publicity, even though it 

contradicted a large body ofexisting scient& evidence collected mainly by supporters of the 

temperance movement since the late nineteenth century. Opponents of the memoir repeatedly 

insisted that it be retracted immediately. They feared that its findings would be 

misunderstood by the public as providing scientSc sanction for alcohol co~lsumption, or a 

(Westerville: Amencan Issue, 1925-30), vol. 5, pp. 2345-46. 

"~orsley served as a vice-president of the Society for the Study of Inebriety fiom 1887 
and the National Temperance League from 1892. Mary Sturge, the other CO-author of 
Alcohol rmd the Human Body, also coiiaborated with Horsley in the fight against Pearson. 
She was a physician to the Birmingham and Midland Hospital for Women, Council member 
of the SSI from 1909 to 19 15, and daughter of Joseph Sturge, an early leader and financial 
supporter of many temperance societies. Stephen Paget, Sir Victor Horsley: A Ah& of His 
Life and WorR (London: Constable, 19 19), pp. 230-54; biographical entries can be found in 
the Stmabd Encyclopedia, vol. 3, pp. 1250-51; and vol. 6, p. 2546. Victor Horsley and 
Mary Sturge, Akohol and the Human B e :  An Introàuction to the Srudy of the Szhject, md 
a Contribution to National Hedth, 4th edn. (London: Macmillan, 1 9 1 1 ), pp. 242-65. 

"David Reisman, APedMmshal's Mission (London: Macmillan, 1990), pp. 10-1 3; 
Robert Skidelsky, John MiynardKeynes (London: Macmillan, 1983), vol. 1, pp. 223-27. 



"safe d e  of c~nduct . "~  Elsewhere the biometricians were labeiied "promoters of 

alcoholism," who believed erroneously that their research made a strong case "in favour of 

alcoholism and against abstinence."" 

Such feus twned out to be not entirely unfounded, as the first alcoholism memoir did 

indeed receive a remarkable amount of publicity. For instance the editor of the British 

Medical J m i  initidy defended the biometricians, and likewise in several editorial 

reviews the staunchly anti-temperance Times welcomed the study for its high scientific 

standards and its courageous stance aga& a popular teetotal fdacy." The Times editor left 

no doubt about his delight at the destruction of another plank in the temperance platform: 

The controversialists who have assumed that the children of drunkards are 
the foredoomed victixns of inherited disease are for the t h e  deprived of a 
stock argument against the "poison" which they condemnn 

One glowing review which had originally appeared in The Times was reported to have been 

reprinted in the Licensed Trgde News and even quoted in advertking campaigns, as the liquor 

79Crackanthorpe, "Alcoholism and Offspring," p. 6. 

'"Mary D. Shirge and Sir Victor Horsley, "On Some of the Biologicai and Statistical 
Errors in the Work on Parental Alcohoiism by Miss Elderton and Professor Karl Pearson," 
British Medical Journal, Jan. 1 4, 1 9 1 1, p. 73. Even as late as 1 925, the Elderton-Pearson 
research was st2.I being cited as dangerously fdacious in temperance texts such as the 
Standard Encyclopedza entry on " Alcohol: Alcohol and Heredity," vol. 1, p. 1 2 1 . 

""Alcoholism and Degeneration," Brifish Medical Journal, Nov. 12, 19 10, p. 1 545; "The 
cbildren of the Alcoholic," ?ne Times, May 2 1, 19 10, p. 13; "Alcoholism and Offspring," 
7he Times, May 2 1, 19 1 O, p. 14; "Alcohol and Efficiency," The Times, Aug. 20, 19 1 O, p. 9. 

m'Parental Alcohoiism," The Times, Jan. 13, 19 1 1, p. 9. 



trade took advantage of the biometricians' apparent scient& endorsement of t s  product.= 

In a haif-hearted effort to repudiate charges that his discovenes about parental drinking 

amounted to a "blow to t emperance, " Pearson suggested that temperance refomers redy 

ought to have rejoiced at the knowfedge that the children ofdcoholics did not appear to 

d e r  fiom any inborn handicaps of vitality or mental ability. An upbringing in a dninkeq 

impoverished home could be darnaging enough, but at lest such damage was reversible and 

preventible-unlike hereditary degeneracy. Supporters of anti-alcohol measures may have 

been disappointed to l e m  that their proposais were not as essentiai to the well-being of 

children as they wanted to believe, yet they could still take some "consolation" in the 

statisticai revelation that drink was not nearly as injurious as they had a s~umed .~  

Pearson and Elderton also tried to explain away their surprishg observation that the 

children of heavy drinkers were in many respects more fit than the children of sober parents. 

Contrary to the way their results were often reported in the temperance press, the 

biometricians never claimed to have discovered that alcohol consumption was actudy 

beneficial for drinkers or their progeny. Instead they argued that the intemperate parents 

must have corne firom geneticaily souder stocks: they were "the more virile and physically 

fit members of the community" who would give rise to fitter offspring regardless of any 

"Edwards, "Bibliography of the Controversy," p. 234; Saleeby, LbProfessor Kari Pearson 
on Alcoholism and Offspring," p. 55. 

?Car1 Pearson, "Alcoholism and Efficiency," n e  Times, Aug. 10, 19 10, p. 10; Elderton 
and Pearson, Relative Strengh of Nurtwe and Nature, p. 1 8; "Parental Alcoholism," 7he 
Times, Jan. 13, 191 1, p. 9. 



injury their somatic tissues may have d e r e d  during their lifetirne~.'~ While this dubious 

argument conveniently suited their hereditarian presuppositions, it could not offset the 

distinctiy anti-temperance tenor of the memoir as a whole. 

For ten months beginning in May 19 10, Pearson's critics engaged him directly in debate 

over the merits of the Eugenics Laboratory mernoir in reviews and letters to medical and 

scientific journals. Pearson himselfwas able to utilize the considerable financiai resources of 

his Laboratories in order to publish three m e r  pamphlets responding to the cri tic^.'^ The 

on@ memoir itself proved so popular and controversial that a second edition was printed 

in December 19 10. At this same time Pearson and his coiieagues Amy Barrington and David 

Heron also published a second study addressing yet another aspect of the alcohol problem: 

the question of whether the medical condition called chronic alcoholism or habituai inebnety 

was an inhented mental disorder. While contiming to maintain that alcohol collsumption 

itself did not injure offspring, these biometricians now also suggested that a certain 

percentage of the "extreme alcoholists" committed to the inebriates reformatories were 

hereditary defectives, who if dowed to reproduce would pass on their inbom neuropathic 

taint . 

''~lderton and Pearson, First Stu@ of the Inflence of Parental Alcoholism, p. 1 1 .  

"Pearson and Elderton, Second Shrdy of the Influence of Parental Alcoholism; Karl 
Pearson, SuppLement tu the Memoir Entitled: n e  Influence of Parental Alcoholism on the 
Physique and Ability of the Offqring. A Reply to the Cambridge Economists, Questions of 
the Day and of the Fray I (London: Dulau, 191 0); Karl Pearson, An Attempt !O Correct Some 
of the Misstatements made by Sir Victor Horsley and M q  Sturge, in the Criticism of the 
Galton Laboratory Memoir: "A Firsi Shrdy of the hjhence of Parental A IcohoIism, " 
Questions of the Day and of the Fray III (London: Dulau, 19 1 1). 



The implication of these NO studies taken together was that the racial effects of 

alcoholism muid only be checked by the "cessation of parentage" on the part of unfit stocks, 

especidy the alcoholic, insane, and feebleminded. 

We see that it is rather the hereditary than the enwonmental factor to which 
in alcoholism, as in criminality and insanity, the £kst attention must be paid. 
It is a study of stock, not of environment, which must give us the real clue to 
the treatment of alcoh~lisrn.~~ 

Pearson and bis fellow biometrical eugenists thus impiied that anti-aicohol actMas ought to 

focus their efforts on the more serious and long-term problem of hereditary transmission, 

rather than on the immediate miseries admittedy suffered by alcohoiics a d  their families. 

The reduction in national levels of alcohol consumption airrently d e d  for by temperance 

partisans ''would not produce any permanent racial effect."" Degenerate individuals who 

drank to excess because they were the viaims of a hereditary diathesis would continue to 

propagate their defective germ plasm regardless of whether they had access to alcohol. From 

a eugenic standpoint-the only one of interest to Pearson's biometrical school-temperance 

refonns such as anti-alcohol education and prohibition would ultimately prove fùtile: 

We may waste on the fight against aicohol energy which could only destroy 
the admitted social evils ifit were directed to the extermination of the 
degenerate stocks themselves. " 

The biometncians' conspicuous entry into the field of alcohol research was justly 

"Barrington, et ai., Prelimillcay Stdy of fitreme Alcoholism, p. 42. 

88Pearson, An Attempt to Correct, p. 42. 

89Pearson, Gruuncfwork of Eugenzcs, p. 7. Note that Pearson's use of language such as 
"extermination" may have been one reason he was often read as a "better-dead" eugenist, 
even though he surely meant "cessation of parentage" and not destruction of unfit individuals. 



perceived at the tirne as an attack on the temperance programme and its scientifk 

underpinnings. The temperance crusade was one of those environmentalist social reform 

movements that the h a .  hereditarian eugenists beiieved were relatively powerless to cure the 

nation's various ils. Pearson proclaimed that the statistical evidence his school had 

compiled on a range of social and health problems revealed "the relative insigmficance of 

nurture in influencing man's ~ e l f a r e . " ~ ~  Drinking, bad housing, and unhealthy trades did not 

cause mental deficiency, poor vision, or tuberculosis in children: iastead he felt certain that 

these problems were more closely correlated with the hereditary unfitness of the parents 

themselves. This conchsion gave the tsuly scientific investigator "reason to pause when 

considering the methods of modem social refonn." 

As far as our investigations have yet gone they show that improvement in 
social conditions will not compensate for a bad hereditary iduence; the 
problem of physical and mental degeneration cannot be solved by preventing 
mothers from working, by closing public houses, or by erecting model 
dwellings. The only way to keep a nation mong mentally and physicdy is 
to see to it that each new generation is denved chiefiy from the fitter 
members of the generation before? 

In attempting to discredit the Eugenics Laboratory findings on the racial effects of 

drink, anti-alcohol crusaders resorted mainly to polemics and even personal insults, to which 

Pearson more often than not responded in kind. The cuntroversy was characterized most 

strikingiy by rhetorical excesses from both the temperance and biometrical camps, as each 

side quite correctly accused the other of prejudices that led to erroneous prernises and 

?Elderton and Pearson, Rel-e Strength of Niiriure andllrature, p. 21. 

9'Ibid, pp. 21-22. 



conclusions. The scientific methods and qualifications of Pearson's mathematical school 

were also called into question, although most of the critics had less to Say about his 

complicated statistical techniques than about the discemed inadequacies in his data. Finaiiy, 

dong with the issues of impartiality and adequate statistical anafysis. the hostilities that 

erupted over the biometriaans' alcoholism memoirs also revolved around conflicting 

scientific theories of hereditary degeneratioe As the next section wili show, Pearson's 

hdings on parental alcoholism were recognized as a challenge to the racial poison theory of 

the action of alcohol. 

hiring the course of the public controversy between Pearson and his temperance 

opponents, senous discussion of substantive issues suffered as the two sides argued pst each 

other, traded insults, and even made accusations of fiaudulence. The editors of 7lie Times 

and the Brztish Medical Jmmai  condemned aIi of the combatants for using "words which 

have no proper place in a scientific discussion" and urged that "some s d  measure of 

courtesy may be introduced" into the debate? The tone had been set by Pearson and 

Elderton themselves, with their passing remark about the "vague and unproven assertions" 

that characterized most of the studies of alcoholic heredity cited by temperance partisans. in 

their eariy reviews of the biometricians' work, the economists Alfred Marshall and John 

Maynard Keynes were similarly blunt, refeming to their complex mathernatical apparatus as 

='Parental Aicoholism," The Times, Jan. 13, 19 1 1, p. 9; "Alcoholism and Degeneration," 
British Medical Journal, Nov. 1 2, 1 9 1 0, p. 1 545. 



"almost valueless" and "actudy mi~leading."~~ Temperance leader Thomas Whittaker, 

aithough not a scientific or mathematical expert, nevertheless felt qualified to assert that 

Pearson had erected "a pretentious but entirely falacious argument upon an absolutely rotten 

fowdat i~n ."~~  And Pearson himselfwas amused to note that some teetotai critic had even 

accused him and his CO-workers of publishg the first 19 10 study as a defence of their own 

"drug indulgence. "" 

In a supplement to the first alcoholism mernoir replying specificaily to the Cambridge 

economists, Pearson admonished Marshall and Keynes for the "regrettable" tone they had 

adopted in their critiques, yet he could not refiain nom responding to them in kind.% For 

instance in one series of exchanges the economists had suggested that Elderton's data had not 

corne fiom representafve working-class families as claimed, but that instead both the 

drinhg and non-drinking groups belonged to particularly degraded sections of the 

cornmunity." ln response Pearson sarCasticaUy advised his celebrated adversaries to emerge 

"AEed Marshall, ''Aicoholism and Efficiency," The Times, Aug. 19, 19 10, p. 4; John 
Maynard Keynes, "Review of 'A Fust Study of the Influence of Parental Alcoholism on the 
Physique and Ability of the Offspring, "' Journal of the Royal Statistical Society 73 (1 9 10): 
773. 

v. P. Whittaker, Dai& Chronicfe, Nov. 14, 19 10, quoted by Edwards "Bibliography of 
the Controversy," p. 236. 

'*This was reported by Pearson, "Alcohol and Degeneracy," British Medicui J m m i ,  Jan. 
7, 19 1 1, p. 50, and repeated in Barrington, et al., Preiimimny Study of Ek~eme Alcoholism, p. 
40, although neither cited the source of the aiiegation. 

%Pearson, Supplement: Reply to the Cambridge Economists, p. 3. 

wMarshall, "Alcoholism and Efficiency," me Times, July 7, 19 10, p. 12; Keynes, 
"Review of 'A Fkst Study, "' p. 770. 



kom their "cloistered studies" in order to gain more accurate knowledge of lower-class 

conditions of Ise: "1 fear that our Cambridge economists live in a world of their own, quite 

out of touch with the true social conditions of large sections of the British pop~lation."~' 

This reproach was particuIarly ironic given that Marshall was weil known for his visits to the 

slums, whereas Pearson himself never made any such efforts to gather first-hand information 

about the populations he subjected to statistical study? 

Pearson M e r  pointed out that neither Marshall nor Keynes had presented any facts of 

their own to back up their assertion that the dninkards in the sample population were actually 

being compared to "bad sober stock." This argument was intended to explain why the 

children of the drinking group exhibited physique and abilities nearly identical to those of the 

sober group, despite the known detrimental effects of dcohol. Drink had presumably puiied 

the fitter parents and chikiren d o m  into the same poverty and ill health suffered by the 

infenor temperate fa mi lie^.'^ Pearson, evidently forgetting that he himself had made the 

very same suggestion that the alcoholics must have corne ffom sounder stock (sioce their 

chiidren were sometimes fitter), repeatedly demanded statistical evidence of this ciifference 

98Pearson, Supplement: Reply tu lhe Cambridge Economists, pp. 22 and 17. 

%eisman, Alfred Mmshufl 's Mission, p. 1 2. 

'"()The only kind of "control" that Elderton and Pearson concemed themelves with in this 
investigation was ensuring that the drinking parents were not geneticaiiy inferior to the sober 
ones. They had expected to find more debiiity in the offspring of the drunkards and wanted 
to d e  out bad heredity as the cause. This was the purpose of the wage arguments which wiil 
be discussed presently. The only mention of what wouid today be calied control groups came 
when the temperance opponents objected that the biometricians had not separated out a 
teetotaling group of parents for cornparison with the moderate and heavy drinking groups. 
Other temperance studies had attempted to make cornparisons with control groups of non- 
drinkers, although of course these studies lacked any proper statistical basis. 



fiom his adversaries. When they failed to provide it, he dismissed their ideas as 'hot science. 

but the plausible verbalism which renders so much of economics barren."'O1 

Marshall and Keynes, as members of the Royal Statistical Society and acknowledged 

experts in the use of social statistics, considered themselves fully qualified to critique the 

biometricians' innovative methods of data analysis. From their perspective Pearson and his 

students were "mathematicai outsiders," or in other words amateurs or intmders into a long- 

established tradition ofvital stati~tics.'~ Pearson's status as an outsider to the existing 

statistical community was M e r  evident ftom the fact that he never joined the Royal 

Statistical Society and was never honoured by it during his IXetime.lm He criticized the 

members of that b o d y - d y  social scientists and public health doctors-who st2i 

employed naive procedures of computing and comparing percentages. In reply, the 

practitioners of old-style methods of data analysis such as Keynes dismissed the calcuius of 

correlation as "a needlessly complex mathematical apparatus." In the case of the alcoholism 

study, this unnecessary apparatus was supposedly being applied "to initial data, of which the 

true character is hfficiently explained, and which are in fact umîted to the problem at 

hand."'M 

In fact Keynes's review of the e s t  alcohol memoir devoted more attention to pointing 

out the flaws in the data used by the biometricians than to evaluating the new statistical 

- - - - - - - - - - - - 

10'Pearson, Supplement: Repiy lo the Cambridge Econornists, p. 23. 

'mMarshall, "Alcoholism and Efficiency," The Times, Aug. 1 9, 1 9 10, p. 4. 

lmEisenhart, "Karl Pearson," p. 447. 

"%eynes, "Review of 'A First Study, "' p. 773. 



procedures thernselves. Keynes insinuated that the elaborate mathematics and overly precise 

caldations were intended to cover up deficiencies in the original data, specincally on the 

question of whether the parents had begun abusing alcohol before or after the children were 

conceived. Saleeby likewise wamed that while the complicated biometrical superstructure 

certainly looked impressive, it also served to obscure some fundamental errors Pearson had 

made owing to his unfàmiliarïty with pathological and experirnental investigations into 

parental alco holism: 

Its pages look orderly, and its tables models of exact analysis. This is the 
really scientSc method in being, the unwary may weli believe. Little does 
he realize that he is in the presence of an irresoluble chaos.1o5 

Pearson's critics made only the most general remarks about the sophisticated statistical 

techniques that had been used to measure the relative weight of hereditary and environmental 

factors. Not yet comprehending the vdue of probability-based analysis they contended that 

complex techniques such as the method of correlation were simply not necessary for 

interpreting straightfonvard numerical data.lo6 For example Keynes felt that Elderton's time- 

105 Saleeby, "Professor Karl Pearson on Alcohoiism and Offspring," p. 58. Supposed 
omissions in the biometricians' data were of particular concem to eugenists who believed 
that the whole debate rested on the question of whether or not the parents in Elderton's 
samples had been aicoholic before their children were bom. As will be seen next, this 
particdar criticism denved from the racial poison interpretation of the action of alcohol. 

lo6~ost  contemporary readers would have fully grasped the biometricians' findings only 
insofar as these were presented in the form of comparative percentages of heakhy and 
defective offspring. Elderton and Pearson did not make much effort to explain how to 
interpret their rnany tables and graphs, and therefore few readers would have been able to 
understand or evaluate the use of correlation coefficients, contingency tables, and standard 
deviations that set this kind of analysis apart. As an aside, the Werence between using the 
techniques of correlation and contingency was a question of whether the variables being 
investigated were "integral" or "nominal." Whereas the coefficient of correlation could treat 



c o d n g  caldations were nothing but "labour wasted," since the conclusions drawn fiom 

them could have been deduced just as well fiom mere inspection of the conventional tables of 

percentages presented in the first memoi.. The calculus of correhtion only served to 

ovenvhelm the unprepared reader: 

The tables in this memoir are not at all cornplex, and in most of them it can 
be easily seen with the naked eye that no sigolficant degree of correlation is 
present. . . . Trouble which might have ben  better spent on improving the 
original material has been needlessly expended on computations, which add 
M e  to our knowledge, and which confise, though they may aiso impress, 
ail readers outside a very restricted c l a ~ s . ' ~  

Even though none of Pearson's adversaries were able to evaluate his mathematical 

methods, they could nevertheless have taken note of certain obvious weaknesses in the way 

that he interpreted his correlation coefficients throughout the alcoholism reports. 

S~rprisingly~ no one bothered to comment on the fact that he had failed to apply a single 

standard for assessing the sigdicance of each coefficient derived. In a later publication 

Pearson tried to give some indication as to what the figures for a "high, considerable, 

moderate, and low" degree of correlation between two factors might be, but in the alcohol 

two variables that were continuous and measurable (such as height and weight), the 
coefficient of contingency was needed for variables that could oniy be classified into different 
nominal categones (such as drinkiog vernis sober) and that required a larger than two-by-two 
contingency table. On Pearson's methods of calculating contingency see MacKenzie, 
Statistics in Brituzn, pp. 153- 182. In the first memoir Elderton and Pearson used standard 
deviations as a second way of gauging the relationship between drink and health, because 
these gave a definite sign (positive or negative) to each association and allowed them to 
constxuct graphs. However, to the untrained eye these graphs are even more 
incomprehensible than the calculated coefficients of association and mean square 
contingency . 

ImKeynes, "Review of 'A First Study, "' p. 77 1. 



memoirs and other Eugenics Laboratory reports no consistent scheme was emp10~ed.'~' To 

give just one example from the first alcoholism publication, a coefficient of 0.1 1 was at one 

point described as "defiately significant," yet in the discussion that foliowed values below 

0.2 were dismissed as meaningless owing to the faa that they were of the same order as the 

variations due to randorn sampling. l" In general, the correlation values arrived at in the 

biometricians' eugenic research were interpreted in whatever fashion best fit their 

hereditarian presuppositions. 

Even statistical results that did not seem to meet expectations could be conveniently 

explained away @en such a flexible interpretive scheme. For instance, Amy Barrington and 

her CO-authors on the first study of inebriate reformatory patients found by a variety of 

methods that the degree of association between the factors of education and number of 

convictions for dmnkenness was in the range of -0.1 7 to -0.44. Elsewhere these might have 

been cailed "high" negative degrees of correlation, wbich proved that better educated people 

were less ofien extreme alcoholists. But here Banington simply dismissed the whole 

exercise, asserting that the total number of cases dealt with in the sample had been too smali 

to get significant resuits. This manipulation thus ailowed her to draw conclusions consistent 

108~earsoq Scope and hportance to the State, p. 1 5 .  In this lecturel "high correlation" 
was defined as 0.75 to 1 .O, "considerable" 0.5 to 0.75, "moderate" 0.25 to 0.5, and "lod' 0.0 
to 0.25. This scheme was never followed in practice. For instance David Heron cdled the 
0.3 correlation between mental defect and intensity of alcoholism "high," and the 0.76 
correlation between mental defect and inebriety "very high." Heron, Second Srudy of 
Extrerne Alcohofim, pp. 39 and 5 8. 

'%lderton and Pearson, First Shrdy of the Influence of Purental Afcoholism, pp. 27 and 
29; noted also by Farrall, Origm and Growth of the Englsh Eugenics Moventent, pp. 258- 
59. 



with maidine eugenic scepticism towards environmentalist reforms such as education: "we 

cannot take the easy h e  that the method of reduclig extreme alcoholism lies simply in 

increasing effective educati~n."~'~ She also feii back on a railying cry f d a r  fiom many 

Eugenics Laboratory studies of the relative weight of nature and nurtural factors, nameIy the 

fdacy of assuming that "every association is ca~satiod"'~' Pearson had similarly chastised 

medical temperance writers for their udounded assumption that a strong association between 

drinking and mental illness necessarily implied a cause and effect relationship. '12 

Another flaw in the biometricians' approach, obvious to the modem reader but 

completely overlooked by the scient& and medicai critics of the day, was that it denied any 

influence of environment whatsoever. Pearson simply assumed that if parent and child or 

two siblings shared the same trait, as determined by the caiculus of correlation or a pedigree 

analysis, then that trait must be largely genetically de t eded .  He never acknowledged the 

""sarrington, et al., Prel iminv Sludy of fitrente Aicoholism in Adulls, p. 25. Similady 
whenever a correlation coefficient for some environmental factor turned out to be much 
higher than expected, the eugenists explained away the apparent comection as a secondary 
inmience of heredity. For instance when the chiidren of a man io a low-paying job were 
found to be generally unhealthy, it was pronounced that the cause of their condition must not 
be his wages but rather his innate debility, which had landed him in such a job in the first 
place. 

"llbid, pp. 24-25. 

''*In this context Pearson was not apparently objecting to the concept of causation on 
epistemological grounds, as he had in the Grammm of Science where he explained that 
underlying causes were unknowable. Rather he questioned the particuiar causal factor that 
temperance reformers had fastened on: they had no evidence as to whether alcoholism was 
the cause or consequence of mental defect. "From this association of alcoholism, insanity 
and defective offspring, a conftsion has arken in the miuds of many between association and 
causation. They have not troubled to investigate whether or not the mental defect antedated 
the aicoholism." Pearson and Elderton, Second SIudy of the Influence of Parental 
Alcoholism, p. 30. 



possibiiity that home environment may have accounted for some amount of the similarity 

between f d y  rnember~."~ The biometricians even went so far as to domplay the role of 

environment in the single case where they found a high positive degree of association in the 

first alcoholism memoir-between materna1 drinking and an unusually high rate of infant 

mortalities. Pearson admitted in a later publication that indeed the drinking sections of the 

sample populations suffered about 20% more child fataliûes than the sober."' His 

adversaries did not fail to note that this fhding was incongruous with his generai conclusion 

that the children of drinkers were healtbier than the children of abstainers.'" They also 

presumed that large numbers of inf'mt deaths were consistent with the racial poison theory: 

many newbom would have penshed owing to the same kinds of pre-natal injuries that 

resulted in physical or mental defects in the survivors. Pearson however provided alternative 

ad hoc explanations for this seemingly pro-environmentalist result. 

Pearson argued that these infant mortalities were due rnostly to carelessness and 

accidents on the part of drunken parents, and oniy "possibly in a minor degree to a toxic 

effect on the off~pring.""~ Most of the children who penshed through such accidental means 

had likely been perfectly healthy. In rhis way he tried to bmsh off the suggestion that 

1 1 3 F ~ a l l ,  Origins and Growth of the EngZish Eugenics Movement, p. 26 1 . 

"'Pearson, An Atternpt to Correct, p. 12. 

'''Sturge and Horsley, "On Some of the Biological and Statistical Errors," p. 76. 

ll6Elderton and Pearson, First Study of the Influence of Parental AIcoholism, p. 3 1 . When 
pressed by Horsley to supply evidence for this conclusion, Pearson cited police retum 
indicating that it was quite reasonable to accept that so many deaths could have been caused 
by m a t e d  negligence. Pearson, An Aftempt to Correct, p. 13. 



alcoholism was a component of the home environment of the growing child which might 

adversely impact on its health: alcohol might indirectiy cause death, but apparently death did 

not count as a measure of fitness. When asked why he had not included among his statistics 

on the health of o f f s p ~ g  cases in which mortalities had occurred, Pearson responded that 

"naturally we could only measure the health in the suwiving chiidren of school age, and it is 

these s-ors who are of the £irst importance from the eugenic standpoint."'" Yet in these 

same texts he also put forward an argument about the selective value of a high infant death 

rate that seemed to contradict his statement about how such deaths were not of any concem to 

the eugenist. He proposed that the harsh environment in which the offspring of dninkards 

were forced to live acted as a selective agent, weeding out the moa delicate infants and 

leaving the innately fitter to survive. This could explain why the suMving descendants of 

drinkers were by and large healthier than those of non-drinkers, and it implied that iafaat 

mortality was actuaily beneficial fkom a racial standpoint.lIg 

Unfomuiately, Pearson's adversaries rarely addressed these kinds of fdacious and 

inconsistent claims derived nom his research on alcohol-related problems. They tended to 

avoid commenthg on the mathematical aspects of his work and were easiiy distracted by 

trivial issues and definitions of ternis. In fact both sides in tbis controversy seemed 

deterrnined to evade or obscure each other's main points of contention with the rhetorical 

tactics they employed in their partisan defences of hereditarian and environmentaiist 

"'~earson, An Attempt tu Correct, p. 10. 

"'Elderton and Pearson, Firsi Stuày of the Influence of Purenta1 Alcoholism, p. 3 1; 
Pearson, An Attempt to Correct, p. 9. 



positions. One such distraction £kom any kind of productive dialogue were the charges of 

deliberate falsification IeveUed by some of Pearson's antagonists. Alfred Marshall for 

instance accused the biometricians of speciaüy selecting and rnanipulating their data in one 

minor section of the fist report, where they had calculated the average eamings for the 

alcoholic and non-alcoholic groups.''9 Keynes also became preoccupied with this fruitless 

line of attack, thinking that he had caught Pearson in the act of cheating. When he closely 

examined the tables of raw data on wages, Keynes found that Pearson had evidently included 

fictitious cases in his statistical andysis in order to strengthen his argument that drinkers 

eamed as much as sober workers.ltO However, Pearson had not in fact been deliberately 

dishonest, and he successfidiy countered this attack by explaùiing how the tables of wages 

had been assembled and what their true purpose was.'*' 

The level of personai hostiiity in the temperance-biometrician debate escalated M e r  

when the temperance doctors Horsley and Mary Sturge joined the fiay in November 

19 1 O.'* They had been incited to action d e r  the editor of the British Medical J m m l  came 

out in favour of the biometricians. The senior author Horsley was likely responsible for the 

style and content of their joint submissions to the BMJ, which fkequently adopted a sarcastic 

ll%shall, "Alcoholism and Efficiency," Z h  Times, July 7, 19 10, p. 12. 

'*'John Maynard Keynes, "Influence of Parental Alcoholism," J m m i  of the Royal 
Statistical Society 74 ( 1  9 1 0) : 1 1 7-2 1 . 

'2'~arl Pearson, "Influence of Parental Alcoholism," Journal of the Royal Statisticul 
Society 74 (191 1): 221-29. 

'Wary D. Sturge and Victor Horsley, ccAicohol and Degeneracy," British Medical 
JmmuI, Nov. 19, 1910, p. 1656. 



tone that mocked the perceived "intellectual confiision" of Pearson's responses and the 

pretentiousness of the "high mathematical mind."'" Yet the emhent surgeon made few 

constnictive contributions to the whole debate. Horsley completely misunderstood the 

purpose of Pearson and Elderton's analysis of the wage data in the first mernoir, as had 

Marshall and Keynes. The temperance writers thought that the biometricians wanted to 

measure the efficiency of alcoholic versils non-alcoholic workmen, in terms of their wage- 

earniog capacity. Horsley erroneously asserted that having shown the average wages of the 

two groups to be nearly equal, Pearson and Elderton then went on to draw their "chief 

generali7iition" that alcohol does not impair the health or efficiency of the drioker himseK'24 

But no such conclusion was actually drawn by the biometrical eugenists. 

Pearson and Elderton had introduced the wage data only as a way of determinhg 

whether the alcoholic parents were f i c t e d  with any pre-existing hereditary defect. They 

used the figures for wages earned by alcoholic individuais during times when they were no! 

drinking as a way of measuring their normal mental and physical capacity: "if the aicoholic 

parent were markedly inferior in physique or intelligence, his average wages would be 

markedly less thm those of the sober parent."121 Ifit twned out that the intemperate parents 

were indeed markedly iderior, then that would provide an explanation for any merences 

found between theû offspring and those of the sober group-the eugenists couid argue that 

IUSturge and Horsley, " Aico ho1 and Degeneracy," British Medical Journal, Feb. 1 1, 1 9 1 1, 
pp. 333 and 335. 

lUsturge and Horsley, "On Some of the Biological and Statistical Errors," p. 77. 

lU~lderton and Pearson, Fint Study of the Inluence of Parental Alcoholism, p. 3 1 .  



heredity rather thm environment had caused the degeneracy. Like Marshall and Keynes, 

Horsley and Sturge wasted a great deal of effort trying to expose the faults in this particular 

section of the memoir, even bluntly accusing Pearson of having fabricated data.'" Yet they 

never pointed out the obvious absurdity of Pearson's basic premise that wages were 

detemiined primarily by biological fitness. Horsley used this one relatively minor side issue 

in an effort to discredit the entire Eugenics Laboratory report. AU he succeeded in doing 

however was to help perpetuate an erroneous, anti-temperance interpretation of the 

biometricians' fmdings on drunkenness and industrial efficiency. Moreover, Horsley's own 

blunders in tqing to correct the data and calculations in this section only enabled Pearson to 

ridicule his scientific qualifications. 

The Eugenics Laboratory published two M e r  pamphlets replying specfically to the 

medical temperance critic Horsiey, who had made numerous rnisstatements of fact and 

ailegations of "forgery." Pearson chastised him for "perverting" the intent and results of the 

wage cornparisons and explained yet again how the figures had been arrived at.ln He also 

singled out many examples of Horsley's own carelessness with data, for instance in handling 

official retum on the causes of infant deaths and in classifjing cases as teetotalers or 

drinker~. '~~ Pearson spent a great deal of time detaiiing these individual errors, but he also 

laid broader charges against Horsley's scientific work on the drink problem. Because of his 

12%turge and Horsley, "On Some of the Biological and Statistical Errors," pp. 77-8 1; 
Pearson, bLAlcohol and Degeneracy," British Medical Journal, Feb. 4, 19 1 1, p. 28 1. 

lnpearson, An Attempt to Con-ect, pp. 16-23. 

l2'1bid, pp. 13-15 and 23-26. 



obsessive devotion to the temperance cause, Sir Victor was denounced as a "man now lost to 

science."12g He was merely a temperance orator, even a "fanatic," aot an objective scientist. 

Horsley and Sturge's text Alcohol and the Human Body was likewise described as "purely a 

rhetorical production" aimed at an uneducated temperance audience. 

In Pearson's opinion, ~ m y  scientific research comected with the temperance cause was 

necessdy biased and therefore unreliable. The biometricians on the other hand claimed to 

be undertaking totdy objective research into the alcohol question and other social probiems. 

They professed to have begun the aicoholism study without any stpectation that heredity 

would prove to be more important than environment. In fact they even went so far as to 

allege that they initiaiiy anticipated finding marked dserences between the children of the 

drinking and sober g r ~ u p s . ~ ~ '  By contrast, temperance science was in Pearson's estimation 

nothing but "a perfectiy appailing mass of fanaticism," in which "any processes or data are 

sufficient, Xthey can be made to support a preconceived opinion."'" He never cited any 

other workers in the alcohol field because he believed none of their studies had any scientific 

or statistical value. When Horsley for instance oEered up evidence firom clinical studies 

showing that alcohol codd indeed damage offspring, Pearson devoted many pages to 

'?Pearson, "Alcohol and Degeneracy," British Medicai Jmmal, Jan. 7, 19 1 1, p. 5 1. 

13"Pearson, "Alcohol and Degeneracy," British Medical J m I ,  Dec. 24, 19 10, p. 2000. 

13'~lderton and Pearson, First S t d j  of the Influence of Parental Alcoholism, p. 3 1. 

'32Pearson, An Attempt to Correct, p. 36; Pearson and Eldertoq Second Study of the 
Infrence of Parental Alcoholism, p. 25. 



demolishing the credibility of this work. "' His pemsal of the existing medical and scientifïc 

temperance literature had convinced him that 

the whole "scientific" bais of the movement was worthiess. The men who 
were demonstrating the evil to the offspring of aicohol-using parents were 
doing so in nine cases out of ten by statistics, which they had no more notion 
how to handle properly than boys in an elementary school-'" 

AU of Pearson's adversaries agreed that his first study on alcoholism and offspring 

contained one key flaw that was never addressed to their satisfaction: it had not taken into 

account the question of whether the children in the two sample populations had been bom 

before or &er their parents started drinkiog. Their heavy reliance on this particular argument 

Uustrates well the continuhg cornmitment of the temperance rnovement to the racial poison 

theory of the action of alcohol on germ ceIIs or fetus. The idea of deleterious pre-natal 

effects of alcohol had long consituted one important argument for total abstinence and drink 

control legislation. But as 1 s h d  emphasize in the remahder of this chapter, the 

biometricians' refutation of this popular theory was ais0 recognized as problematic from a 

eugenic perspective. The critics who responded to Pearson not only supported the anti- 

aicohol cause but aiso feared that national and racial deciine wodd result fiom the 

promulgation of erroneous scientific uiformation about the risks of parental drinking. 

133 Pearson and Elderton, Second Study of the Influence of Parenfoi Alcoholism, p. 29. 
This entire pamphlet was devoted to cntiquing some po pular temperance studies. 

1 34 Pearson, An Affempt to Correct, p. 36. Always the elitist, he ascribed the low standards 
of temperance science not only to the fact that it was statisticdy naive and designed to fit 
preconceived ideas, but dso to the strong influence of lower-class and religious elements on 
the teetotal movement, which had "grown up largely outside the influence of the educated, 
criticai, and scientific factors in our national life." Pearson and Elderton, Second Study of the 
lnflence of Parental Akoholism, pp. 5-6. 



Eugenics and the Racial Poison Iïieory 

The British LarnSLrckian style of eugenics, with its reliance on the racial poison theory 

of the origins of hereditary and congenitai degeneracy, can be clearly identified in many of 

the reactions agaiost the biometrical studies of parental alcoholism. Caleb Saleeby's 

responses to Pearson were most explicit in their eugenic content. In a paper read before a 

Iargely sympathetic audience at the Society for the Study of Inebriety, Saieeby objected that 

Pearson's conclusions regarding the effects of intemperance on offspring had created a 

situation "gravely injurious to the great cause of temperance, and to the even pa t e r ,  because 

more comprehensive, cause of eugenic~."'~~ He implied that whereas the temperance 

movement was mady concerned with alleviating the irnmediate misery, poverty, and vice 

associated with drwikenness, eugenics addressed the more senous issue of how alcohol 

impacted on ftture generations. The widely publicized 19 10 memoir had got eugenics into a 

"mess" that Saleeby was eager to clear up. He assured his audience that eugenics was not 

synonymous with biometrics and that not aii  eugenists were responsible for Pearson's 

damaging conclusions. Despite this one anodous shidy, anti-alcohol refom aimed at 

curtaiIing parental insobriety should still be considered an effective means of improving 

racial health: 

Those who are really working against alcoholism, and have some first-hand 
acquaintance with its effects must therefore not give up eugenics as 
hopeless because of recent events. '" 

'35Saleeby, "Professor Karl Pearson on Alcoholism and Offspring," pp. 53-54. 

13%id, p. 62. 



Saleeby was the est member of the Eugenics Education Society to review Ethel 

Elderton's statisticd research on the association between parental alcoholism and degeneracy 

of ofEspring. Commenting on the preliminaiy report she presented in her 1909 lecture 7he 

Relarive Strength of N m r e  d Nùture, Saleeby condemned Elderion's conclusions on the 

grounds that they contradicted universai experience and existing scient& knowledge. Yet at 

this point he was stiIi &g to acknowledge the potentid utiIity of biomeûy for defending 

eugenics against the attacks of philanthropists and social reformers.In 

The next year another assessment of the biometricians' work appeared in the pages of 

the Eugenics Review, written by Dr. W. C. SullBran Although not known as a supporter of 

the temperance cause, Sullivan had done research on matemal alcoholism and degeneration 

that was firequently cited in both the temperance and eugenics literatwe. He was one of the 

main champions of the racial poison theory at this time, and as such he criticized Elderton 

and Pearson for fading to use data suitable for answering the question of whether alcohol 

codd cause pre-natal damage. He M e r  noted that the biometricians' inexperience in 

dealing with the cliaicai phenornena of aicoholism had led them to classe far too high a 

percentage of their sample populations as "alcoholics." The Likely inclusion of many 

moderate or occasional drinkers in the alcoholic group codd explain why the average level of 

unfitness of their children was not as high as might be expected where there had actually been 

prolonged "soaking" of the parental tissues. Sullivan concluded by pronouncing that 

statisticai analysis of such imperfealy arranged data was surely a less reliable method of 

'"Caleb Saleeby, "Review of 'The Relative Strength of Numire and Nature,'" Eugenics 
Review 1 (1909-10): 214-15. 



research than cluiical observations and animal experiments. These kinds of studies had 

aiready shown decisively that alcohol abuse caused racial degeneration.I3' 

The other prominent Eugenics Society member who publicly condemned the Elderton- 

Pearson study was the president Montague Crackanthorpe. His review in the pages of The 

h e s  implied that the publication of this research would only hinder eugenists' efforts to 

Unprove the quality of the stock. In particular, the EES had been planning to give testimony 

before the government's Divorce Commission on the issue of whether alcoholism should be 

allowed as grounds for divorce owiog to its effects on offspring. But thanks to the 

contradictory findings of the Eugenics Laboratory, eugenists could no longer be seen as 

speaking with one authoritative voice on tbis issue.13g The appearance of Crackanthorpe's 

negative review prompted an immediate rejoinder from Francis Galton, who defended his 

protegé Pearson and the statisticai methods they had both pioneered. Galton was so disturbed 

by this rift between the two branches of the eugenics movement that he even considered 

resignhg fiom his position as Honorary President of the EES over this incident. l" In 

addition to Galton, a few other Eugenics Society members expressed support for Pearson and 

his controversial findings. These included Edgar Schuster, who had held the first Galton 

Research Fellowship in National Eugenics, and Archdail Reid, who gave a favourable review 

to the first aicoholism memoir even though he professed to having previously been sceptical 

138Sullivan, "Review of Pearson and Elderton," pp. 1 50-5 1. 

'39Crackanth~rpe, "Alcoholism and Offspring," p. 6.  

'"''Fraocis Galton, letter to n e  Times, June 3, 19 10, p. 6; E. S. Pearson, Km1 Pemson, p. 
63; Pearson, Life, Letters and Labours of Sir Francis Galton, vol. IDA, pp. 405-9. 



of the biometrical approach to e~genics.'~' 

Parental intemperance was also addressed in eugenic terms by the Society for the Study 

of Ineb~ety, although in that fonun the majority opinion was even more decidedly opposed to 

the Elderton-Pearson results. In January 191 1, the SSI held a special symposium to debate 

the scientific merits of the memoir. Only a few contributors defended Pearson's study, 

including Frederick Mott, who by this time had abandoned his beliefs in the transmissible 

effects of alcohol, and Hany Campbell, who had been Archdail Reid's main ally on the S SI 

Cornmittee on Heredity. On the other hand, 14 communications expressed more traditional 

views about alcohoiic heredity. Several of the SSI's temperance doaors, most notably Sir 

Alfred Pierce Gouid and G. Sims Woodhead, reiterated the idea that alcohol could indeed 

cause the deterioration of genn cells or embryos. Other SSI members who belonged to the 

Eugenics Society as well, namely Saleeby, Mary Scharlieb, Robert Jones, and R Murray 

Leslie, similarly spoke out on this occasion in favour of blastophthoria, the racial poison 

theory, and nurturai eugenics. '" 
The 191 1 SSI discussion of the ments of the first mernoir was initiated by the Society's 

1 4 ' ~ .  H. J. Schuster, "Alcohol and Eugenics," Nature 85 (1 9 1 1 ): 479-80; G. Archdall Reid, 
"Recent Researches in Alcoholisrn," Bedock: A QzmterZy Review of Scientijic 7?zmghf 1 
(1 9 12): 2 1-47. 

14*~hese brief communications were p ~ t e d  in response to an introductory paper read by 
Theodore B. Hyslop, "The Muence of Parental Alcoholisrn on the Physique and Ability of 
Offspring," British J~zrrnaf of lnebriety 8 (1 9 1 1): 1 75-2 1 5. The SSI had initiaily given a very 
warm welcome to the work of the Galton Eugenics Laboratory, urging its readers in 19 10 to 
purchase Pearson's publications because of their "helpful results" on various eugenic issues. 
Shortly after that, however, the Elderton-Pearson study of aicoholism received a whoily 
negative review. "Memoranda," British JoumaI of Inebriety 7 (1 9 10): 1 77-78, and 8 (1 9 10): 
50. 



president Theodore Hyslop, a psychiatrist and proponent of the anti-alcohol cause. Hyslop's 

speciai area of interest was the supposed mental detenoration of the Anglo-Saxon race: he 

blamed the increasing prevalence of newous disorders on the pressures of modem 

civilkation, especially overcrowding and its concomitant evils. He argued in favour of 

eugenic means of revitalizing the nation's health rather than policies that aimed to rescue 

children £tom "unsavoury environments." In particular, Hyslop beiieved that preventive 

measures such as education against parental indulgence in alcohol and regdation of the 

rnarriage of dcoholics would eventudy eliminate the necessity for building costly "hospitais, 

prisons, a s y l m  and other receptacles for the wreckage of ci~ilisation."'~~ Attention to the 

nationai drink problem was thus a matter of "the Nnnvai of the race" as weU as the 

happiness and fitness of individu al^.'^ 

Hyslop objected to some partiailady iü-mannered accusations that Pearson had made 

regarding the scientific credentials of the SSI. Pearson had at one point described the 

majority of the Society's members as biased teetotalers, as "a perfect army of critics-largely 

fiimished with old-fashioned blunderbusses," who had no valid contributions to make to 

research on alcoh01.'*~ Hyslop was quick to point out that the Society had no such adherence 

'"~heodore Hyslop, "Alcoholism and Mental Disease," in T. N. Kelynack, ed., 7he Drznk 
Problem in ifs Medico-Sociiological Aspects. By Fourteen Medical Authorities (London: 
Methuen, 1 907), pp. 99-1 0 1. He had similarly disaissed the role of alcohol in the 
deterioration of the nation and the race in his essay "The wtality of a Nation," British 
J m m I  of Inebriety 3 (1906); 156-80. 

'UTheodore Hyslop, "The Study of Alcohoiism," British Journa1 of lnebriety 8 ( 1  9 10): 4. 

14'Pearson and Elderton, Second Study of the Influence of Parental AIcohoIism, pp. 25-27. 
Pearson wondered whether the SSI's more respectable members, such as CIiEord Allbutt and 
Wfiarn Oder, knew about the "gross absurdities" that were regularly published in the 



to teetotal or prohibitionist principles: 'We profess to study. We have no axe to grind, no 

doctrine to disseminate, and no sermon to preach."" In his analysis of the ongoing clash 

over the Pearson memoir, he declared that the members of the SSI were generdy "in 

sympathy with the aims of the Eugenics Laboratory" ifnot with their methods or their policy 

conclusions. His remarks were intended to encourage cc£iiendly coliaboration" between the 

biometrical and temperance sides, and consequently he alone among the cntics sought a 

compromise position. Whereas once he had b l y  attributed d e f a s  in the offspring to 

parental drinking itseK Pearson's study had now taught him to consider a second possible 

explanation, namely inherited neuro-psychosis. Hyslop could thus claim a measure of 

objectivity in this debate, since this new investigation had led him to "discard [his] previous 

c~nceptions."'~~ Nevertheless, he still argued that aicohol could directly damage offspring. 

His professional experience assured him that alcohol accentuated the devolution of aiready 

degenerate stocks, whiie animal experiments had already s h o w  that it codd produce 

weakened progeny in otherwise normal stocks. 

John Maynard Keynes's special interest in the eugenics movement was evident fiom the 

fact that he served as treasurer of the Cambridge University Eugenics Society fiom 19 1 1 to 

19 13 and joined the London branch of the EES in 19 19. la hiring his dispute with Pearson, 

'&~yslop, "Influence of Parental Alcoholism," p. 1 75. 

'47162d, pp. 175-76. 

'"Much later Keynes delivered the EES's annual Galton Lechire, on "Some Economic 
Consequences of a Declining Population," Eugenics Review 29 (1 937): 13-1 7. On Keynes's 
participation in the Cambridge Society see Mazumdar, Eugenics, Human Genetics and 



Keynes expressed concerns about dcoholism as a problem for the fùture of the race as well as 

for suffering individuais and families. He explained that the "practicai conciusion" to be 

drawn fiom the biometrical study was that preventing dninkenness do very littie for the 

children. The improvement of the next generation must be effected by other rnean~."'~~ As 

his biographer has pointed out, although Keynes embraced the eugenics cause he was never 

sympathetic to the mainline style of positive eugenics which stressed raising the birthrate of 

the better social classes. Such a philosophy did not accord with his own economic theory that 

smaller families were the "means to the good Me."'" Like Keynes, Alfred Marshall was also 

weil aware of the racial aspect of the drink problem. He recognized that Pearson's invalid 

conclusions would do nothing to " M e r  the improvement of the race.""' 

The Iast of the major participants in the debate with the biometricians, the temperance 

doctors Horsley and Sturge, also contributed to eugenic discourses on alcohol. In their joint 

work AIcohol ami the Human Body, they had explicitly stated that the study of the effects of 

aicoholism and other extemal factors on offspring was to be counted as a problem in 

eugenics, or the "science of good-begetting." Research into human heredity had clearly 

14<eynes, "Influence of Parental Alcoholism," p. 343. 

'50Skidelsky, John Mqynmd Keynes, vol. 1, p. 226. 

'S'~arshall, "Alcoholism and Efficiency," The Times, July 7, 191 0, p. 12. In an eariier 
essay on the London poor and urban degeneration, Marshall had bemoaned the fact that the 
poor tended to tum to drink for relief from their tedious lives, leading to physical and moral 
deterioration. "And as to their children, the more of them grow up to manhood, the lower 
wiii be the average physique and the average morality of the coming generation." Marshall, 
"The Housing of the London Poor," Contempotmy Review 45 (1 8 84): 228. 



shown tbat the "sins of the fathers'" could be inflicted upon their descendants: "for a child to 

be redy wefl-boni at least two generations of healthy men and women must have played 

their part honestly and ~ e l l . " ' ~  Horsley and Sturge also commented on the fact that 

Elderton's study had implications for eugenics as well as for the temperance movement. If 

eugenists chose to repudiate the racial effects of alcohol based on scientifïc hdings that 

tumed out to be incorrect, then "very grave injury" would be done to the science of human 

bettement. lS3 

AU of these doctors and social scientists argued that fi0111 a eugenic standpoint the main 

issue in their clash with the biometrical eugenists was the validity of the theory of germinal 

and ernbryonic poisoning caused by the external agent alcohol. Among numerous social 

surveys of intemperate families and populations that had been conducted during the last few 

decades, oniy the biometricians' work failed to corroborate this theory. The cntics tried to 

explain away its unexpected findings in part by asserting that Elderton had defined no true 

teetotaling control group for cornparison with the drinkers.'" More importantiy though, 

lS2~orsley and Sturge, Akohol and the Human Body, pp. 242-43. Horsley never joined 
the Eugenics Society, but Sturge was liaed on its membership rolls nom 1908 to 19 1 1. 

'"Sturge and Horsley, "On Some of the Biological and Statistical Errors," p. 72. 

lY~lderton and Pearson did not hide the fact that their "sober" or "non-aicoholic" group 
included many moderate or occasional drinkers, where the use of alcohol "does not appear to 
interfere with the health of the individual or the welfare of the home." Elderton and Pearson, 
First Siuùy of the Influence of Parental Alcoholism, p. 3. But the temperance critics such as 
Horsley believed that even minimal levels of alcohol consumption could affect the health of 
drinkers and their progeny, and hence argued that inclusion of this category of drinkers might 
have skewed the biometricians' results. Shirge and Horsley, "On Some of the Biological and 
Statistical Errors," pp. 74-75. Pearson however easily neutralized this lhe of attack by 
regrouping his data and demonstrating mathematically that the offspring of the known 
teetotaiers were actually Iess fit than those of the larger sober class. Pearson, "Aicohol and 



Wtually every commentator focused on the issue of the timing of the parents' drinking habits 

relative to the conception and birth of offspring. Perhaps the well-known effects of pre-natal 

toxicity had not been manifested in Elderton's sample populations because most of the 

parents had become intemperate only Mer their children were bom. Marshall, Keynes, 

Horsley, Saleeby, and most of the participants in the SSI symposium thus argued that the 

biometricians' research was completely vaiueless for answering any questions about pre-natal 

effects because it lacked the crucial data "as to the habits of the parents at the time of the 

birth of the children."'55 

For his part, Pearson always implied that his laboratory's alcoholism studies had been 

designed to test the magnitude of both pre- and post-natal innuences on offspring. Yet he 

and his CO-authors made little effort to distinguish between these two possible causes of 

degeneracy. Evidently such details were considered irrelevant given the general hdiog that 

no signifcant correlation existed between parental drink habits and the health and ability of 

offsp~g.'" Some of Pearson's responses to the cntics did however make specifk reference 

Degeneracy," British Medical Journal, Jan. 7, 1 9 1 1, p. 50. 

'5%arshall, "Alcoholism and Efficiency," The Times, July 7, 19 10, p. 12. None of the 
critics discussed the "nurtural" side of the question, or in other words the question of whether 
breastfeeding by alcoholic mothers was dangerous or the likely harrn done to children 
growing up in alcoholic homes. AU were completely preoccupied with the notion of pre- 
natal poisoning. 

'56~lderton and Pearson, First Sludy of the Influence of Parental Alcoholism, p. 2. Despite 
his remarks about the irrelevance of alcohol-induced infant mortalities, Pearson usualiy 
seemed to have in mind the influence of unwholesome domestic conditions on infants and 
young chiidren when he spoke of alcohol as an environmental factor. This would accord with 
other studies his biometricians undertook meamring whether such traits as the health, vision, 
or intelligence of offspring were correlated with factors such as overcrowding, malnutrition, 
and matemal employment . 



to possible damage to the germ plasm or fetus. He asserted for instance that the importance 

of any h d  of ante-natal action had been "grossly exaggerated" by temperance writers nich 

as Saleeby and Horsley "for the purpose of propagandist effect."'n In other lectures he 

similarly questioned the reality of observed high rates of degenerate births resulting f?om 

dninkemess at the Mie of con~eption.~~' He was willing to admit that Auguste Forel's 

theory of blastophthoria "may or may not be tnie" physioiogically, since it was at least 

hypotheticdy possible that germ ceils could become degraded in certain adverse 

circumstances. For him however the key fact was that no statistical evidence had so far been 

found to support this hypothesis, and thus he labelled the racial poison theory a product of 

partisanship and not good science. lSg 

Pearson also would have objected to any suggestion that the alcoholic habit or other 

morbid conditions could be passed on to offspring through Lamarckian inheritance. As an 

adherent of Weismann's principle of the continuity of the germ plasm, Pearson accused the 

medical and temperance critics of his 1 9 10 memoir of still accepting, "without fùil 

knowledge of modem theories of heredity, the view that somatic variations produced by habit 

or environment are at once influentid in changing the character of the germ-plasm."'" But in 

fact none of his opponents tried to defend a tme Lamarckian mechanisrn of transmitted 

LnPearson, An Attempt to Correct, p. 3 8. 

"'Karl Pearson, SocidProbZems: Their Treatment, Past. Plesent, and Future, Questions 
of the Day and of the Fray V, (London: Dulau, 19 12), pp. 24-26; and Groundwork of 
Eugenics, pp. 1 6- 1 7. 

'Pearson and Elderton, Second Shrdy of the Influence of Parental AlcohoZism, p. 23. 

'60Pearso~ An Attempt to Correct, p. 23. 



degeneracy, since by this time the racial poison theory had emerged as the more popular 

scientifïc explmation for alcoholic heredity. 

Pearson's attempts to explain how his data did in fact address the crucial question posed 

by the racial poison theorists-whether or not the parents' drinking had preceded the birth of 

the offspring-only introduced M e r  confusion into the whole controversy. Pearson 

objected that this same aiticism couid have been laid against any of the social surveys 

commonly cited with approval by temperance reformers: no one ever coiiected data on 

precisely when the parental alcoholism had set i d 6 '  Despite the fact that his opponents were 

cleatly holding his work to a higher standard than temperance science itself, Pearson stiii 

tned in vain to explain why his two sample populations have inchided offspring who 

had been exposed to alcohol before birth. At k t  he merely asserted that because the 

drinkers had about equd numbers of younger and older children, then "if some children were 

bom before parentai alcoholism had started, some were certainly bom after, and therefore this 

mixed category shouid be worse than the category containhg children whose parents have 

not been alcoholic at But the cntics responded that the toxic effects of alcohol wouid 

only be seen if the majority of the children had been exposed, not just "some." They M e r  

suggested that damage to the germ plasm would only occur where the parents had been 

alcoholic for a long period of time.lg Pearson argued that it was highly dike1y that aii or 

16'Pearson and Elderton, Second Study of the Influence of Parental A lcoholism, pp. 6- 1 3; 
Pearson, "Alcohol and Degeneracy," British Medical Journal, Nov. 26, 19 10, p. 1746. 

'"Pearson, Supplemeni: Repïy to the Cambridge Economisîs, p. 1 5 .  

I6%eynes, "Muence of Parental Alcoholisiq" p. 343; Sturge and Horsley, "Alcohol and 
Degeneracy," British Mediurl J m d ,  Nov. 19, 19 10, p. 1656. 



rnost of the alcoholics had become so within just the past few years, or in other words &er 

the birth of their youngest children.'" He was also quite justified in pointing out that if 

indeed rnost of the parents in his sample had become aicoholic ody d e r  their child bearing 

years, as his opponents claimed, then this effeaively negated their belief that alcohol posed a 

serious threat to the race: 

If parents who were dcoholic before the conception of their children are not 
in our alcoholic group, but ail those parents became alcoholic after the birth 
of their children, where, then, are the parents whose alcoholism before the 
conception of their children is producing the extensive evils on which Sir 
Victor Horsley discourses at such length?16' 

The biometricians' general conclusion that parental alcohol consumption could not 

significantiy harm offspring sparked immediate outrage fiom both the temperance and 

eugenics comrnunities because it was perceived as supplying a "safe nile of conduct" that 

would eventually lead to the production of more degeneracy in the British population. 

According to Pearson's hard hereditarian doctrine of alcohoiism, only those intemperate 

ind~duals afnicted with an inbom mental disorder were at rkk to give rise to similarly 

defective offspring. The majority of heavy drinkers apparentiy posed Little threat to the 

overall fitness of their children, even though their families surely suffered other miseries 

owing to eequent dninkenness. Non-mainline eugenists such as Saleeby thus interpreted 

Pearson's doctrine as an attempt to remove the dcohol question entirely fiom the reah of 

'@Pearson and Elderton, Second Siudy of the Influence ofpurentai Alcoholism, p. 8;  
Pearson, "Alcohol and Degeneracy," British Medical Journal, Jan. 7 ,  1 9 1 1, p. 5 1, and Feb. 4, 
1911, pp. 279 and 281. 

16'Pearson, "Alcohol and Degeneracy," British Medical Journal, Dec. 24, 19 10, p. 2000. 



eugenics. His many critics M e r  believed that their own theories of dcoholic heredity 

implied a more efficient rneans of revitalizing national health. Ifalcohol use before or during 

pregnancy could indeed harm the next generation of the race, then racial decay could be 

arrested by removing fîom the environment this root cause of hereditary and congenitd 

degeneracy . 

me llrgency of Preventiw Eugenics 

According to Saleeby's scheme of preventive eugenics, social policies designed to 

encourage or compel parents and prospective parents to avoid exposure to alcohol and other 

racial poisons had to be recognized as the "most urgent and comprehensive and duty" 

of the temperance reformer and eugenist alike.'66 Saleeby conceded that for the moment 

there was still a great need for facilities to confine dysgenic social elements such as 

hereditary inebnates and the feebleminded. Over tirne, however, such facilities would 

become less and less important as the emphasis shifted to preventing healthy germ plasm 

from becoming spoiled in the first place. Attention to the racial effects of alcohol, syphilis, 

or lead could therefore contribute more to the cause of race bettement than could locking up 

stocks already reduced to a degenerate state. Negative eugenics aione couid not Save a race 

from graduai hereditaty decay whiie the racial poisons were ailowed to continue replenishing 

the supply of defective stocks: 

The idea that we shaü pur@ the race fiom its morbid elements even by the 
most rigorous and absolute segregation and sterilisation of unsatisfactory 

'"Saleeby, cTrofessor Karl Pearson on Alcoholism and Offspring," p. 66. 



individuals, though pmctised upon a scale undreamt of by anyone, is seen to 
be mythcal. AU the time new degeneracy is being originated in and through 
the healthy persons whom the purely Danvinian-Gakonian idea of selection 
assumes to be beyond need of any protection?' 

Thus as Saleeby explained, "the need of negative eugenics is simply an expression of 

the neglect of preventive eugenics in the past."'" His allies Victor Horsley and Mary Sturge 

similarly insiaed that the best means of curbing racial decay would be to identify the original 

sources of degeneracy-namely the poisons such as alcohol and syphilis which couid tum 

once healthy stocks into diseased. These temperance writers therefore favoured Sdeeby's 

style of preventive eugenics over the mainline, hard hereditarian doctrine that suggested the 

only possible solution was the segregation or sterilization of defective individuals. The 

creation of degenerates could be checked before it became necessary to "spend money freely" 

on the care and seclusion of the unfit in asylums, prisons, and workhouses: 

We would point out that it is no less the duty of science to indicate the cause 
or causes of this state of things, in order that masures which are really 
preventive and remedial may take the place of those which, for want of 
fuller knowledge, are at present in vogue. It is not sufncient to spend money 
freely in striving to isolate these "degeneratesY' nor even in attempting to 
educate their permanently irnpaired brains; some scheme is needed whereby 
their creation shall be checked, and such flagrant deterioration of nerve 
tissue be prevented fiom ocairring. In as far as this deterioration is due to 
taking of a drug or dmgs, we contend that the State ought certainly to 
interfere and strive to improve the social habits of the community, when 
these habits threaten to undermine national efficiency and vitality.'" 

In this ad-dcohol text, Horsley and Sturge called for legislative action to help improve the 

'"Saleeby, "Imperia1 Eugenics," p. 466. 

'"Caleb Saleeby, A Minisv  of Healih und the Racial Poisons (Birmingham: Templar 
Printing, 1918), p. 3.  

'69br~ley and Sturge, Aicohol and the Humrm Body, p. 254. 



condition of the mother for the sake of the %turc of the nation." The most important aspect 

of matemal environment was the influence of drinking upon the traits of the unbom or 

newbom child. Although these authon never stated which specinc drink control policies 

they favoured, their ideas about rnie preventive and remedial eugenic measures iikely wodd 

have included reducing the m b e r  of drink seiiers' licenses or perhaps even excluding 

women and children nom aU drinking e~tablishments.'~~ 

According to the racial poison theorists, more and more families of sound English nock 

would be destroyed ifthey took Pearson's erroneous advice and allowed their unbom 

children or their germ plasm to be exposed to al~ohol.~" Biometricians and other advocates 

of hard hereditarian eugenics were wrong to deny the well-established fact that e x t e d  

factors could alter the hereditary material, and to focus exclusively on "selection for 

parenthood among raciai potentialities assumed to be inherently unalterable." '" Moreover, 

the few thousand hereditary inebriates whom Pearson and bis colleagues were so anxious to 

keep locked up in the speciai system of reformatories sureiy represented a less serious 

menace to the biologicai quality of the race than did the nlln of innumerable healthy stocks 

owing to alcohoiic habits in the population at large. 

Elderton and Pearson's first alcoholism study had suggested that the majority of 

drinkers in the generai population posed little threat of producing defective offspring. Given 

the biometricians' tendency to seek hereditarian explanations for ali human traits and 

'''lbid, p. 250. 

17' Sdeeby, "Professor Karl Pearson on Alcoholism and Offspring," p. 62. 

"%Ieeby, Minisiry of Healthl p. 2. 



disorders, it seems likely that these researchers had initidy expected to discover physical and 

mental stigmata of hereditary degeneration in some portion of the 15-30% of working-class 

parents found to be intemperate in their sample groups. But having refùted this assumption 

statistically, the Eugenics Laboratory workers next chose another strategy for proving that 

alcoholism-like many other social ills-could only be eliminated through negative 

eugenics: they would demonstrate the hereditary origin of extrerne alcoholism in the much 

s d e r  population of convicted chronic inebriates. In these cases it was presumed that the 

uncontrollable drink habit was due not to "opportunity and defm of moral influence," but 

instead to an inherited nervous diathesis.'" The biometricians claimed that out of the 3000 or 

so women who had found their way to the inebnates reformatories since 1899, about two- 

thirds of these were mentally deficient owing to hereditary defect. This meant that out of 1.7 

d o n  convictions for dninkemess among women in England since 1899, ody a tiny 

fiaction (iess than O. 1%) of the nation's total number of female drunkards were appropriate 

candidates for permanent eugenic segregation. Pearson and bis CO-workers were thus 

ln~earson, An Attempt to Correct, p. 42. The Eugenics Laboratory's two publications on 
"extreme alcoholists" were CO-authored by Pearson, Amy Banington, who was their 
"cornputer" or person who performed the tedious manual calculations, and David Heron, who 
had been the Galton Research Fellow since 1907 and then was promoted to the position of 
assistant director of the Department of Applied Statistics in 19 13. Their first report, 
published in December 19 10, made use of incomplete records kept on 535 women admitted 
to the Langho Inebriates Reformatory in Lancashire since its certification in 1904. The 
second and more definitive study, published by Heron in 1912, used data from 865 women 
sentenced to ali 1 1 certifiai reformatories that operated during the years 1907- 1909. The 
latter data had been collected personally by Robert Welsh Branthwaite and published in his 
1909 inspecter's report. In both samples, 63-64% of the women were classified as suffering 
fiom some degree of mental imbalance, ranghg fiom "eccentric, suy, du& [or] senile" to 
cluiically insane. B h g t o n ,  et al., Preliminary Sludy of Erbeme Alcoholim, p. 8. 



compeiled to conclude that severe alcoholism had only minimal relevance to the problem of 

racial decay and a programme of negative eugenics: 

We do not propose the segregation of al l  extreme cases of alcoholism, but 
the segregation of the mentdy defectives, as they form one, if not the 
principal, source of such extreme cases. Further, we think it unreasonable 
that facts relating to perhaps 0.1% of convicted inebriates should be stated as 
applying to the whole alcohol-using section of the community.'" 

At the same time though, the eugenic fundon of the inebnates reformatories was made 

to seem aii the more urgent given the inspecter R W. Branthwaite's data on the high ferhlity 

of mentdy deficient fernale dnuikards. Branthwaite reported that in one sample 865 

incarcerated women had so Eü. given birth to 2589 children; among these were 554 feeble- 

minded inebriates who had had 1672 children between them. The biometricians manipulated 

these vital statistics in such a way as to support their assumptions about the dangerously large 

f d y  skes of degenerate stocks. As Heron summed up his interpretation of the data, "if we 

tum to the families of the inebrïates who are classified as mentally defective or insane, the 

'74Barrington, et al, Prelirninary Shrdy of Ertreme Alcoholim, p. 44. The biometricians' 
figure of 1.7 million convicted female dninkards was odd in that it actually referred to total 
number of convictions and did not take into account repeat offenders. Their figure of 2000 
weak-rninded inebriates referred only to those who had actually been confined to the 
reformatories since legislation went into effect, leaving no suggestion that the legd system 
had missed many more like them who deserved to be incarcerated on eugenic grounds. 
During the 1880s and 90s, there were an average of around 250,000 cornmittais for 
dnrnke~ess annudy in Britain, comprising 145,000 separate individuals, of whom 33,000 
were women. There were also estimated to be 1 1,000 female habitual dninkards with 10 or 
more prison sentences recorded against the-presumably many of these could have been 
identified as victims of innate degeneracy. For data on drunicemess convictions, see Leon 
Radzinowicz and Roger Hood, "Curing and Restricting the Habitua1 Drunkard," in A History 
of Englsh Criminal Law rmd its A d m i n i s a i o  1 7.50 (London: Stevens, 1 986), vol. 5, 
p. 301. 



picture that is presented to us is a terrible one.""' Heron conveniently excluded the 250 

childless women in Branthwaite's sample in order to corne up with an average number of 

children per aicoholic mother of 4.3, which was pronounced an unusually high birthrate 

without fiimishing any comparative statistics. Yet Branthwaite had actually found that the 

reformatory inmates had a lower birthrate than the national average. Those who were 

married or who had "rendered themselves liable to maternity" by cohabiting with men or 

working as prostitutes had on average only 3.1 5 offspring. Branthwaite himself supplied 

another ad hoc expianation for why his data resulted in "a lower figure than it would 

otherwise be." He presumed that an immoral Mestyle of promismous intercourse had caused 

sterility in many of these women, and hence concluded with unjustified confidence that 

without any undue straining of the statistics, there seems to be every reason for 
assuming that aicoholism does not check fertility. On the contrary, it seems rather 
to favour it, and would probably do so to a material extent but for the tendency of 
inebriate women to become immoral and consequently more or less sterile. 17' 

In the two memoirs on extreme aicoholism, Pearson, Barrington, and Heron drew 

unequivocal conclusions about the hereditary etiology of mental deficiency and habitua1 

dninkenness, despite a lack of definite information on this point from the inebriates 

refomatories' data. At first they had been forced to acknowledge their inability to provide 

'7%eron, Second Shrdy of Eiclreme Alcoholism, pp. 78-83, especidy p. 80. 

'76~obert W. Branthwaite, Report of the I q e c i o r  under the Inebriaies Acts. for the Year 
1909, Parliamentary Papers, 191 1, XXD( (London: HMSO, 191 l), pp. 35-36. He regrouped 
his data in order to show that the "moral" women (marrieci, widowed, or cohabited) had an 
average of 4.72 children each, while the "immoral" women (prostitutes) had only 1.84 
children each. The former figure was taken as the expected nom for the inebriate 
population. 



any direct evidence for hentability. They could merely insist that "a study of the pedigrees of 

degenerate stocks certainly supports this interpretation," whereas many of their own 

deductions nom such a small sample group were "probabilities or suggestions rather than 

demonstration~."~" The case for innate mental deficiency was based maùily on the 

observation that a large number of convicted inebriate women had worked as prostitutes (as 

many as one-quarter to one-third of the sample populations). Although these inebriates as a 

group turned out to be of more nearly n o d  intelligence than the non-prostitutes, it was said 

that their choice of profession itself reflected their inherent imrnorality-which the 

biometricians interpreted as another manifestation of nervous weakness. Based on relatively 

srna11 correlation coefficients of M. 1 between prostitution and intensity of alcoholism 

(measured in terms of number of convictions for drunkemess) and W.25 between 

prostitution and bad conduct while in the reformatory, they concluded that these women mua 

have started Me with some character flaw that drew them to this Mestyle. The concluding 

remark in this section of the first report only drew attention to the tenuous nature of this 

whole argument: "We need more data to unravel these complexities, but they smack more of 

hereditary than environmental products." '" 

'"Barrington, et al., Prel iminq Sludy of W e m e  Alcoholim, pp. 37 and 39. Elsewhere 
Pearson was even reduced to citing the work of several continental researchers demonstrating 
that habitua1 drunkards often had famdy histones of insanity and epilepsy, despite his 
expressed contempt for aIi such previous research on alcohol problems. Pearson, An At~empt 
to Correct, pp. 40-41. 

'78~aningt0n, et al., Prelimirmy S ~ d j  of Extreme Alcoholism, pp. 3 0-33. In the follow- 
up study, David Heron put forward similarly indirect arguments for the hereditary diathesis. 
He contended that the existence of a relatively large proportion of epileptics in the convicted 
inebriate population (5%, as compared to 0.1% in the general population), combined with the 



Fomuiately for the biometricians, they had little need to defend their theory of inherited 

predisposition to alcoholism and other mental defeds since this had long been a popular 

doctrine, orighted as we have seen by degeneratioh psychiatrists and inebnety doctors. 

Hence their second series of memoirs on extreme alcoholism in adults never provoked the 

kind of animosity that their first work denying the effects of parental drinking on offspring 

had. The idea that habitual intemperance was one of the stigmata of hereditary degeneracy 

remained especially popular among inebriety treatment specialists such as Inspecter 

Branthwaite, who was the biometricians' principal authority on the heritabiiity of alcoholism 

and the inefficacy of curing mentdy defective dninkards." Even Saleeby, who had 

repeatedly caiied for the withdrawal of the original Elderton-Pearson report on parental 

intemperance, could agree with their view that in some cases severe aicoholism was a sign of 

faa that epilepsy was highly correlated with weak intellect, indicated that ail three conditions 
must have the same cause, namely neuropathic heredity. Heron, Second Study of ktreme 
Alcoholism, p. 52. The biometricians m e r  suggested that the hereditq nature of extreme 
chronic alcohoiism was evident from the fact that the condition was usually incurable. They 
noted for example that one study of 156 patients released nom the Lancashire reformatory 
showed a relapse rate of 6 1 %, a figure which was rernarkably close to the 63% of inebnates 
judged to be mentaily deficient. The implication was that the hereditary defecttives and the 
recidivists must have been one and the same, although this was never detennined for certain. 
Barrington, et al., Preliminmy Stu@ of W e m e  Alcoholisni, p. 42. 

"%ranthwaite's hereditarian presuppositions were expounded especially in his 1909 
Inspecter's Report, where he also reported that only 2.5 to 3 out of every 1 O00 alcohol users 
should be classified as habituai dninkards with a "psycho-neurotic faut." Brmthwaite had 
by this tirne declared the reformatory experiment a failure in its original goals: consistently 
low cure rates meant that these institutions were oniy serving a custodial and eugenic 
hction. He therefore agreed with the eugenist Heron that indefinite segregation to prevent 
procreation ought to be the primary rationale for continuhg to run these reformatories. 
Branthwaite, Report of the Impector for the Yem 1909, pp. 15- 16; Heron, Second Study of 
Erireme Alcoholism, p. 78. 



hereditary neuropathic taint. 

This part of the case has been proved up to the hilt over and over again; and 
though its existence is unknown to the biometricians, it is familiar to ail midents 
of alcoholism and psychiatry, and is challenged by no one who has ever studied 
either alcohoiism or feeble-mhdedness at first-hand. ''O 

Saleeby therefore advocated negative eugenic measures to deter "chronic, incurable, 

feeble-minded" inebnates from passing on their degenerate gem plasm: 

We have yet to learn that though intemperance is often a sin, it is often more 
properly to be caiied a syrnptom-a symptom of nervous degeneracy, of 
which the most familiar fonn is what is what we cal1 feebie-mindedness. . . . 
The business of those who believe in Eugenics, or Race-Culture, is to regard 
the alcoholism as a flag of warning, which declares the individual to be 
unworthy for parenthood. 18' 

However, Saieeby and other racial poison theorists insisted that Pearson's theory of 

degeneration did not describe the only possible relationship between alcohoiism and mental 

deficiency, since alcohol abuse wuld be a cause as weli as a symptom of degeneration. 

Referring to the Eugenics Laboratoiy studies on reformatory patients, Saleeby warned that a 

distinction had to be made between these two possibilities. The investigator "must 

distinguish real alcoholism, with its inevitable soakage of the germinal tissues, and possible 

blastophthoria, fiom the inebriety of the feeble-minded who may take very linle alcohol at 

'"Saleeby, "Professor Karl Pearson on Alcoholism and Offspring," p. 56. 

lS1Caleb Saleeby, Alcohol and Pmenthood (London: Church of England Temperance 
Society, 1912), pp. 10-1 1. 

' =Saleeby, "Alcohol and Degeneracy," British Medical Journal, Feb. 1 1, 1 9 1 1, p. 3 3 3. 



nte Originr of Hereditary Degeneration 

The competing hard and soft hereditarian theories of degeneration M e r  differed in 

their assurnptions about what counted as the "root cause" of degeneracy. For Pearson and 

other mainline eugenists, the hereditary diathesis itself was the ultimate explanation for 

various diseases and social problem ranging fiom epilepsy to aicoholism to pauperism. 

Hence the only way to eliminate these problems was through restrictive eugenics, which 

usually meant permanent segregation By this means the eugenist had to "endeavour to cut 

offat its source the production of degenerate stocks."'" On the other hand, soft hereditarians 

such as Saleeby believed that in order to cut off degeneracy at its source the eugenist had to 

seek the causes of tbis diathesis in certain conditions of the ancestral environment. Thus 

Pearson's adversaries protested that in the Eugenics Laboratory research reports "no attention 

has been paid to the question of the origin of defects such as bring the individual under the 

ban of negative eugenics."'" 

Saleeby in partidar tried to draw attention to what he d e d  the "primary factors of 

race-destruction," namely the diseases and poisons that caused germ detenoration in 

previously healthy stocks.18' He recognized that with their decision to disregard the problem 

of origios, the biometricians were repeating an error made a few yean earlier by the Royai 

Commission on the Care and Control of the Feeble-minded. In that forum, the question of 

the ongins of defective germ plasm had been debated at some length. Saleeby borrowed the 

'*Pearson and Elderton, Second Study of the Influence of ParentaI Alcoholism, p. 1 .  

184 Caleb Saieeby, "Alcoholism and Eugenics," British Journal of lnebriety 7 ( 1  909): 9. 

"'Saleeby, "Professor Karl Pearson on Alcoholism and Offspring," p. 53. 



language used by the Commissioners and many of their witnesses who had referred to 

feeblemindedness, alcoholism, and other hereditary defeds as simply "spontaneous" 

occurrences. He feared that the general public might misunderstand this idea of 

spontaneously arising inboni diseases as meaning "due to no causes" and therefore despair of 

aay hope of checking hereditary decay.lg6 But anyone who could believe that deletenous 

variations had no d i s c e d e  causes had to be ignorant of wntemporary scientific knowledge 

demonstrating that racial poisons damaged reproductive tissues and led to the production of 

defeaive offspring. Most leading British eugenists were guilty of such ignorance, since 

"hitherto official eugenic research has concerned itseifentirely with transmission and not at 

all with origin." In one lecture before the Eugenics Society, Saleeby clearly stated the 

ciifference between bis and Pearson's ideas about cutting off degeneracy at its very 

When the eugenist has pointed out how urgent is the need of interference with the 
transmission of degeneracy, he is certain to be asked as to the origin or prime 
cause or causes of degeneracy. . . . It is our great c lah  that we begin at the 
beginning, and reckor with the nature of the individual, which the rest of the 
world takes for nought, regarding only his environment or numire. But if' it cornes 
to that, we must begin at the beginning ourselves. We might h d ,  for instance, 
that environment in preceding generations had been the beginning of the 
degeneracy we were later confkonted with. '" 

As mentioned earlier, the 1908 Royal Commission on the Feeble-minded had reached 

conclusions regarding the causes of mental defect and the validity of the racial poison theory 

1g6Saleebyy "Alcoholism and Eugenics," p. 11; and "Racial Poisons. II. Alcohol" Eugenics 
Review 2 (1910-11): 38. 

"'Saleeby, "Racial Poisons. 11. Alcohol," pp. 34-3 5 .  



that were ambiguous at best!' Most of the experts interviewed agreed that 

feeblemindedness itself was a hereditary condition and that negative eugenics should 

therefore serve as a primary justification for the permanent confinement of this deviant 

group.'" On the other hand, there was considerably Iess iinanimity on the matter of the 

causai connections between mental deficiency and alcohol abuse. Interested in the prevention 

of the condition IabeiIed feeblemindedness as well as the proper care and treatment of 

affiicted individuals, the Commissioners specificaliy asked their medical witness whether 

drinking by parents could produce mental degeneracy in the progeny. 

Several respondents took the position later corroborated by the biometricians' alcohol 

research, namely that environmental factors were entirely unrelated to the hereditary 

predisposition to feeblemindedness and habitua1 inebnety. For example the distingukhed 

biologist E. Ray Ladester stated in his prepared testimony that no observational or 

experimental facts confkmed the "imaginative teachings" that alcoholism, syphilis, or other 

lS8~he purpose of this govemment investigation was to make recommendations as to the 
necessity and feasibility of h d h g  institutions for the Me-long custody of mentdy defective 
individuals who did not properly belong in insane asylums. The category "feeblerninded" 
was rather vaguely defined as an intellectual capacity less severely limited than that of so- 
called imbeciles and idiots. Medical experts speakiog before the Royal Commission 
estimated that the total number of feebleminded who required constant supervision and 
training was around 50,000, or 0.14% of the British population. The number of victims of ail 
varieties of mental deficiency was estimated at 150,000. The hdings of this Commission 
led to the passage of the 19 13 Mental Deficiency Act. Radzinowicz and Hood, "Eugenics 
Infiltrates the Pend Law: The Feeble-Minded Offender," in A History of the English 
Criminal Law, vol. 5, p. 320. 

'"See also David Barker, "How to Curb the Fertility of the Unfit: The Feeble-minded in 
Edwardian Britain," Oxford Review of Education 9 (1 983): 197-2 1 1; and Lucia Zedner, 
Women, Crime and Custody in Victorian Englmtd (Oxford: Clarendon, 199 l), pp. 264-96. 



disease in the parent could produce an underdeveloped bain in the offspring. He supplied a 

genetic explanation for feeblernindedness as an atavistic innate defect, in which 90% of cases 

came fkom parents with a similady "primitive animal condition of cerebral a~tivity."'~~ 

Archdall Reid m e r  argued that the question of what causes the trait of mental deficiency to 

appear "is part of the general problem of the origin of variations," and not attributable "to 

deletenous agencies, disease, intemperance, privation, and the k e ,  which produce 'morbid' 

changes in parents." 

We have no option but to accept the belief held by most students of heredity, that 
variations as disthguished from acquirements, are "spontaneous" in the sense that 
they are not due to morbid or other conditions, but to an innate tendency displayed 
by al living creatures to produce offspring that m e r  somewhat from themselves. 
. . . In effect a variation is an experimental attempt of blind Nature to produce an 
individual better adapted to the environment than the parent. . . . Usually 
spontaneous dinérences are s d ;  occasionally they are greater, as when a child is 
boni innately deformed physicaily or defective mentally . lg' 

By and large the conclusions summarized in the final report of the Commission agreed 

with these two prominent scientific authorities, coming down on the side of inbom variation 

rather than environmental infiuence as the principal cause of mental abnormality. It was 

asserted that "a large majority ofwitnesses" had spoken out in favour of the doctrine that 

"mental defect is spontaneous in its beginnings, and has a great tendency to recur in 

descendants, and thus is tnily inbom and transmissible by inheritance."'" Furthemore, the 

Commissioners expressly denied any role to extemal factors in producing hereditary defect: 

lWReport of the Royal Commission on the Feeble-minded, 1908, XXXWII, vol. 6, p. 25 2. 

lgllb~d, pp. 254-55. 

lg2Report of the Royal Commission on the Feeble-minded, 1908, XXWL, vol. 8, p. 3 65. 



Both on the grounds of fact and of theory there is the highest degree of probability 
that "feeble-mindedness" is usually spontaneous in onpin-that it is not due to 
influences acting on the parent-and tends strongly to be inherited.'" 

Most of the doctors in te~ewed had indeed provided statistics or individual case studies 

proving that the feebleminded often had famiiy histones of mental defect. However, the 

report conveniently failed to mention that many of these same witnesses had also stated that 

alcoholism, syphilis, or poor nutrition of expectant mothers could produce mental deficiency 

by acting on either the germ plasm or the organism of the offspring. Contrary to what the 

Commissioners claimed, it was not generaiiy presumed that bad heredity and bad 

environment were mutuaily exclusive categories of causation. lH 

The majority medical opinion on the etiology of feebiemindedness was expressed by A. 

F. Tredgold, the leadhg British authority on amentia. The authors of the 1908 report 

evidentiy rnisinterpreted Tredgold's testunony as supporting their belief that most amentia 

was simply hereditary in origin. He reported that in his extensive ciinical experience, 80% of 

cases were due to neuropathic inhentance and the rest to "extrinsic" causes. But the 

Commissioners disregarded the rest of his testimony, which discussed the importance of 

'%In particular the medical testimony of Aified Eichholz, James Cnchton-Brome, 
Charles Mercier, A F. Tredgold, F. W. Mott, Charles Hubert Bond, and Bedford Pierce 
continued to support notions of alcoholic heredity and other types of pre-natal injury. Report 
of the Royal Commission on the Feeble-minded, 1908, )(XXV, vol. 1, pp. 302-21, 425-47, 
46 l-73,493-508, 550-62, 562-79, and 708-14. Aside fkom Lankester and Reid, the only 
witness who stressed herediq as the main cause of feeblemindedness and rejected the idea 
that cirioking also played a role was Dr. Henry Ashby @p. 677-84). The fact that the 1908 
report rnisrepresented the opinions of most witnesses who spoke about alwhol was also 
noted by Waam A Potts, "Relation of Aicohol to Feeble-Mindedness," British Journal of 
Inebriety 6 (1 909): 144. 



alcoholism, tuberculosis, and defective hygienic conditions as the beginnuigs of the 

"accwnulation of rnorbid heredity" over the generations. lg5 Tredgold contested the 

assumption that hereditary traits and defects arose as spontaneous variations. In one essay for 

the Eugenzcs Review, he referred to the power of the medical profession to prevent 

degeneracy from being produced anew each generation. Aiong with mamage restrictions on 

the existing population of aments, he suggested certain environmental improvements as an 

even more effective means of checking progressive hereditary decay. 

The suggestion has been made that strains exist which have been defective fiom 
the very beginning, but this is a view against which several objections may be 
urged. My own opinion is that ULlfitness is no mere survival of an onginai defect, 
but that it has appeared as something new, as a true variation, and 1 beiieve that 
nich pathological germinal variations have been produced in the ancestors of 
existing degenerate stocks by a pemicious environment. Even now 1 think there 
are probably deleterious conditions at work, of which we may not M y  be aware, 
initiating slight germinal changes, which, ifunchecked, wili eventualiy culminate 
in civic unfitness. It foliows that improvement of the environment must be an 
essential factor in racial hygiene; it wili prevent unfitness in the future; but the 
point 1 desire to insist upon is, that in the case of the majonty of the unfit who 
now exist, environment is a matter of ancient history, the defect is innate and too 
pronounced to be eradicated by any conceivable attention to numire, and the only 
possible means of preventing its spread is by restricting its propagation.'% 

The question of the ultimate causes of hereditary defects had obvious policy 

implications for the eugenics movement. For soft hereditarians such as Tredgold and 

Saleeby, the tnie sources of hereditary or congenital degeneracy were to be attacked through 

the protection of parents fiom the racial poisons, dong with cessation of parenthood on the 

195Repu~ of the Royal Commission on the Feeble-minded, 1908, XXXV, vol. 1, pp. 493- 
99. 

*%A. F. Tredgold, ''Marnage Regdation and National Family Records," Eugenics Review 
4 (2912-13): 79. 



part of existhg unfit stocks. For hard hereditarians such as Pearson, dysgenic traits could be 

eliminated only by restricting parenthood. This dispute over causation also revolved around 

one final issue: what constituted complete scientific knowledge about heredity and 

degeneration. The racial poison theorists iosisted that physiological, pathologicai, and 

toxicological research was needed to understand the origins of mental and physicai 

degeneracy. Approaches that neglected this biological aspect of heredity and described 

hereditary variations as merely spontaneous were perceived as being of only Limited scientific 

value. For instance the SSI member William Potts argued dong these lines when 

commenthg on the conclusions of the Royal Commission on the Feeble-minded. His 

criticism might have equally appiied to the biometricians' statistically based research on the 

relationship between drinking and mental deficiency: 

1 want to know the cause of a neuropathic inheritance; the heredity must pan out 
somewhere. Surely we are not going to assume that Cain was neuropathic and 
Abel not, and that that settles the whole matter for ever. . . . If they don? tell us 
how the mental weakness arose, they don? advance our science r n ~ c h . ' ~  

Pearson on the other hand apparently did not consider the ongins of heritable variations 

a question to be resolved with current medical-scientifïc knowledge. He likely would have 

been satisfied with Reid's explanation of degeneracy in tenns of the innate tendency of all 

organisms to Vary in their hereditary make-up, in both adaptive and maladaptive directions. 

This attitude would have been considered mainStream among biologists and geneticists of the 

day, who largely confined their research on heredity to the laws of transmission rather than its 

197 Potts, "Relation of Alcohol to Feeble-mindedness7" p. 146. Saleeby echoed these 
concerns about the 'iinscientific" conclusions of the Royal Commission in his comments 
printed after Potts's paper (pp. 159-61). 



physiological mechanisms. Pearson himseîf never explicitly discussed the question of 

whether eugenic research ought to investigate the causes of defective g e m  plasm. It could be 

argued however that his lack of interest in this question was consistent not only with research 

trends in genetics. but also with his own phenomenalist philosophy of science, as developed 

in the 1 892 Grammar of Science. 

According to Pearson's philosophy, speculation on the underlying and unseen causes of 

naturd phenomena did not belong within the realm of positive scientific inqujr. Science 

was supposed to invoive theory-fiee description of observables in the form of mathematical 

laws. lg8 A good scientific theory had to be able to nimmarize and predict phenomena, as for 

instance Galton's law of ancestral heredity did for the observed facts of inheritance and 

evolution. The Mendeiian theory of heredity, on the other hand, took the M e r  iilegitimate 

step of trying to account for knowable events with unseen physiological mechanisms, namely 

in the form of the hypothetical entity the gene. As Bernard Norton and Donald MacKenzie 

have thus contended, Pearson's phenomedsm likeiy contributed to or reinforced his 

scepticism towards the speculative Mendelian theory, while also serving to legitimize the 

biometricians' own empirical and mathematical approach to the study of hereditary 

transmission. 199 

lg8See especially Bernard J. Norton, "Biology and Philosophy: The Methodological 
Foundations of Biometry," Journal of the History of Biology 8 (1975): 85-93; and "Karl 
Pearson and Statistics," pp. 9- 15. 

'%id, and MacKenzie, "Sociobiologies in Cornpetition: The Biometrician-Mendelian 
Debate," pp. 268-70. Norton and MacKenzie argue for the influence of philosophy on 
Pearson's scientific theorizing even though his writings themselves supply no direct evidence 
for such a connection. The sarne holds tme for my own argument about how phenomenalism 



Pearson asserted that it was not possible to obtain scientinc knowledge about the 

imperceptible substnita that underlay seme data. Thus he rejected a realist ontology of for 

example atoms and genes, stating that these were only metaphysical conceptions that should 

not be projected into the phenomenal world. His sensationalist philosophy was applied 

specifically to the problem of heredity at one point in the Grammur of Science, when he 

suggested that scientists should not resort to metaphysical ideas about the causes of 

resemblance or variation between parent and offspring. The reasons for biological varîability 

were no more amenable to scientific investigation than was %e why of the law of 

gravitati~n."~~ Pearson' s p hilosophical and methodological pronouncements therefo re 

implied that Mendefians and racial poison theorists both held erroneous ideas about what 

coostituted valid scient& knowledge about heredity. Although he aever actually utilized 

philosophy as a rhetorical resource in the alcoholism and degeneration debate, he might very 

well have dismissed on phenomenalist grounds Saleeby's demand that eugenic science 

consider how hereditas, defects originated in the reproductive o r g m  and cells. 

Pearson may have condemned theo rizing that made claims about "hidden realities" such 

as the unit of inheritance, but at the same time he recognized that some theones could have 

instnunental value as devices for describing and predicting obsenrables more effi~iently..~~' 

may have inspired or reinforced his rejection of the racial poison theory. 

'('OPearson, Grammur of Science, p. 45 1. Iohentance could only be understood in terms of 
its empirical laws, and as of the tuni of the century these laws still appeared mystenous 
owing to "our not yet having forrned a sufficiently wide or fundamental classification of 
facts" (p. 3 34). 

'''For instance, here is how Norton succinctiy describes Pearson's phenomenalist and 
instnunentalist viewpoint on the Mendelian theory of the gene: "Theoreticai terms were 



So for example Weismann's theory of the continuity of the germ plasm was classined on 

instmmentalist grounds as a valuable "mental conception" that conveniently summarized 

many of the phenornena of inheritance. In the case of the doctrine of the inheritance of 

acquired characteristics, on the other hanci, Pearson declared that "satisfactory numerical 

demonstration of its existence is yet w a ~ t i n ~ . " ~  Thus in addition to questionhg the 

ontological stahis of the germ plasm or blastophthoric lesions, Pearson could have and in fact 

did fiame his argument against the concept of germ poisoning in terms of its fdure as a 

vehicle for describing sense perceptions: the theory was simply not supported by the available 

statistical facts. 

In the foilowing chapter it wilI be seen that Saleeby in particular introduced into the 

debate with Pearson arguments about what kinds of scient& research and theorizing were 

valid for the study of heredity, variation, and degeneracy. Temperance doctors and 

Larnarckian eugenists asserted that empirical evidence for the racial poison theory did indeed 

exist, not only in the data fiom most social w e y s  of alcoholic famiiies but also in findings 

fiom such fields as experimental physiology, pathology, embryology, and toxicology. 

permissible, but only insofar as they were interpetable as a shorthand for longer statements 
about observables. Pearson did not object in p ~ c i p l e  to the ernployment of theoretical terms 
such as 'gene' or 'atom,' so long as they were not interpreted as refemng to invisible 
existents. . . . We see, therefore, that in Pearson's view of the scient.5~ enterprise the only 
point in introducing theoretical entities such as Mendelian factors into one's science was to 
effect a greater economy in the description of nature. There was no reason for supposing that 
in gohg to a theoretical level one was thereby discove~g something about the hidden 
realities of nature. In this scheme there were no hidden realities." Norton, "Biology and 
Philosophy," p. 88. 

2mPearson bnefly mentioned the Weismannian and Larnarckian theories in The Grammar 
of Science, pp. 26,334-37, and 379. 



Pearson entirely neglected this laboratory-based work owing not only to his philosophical 

assumptions and his disdain for temperance science, but aiso to his deliberate efforts to 

promote mathematical statistics as a supenor method of research in the bio-medicd sciences. 



N 

TWO STYLES OF EUGENICS: KARL PEARSON AND CALEB SALEEBY 

1. "Where to Get Men?" 

To this point my narrative has focused on the incomrne~lsuable bodies of scientific 

knowledge and the codicting policy proposais of the mainline and Lamarckian styles of 

eugenics that CO-existed in Britain before the First World War. Now 1 turn to two m e r  

dimensions of eugenic thought mentioned in Mark Adam's work on intemational 

comparisons: the social and professional contexts. My focus in the first half of this chapter 

will be on certain social ideologies that shaped the British eugenics movement, namely 

aiycieties over nationai efficiency and universal prejudices against the civic worth and 

character of the lower social classes.' W~th their similar imperialistic rhetonc and class- 

based concems about national fitness, the styles of eugenics advocated by the hard 

hereditarian Karl Pearson and the soft hereditarian Caleb Saleeby actually had more in 

common than either man might have Wred to admit. Nor in some respects did these eugenic 

discourses on the degenerate residuum dass ciiffer substantiaily fiom public health discourses 

on the problems of infant mortality and the declining Mtality of the populace. In fact ail  of 

these approaches to social reform arose out of the same sense of crisis that led to the 

appointment of the 1 904 Inter-departmental Comminee on P hy sical Deterioration. 

Widespread interest in the questioc of national health and physique was ignited by an 

unsigned article entitled T h e r e  to Get Men" that appeared in the Contempormy Review of 

1 Unfominately there will not be space here to include an d y s i s  of the gender dimension 
of eugenic thought, which in Britain was closely related to issues of empire and class. 



January 1902. Its author disclosed statistics on the darmingly high rejection rate among men 

who had offered themselves for enlistment in the British army during the recent Boer War: as 

many as 60% of British working-class men had proved physically unfit for rnilitary se r~ ice .~  

Such vital statistics on the poor quaiity of soldiers and labourers, compounded by 

observations of hi& rates of infant mortality and a rapidly f a h g  birthrate, Ied many 

Edwardian social reformers, medical professionals, and politicians to jump to the conclusion 

that the overd heaith of the population had declined since the nineteenth century and that 

this deterioration posed a serious threat to the prosperity of the nation and the very existence 

of the empire.3 

The supposedly deficient health and physique of the British race had received so much 

publicity thanks to tbe debacles of the South f i c m  War that by September 1903 the 

govemment was reluctantly compeiled to initiate an official inquiry into the matter. The 

investigation conducted by the Physical Deterioration Cornmittee began with observations of 

smaii stature, flat feet, and weak hearts among army recniits, but quickiy shifted to even more 

*The author was soon revealed to be Major General Sir John Frederick Maurice, 'Where 
to Get Men," Contemporury Review 81 (1902): 78-86. 

'On the so-called physical deterioration crisis see GeoErey R Searle, The @est for 
Ndional Enciency: A ShrQ in British Politics and British Politicai Thought, 1899-1914 
(Mord: Blackwell, 1971), pp. 34-40; Richard Men Soloway, "Counting the Degenerates: 
The Statistics of Race Deterioration in Edwardian England," J m d  of Contemporury 
History 17 ( 1  982): 137-64; and Bentley Gilbert, "Health and Politics: The British Physical 
Deterioration Report of 1 904," Bulletin of the Histos, of Medicine 3 9 ( 1  965): 1 43 -53. The 
British Medical JoumuC pubiished a complete account of the army findings and infant death 
rate statistics which had led to this sense of crisis. These articles by a social activist named 
Aimée Watt Smyth were soon afterwards reissued as a book, Physcal Deterioration: Its 
Causes and the Cure (London: John Murray, 1 904). 



pressing issues of disease, debihty, and infant mortality among the estimated six million 

destitute town-dwellers in Great Britain. In their questionhg of expert witnesses, Cofnmittee 

members devoted partidar attention to the condition of the infants and children of the urban 

poor, who represented the next generation of the empire's soldiers and labourers. 

The Conservative Balfour government had appointed low-ranking civil servants, only 

one of them a medical doctor, to the Physical Detenoration Committee on the expectation 

that such a group wodd carry out a perfùnctory study and thereby quash any impending sense 

of crisis. The last tbing the government wanted was to discover a problem that would require 

expensive social welfâre programmes to re~olve.~ But instead the Committee returned in 

1904 a surprisingly honest report disclosing the dangerously poor physical condition of the 

British labouring classes. The ovenvhelming weight of the evidence fkom ahost  70 expert 

witnesses, including 35 medical men, led to the conclusion that a large proportion of the 

working-class population feli below some undefined standard of acceptable physical fitness.' 

'Gilbert, "Heakh and Politics," p. 144. The recommendations in the Committee's Report 
"were hardly greeted with enthusiasm by the Unionist government," since they included state 
interference in the form of the feeding and medical examination of school children, the 
extension of building and sanitation reguiations, and the education of girls and women in 
domestic duties. Instead it was the Liberals in 1906-7 who M y  began to pass social 
weKàre legislation dong these lines. Soloway, "Counting the Degenerates," pp. 147-5 1. 

5 The government must have genuinely expected this Cornmittee to come to more 
favourable conclusions. Opinions had previously been solicited fkom the Royal Colieges of 
Physicians and Surgeons on the subject of army rejection rates and the condition of the 
people. In letters that were later published in the Committee's final Report, both bodies 
officially responded with scepticism to the suggestion that these problems had progressively 
worsened in recent decades. Report of the Inter-Dep~annentaI Cmmiitee on Physzcol 
Deteriorarion, Pdimentary Pupers, 1904, XXXII (London: HMSO, 19O4), vol. 1, pp. 98- 
99. Empirid data on the health and physique of recruits during the nineteenth and early 
twentieth centuries is given by Thomas Jordan, The Degeneracy Crisis and Victorh Ymth 



The Committee and most of its medical experts emphasized various environmental 

causes of poor fitness in offspring, particularly overcrowding, udavourable conditions of 

employment, alcoholism, and improper food. They did not pronounce in favour of biological 

determinist explanations for deteriorathg health, and in fact the report concluded defitively 

that "the innuence of heredity in the form of the trzulsrnission of any direct taint is not a 

considerable factor in the production of degenerate~."~ Yet the opinions of the majority of 

medical and scientific authorities also convinced the Committee that heritable and congenital 

defects rnight sometimes corne into play where environmental agents such as syphilis or 

alcoholism were involved.' The report thus rejected gloomy hereditarian notions about the 

inborn ideriority of degenerate individuah or classes, in order to embrace the more 

optimistic conclusion that the apparent increase in degeneracy could be checked by 

ameliorating deletenous environmental conditions and lifestyles. The testimony provided by 

one medical expert, school inspecter M e d  Eichholz, epitomized this position: 

The point which 1 desire to emphasize is that our physical degeneracy is 
produced afkesh by each generation, and that there is every chance under 
reasonable measures of ameiioration of restoring our poorest population to a 
condition of normal physique.' 

Likewise the Comminee itselfadvised in its final report that even in cases where "the 

depressing eEects of the Me-stmggie on parents are . . . in some masure transmitted to the 

(Albany: S U N Y ,  1993), pp. 155-77. 

6PhysicuI Deterzoration Report, vol. 1 ,  p. 46. 

'fiid, p. 47. 

'fiid, vol. 2, p. 170. 



offspring," reformers and politicians could still take consolation in the knowledge that it 

would be feasible to work for "the removal of the causes which are prejudiciai to the health 

of each successive generati~n."~ The Physical Detenoration Report thus provided an obvious 

impetus to the infant welfare campaign and the ad-alcohol movement after the turn of the 

century, but it was aiso an important catalyst for the founding of the Eugenics Education 

Society in 1907. Despite its anti-hereditarian conclusions, the report was commonly read as 

corroborating popular anxieties about progressive racial decay. Certainly the Comfnittee's 

statements regarding the racial poisons were M y  consistent with the Lamarckian or 

preventive style of eugenics. More generally though, it codd be said that the eugenics 

movement directly descended tiom the physical detenoration crisis in that both centred on 

the problem of ensuring the vitality of the next generation of the British race. Regardless of 

the fact that mainliae eugenias stressed hereditaxy rather than environmental sources of 

degeneracy in offspring, their programme can still be recognised as a response to the same 

sense of national crisis that gave rise to the Edwardian era programmes for providing a dean 

milk supply, me& and medicai inspections for school children, and education in mothercraft, 

as weli as the contemporary social hypjne cqaigns  against tuberculosis, venereai disease, 

and dcoholism. 

The critical question on the minds of Edwardian public health doctors, social reformers, 

and politiciam was "where to get men" who would sustain the military and industrial 

supremacy of the nation, and who would populate t&e colonies and consolidate the empire as 

'Ibid, vol. 1, p. 46. 



a captive market. My first goal in this chapter will be to demonstrate that the distinct styles 

of eugenics promulgated by Pearson and Saieeby were both inspired by the problematic of 

rejuvenating the quality and quantity of the labouring population. M e r  that 1 return to the 

relationship between the eugenics and public heaith approaches to ameliorating the health of 

m e n t  and future generations. It will be seen that these supposedly confiicting reform 

programmes overlapped not only in their class-based problematic but also in many of their 

poiicy proposals. More specincally, both focused on the character fauh and bad habits of 

individual parents as the source of most social problerns, at the expense of considering the 

socio-economic reasons for poverty and ill health. In effect, the "environmentalists" 

associated with either public health or medical eugenics were just as intent as the 

hereditarians were on improving individuals rather than improving their conditions of Me. 

Eflciency and Empire 

The Boer War aroused the height of imperiaiist ambitions and jingoism in Great Britain 

just at the tum of the century. These sentiments were accompanied however by growing 

apprehemions and momting evidence of national decadence, especially the perceived 

physical degeneracy of the people. Edwardian amieties about ameliorating the "national 

physique" were founded upon a f o d a  that equated power and prospenty with healthy and 

strong bodies: public health and eugenic discourses both held that a vigorous working-class 

population constituted the nation's most important naturd re~ource.'~ The Link between 

'Qdwardian politicians and reformers were amcious about inefficiency not only in 
manpower resources but also in administration of government, industry, and the military, 



national efficiency and the physical condition of the Iabouring classes was speiled out for 

instance in this statement by the MP John Burns, president of the Local Government Board 

and president of the three national conferences on infant mortality: 

The bottom of industrial supremacy is the health of the operatives; without 
that you will have no supremacy. Strong physique, good constitutions, and 
the sober dispositions of your artisans are the foundation. . . . Industry 
demands health; and heaIth, 1 beiieve, in the main is a m a t e d  @; it is an 
Uafantile legacy, it is a good begiMing, the best of all hentages, a sound 
constitution; for the individuai health is a benefit, for the community a 
blessing, and for the State the greatea satisfaction and the best of al1 its 
possessions, powers, and privileges. l l 

The fitness of Britain's populace and the efficiency of her govement, anned forces, and 

industry were constantiy being compared to the fitness and efficiency of ber imperid nvals, 

especially Germany, Japan, and the United States. Great Britain faced growing commercial 

and military competition fiom these larger or more productive nations, some of which had 

already enacted effective programmes for safeguarding the heaIth of their mothers and 

children. Thus British propagandists for national efficiency recorded with some concem that 

in Germany for example the standards of physique for army recruits were higher and the 

percentage of rejections lower than was the case at home." 

which they felt could be addressed through scientific education and rational planning. The 
reverses d e r e d  during the Boer War had been due not only to the physical inadequacies of 
the soldiers themselves but also to blunders in administration and strategy. Hence the British 
army had required three years and £200 million to defeat an enemy whose total population 
amounted to only one-fifth the number of British and colonial soldiers sent to South M c a  
between 1899 and 1902. Searle, @est for National Ejficiency, pp. 34-50 and 54-106. 

l 'John Burns, "President's Inaugural Address," R e m  of the Proceedzngs of the National 
Conference on IhjifatiZe Mortalty (Westminster: P .  S .  King, 1906), p. 22. 

12Smyth, Physical Deterioration, p. 22. 



GeofEey Searle has illustrated how the theme of efficiency and empire permeated the 

writings of Britain's leading eugenists, such as W. C. D. Whetham, F. S. C. Schiller, Arnold 

White, Francis Galton, and most notably Karl Pearson. I3 Mainline eugenists supposed that 

the excessively hi& fertility of biologically and socially iderior stocks would hinder the 

country's success in the ongoing international struggle for existence. The rnost farnous 

statement of the imperial signifïcance of racial heaith was not however associated wîth the 

eugenics movement. It was made in November 1900 by Lord Rosebery, the former prime 

minister and Liberal party leader who reemerged on the political scene during the Boer War 

as the chef Liberal hperialist MP: 

An Empire such as ours requires as its fit condition an imperial race-a 
race vigorous and industrious and intrepid. Are we rearing such a race? In 
the rural districts 1 trust that we are . . . . But in the great cities, in the 
rookeries and slums which stiil sunrive, an imperid race cannot be reared. 
You can scarcely produce anything in those fou1 nests of crime and disease 
but a progeny doomed from its birth to miseiy and ignominy. . . . 
Remember, theq that where you promote health and arrest disease, where 
you convert an unhealthy citizen into a healthy one, where you exercise your 
authority to promote sanitary conditions and suppress those which are the 
reverse, you in doing your duty are also working for the Empire. . . . Health 
of mind and body exalt a nation in the cornpetition of the universe. The 
survival of the fittest is an absolute truth in the conditions of the modem 
world. l4 

Lord Rosebery was known as the "spokesman for national efficiency" and the 

'3Geo5ey Searle, Eugenics and Politics in Britain: 1900-1914 (Leiden: Noordhoff 
International, 1976), p. 34. Consider for instance the j o d s t  Arnold White's well-known 
text, Eficiency and Empire (1901; Sussex: Harvester, 1973). 

14From Rosebery's Rectoriai Address on "Questions of Empire," at Glasgow University, 
16 November 1900. Printed in Lord Rosebery, Miscelhies, Litermy a d  His~oricuI 
(London: Hodder and Stoughton, 192 l), vol. 2, pp. 250-5 1. 



"advocate of the Nation."" In the passage just quoted he blamed slurn conditions for the 

deplorable physical and moral Gate of so many of the nation's children, and consequentiy he 

favoured preventive medicine and hygienic reforms as the primary means of strengthening 

the race. Yet Rosebery also had a direct comection to the eugenics movement: in 19 1 1 the 

leaders of the Eugenics Society offered him the presidency of their organization, a position 

which he and several other candidates declined at that time.16 The eugenists may have 

interpreted Rosebery's rhetoric about a vigorous Imperid race and the survival of the fittest 

nations as consistent with hereditarian as well as environmentalist programmes for race 

Feminist historians such as  Anna Davin and Jane Lewis have similarly drawn attention 

to the fact that the language of nation and empire was central to both the eugenics and infant 

welfare movements. In an infhential article on "Imperialism and Motherhood," Davin 

showed that Edwardian efforts to reduce the fertility of the unfit, Save babies, and wipe out 

syphilis and alcoholism were prornoted as "matters of Imperia1 importance," justified in 

terms of patriotic concems about prosperity and military power. The use of imperiafistic 

language also no doubt reflected a genuine lack of sympathy for the poor and especiaily for 

the women of the working classes, whose heafth and conditions of Me were of interest to 

middle-class melionsts only insofar as these impacted on the w e b e  of children and the 

"~earle, @est for NationaI Efficiency, pp. 1 1 1 and 266. 

"h Brown, "Who Were the Eugenicias? A Study of the Foxmation of an Early 
Twentieth Century Pressure Group," History of Eriiccafin 17 (1 98 8): 3 05. 



race. " 
Historians have previously identified Karl Pearson as an influentid irnperialist and a 

disciple of national efficiency." Pearson believed that the contributions made by his 

Laboratory for National Eugenics would help to ensure Engiand's success in the ongoing 

struggle between nations. His views on empire, race, and national strength were most clearly 

elucidated in a November 1900 lecture on the topic of National L v e f r o  the Stan@oint of 

Science. Here Pearson argued that the maintenance and expansion of the empire were 

essential to the Survival of the nation, since England had become so dependent upon foreign 

trade and the products of her colonies. l9 Unlike other British social reformers and politicians 

of the era, he did not shy away fiom the racialist implications of a policy of imperid 

expansion20 He spoke in no uncertain terms about the rights of European colonizers to 

"Davin M e r  argued that in phrasing their demands for social welfare in terms of 
seMng the Uiterests of the empire or the race, many reformers may have employed a 
deliberate strategy to ward off cnticisms that their proposais sounded too socialistic. h a  
Davin, "Imperialisrn and Motherhood7" History Workshop: A Journal of Soczalist Hzstorimis 
5 (1978): pp. 14-17. A more extended analysis dong similar socidist-feminist lines is 
provided by Jane Lewis, The Politics of Motherhood: Childmd Matental Werfare in 
Enghd,  1900-1939 (London: Croom Helm, 1980). A less criticai analysis of the infiuence 
of the national efficiency crisis on the infant w e k e  and eugenics rnovements is Deborah 
Dwork, Wm is Good for Babies and 0 t h  Young Childen. A Aistory of the Infant and Child 
Welfme Movevemt in E n g I d ,  1898-191 8 (London: Tavistock, 1987). 

18See in parîicdar Bernard Semmel, ImperiaIim and Social R e f i :  English Soci~i- 
Imperial 77mught, 18954914 (London: George Men, 1960), pp. 35-52. 

'%ad Pearson, National Lifefrom the Standpoint of Science, 2nd edn., Eugenics 
Laboratory Lecture Xi (1901; Cambridge UP, 1905), p. 46. 

"Aside fiom Pearson, few British eugenists expressed any special interest in the question 
of the biological Merences between or hierarchy of the races of mankind. See Nancy 
Stepan, 7?ze Idea of Race in Science: Great Britain, 18004960 (New York: Archon, 1982), 
pp. 124-39. 



"drive out the Serior race" and about the destiny of the British race in par t idu  to expand 

its temtory in the name of human progress. He submitted that weaker native races who had 

proved unable to make sutficientiy productive use of their lands desexved to be extenninated: 

thus he was pleased to note that in Amenca "in place of the red man, conmbuting practically 

nothing to the work and thought of the world, we have a great nation" conaibuthg much to 

the biological and dtural  evolution of mankind.*' History had shown that in lands where 

conquering Europeans had not driven the native inhabitants to extinction, the two groups 

tended to "naturaiiy sink into the position of master and servant."" 

Conflict between races or nations and d e r i n g  on the part of the vanquished, "black as 

this may seem," were inevitable in Pearson's view of human history. At one point he 

exhorted his audience to recognize in the laws of heredity and natural selection "a source of 

progress which produces good through suffering, an infinitely greater good which far 

outbalances the very obvious pain and evii."P Yet while conceding that "the path of progress 

is strewn with the wreck of nations," he concurrentiy maintained that conflict and misery 

ought to be eliminated within advanced societies. National efficiency depended upon 

21Pearson, National Life, p. 25. 

*fiid, pp. 2 1 -22. Pearson discussed evidence for the supposed low intelligence and high 
fertiIity of blacks in his Social Problems: Z'bezr Treabnent, Part, Present, and Future, 
Questions of the Day and of the Fray V (London: Dulau, 1 9 1 2). In 1 905, his biometrical 
school also began a study of the relative intelligence, physique, and "cleanliness" of the 
children of Jewish immigrants. The nnal results were not pubiished untd 1925, and not 
nrrprisingly they revealed that Jews were inferior in ali respects to Gentile British citizens. 
Karl Pearson, "The Problem of Alien Immigration into Great Brïtain, Iliustrated by an 
Examination of Russian and Polish Jewish Children," Annuls of Eugenics 1 (1925): 5-127. 

"pearson, National Life, pp. 63-64. 



muualinng al1 intanal competition between citizens. The c m  of Pearson's social- 

impaialist philosophy was the idea that social stability at home was essentid for success in 

the ongoing international or inter-racial competition in the military and commercial realms. 

He defined himself as a "socialist" but in a rather unconventional sense: for him socialism 

meant simply a beiief that "the direct object of goverment is to form a stable society" and 

that ali legislation "must ultimately be guided by the aim of increasing national welfare."" 

His was thus a conservative rather than revolutionary brand of soaalism, which featured 

racial homogeneity and ciass harmony in place of class struggle. 

Pearson insisted that in order to ensure its continued prosperity the State ought to 

attempt to foster a sense of ''national spirit," or in other words kinship and patriotism among 

its citizens. 'We must not have class merences and wealth differences and education 

ditferences so great within the community that we lose the sense of common interest?"" A 

aatement such as this might seem to imply that Pearson wanted to see a more equitable 

distribution of wealth and further improvements to working-class conditions of We. But in 

fact at no tirne did he make any concrete suggestions for such socialistic improvernents. His 

first pnority was always the long-term physical and mental fitness of the race, rather than aay 

idedistic demands for social justice or even concerm about the comfort of the existing 

"Pearson, Social Problems, p. 38. He first began to develop these ideas in an 1894 essay 
on "Socialism and Natural Selection," reprinted in his me Chances of Death. md Other 
Studies in Evolutzon (London: Edward Arnold, 1897). vol. 1, pp. 103-39. On Pearson's 
socialism see also Bernard Norton, "Karl Pearson and Statistics: The Sociai 0rigi.n~ of 
Scientific Innovation," Sociai Studies of Science 8 (1978): 18. 

=Pearson, National Life, p. 50. 



population. Nor did his c d  for amelioratuig inequalities of wealth and deplorable living 

conditions necessarily contradia his animosity towards the dysgenic forces of modem 

medicine, social reform, and indiscriminate charity. Pearson explained that he could not 

support irnprovements to the material conditions of Me where these were based on blind, 

unplanned philanthropy, but he wodd advocate State aid to the sick and needy whenever it 

was guided by sound eugenic principles." 

The medical writer Caleb Saieeby, Pearson's main foe in the dcohoiism debate, 

similarly propagandized on behaif of the eugenics cause fiom a "national point of view. " in 

his first book on eugenics, published in 1909, Saleeby characterized hereditary improvement 

of the population as the "business of the patriot." Yet he was keen to distinguish his own 

version of patriotism fiom that of the ''brutal, blood-stained hperialists" such as Pearson, 

who had in point of fact advocated warfare as a means of weedhg out the nation's unfit and 

maintaining its intemal efficiencyn Saleeby disliked the militaristic tone too often adopted 

by patrïotic politicians and poets. 'We s h d  preach a New Imperialism," he proclaimed, one 

which wouid downplay the role of warfare in modem society and place greater emphasis on 

"We." By this Saleeby simply meant that national power was dependent upon the abiiity to 

preserve child-Me and to raise a large, robust population-the same formula championed by 

the mainline eugenics movement. Hence he asserted that "the foundations of any Empire are 

%aleb Saleeby, ParenthoodandRuce Culture: An Outhe of Eugenics (1909; New 
York: Moffat, Yard, 1916), p. xi. Pearson had in fact suggested at one point that the English 
population should be "kept up to a high pitch of extemal efficiency by contest, chiefly by way 
of war with iderior races." Pearson, National Life, p. 46. 



living men and women," and that "the histov of nations is determined not on the batuefield 

but in the nursery, and the battalions which give lasting victory are battalions of babies."*' 

The Lamarckian eugenist Saieeby cleady shared his mainline colleagues' anxieties 

about the welfare of the British nation relative to its major rivais in military and industrial 

might. This can be m e r  seen in his condemnation of those so-cded irnperialists who 

continued to defend the drink trade despite scientinc evidence implicating alcohol as a cause 

of iU health and social problems: he noted sarcasticaliy that these propagandists ought to have 

been labelled instead "the very W e s t  of linle Engla~ders."~ Saleeby contended that more 

extensive meclicai-scientinc investigation on the racial poisons was urgently needed because 

of their "relation to the duration of races and states." He even presented examples of how the 

histoncal development of ditferent nations and ethnic groups had been iduenced by their 

drink habits. For instance, the persistence and inteliechial prominence of the Jewish race was 

said to owe much to their tendency to avoid alcohoi, while in f h r e  it couid be expected that 

sober peoples such as the Japanese, Chinese, and Turks would enjoy a great advantage in ail 

international com~etition.~~ 

Unlike the social-imperialist Pearson, Saieeby sometimes envisioned the primary 

objective of the eugenics movement as the "ennoblement of mankind" rather than the 

improvement of the British people done.)' He womed for example that ail civilised races, 

-- - 

"Saleeby, Purenthood andRace Culture, pp. 38,283, and 330. 

%id, pp. 282-83. 

'"Caleb Saleeby, "Racial Poisons. II. Aicohol," Eugenics Review 2 ( 1  9 1 O): 52. 

31 Saieeby, Parenthood and Race Culrure, p. 3 19. 



nations, or communities were being subjected to the suspension of natural selection and the 

deleterious effects of the racial poisons. He further argued that true patriots ought to be 

concerned about the fate of England and her empire mainly because the fsll of such a great 

nation would make the world as a whole a poorer place. He was not at all in sympathy with 

Pearson's far more parochial definition of eugenics but instead pronounced the movement to 

be necessarily universal in scope: 

It is only in terms of such patriotism that the appeal to love of country is 
permissible in the advocacy of eugenics, which is a concern for d mankind. 
. . . The choice for Great Britain today is between national eugenics and the 
fate of all her Imperial predecessors fiom Babylon to Spain. The whole 
book might have been written fiom this standpoint, but such a book would 
have been beneath the true eugenic plane, which is not national but human" 

The two types of eugenics described here were thus essentially united in their goal of 

using the science of heredity to safeguard national power and prosperity. Saleeby may have 

repudiated the "brutal" form of imperialism and the exclusive nationalism preached by 

Pearson and other writers, yet he could not escape relying upon the same kind of patriotic 

rhetoric that was used to justify most Edwardian social reform efforts from mainline eugenics 

to infant and maternal welfare. Next it will be seen that the schemes for race culture 

championed by Pearson and Saleeby also exhibited W t i e s  in their assumptions about 

which sections of the community should be targeted for eugenic management. Saleeby 

portrayed himself as an opponent of the biometricians' kind of "class eugenics,'' since unlike 

them he did not believe in the biological inferiority of the entire industrial class. 

Nevertheless, his plans for legislation and education pertaining to the racial poisons were 

'*lbid, p. xi. 



always intended primarily for the lower social orders, particularly the urban residuum. For 

instance, whenever he discussed the aiwhol problem in its relation to racial health it was 

strictly worhg-class drink habits that came under fie. Saleeby also employed charges of 

class hatred in trying to draw a sharp contrast between "better-dead" eugenics and his own 

more benevolent version of the eugenic creed. Whereas Pearson and other mainiiners were 

evidently content to sacrifice the lives of the sick and poor in order to ensure the fi~ture of the 

race, Saleeby emphasized how his programme for race culture was M y  compatible with 

efforts to improve the conditions of the poor and especiaüy to rescue their babies. 

C h s  Eugenics 

The demographic issue of differentiai class fertility was one of the central problematics 

of the British eugenics movement during the fkst decades of the century. The sharply faüing 

birthrate in England was of special concern to eugenists who observed that the greatest rate of 

decrease had been occurring arnongst the professional classes, while the average family sise 

in the less eugenically desirable industrial classes remained relatively large." Already in 

1894, Karl Pearson had taken up the question of the difFerentia1 birthrate f?om a statistical 

perspective, when he caiculated that only one quarter of ali married couples gave rise to M y  

batf the next generation? Demographic data utilized by some of his students later c o h m e d  

"Anxieties about shifting demographic trends were also iduential outside of the eugenics 
movement itself, as the "population question" inspired the 191 1 Fertility of Maniage Census 
and the 19 13 National Birth-Rate Commission. 

Pearson., "Reproductive Selection," in C h c e s  of Death, vol. 1, pp. 78-80; 
Soloway, "Counting the Degenerates," pp. 153-54. 



his suspicion that "it is the artizan class which contributes the largest relative number to the 

pop~ia t ion"~~  This meant that the more prudent middle classes were not passing dong their 

superior physique and intelligence to sufficient nurnben of offspring to have the effect of 

uplifting the overall quality of the race. 

Mainline eugenics was unquestionably class-centred in that it assumed that biologicai 

fitness, mental ability, and civic wofth were equated with position in the socio-economic 

hierarchy . Positive eugenics therefore featured incentives such as mateniity aiiowances and 

t a .  advantages designeci to encourage members of the middle and upper classes to marry and 

have larger fades. On the other side of the coin, negative eugenic policies targeted 

members of the working classes, although it was often not entirely clear which segments of 

that community were considered biologically unfit. Mazumdar's analysis of the work carried 

out by the Eugenics Education Society during its first decade identifies the pivotal import of 

the urban "residuum" class-the unemployed and casuaily employed who made up the moa 

impovenshed and debased 10020% of the population.36 Maidine eugenists depicted the 

residuum as a distinct "hereditary class" of undesirables, an htercomected network of 

"~av id  Heron, On the Relation ofFerfi@ in Mm to Social Status, and on the C h g e s  
in this Relation t h  Have Token Phce &ring the Lus? Frfty Years, Drapers' Company 
Research Mernoir, Studies in National Deterioration 1 (London: M a u ,  1906), p. 3. Heron 
had taken data on class fertibity fkom an earlier Australian study of family size by A. O. 
Powys, "Data for the Problem of Evolution in Man. On Fertility, Duration of Life and 
Reproductive Selectioq" Biometrika 4 (1905): 250-5 1. Soloway stresses the connection 
between the falling birthrate and eugenics in his Demography and Degeneration: Eugenics 
und the Declining Birthrate in Twentieth-Centwy Brituzn (Chape1 Hill: U of North Carolina 
P, 1990). 

36Pauline Mazumdar, Eugenics, Human Genetics and Human Failings: n e  Eugenics 
Society, Its Sources anà Its Critics in Bnfam (London: Routledge, l992), pp. 7 1-80. 



paupers, criminals, dninkards, and mentai deficients. These stunted, diseased, anti-social 

residents of the slums were treated as ifthey were a biological race apart nom the respectable 

middle classes.37 In particular, the EES's Committee on Poor Law Reforrn and its Research 

Committee on pauper pedigrees, which together constituted the Society's main research and 

policy initiative during the period 190% 19 10, focused on the problem of this most destitute 

and defective subset of the working population.38 However, not ai i  British eugenists who 

utilwd the vocabulary of national efficiency necessarily shared this exclusive concem with 

the uhan residuum. Here 1 want to show in partidar that Pearson and his biometrical 

colleagues at the Galton Eugenics Laboratory were arnbiguous about wbich segments of the 

highly fecund worhg  classes they believed were eugenicaüy u d t .  

Pearson presumed that mental ability was the moa important measure of social ment, 

and by this standard he concluded that the labouring classes as a whole came up short. His 

assumptions about the innate worth of the various classes were laid out most explicitly in this 

passage from a 1909 Eugenics Laboratory lecture: 

Ifwe look upon society as an organic whole, we mua assume that class 
distinctions are not entirely iliusory; that certain families pursue definite 
occupations, because they have a more or Iess specialized aptitude for them. 
In a rough sort of way we may safeiy assume that the industnal classes are 

37Searle likewise notes that "nothing in eugenic literature is so striking as the way in which 
w o r b g  people are fiequently discussed as though they were denizens of some other pla.net." 
Searle, Eugenics and Politzcs in Brirnin, p. 5 9. 

38 A special issue of the Eugenics Review was devoted to the residuum class, pauperism, 
and Poor Law refom: "Report of the Committee on Poor Law Reforrn. Section 1. The 
Eugenic Principle in Poor Law Administration. Section II. The Eugenic P ~ c i p l e  and the 
Treatment of the Feeble-minded. Section III. Investigation into Pauper Family Histories," 
Eugenzcs Review 2 (1 9 10-1 1): 167-203. 



not on the average as intelligent as the professional classes and that the 
distinction is not entirely one of education." 

This passage illustrates Pearson's obvious contempt for the men of the industrial classes, 

whom he believed to be intellectually iderior to his peers in the professional ranks and 

therefore suited only to relatively menid roles as maoual labourers. Given that social and 

occupational staais were circumscribed by hereditary aptitude, there could be no expectation 

that inaividuals boni into the lower social ranks would ever be able to move up the social 

ladder or succeed in business, science, or the professions." 

Pearson M e r  seemed to condemn the entire working dass population for its relatively 

high rate of fertility. As he put the argument, eugenists had to be concemed about the fact 

that "society recruits itselffiom below, the rate of reproduction of the industrial classes being 

30% greater than that of the professional classes."" It should be noted however that this 

statement about class fertifity was uttered in the context of a longer discussion of the need to 

reproduce more middle-class "brain workers" whose job it would be to run the country 

efficiently. According to Pearson, national eugenics had two equaiiy important, class-based 

objectives: to replenish the "great army of workers" and to ensure the production of a 

39~arl  Pearson, 7he Groundwork of Eugenics, 2nd edn., Eugenics Laboratory Lecture II 
(1909; London: M a u ,  1912), p. 33. 

% an earlier essay Pearson had argued for instance that lower-class men who received 
some degree of higher scientifk training had little hope of becoming brilliant scientists, 
although such training might still benefit society by producing a larger supply of workers 
"with increased intelligence and more bighly developed craftsmanship." Karl Pearson, The 
Function ofScience in the Modem State, 2nd edn., Eugenics Laboratoiy Lecture W (1902; 
Cambridge UP, 19 19). pp. 8-20. 

41Karl Pearson, The Problem of Practical Eugenics, Eugenics Laboratory Lecture V 
&ondon: M a u ,  19 12), p. 2 1. 



"sufficient supply of leaders of ability and energy for the cornm~nity."~~ His invective 

against the relatively proMc labouring classes was thus intended not only to denigrate their 

eugenic worth but also to c d  attention to the alarmingiy low birthrate of the equdy essential 

technocratie class of scientists, managers, and statesmen. 

In other publications Pearson's biometricians similarly lefi themselves open to charges 

that they were "setting class against ciass."" In partidar, a 1906 study of relative fertilïty in 

the classes versus the masses, which was M e n  by the Eugenics Laboratory's Research 

Feliow David Heron, seemed to Uishuate that the labouring classes as a whole constituted a 

dysgenic problem group. Heron purponed to have proved statistically that larger f d y  size 

was closely correlated with "conditions which mark poverty, disease, or generally unhealthy 

and improvident ~urroundings."~ His procedure involved comparing families in London's 

poorest and most unhealthy districts with those in neighborhoods that contained the highest 

proportion of professional men. What he referred to as the "mentdy and physicdy feebler 

stocks" of English society were thus shown to be out-reproducing the fitter stocks at the other 

end of the social scale. This conclusion led to accusations of class prejudice because Heron 

had failed to spec* whether he believed negative eugenics ought to be applied only to the 

most destitute members of the community or to the working classes in general. 

In 19 13 Pearson directed several of his colleagues and students to undertake a second 

421bid, p. 24. See also Pearson, National Life, pp. 1 3- 14. 

"Ethel Elderton, Amy Barrington, Gertrude Jones, Edith M. M. de G. Lamone, H. J. 
Laski, and Karl Pearson, On the Correlation of Fertiiify with Social Value. A C~ooperutzve 
Sh-y, Eugenics Laboratory Memoir XVIII (London: Dulau, 19 13), p. 42. 

'%eron, Re[ation of Fertility in Man to Social Sfaius, p. 3. 



statistical investigation into fertilty and social value, in the hopes of finaliy dispelling ail 

charges that his brand of eugenics was "full of class bias."" The authors of this mernoir 

insisted that they had eliminated ail traces of class bias by confining their attention to one 

social stratum only: they compared the family sizes of destitute versus respectable sections of 

the workhg classes, while leaving the middle classes out of the equation enfirely. This time 

their conclusions referred specifically to the members of the residuurq who were found to 

have a higher birthrate than the relatively prosperous and prudent artizans. 

The best members of that class have not the greater fertility, and where we 
shouid hope-for the sake of national welfar+that the more skilled, the 
more highly paid and the heaithier had rnarkedly the larger families . . . 
[instead] we find negarive correIation~.~ 

The biometricians therefore recommended that eugenic policies be designed both to reduce 

the excessive fertility of the degenerate class of paupers, criminals, and the feeblerninded, and 

to provide ecoaomic incentives for the fitter members of the working class to have more 

children, 47 

Although Pearson's intent may have been to target the poorest, most thriftless, and moa 

degenerate portions of the comrnunity for negative eugenics, it is easy to see how bis various 

studies and pronouncements on the biologicd worth of the Iower classes could have been 

interpreted othenvise by his contemporaries. None of his efforts to repudiate accusations of 

class prejudice, such as that presented in the 19 1 3 memoir on differential fenility, proved at 

'%lderton, et al., On the Correlation of FerfiIity with Social Value, p. 42. 

?bicL, p, 5. 

''lm, pp. 26-27 and 44-46; see also Pearson, ProHem ofPructical Eugenics, p. 3 1 .  



d persua~ive.~ M e a d  Pearson's work seemed to suggest that two kinds of Merentid 

birthrate threatened to enfeeble the race: that between the artizans and the residuum, and that 

between the middle and lower classes." He unquestionably believed that the working classes 

as a whole were infenor in physical fitness and especially inteilectual ability to their social 

betters, and it was this aspect of bis class-based eugenics that proved most controversial, even 

among some of his fellow eugenists. Saleeby in particular took exception to Pearson's 

assumption of working-class iderionty and his attempts to rationalize e-g social and 

economic inequalities in biological terms. 

In an iduentid article on the social construction of British eugenics, Donald 

MacKenzie characterized Pearsonian eugenics as principally a defence of professional 

middle-class interests. Pearson was concemed to legitimize and enhance the social position 

of scientific experts by using biological determinist arguments about the superior intellectml 

abilities of the middle classes as compared to both the aristocracy and the w o r k e r ~ . ~ ~  On the 

other hand, such "pure" class considerations were definitely not a forenost concem of 

Pearson's adversary Caleb Saleeby as he formulated his own unique eugenic creed. Saleeby 

denounced the kind of "class eugenics" preached by many of his colleagues in the British 

UOne such declaimer came in the closing remarks of the 19 13 memoir: "There is no reai 
evidence here of 'class' prejudice. . . . The 'class' divisions of good health and bad health, of 
ability and stupidity, are not purely horizontal dichotomies in the social sense." Elderton, et 
ai., On the Correlation of Fertility with Social Statu, p. 43. 

49At one point Pearson even stated that eugenists ought to use the same statistical methods 
to examine the relative fertility of the masses versus the classes as they used to study the 
fertility of the various inteilectual grades and hereditary degenerates. Pearson, Grounhok 
of Eugenics, p. 35. 

'()Donald MacKenzie, "Eugenics in Bntain," Social Shrdies of Science 6 (1 976): 5 10. 



eugenics movement on the grounds that it served to impede social mobility and to jus* 

unethical social policies.5' Whereas Pearson and many other prominent eugenists desired a 

natualistic explanation for class distinctions, Saleeby declared it "ludicrous" that "we should 

be asked to swdow wholesde generbtions about such infinitely heterogeneous 

aggregates of individuais as social classes." Elitist eugenists "ask us to accept [some] social 

classes and to reject others on eugenic grounds," when in reality fitness and Wlfitness-good 

and bad germ plasm-could be found at di leveIs of the social hierarchy? 

Elsewhere Saleeby rnaintained that it was simply wrong to assume that the masses 

contained an especially high percentage of hereditary degenerates. The underdeveloped 

bodies and minds so often found among the labouring classes were not necessarily due to 

their genetic d e - u p ,  but rather to unfavourable conditions of Me? Saleeby even argued 

that working-class stock was by and large robust, as demonstrated by the good health 

observed in at Ieast 90% of all slum-born infants. 

It is under the influence of such considerations that the present writer, for 
one, is somewhat chary of predictions and proposais based upon the relative 
fertility of Werent classes of the community or of the masses as compared 

S1~aleeby's superior tone on the subject of social class and his disapproving attitude 
towards the "brutal creed" of class eugenics Iikely go far towards accounting for why his 
fellow eugenists refused to re-elect him to the EES Council in 191 0. 

52Caleb Saleeb y, n e  Progress of Eugenics (London: Cassell, 1 9 1 4), pp . 1 63 -64 and 1 77. 
The overd positive attitude towards the working classes expressed in this book likely 
resulted fiom its origin as a course of popular lectures Saleeby gave for the Royal Institution. 
He did nonetheiess make similar arguments a g a h  class eugenics in other publications as 
weU. 

531bid, p. 39. "It was and is impossible to disentangle the influence of heredity, and that 
of the superior nutrition, sleep, air, light, education, traditions, [and] opportunities" available 
to the well-to-do classes. 



with the classes. Directly as the eugenist beguis to taik in terms of social 
classes. . . he is skatïng on thin ice." 

Worthiness for parenthood could not simply be equated with social statu, since in reality 

"the eugenic classifkation of rnankind cuts right across the ordinary social cias~ification."'~ 

Ifindeed abiiity were distributed equaily throughout the community, then a strategy of 

recruiting the fùture population disproportionately fiom the more affluent classes would 

never pay offfkom a eugenic perspective. Saleeby likewise pronounced that social ills such 

as crime and pauperism could not be presumed to have a basis in genetic inferiorities. The 

pauper pedigrees coilected by E. J. Lidbetter and his EES cofleagues were thus dismissed 

contemptuously for making the science of eugenics look "ridiculous." These pedigrees 

provided no solid evidence that such traits as criminaiity, alcoholism, feeblemindedness, or 

paupensm were inherent in lower-class sto~ks. '~ 

Mainline eugenists were also condemned by Saleeby for presuming that members of the 

labouring classes were unworthy of being rescued f?om their often grim circumstances of Me. 

Those he labelled the better-dead or ''Nietzschean" eugenists were said to be kindhg class 

hatred with their apparent inMerence towards infant mortality and the suffering of the poor 

and un&. With his scheme of preventive eugenics, Saleeby aspired to h d  a middle ground 

"Saleeby, Parenthood and Race Culture, p. 1 1 8. 

%deeby, Progress of Eugenics, pp. 2 1 8 and 2 10. It should however be noted that 
Saleeby was not consistently sceptical of hereditarian explanatiom for pauperism. For 
instance he suggested in an earlier publication that "some by no meam small proportion of 
the unemployed" owed their situation to inherited defect. Saleeby, Parenthood d & c e  
Culture, p. 340. 



between the total lack of compassion associated with negative eugenics and the humanitarian 

impulse for indiscriminate charity and State aid that too ofien faciltated the propagation of 

unfit germ plasm." He appeaied over and over again in his 1909 book Parenfhood and Race 

Culture to a vague "law of love," which seemed to refer simply to his programme for 

improving the race by caring for the sick and disadvantaged rather than ailowing them to 

perish for the greater good. 

The moral law, and our natural human sympathy, insist that we should seek to 
preserve al1 the children that corne into world, to ampl* the health of the 
unhealthy, and to neutralize, as far as possible, the unfitness of the unfit.'' 

During his few short years of hospital practice in Edinburgh and York, Saleeby had 

acquired some experience admiaisterhg to slum populations and this first-hand knowledge 

may well have made him more sympathetic to the plight of the poor than were his mainline 

coiieagues such as Pearson and the Whethams. However, it seems keiy that his attacks on 

the class dimensions of mainline negative eugenics were intended primarily as another way of 

demarcating his own preventive programme of race regeneration. What Saleeby referred to 

as the "perverted," 'cbrutai," or "odious and contemptible" form of eugenics supposedly used 

to defend infanticide, chiid neglect, and alcohol abuse was in realiv finle more than a straw 

man, set up to be contrasted with his own relatively benign form of eugenic~.~~ As 1 noted in 

''Saleeby, Parenthood and Race Culture, pp. 3 0-3 2. 

5gIbid, pp. 24 and 27. Archdall Reid was one of the writers that Saleeby accused of 
advocating better-dead eog enics (in this case per haps justly), for instance in "The Fratricide 
Biology," New Statesman 4 (1 9 15): 556-57, and in another essay on the topic of eradicating 
measles. An outraged Reid pointed out in response that he and other eugenists had never 
called for the destruction of the dt, but rather the implementation of artificial selection to 



Chapter 1, few if any British writers defended a true better-dead version of eugenics which 

cded for the destruction of unhealthy infants and hereditary defectives for the sake of the 

race. 

Saleeby did nonetheless have a valid cornplaint that mainliae eugenists used their 

"bnita creed as a means of conaohg the lower social orders and M e ~ g  their own 

tinancial interests. As Saieeby put the argument, since the middle class was always 

concemed "to keep its money in its pocket and its power over the poor," an ideology that 

opposed alleviahg lower-class conditions of life represented "a new buttress for the seffish 

and matenaiiy fortunate members of society."" Hard hereditarian eugenîcs implied that the 

more fortunate members of society need not spend money helping the poor if these people 

were indeed irredeemable, or ifUincreased attention to the needs, especidy the children's 

needs, of the 'lower classes' means national degenerati~n."~' Pearsonian eugenics was thus 

denounced for opposing refonns that woufd aid the sick and poor or rescue lower-class 

babies and mothers. Yet as will be seen in the next section, Saleeby himselfwas not much 

more favourable to expensive social welfare measures and instead promoted more 

replace the survival of the fittest. G. Archdall Reid, "Measles," New Stateman 6 (1 9 15): 
108-9. Saleeby himselfat an early stage in his career as a science and medical writer had 
made statements that he later might have condemned as falling within the better-dead mould. 
Writing in 1905 for instance, he had cautioned against indiscriminate charity and social 
reform as "modem doctrines and practices [that] tend towards the most unwise and disastrous 
limitation of the action of natural selection." Caleb Saleeby, HerediS, (London: Jack's 
Scientific Series, 1905), p. 103. 

60 Saieeby, "Back to Lamarck," Nou Statesman 8 (1 9 1 7): 5 1 4; and Progress of Eugenics, 
p. 15. 

saleeby, Progress of Eugenics, p. 3 8. 



conservative educational means of protecting parents and children from the sources of 

degeneration. 

In fact it could be argued that Saleeby's ideas about national and racial decay were jus  

as class-centred as were Pearson's. Although Saleeby was usually much more carefbi not to 

implicate any one segment of the community as the p ~ c i p a l  locus of degeneracy, iike all 

British eugenists he dealt far more extensively with social problems specinc to the residuum 

class than with heritable conditions that afnicted individuals at d levels of the social 

hierarchy, such as deafiîess or epilepsy. When he wrote about the eugenic significance of 

drunkenness, crime, feeblemindedness, or infmt mortaiity, it was always in reference to the 

tabouring and residuum populations. One example of Saleeby's class prejudices was the way 

he repeatedly portrayed the lower-class feebleminded and inebriate girl as the archetypai 

hereditary degenerate." He agreed with orthodox medical and eugenic opinion which said 

that the feebleminded were born rather than made and therefore advocated their permanent 

segregation in asylums or reformatories to prevent them fiom procreathg their kind. But this 

scheme referred mainly to mentally deficient individuals who came fiom working-class 

families. Whereas wealthier families would be able to provide adequate protection and 

supe~s ion  at home for such individuals throughout their lives, poorer parents needed to 

entmst this duty to the State. Their feebleminded offspring too ofken wound up as prostitutes, 

criminals, and alcoholics-burdens on society who were continuously being shuttled between 

62For instance see Saleeby, "The Obstacles to Eugenics," Sociologicai Review 2 ( 1  909): 
234-3 5; and Alcohoi and Parenthood (London: Church of England Temperance Society, 
1912), pp. 10-13. 



"pavement, police-court, [and]  riso on."^ It was therefore in their own best interestg as weli 

as the interests of fùture racial health, that lower-class mental defectives be pennanently 

segregated fiom the rest of society. 

Saleeby's experience serving on the National Birth-Rate Commission during the penod 

1 9 1 3- 16 seemed to move him doser in yet another respect to the class biases of mainsueam 

eugenic discounes: his publications after this point included discussion of the issue of 

differential cIass fertility." Vtai statistics utüized by the Birth-Rate Commission (which had 

originally been collected by the Eugenics Laboratory) demonstrated that higher income 

families were not reproducing at the same rate as the poor, whom Saleeby now referred to as 

the "super-fertile" members of the indusaial cla~s.~* He noted in a later publication that "the 

educated, responsible, successful, provident, sober rnembers of the community," who 

constituted "the backbone of the nation," were not replenishing their numbers and were 

thereby worsening the average physique and intelligence of the populationM Thus despite 

his cnticisms of the proponents of class eugenics, Saieeby even~udy found himself vimiaily 

echoing their assumptions about the relative eugenic worth of the classes versus the masses. 

63 Saieeby, "Obstacles to Eugenics," p. 234. 

%e Birth-Rate Commission was a subcortlfnjttee of a reform society cailed the National 
Council of Public Mords aud not a govemment commission. Its mandate was to collect 
demographic data on changing fertility patterns and to evaluate possible causes and effects of 
a declining birthrate. In addition to Saieeby, several other prominent EES members aiso 
belonged to the Commission. Manimdar, Eugenics, Human Genetzcs md Humm Failings, 
pp. 46-48. 

%aleb Saleeby, "The Birth-Rate Commission," New Statesmm 2 ( 19 13): 170-7 1. 

%aleb Saleeby, irne Eugenic Prospect: National andRacial (London: T .  Fisher Unwin, 
192 l), pp. 27-28 a d  32-33. 



Saleeby did however supply a non-hereditarian exphnation for class differences in 

overd fitness and physique. He agreed with mainline eugenists that couples nom the more 

prWileged social mata were generally less likely to carry heritabie defects than were 

working-class stocks. But his aversion to biological determinist accounts of social 

distinctions and his belief in the extemal origins of degeneracy led him to insist that the 

superior health of middle-class offsprhg was due mainly to the quality of the environment in 

which they had been raised, which included not only better food and housing conditions but 

also lower nsk of exposure to the racial poisons. In later writings Saleeby accordiogly 

expressed a familiar-sounding desire to see more children bom to more afnuent Hampstead 

and South Kensington families, lest the next generation of the Imperia1 race be recniited too 

heavily nom parents in Iess desirabie districts such as North Ken~ington.~' The children of 

the latter group might not be genetically M t ,  but they were more likely to be enfeebled 

owing to the wretched conditions into which they had been bom. Such notions amounted to 

an environmentalist version of the same antipathy towards the industrial classes found in the 

work of the biometricians and the EES, with their statistical analyses of fertility patterns and 

research on pauper pedigrees. 

in sum, then, it would seem fair to say that Saieeby never entirely succeeded in purging 

class prejudices fiom his own eugenic propaganda and policies, despite his assertions to the 

contrary. Although he pleaded with his eugenic colleagues to recognize the genetic worth of 

all social classes, he could still sometimes sound exactly Ure them in his open disdain for the 

"Caleb Saleeby, ''Imperia1 Eugenics," New Stafesman 6 (1 9 1 6): 4 1 9. 



thriftiess and deformed products of the urban slums. He recaiied for example one visit he 

made to Hyde Park around the beginning of the Fust World War, when he noted the stark 

contrast between a group of "splendid boys" who had recentiy enlisteci and another group of 

tramps and ne'er-do-weils, the broken-down, tubercuious, rickety, aicoholic, 
and syphiiitic, who breathed the same air, and loafed, or mostly lay, upon the 
same grass. Some of them had been rejected by the remiting doctors; many 
never applied, knowing well that they wouid be refùsed; most, 1 fancy, had 
never applied, lest they should be accepted? 

Thus even someone as sensitive to accusations of bias as Saleeby could muster little 

compassion for those members of the community who belonged to the degenerate residuum 

class. This self-described champion of the poor and enemy of the "Nietzschean eugenists" 

may not have shared the open class contempt and snobbery of the biometricians and many 

leaders of the EES, yet his work addressed the very same class-based problematic of the 

urban poor. Both negative and preventive eugenics foaised exclusively on the fitness and 

behaviour of individuals f?om the lower social orders, while disregardhg the racial 

importance of hereditary disease, mental deficiency, and alcoholism in the middle and upper 

classes. 

nie Persorni Factor in Eugenics und Public Health 

Caleb Saleeby's relatively progressive stance on class dynamics did not aise kom any 

lefbwing prediiections. At no point did he idenafy himself as a socialist, although for many 

years he was U i f o d y  connected with the socialist Fabian Society as a regular contributor 

"Saleeby, Eugenic Prospect, p. 65. 



to the journal New Statesman." When addressing the subject of political affiliation, Saleeby 

claimed to have no use for party politics and advised his fellow eugenists to avoid getting 

involved in such matters until some "'t)iinking party" M y  came dong that recognized the 

vital importance of race ~ulture.'~ Saleeby did indeed support such progressive State 

programmes as bett er mat ernity care, medical inspection of schoolchildren, and sanitary and 

housing improvernents. But to label him a sociaiist or to suggest that he self-identifïed as a 

supporter of radical politics simply because he beiieved in "a eugenics that insisted upon 

extensive social reform" would be incorrect." Such a view not only fails to recognize 

Saleeby's ambivalence towards socialism, but more importantly it misrepresents the overd 

political tenor of preventive eugenics and other Edwardian campaigns for combatting infant 

mortality, physical detenoration, and racial decay. This section will therefore describe 

Saleeby's style of eugenics as a relatively consemative doctrine, one which mimicked both 

'9etween 19 13 and 1930, Saleeby wrote one or two brief articles per month for this 
Fabian dominated journal under the pen-name "Lens," covering a wide range of scientific and 
medical topics. See Margaret Cole, n e  Stos, of Fabian Sociaiim (London: Heinemann, 
1961), pp. 155-57; and Michel Freeden, "Eugenics and Progressive Thought: A Study in 
Ideological Afhity," Historicul Journal 22 (1979): 647. 

"Saleeby, Purenthood and Race Culture, pp . 1 34-3 5 .  "1 would cal1 myself neither a 
sociaiist nor an anti-socialist, but if the labels are necessary, a eugenist and matemaiist" (p. 
225). As a convinced hereditarian, Saleeby stated that he disagreed with socialism when "it 
assumes that aU evd is of econornic or of educational origin" (p. 15 1). But at the same thne 
he also speculated that a socialistic system in which all distinctions of social status and 
wealth had been eliminated might serve to ma><imize the chances of race progress, by 
dowing women to choose their mates solely on the basis of innate skills and habits @p. 225- 
30). In most of his books and articles he devoted at least a few paragraphs to the complex 
relationship between socialism and eugenics. 

"~reeden, ''Eugenics and Progressive Thought," p. 648. Saleeby's environmentalist style 
of eugenics is aiso mischaracterized as socialistic by Soloway, Dernography and 
Degeneration, pp. 68 and 78. 



hard hereditarian eugenics and public healtb in its individualistic approach to social reform. 

Social activists fiom across the political spectnun and fiom diverse reform movements 

supported some degree of State interference in the lives of poor families. However, their 

demands for reform or intervention did not typicdy include much in the way of material or 

financial assistauce, as wodd be expected fiom a socialistic agenda based on demands for 

economic equality and social justice. The environmentalist reformers, public health doctors, 

and eugenists 1 discuss here never senously considered remedying what was certainly the 

d h t e  cause of hardship and sickness among women and children of the working classes, 

namely low wages? In fact they were generaily w q  of too much direct State assistance to 

the impoverished, f e a ~ g  the demoralizstion of families and the M e r  disintegration of 

conventional gender roles. Most Edwardian social reform efforts were instead based upon 

the principal of cultivating parental responsibility. They urged that the State not be aiiowed 

to usurp the naturd duty of the father to provide for his own family or discourage the mother 

from remaining in the home and tending to her own children. It was frequently stated for 

example that philanthro pic and municipally supported programmes sup plying meals for 

mothers, steriiized milk, day nurseries, or matemity benefits only served to undermine the 

sense of individuai responsibility and perhaps even worsen the infant deathrate. As Saleeby 

cautioned in one mernorable passage, "there is no State womb, there are no State breasts, 

%orking people themselves had no doubt that economics mattered most and that the 
h d t h  of their families would be dramaticaiiy irnproved if only male and female 
breadwinners were able to earn a better wage. On the perceptions and experiences of 
working-class women, an excellent published source is the coiledon of letters written for the 
Women' s Cooperative Guild project in 19 14. Margaret Llewelyn Davies, ed., Maternity: 
Lettersfiorn WorRng Women ( 1  9 15; London: Virago, 1978). 



there is no real substitute for the beautifid reality of individual motherhood."" Such 

statements supporting education of parents and self-help rather than material aid were also 

typical of the infant welfare crusade: 

You c m o t  supercede the mother. . . . Do everything you can withui your power 
to instnict her, to educate her, and to persuade her how best to look &er herself, 
and safeguard her offspring, but do not by over-attention paralyse her initiative, 
her capacity, and her volition to do as a mother what every mother ought to be 
able to do for herseKT4 

The first decade of the century saw the implementation in Bntain of Limited welfare 

services for pregnant women, babies, and school children. But as historians such as John 

Eyler have noted, the very same medical officers who uitroduced these policies also 

maintained a strong faith in the primacy of reforming individual beha~iour.~' Histories of 

7'3 Caleb Saleeby, "The Human Mother," Report of the Proceedings of the National 
Conference on Infantile MortaZity (Westminster: P .  S. King, 1 9O8), p. 32. Hereafter referred 
to as the Second National Conference on Infat M~oruIity. Early in his career Saleeby had 
lectured on behalf of an extremely conservative organization called the British Constitutional 
Association, the professed goals of which were to limit government and to oppose 
"collectivia measures for curbing the individual in the supposed interest of the rnany." In 
these lectures he defended an individuaiistic notion of parental responsibility, objecting that 
State-sponsored education and Gare of children tended to weaken the parental role and the 
"stabiiity of the f d y . "  CollectMst measures such as school brealdksts and milk depots 
could be tolerated for the tirne behg but only if able parents were obliged to pay for such 
services. Caleb Saleeby, Indn>aIraZism a d  Collectivim: Four Lectures (London: Williams 
and Norgate, 19061, pp. vii and 5 1-62. 

74John Burns, "President's Inaugural Address," Report of the Proceedings of the English- 
Speaking Conference un Infmt Mortality (London: National Association for the Prevention 
of Infant Mortality and for the Welfare of Mancy, 1 9 1 3), p. 3 5. 

"Eyler demonstrates that the work of Arthur Newsholme, head of the national public 
health s e ~ c e  during this penod, was always driven by an individualistic approach to health 
refom: "changes in conviction among those providing the new public seMces were less 
Swift and conclusive than the change in policy." John Eyler, "The Sick Poor and the State: 
Arthur Newsholme on Poverty, Disease and Responsibility," in C. Rosenberg and J. Golden, 
eds., Frmning Disease: Studies in Culturai History (New Brunswick: Rutgers UP, 1 W2), p. 



British social medicine generaiiy concur that by the tum of the twentieth century socid 

diseases had corne to be defined largely in individual and biologicai terms, rather than social 

and environmental. Throughout the nineteenth century, public health policy had emphasized 

the infhence of "environmental hygiene" on rates of morbidity and rn~rtality.'~ But by the 

first decade of the new centuxy this emphasis on sanitary engineering and housing inspection 

had given way to a new orientation towards "personai health services" that would supplement 

ongoing efforts to clean up the h a n  centres. Such services were to include treatrnent, 

education, medical inspection, and management of sick and deviant indMduals. As one 

early-cenm medical writer described this shift in emphasis, "the old public health was 

concemed with the environment; the new is concemed with the individual."" 

The new strategy was exempiifïed in the recommendations of the 1904 Physid 

Deterioration Report. The Report strongly favoured the opinion that despite marked 

improvements in lower-class wages and conditions of Iife over the past few decades, the 

physicai fitness and the standard of living of the workers had not increased accordingly. 

76W. M. Frazer, A History of English Public HeaIth, 1834-1939 (London: Bailiière, 
Tindd and Cox, 1950), p. 239. 

"H. W. W, n>e New Public Health (London: Macmillan, 19 16), quoted in David 
Armstrong, Political Anatomy of the Bodyr Medical KhKnowledge zn Britain in the Twentieth 
Centmy (Cambridge UP, 1983), p. 10. For similar descriptions of how public health came to 
be refiamed in terms of personal intervention, education, and surveillance see Jane Lewis, 
"The Public's Health: Philosophy and Practice in Britain in the Twentieth Century," in E. Fee 
and R M. Acheson, eds., A History of Education in Public Heaith: Healrh t k t  Moch the 
Doctors ' Rules (Mord UP, 198 1 ), p. 195; Christopher Lawrence, Medicine in the Mrrkng of 
Modem Britain, 1700-1920 (London: Routiedge, 1994), p. 74; and Eyler, "Sick Poor and the 
State," p. 276. 



Available resources were presumably not being spent wisely by those large segments of the 

working classes in which 

there has not been developed a desire for improvement cornmensurate with 
the opporhinities offered to them. Lariness, want of thrift, ignorance of 
household management, and particularly of the choice and preparation of 
food, filth, inmerence to parental obligations, dninkenness, largely infect 
adults of both sexes, and press with terrible severity upon their ~hildren.'~ 

Throughout the testimony and conclusions of the Report, personal failings or character flaws 

assumed to be typical of the residuum class, such as laziness, ignorance, and dninke~ess, 

were blamed for the perceived crisis of racial degeneration To arrest fùrther national decay 

it would not be necessary or sutticient to "rely upon any large measure of legislathe 

assistance." Instead the Cornmittee asserted that "the pathway to improvement iies in another 

direction.," namely the education of parents and fiiture parents. The Report opened with a 

description of the overcrowded, unsanitary conditions of town Me as a source of degeneracy 

in offspring, but then went on to identlfy as much more cruciai a series of problems 

associated with bad parenting, such as alcoholism and inadequate diet. Thus the general 

remedial measure recornmended for the crisis of physical detenoration was "some great 

scheme of social education. . . by which the people themselves must be induced to cast off 

the paraiysing traditions of helplessness and despair."" 

The Edwardian infânt w e k e  crusade similarly devoted nearly exclusive attention to 

individual character faults as the cause of the appalling wastage of child Me in slum 

7gPhysical Deterioration Report, vol. 1, p. 1 5. 

'91bid, pp. 93 and 57. 



populations, while downplaying the importance of noxious environmental conditions and 

extreme destitution. For instance, the nation's two chief public heaith officiais, Arthur 

Newsholme and George Newman, both concluded in their reports on infant and child 

mortaiity "that something much more than improvement of environment was necessary to the 

solution of these problems," and that this something was attention to the domestic Me of the 

p o ~ r . ~  Some doctors and reformers did acknowledge that a small percentage of all infint 

fataiities might be due to what they c d e d  primary or unavoidable poverty, which resulted 

fiom temporary unemployment or low wages." On the other hand, those working-class 

families who eamed a decent income but wasted much of it on improper food and drink were 

said to be mired in secondary or voluntary povertygl In such cases pauperism and poor 

health had presumabiy resulted f?om ignorance or destructive behaviours such as 

improvidence and alcoholism. It was assumed that to supply such familes with better wages 

or fiee seMces would only worsen their situation. 

"George Newman, The Building of the Nation 's Health (London: Macmillan, 1 93 9), p. 
287, summarizing his colleague Arthur Newsholme's work on infant mortahty. Newsholme 
acted nom 1908 to 1919 as the effective head of the British public health s e ~ c e  in his role 
as Medicai Officer of the Local Government Board; Newman was the Chief Medical Officer 
of the Board of Education f?om 1907 to 193 5, and became first Medical Officer to the 
Ministry of Health in 1919. 

81 According to at Ieast one experienced health visitor, the effects of primary poveq  on 
women and children could be countered by better organizing the distribution of food and 
advice to needy families, encouraging employers to pay for maternity leaves, and 
implementing programmes for the training of midwives. Marguerite Le F. Boileau, "The 
Best Means of Helping the Mother Below the Poverty Line," Second National Conjereence on 
Infant MorfaIiîy, pp. 113-38. 

aThe primary/secondary distinction was made for example by the MOH Newsholme. See 
Eyler, "Sick Poor and the State," pp. 287-88. 



Authorities on infant we&e were soon able to cite definitive evidence for theiir belief 

that high rates of infant morality and physical detenoration were caused by bad habits and 

incompetent parenthood rather than by an unwholesome environment and economic hardship. 

Ln 1907 the Liverpool medical officer of health E. W. Hope published the results of his large- 

scale sociologicai inqujr hto infant mortality in that city. Hope's vital statistics revealed 

that individual families h g  in the same impoverished districts experienced extreme 

disparities in the numbers of children 10% He found that in 874 of these families ahost half 

the infats had penshed, while another 50 families living side by side with the former group 

"under s i d a r  conditions, with the same income, following the same occupations, the same 

hard struggle against poverty, had [successfùlly] reared ali or nearly all of their chiken.''* 

Many of the litter families in Hope's sample happened to be Jewish immigrants. Their 

low rate of infant deaths was ascribed to the sobnety and thriftuiess of the parents, and 

especially to the tendency of the mothers to forego outside employrnent in order to stay home 

nursing and caring for their ~h i ld ren .~  Reference to the laudable habits and domestic skills 

of Jewish parents becarne a stock argument in the literature of the cbild welfare, anti-alhol  

83From E. W. Hope's 1907 Annual Report as Liverpool MOH, quoted in Arthur 
Newsholme, Fzfi  Yems in Public Health: A Personal Nmralve with Comments (London: 
Allen and Un* 1935), vol. 1, p. 375. Hope's study was fiequently cited in the iiterature of 
the infint and materna1 welFare movement, including in George Newman's Infant Mortality: 
A Social Problem (1906; New York: E. P. Dutton, 1907), pp. 222-23. 

%nother study by Dr. James Niven in Manchester produced similar findings: a 
predominantly Jewish district was found to have an infant mortality rate of 1 1 5 per 1 000, as 
opposed to 184 for the rest of the city. Reported in Newsholme, F& Years in Public Healrh, 
p. 376. See also David Gutzke, "'The C i y  of the Children' : The Edwardian Medical 
Campaign Against Matemal Drinking," British Jounal ofAddiction 79 ( 1  984) : 72-73. 



and eugenics movements. Saleeby for example used the case of the "survival of the Jews" to 

defend the value of both negative and preventive e~genics.~' He contended that through 

centuries of persecution and repression the Jewish race had faced stringent selection 

pressures which presumably left only the strongest specimens to s h v e  and procreate. 

Moreover, the race had been little harmed by infant rnortality or acquired degeneracy owing 

to the abstemious habits of Jewish mothers and their devotion to their children. Socd 

reformers and doctors thus hoped to see the native-bom British working classes emulate the 

clean Living and gendered division of labour typical of these Eastern European immigrants. 

The idealized Jewish mother was to serve as a mode1 for the rest of Britain's female 

population. However, this lirnited degree of acceptance and praise certainly could not offset 

the more widespread anti-Semitism of Bntish society, which was even expressed by Saleeby 

himself in one discussion of the superior health of the Jews: 

The reader is not necessarily asked to admire them or to like them or to speak well 
of them, but if he desires the strength and continuance of whatever race or nation 
he belongs to, he will do well to imitate therneg6 

The Jewish population living in London's East End did in fact experience lower rates of 

"Saleeby, Pmenthood and Race Culture, pp. 3 15- 17. T e h o n y  on Jewish dietary habits, 
matemity care, and breast feeding practices was also supplied to the Physical Detenoration 
Cornmittee. 

"Caleb Saleeby, Wornan und Womanhood: A Semch for Principles (London: Mitchell 
Kennerley, 19 1 l), p. 385. Jewish mothers may have been praised for m g  their 
responsibilities to family and home, but at the same time Eastern European Jewish 
immigrants were commoniy stigmatized as unclean bearers of disease who threatened to 
worsen the health of the British population This contradiction is bnefly mentioned by Lara 
Marks, Model Mothers: Jèwish Mothers a d  Matemity Provision in East London, 18 70-1939 
(Mord: Clarendon, 1994), p. 43. 



infant fatalties than did their Gentile neighbours, despite their impoverished, overcrowded 

lMng conditions and the special disadvantages they faced as an ethnic minority." Lara 

Marks has recently suggested that this remarkable phenornenon likely owed much to 

"religious and cultural traditions conceming food and its preparation," as well as to effective 

f d y  and community support networks for maternity care." For Edwardian actMsts on the 

other hand, infant deaths were invariably assumed to be linked to "materna1 inefficiency" or 

other parental failings. The existence of numerous poor yet relatively healthy Jewish families 

thus seemed to jus* an emphasis on reforming the behaviour of individual parents as the 

best means of ensuring a fit population. The cultivation of public health and racial fitness did 

not require costly aid to families or deviation of urban conditions of Mey but instead could 

be achieved simply by attending to what the medical officer Hope called the "personal 

Edwardian social medicine and social refonn efforts therefore concentrated on 

managing the health and behaviour of individual citizens, primarily through educative 

measures understood t O be politicdly uncontroversial and reiatively easy and inexpensive to 

"Comparative statistics on infant mortality for predorninantly Jewish versus non-Jewish 
districts of East London have been generated by Marks, Model Mothers, pp. 45-52. 

'Vbid, pp. 69 and 74. Marks argues that merences in breast feeding practices were not 
the reason that Jewish mothers lost fewer children. She has not however found any evidence 
either confirming or repudiating contemporary claims that Jewish women were employed 
outside the home Iess often or that their households spent less money on beer than did other 
East End residents. 

'%. W. Hope, "Infant Mortality as Mected by the Habits of the Parents," Second 
National Confernce on Infant Mortalzty, p. 1 3 9. 



irnple~nent.~~ Medical professionals came to believe that most social Us were produced by 

such individual failings as lack of personal cleanliness, poor choice of diet, ignorance, mord 

weakness, and alcohol abuse. Thus for instance the campaigns against infant mortality and 

physical deterioration reiied heavily upon schemes for "rnothercraft," or instruction of girls 

and young mothers in cooking, housekeeping, and the virtues of breast feeding. c'Personal 

health services" also encompassed the medical inspection of lower-class children in the 

home, at infant welfare centres, and in the schools, whüe professional and volunteer health 

care workers visited the residences of the poor in order to dispense advice on health care, 

diet, child rearing, and other factors that influenced the weffare of the family. 

AU of these chiid and materna1 weffare policies were also classifieci as techniques of the 

early-century "social hygiene" movement, which entaileci regulating individual behaviour and 

social interactions as a meam of curing and preventing social i l l~.~'  In the British context the 

term social hygiene most often referred to programmes for the treatrnent and weiIlance of 

infeaious diseases, especiaiiy tuberculosis and syphilis. But Greta Jones has argued that 

90 As Jane Lewis suggests, "education programmes were attractive because they were 
cheap and could be implemented quickly with some hope that immediate improvement would 
result. They also had the advantage of avoiding the political controversy that was bound to 
be raised by any offer of economic assistance." Lewis, Poliiics of Motherhood, p. 220. This 
conclusion is echoed in Deborah Dwork's history of the infant welfàre crusade: "It was easier 
to teach cookery, hygiene, and domestic economy to women and girls, to advise physical 
exercise for children of both sexes; it was even easier to provide heaith visiting of infants and 
sterilized milk for them, than to address radically the causes which made all of this necessary: 
to improve wages, housing, and the tenns of ernployment." Dwork, Wm is Good for Babies, 
p. 19. 

910n social hygiene as a surveillance technique see Armstrong, PoIi~icaI Anatomy of the 
Body, pp. 10-15. 



during the fist halfof the century social hygiene had yet another meaning for a wide range of 

reformers and doctors concemed about "halting the rising tide of degeneracy."" These social 

hygienists stressed hereditarian explanations of many medical and social pathologies, while 

favouring new techniques of "social management" intendeci to regulate the birth rates of the 

fit and un&." Along with institutionaikation for eugenic ends, social hygiene also 

encompassed meanires utilized by public heaith doctors such as "medicd inspection, control, 

regdation, [and] instniction" of children and parents." According to Jones, these rnethods of 

regulating the behaviour of individuais represented a popular alternative to "more familiar" 

social welfare legislation until the rise of the weifare state in the 1940s. Her picture of a 

broadly defmed social hygiene rnovement which offered alternatives to collectivist refomis 

%Jones asserts that social hygiene encompassed "the whole area of the comprehensive and 
intrusive attention to ail that pertains to human biological (and mental) well-being." But in 
fact she identifies only a handfd of British writers (including the eugenists Havelock Ellis, J. 
Arthur Thomson, and Elizabeth Sloan Chesser) who used this term in the same sweeping 
fashion as did the German social hygienist M e d  Grotjahn. Greta Jones, Socid Hygiene in 
Twentieth-Cenw Britain (London: Croom Helm, I986), pp. 1 and 25-26. 

"Jones States that the main point of her work is to iden* "the exact importance and 
extent of hereditarian ideas and the reason for their emergence" in several areas of public 
heaith, partidarly the control of mental deficiency and venereal diseases. Ibid, p. 8. By 
contrast, my goai is to illustrate how pervasive non-hereditarian ideas were in eugenic 
discourses on alcoholism, feeblemindedness, and VD. Despite our diametrically opposed 
perspectives on this network of social reform organkations, Jones's argument and mine lead 
to the same generai conclusion that eugenics and public health had far more in common than 
is usualiy recognized. 

%id, pp. 2 and 1 7. Despite their shared emphasis on individualism and personal factors, 
social hygiene and eugenics were seen as relatively "progressive" social reform movements 
owing to their reliance on scientific expertise and state intervention. This image was hally 
dashed by the economic depression and high unemployment of the 1 WOs, which "sharpened 
the distinctions . . . between those who believed in economic equality and major social 
reconstmction and those who did not" (p. 146). 



thus coincides with my own argument about how individualistic approaches to ameliorating 

the health of current and fiiture generatiom predominated in Edwardian medical circles. 

Like the public health, infant welfare, and social hygiene campaigns, the eugenics 

movement also denied the importance of economic factors as a source of racial degeneracy 

and instead blamed the "personal factor." In this case personal failings were interpreted in 

terms of inbom moral, mentai, and body weaknesses. A hereditarian version of 

individualism was described for instance by the EES member Elizabeth Sloan Chesser, who 

declared that ili health and misery in the lower classes were due to inherited character flaws 

and matemal ignorance: 

It is not poverty which Lies at the root of the misery and squalor that abound 
in factory districts; it is not lack of money which is responsible for the 
starved children, the deaths of infants, the stunted physique and mental and 
moral degradation of the people, so much as ignorance, indifference, 
inherited slovenliness and impro~idence.~~ 

For the Lamarckian eugenist Caleb Saieeby, the personai factor in eugenics mostly referred to 

the individual responsibility of mothers to raise sound offspring and a vigorous race. He 

womed that women's special racial duties were being superceded by milk depots and 

creches, aud he maintained that infant mortaiity was due more often to materna1 inefficiency 

and married women's labour than to poverty itself." Eugenists such as Saleeby and Chesser 

thus sounded very much like public heath doctors such as Arthur Newshoirne, who similarly 

called for the creation of an Imperia1 race through refonnation of character and the 

"Elizabeth Sloan Chesser, Woman, MMmriage and Moiherhwd (London: Cassell, 1 9 13), 
pp. 122-23. 

"See especidy Saieeby, Woman and Womanhood, pp. 194 and 299. 



encouragement of " responsibIe individual behavio r. "" In medical and moral language both 

eugenist and MOH blamed the immoraiity and inefficiency of individuais rather than an 

inequitable economic system for the poverty and sickness so prevalent in certain sectors of 

the comrnmity. 

My brief treatment of the kinds of health reform policies fàvoured by eugenists, social 

hygienists, and public hedth doaors is intended to iflustrate how pervasive an individualistic 

and class-centred style of social reform was during the kst two decades of the century. Thus 

with respect to the types of social policies they advocated, there was no neat dichotorny 

between hereditarians and environmentalists or between eugenists of the hard and soft 

hereditarian camps. I began this discussion with the observation that Saieeby's programme 

of medical or public health oriented eugenics has sometimes been misconstrued as Mering 

fiom d i n e  eugenics in its political ongins: several h i s t o n ~  have implied that his 

resistance to class eugenics and support for Iimited social welfare legislation arose from lefi- 

wing sentiments. Let me conclude now by addressing this supposed distinction in the 

political affiIiations of mainline and Lamarckian eugenists. What can the particuiar examples 

of Pearson and Saieeby tell us about the political dimension of eugenic thought in the British 

context? 

Historians and sociologists shidying the history of eugenics have aistomarily assumed 

that belief in unmodifiable heredity as the cause of most human traits was associated with 

political conservatism, whereas theories that held out hope for altering the environment for 

- - - - - - 

97 Eyler, "Sick Poor and the State," p. 288. 



the good of mankind were most often defended by scientists with liberal or radical lea.~~ings.~' 

But in fact many exceptions to this generalization about the politics of nature-numire 

controversies can easily be identined. In Britain ideas about applying negative eugenics to 

the ioferior portions of the labouring classes were supportecl not only by known consematives 

such as Montague Crackanthorpe, Dean W. R Inge, and W. C. D. Whetham, but &O by 

actMsts at the other end of the political spectrum such as the members of the socialia Fabian 

Society." Likewise Karl Pearson, although never part of the Fabian group itseK also labelled 

himseif a socialist in a similar non-revolutionary, technocratic mould. 

On the other side of the coin, prominent members of the environmentalist camp of 

Edwardian social activists, fkom the medical eugenist Saleeby to the MOH Newsholme, 

certaùily did not iden* themselves as politicdy radical. Nor did they express very 

progressive attitudes towards dealing with the problem of the urban residuum. 1 have argued 

that both of these men endorsed measures airned at altering individual behaviour and 

promothg economic independence rather than any kinds of coilectivist welfare reforms. 

Saleeby even expressly objected when opponents dismissed his support for materna1 and 

infant welfare measures as sociali~tic.'~ More generally speaking Edwardian era provisions 

''An early and rather unsophisticated sociological study of the political leanings of some 
of the participants in twentieth-century debates over the relative importance of heredity and 
environment is Nicholas Pastore, The Nature-Nurtwe Coniroversy (New York: King's 
Crown, 1949). 

Tt bas been argued that Fabians such as Sidney Webb, H. G. Wells, and Bemard Shaw 
perceived convergences between sociatism and eugenics in the shared emphasis placed on 
state intervention, social planning, and the role of scientific experts. Freeden, "Eugenics and 
Progressive Thought," pp. 656-60. 

'"Saleeb y, Progress of Eugenics, p p. 24. 



for the medicai care and feeding of mothers and children, employment insurance, and 

national health insurance-which represented the first steps towards establishing the modem 

welfàre state-were ali implemented not according to any progressive scheme for equality 

and social justice, but rather in response to the perceived crisis of national inefficiency. 

The familiar politicai landscape of contemporary nature-numire controversies might 

lead one to expect that varieties of "en~ironmentalisrn'~ have always been associated with 

progressive political beliefs. But in fact it was not until the 1930s that accounts of human 

traits and social iils which emphasized the role of environmental factors became linked with 

leftist politics and aversion to the class hatred preached by an earlier generation of 

eugenists. 'O1 Similarly the history of preventive eugenics in Britain refutes the assumption 

that Lamarckian theones of heredity were usually championed by scientists with lefi-wing 

sensibilities, who believed that this partidar brand of environmentalism would W e r  their 

own progressive reform agendadm Saleeby for one ceriainly did not fit this stereotype, nor 

'''One account of how progressive sociologists, anthropologists, and psychologists reacted 
against hereditarian eugenics is provided by Hamilton Cravens, The Triumph of Evolution: 
A mericm Scieniists und the Heredity-Evohtion Conlroversy, 1900-1941 (P hiladelp hia: U of 
Pennsylvania P, 1 978). Another linkage between lettist politics and environmentalism was 
drawn dunng the 1930s by the Manrist biologists Lancelot Hogben and J. B. S. Haldane, who 
used new techniques of mathematical genetics to transform the old class eugenics into what 
was seen as a politically and ethically neutral science of human genetics or "reform 
eugenics." This later style of genetic research did not ignore the importance of environmental 
factors such as nutrition in deterrnining phenotypes, and it focused on investigating the 
genetic causes of distinct clinid conditions in individual families rather than vague 
categones of behaviour and mental illness associated aimost exclusively with the pauper 
class. Mazumdar, Eugenics, Humm Genetics mrd Human Failings, pp. 146-95, especially p. 
183. 

lrn~This myth has aiso been debunked by Peter Bowler, "E. W. MacBnde's Lamarckian 
Eugenics and its Implications for the Social Construction of Scientific Knowledge," Annals 



have 1 found any non-mauiline eugenists in England who interpreted Lamiirckian or pseudo- 

Lamarckian doctrines in a way that might optimize the efficacy of socialist-sounding 

environmental improvements. They never suggested for instance that the increased stature or 

fitness of individuals wbo had benefitted fiom sanitation or w e k e  reforms might be 

transmissible to offspring. Saleeby even went so far as to chastise socialists for chging to 

the unrealistic belief that the effects of education could be cumulative over many 

generations.lo3 The early-century British writers 1 have discussed here did not make use of 

the theory of true inheritance of acquired characters, but instead interpreted research on 

alcoholic heredity in terms of blastophthoria and pre- and post-natal poisoning. They were 

most interested in how treatrnent of disease and reclamation of drunkards codd benefit 

subsequent generations of the race. Beiief in soft heredity led to the pessimistic conclusion 

that immoral behaviour and deleterious conditions of Me could cause irrevocable damage to 

offspring or the hereditary material. 

2. A Struggle for Authority over Alcoholism and Degeneration 

This thesis has so far compared the scientific content and social context of two styles of 

eugenic thought in Great Britain. The finai step will be to explore the professional dimension 

of the history of eugenics, or in other words to retum to the question posed in the first 

of Science 4 1 (1 984): 245-60. Bowler shows that the zoologist MacBnde, a leading scientSc 
member of the EES during the 19 10s and 20s- was one of the last and most vigorous 
supporters of the theory of inheritance of acquired characteristics in Britain, despite his 
extremely reactionary and even racialist politics. 

'"Saleeby, Parenihooà and Race Culture, p. 1 5 5. 



chapter: who were the eugenists? 1 have aIready suggested that a Lamarckim or 

environmentalist version of eugenics was championed mainly by medical professionals who 

conçidered it a logical extension of their duties to apply preventive and curative medicine to 

the well-being of fiiture as well as curent generations. It could be argued that the problem of 

the cCfùture of the race" fell within the professional domallis of medical practitioners and 

public health officers, as weli as those of geneticists, biologists, and biometriciam whose 

work has been featured in most of the existing historiography. 1 have already doaimented the 

fact that the Eugenics Education Society counted a substantial contingent of doctors and 

surgeons among its ranks during this early penod, many of them eminent in their fields. 

Many although certainly not all of those medical eugenists were key proponents of the more 

environmentaily onented style of eugenics. These writers effectively bndged the gap 

between hard hereditarian eugenics and public health approaches to social refom. 

Alternatively, a stronger claim could be made about the significance of doctors in the 

EES. It was sometirnes argued even by contemporw writers that aii doctors couid and 

perhaps should have perceived themselves as eugenists, regardless ofwhether they actualiy 

belonged to the movement or employed the language of degeneration. Physicians routinely 

contributed to the cause of Unproving racial and imperid health, for example by working for 

the iafant and matemal welfare campaign, treating syphilis, or warning their patients about 

the risks of parental drinking. Statements about doctors' responsibility for preserving racial 

health were made by medical eugenists such as Caleb Saleeby and Mary Scharlieb. For 

instance Scharlieb pointed out that the ante-natal and numiral influences on the fitness of 

o f f s p ~ g  were amenable to medical management, while dismisshg the distant hereditary 



origins of degeneracy as an aspect of eugenics into which it was relatively "useless to 

inquire." In particular, as a eugenist and a temperance doctor she exhorted her colleagues to 

exercise their power and their duties by advising women that alcohol consumption couid only 

have disastrous effects during pregnancy, and by setting an example for their patients and the 

general public by practicing moderation or teetotalism themselves. '" Saleeby likewise called 

upon medical authorities to recognize the fact that their professional practices could 

ameliorate not only individual and commUDity health but also the long-term welfare of the 

race. He complained that the nascent eugenics movement was dominated by biologists and 

statisticians who lacked the experience and skiils to address the causes and solutions of 

medical and social Us: 

It must be remembered that eugenists are not medical men, the medical profession 
not yet having realized that the stage of attention to individual hygiene and 
preventive medicine in which it is now finding itseif must necessarily go even 
further, and be succeeded by a final stage, where racial hygiene . . . will be the 
goal and ideai of that great profe~sion.'~' 

At one point Saleeby even went so far as to designate eugenics a branch of medical practice: 

"eugenics is racial medicine. . . which endeavours to cure and prevent the diseases of the 

lWMary Scharlieb, "AIcohol and the Child-Bearing Woman," British J'I of lnebriety 
11 (1913): 62-66. 

LosCaleb Saieeby, "Alcoholism and Eugenics," British J'aI of Inebriety 7 (1 909): 9. 
Elsewhere he urged that "of all morbid conditions against which preventive medicine figbts, 
the first to be deait with and abolished should surely be those which injure not only the 
present but also hture generations." Caleb Saleeby, A Mini~ny ofHealth rmd the Racial 
Poisons (Birmingham: Templar, 19 l8), p. 4. As the title of this text suggests, Saleeby 
thought that the eugenic problem of eliminating racial poisons should be dealt with by a 
centralized public health service, not just through the eugenics movement. 



race.''lob 

Health care professionals contributed to eugenic discourses and to the cause of race 

bettement fiom positions both inside and outside of the organized eugenics movement itself. 

Medical and environmentalist interests thus played a larger role in the professional 

composition and policy proposais of British eugenics than has previously been 

acknowledged. As noted in Chapter 5 the British Lamarckian style of eugenics strongly 

resembled the dominant eugenics traditions in other national contexts such as France and 

Latin Arnerica, which were largely d e d  by doctors. Physicians similarly controlled the 

eugenics movements in Canada, South M c a ,  and Germany. As will be seen next, these 

cases cm now serve as models for understanding the occupational make-up of the British 

eugenics movement. In these narratives, certain groups of doctors are depicted as having 

used their involvement in eugenics in order to achieve social prestige or jobs in State s e ~ c e  

and to stake out new claims to  expertise. 

Doctors. Public Health, m d  the Future of the Race 

In the previous section 1 demonstrated convergences between the maialine and 

Lamarckian styles of eugenics in their aims and policies for improving racial health. I M e r  

suggested that certain similarities existed between hereditarian and environmeatalist 

approaches to social reform, contrary to the received view of the relationship between 

eugenics and public health put forward by historians such as Dorothy Porter. These affinities 

'06Saleeby, Progress of Eugenics, p. 1 3 2. 



resulted £iom common imperialistic anxieties about national decadence that foiiowed the 

disastrous Boer War and focused on the fitness of the labouring or residuum classes. 

Edwardian doctors and social activists sought to ensure a sufficient ~ p p l y  of heaithy bodies 

to populate the nation and the empire, primarily by means of conservative reforms aimed at 

managing the behaviour and home Me of individuais. Their reforms ranged from educating 

new mothers to airtailing alcohol consumption to segregating the d i t .  

Lamarckian or medical eugenics represented a direct comection to the public health 

and social hygiene campaips that addressed such problems as iafant mortality, venereal 

disease, and alcohol abuse. An hterconnected network of medicd perso~e l  supported ail  of 

these causes, including that of race bettement. Their cornmon objective was to protect 

parents and children fkom racid poisons and other deleterious environmentai influences, and 

they justified their programmes on the bais of an accepted body of scientific knowledge 

about the physiological and pathological effects of these poisons. However, the overlap that 

existed between eugenics and public heaith in their personnel, aims, and scientific 

foundations was not entirely mediated by Lamarckian eugenics. It would appear that the 

leadership of the Eugenics Education Society saw nothing heretical about forging alliances 

with various public heaith and environmentalist programmes. This was true not only of the 

EES's participation in the campaigns against syphilis and habitua1 inebnety, but also of its 

attempts to place both negative and preventive eugenics on the agenda of the public health 

doctors. 

Notices and reviews of public health conferences were regularly printed in the pages of 

the Eugenics Review, whiie the Society even sent an officia1 delegation to Paris for the 19 13 



Royal Institute of Public HeaIth  congres^.^"' In a special section on "Eugenics and Child 

Study," the problems of alcoholism, venereal disease, and infant mortality were addressed by 

the British eugenists Sdeeby and Douglas White, as weU as by many of the French 

participants. Other speakers nom both countries instead emphasized inbom characters and 

the differential birthrate as the principal objects of eugenic study, particularly in reference to 

mental deficiency. In their report on this congres the Bntish eugenists indîcated their 

expectations as to how members of the public health service couid contribute to the racial 

improvement of mankind: 

Once this body is awake to the racial bearing of its work, and considers what 
policy of social hygiene is best caiculated to raise the inherent capacity for health 
in the general community, we may hope to improve "the racial quality of fuhûe 
generations." Indications are not wanting that the awakening of the medical 
eugenic conscience is at hand.'08 

Clearly then public health reforms were not invariably perceived as antithetical to race 

bettement, even by maidine eugenists who were primarily interested in a l e d g  medical 

attention to the hereditary factor in the etiology of diseases and mental defect. The EES' s 

report on this 19 13 conference closed with a plea for medical officers of health to begin 

systematicaily coiiecting family data that would eventudy help reveal the tme causes of 

disease and degeneracy. The eugenists hoped to 

inspire the medical profession with the necessary enthusiasm to enlist their CO- 

operation in the Eugenic cause. The doctors should be the priests of the religion 
of Eugenics; let them hasten to search for the answers to those questions which 

'''A complete report was published as "Eugenics and Public Health," Eugenics Review 5 
(1913-14): 157-65. 



the laity will be asking them in the near fùture. They have the opportunity, will 
they make use of it?lo9 

On the other side of the coin, public health doctors sometimes sounded as amenable to 

the goals and methods of the eugenics movement as eugenists sounded eager to enlist the 

support of the public heaith service. 1 have already refuted Porter's supposition that MOH 

inevitably perceived their work to be in confIict with the eugenics programme by showing 

that several such medicai men were active in the EES durhg this early period. Now I will 

argue that even the high-ranking MOH Sir Arthur Newsholme and Sir George Newman, who 

surely represented the opposite end of the nature-nurture spectnim fiom the mainiine 

eugenists, expressed in their writings eugenic-sounding concem about preserving the 

"Imperia1 race" not ody fkom nich environmental hazards as alcohol and materna1 

inefficiency, but also fiom the excessive fertility of less fit social groups. 

Newsholme was weii known as a critic of hereditarian eugenics, in particular for his 

denunciations of the better-dead doctrines on iofant mortality and tubercdosis promoted by 

Karl Pearson."O He did not however repudiate the whole eugenic philosophy, pronouncing 

for instance that '4  share the belief in the importance of heredity but am equally convinced of 

the importance of environment, including infection and parental habits of We in health 

l'%ewsholme, Fifty Yems in Public Health, vol. 1, p. 407. Other publications in which 
he chailenged eugenic assertions on hereditary etiology and the destruction of the diseased 
and unfit included Newsholme, The Prevention of Tuberculosis, 2nd edn. (London: Methuen, 
1 9 1 O), pp. 1 87-89; and Second R e m  on Infmt and Chiid Mortality: Supplement to the 
Forty-second A n d  Repor? of the Medical Otficer of the Local Govemment Bomd, 
Par2iczment-y Papers, 1 9 13, (London: HMSO, 1 9 13), pp. 54-6 1. 



pr~blems."~~' Newsholme also addressed the very question at the heart of the eugenics 

problematic: what chmging fenility patterns in the British population meant for the fuhue of 

the race. He concurred with the eugenists' conclusion that evolutionary progress would aot 

occur if the birthrate of the lower social classes continued to outpace that of the fitter middle 

classes, although he attributed the unfitness of their offspring to poor nurture rather thaa 

heritable Merences between the classes.'12 In like fashion his colleague Newman chose to 

incorporate "eugenics and the principles of sound breeding" into his proposed "national 

policy in Preventive Medicine." Newman even expressed concems about the fact that 

modem civilization was allowing the unchecked reproduction of the innately d i t ,  an 

outlook that hardly fits Porter's stereotype of the anti-eugenical public health doctor. He 

spelled out his opinions on the propagation of the innately or congenitally unfit in a 19 19 text 

outlining his plans for the new Ministry of Health: 

To start a man fairiy on Me's journey he requires a sound foundation in physique. 
We have to think in terms of race, and thus it cornes about that the idea of 
parentage and ancestry cannot be ignored. If we are to grow a sound and healthy 
race of men we must begin, where ail true breeding begins, at the source. lfwe 
permit ourselves to favour and provide for the unguided propagation of a 
population of poor physique or of persons marked fkom birth with the stigmata of 
alcohoi, venereal disease or mental deficiency, we s h d  sooner or later discover 
that we are building on false foundations, and without taking suficiently into our 

l l l~r thur  Newsholme, 7he LaFt ïhirty Yems in Public Heaith: Recollectiom und 
Rejlectiom on My Oflcial and Post-ODciaI Life (London: Men and Unwin, l936), p. 2 10. 

112Arthur Newshohe, The Declining B i ~ - R a i e :  Its National and International 
Signz@cance (London: Moffat, Yard, 19 1 1). His controversies with Pearson and his work on 
the dflerential fertilty problem are treated by Eyler, "The Sick Poor and the State," pp. 284- 
86. 



reckoning the Laws of Heredity, of transmission, and of ante-natal Section. "3 

MOH such as Newman and Newsholme thus concurred with mainhe eugenic doctrines 

on lowering the birthrate among certain "undesirable" portions of the population, as well as 

with the soft hereditarian assumptions of preventive eugenics, especidy regarding the 

alcohol question. Their motives for attacking the problem of infant mortality were also 

consistent with the goals of the eugenics movement. It was often argued that an excessive 

number of infant fatalities not only diminished the absolute size of the next generation of the 

race but also signined a detenoration in its overaff hedth, since Surviving cbiidren were 

Iikely to have been enfeebled by the same deleterious conditions and diseases that U e d  their 

siblings. In Newman's words, "a high infant mortality rate almost necessarily denotes a 

prevalence of those causes and conditions which in the long nin determine a degeneration of 

race. y"14 

In order to account for medical styles of eugenics and medical concerns about the 

matter of prese~ng racial fitness, much of the new international historiography has rurned to 

the role of professional interests. This mode of explainhg the popularity of eugenic thought 

among certain constituencies was actuaiiy pioneered by historians interested in the class 

composition of the British movement, especially Lyndsay Farral:, Geo Bey Searle, and 

""orge Newman, An Outline of the Practice of Preventive Medicine: A MemorCatCfUm 
Adraessed to the Minister of Health (London: HMSO, 1 9 1 9), pp. 46-47 and 99. 

"'Newman, Infat MortuIiîy, pp. v-vi. Newman and Newsholme also cited the eugenist 
Saleeby's racial poison theory of the pre- and post-natal action of alcohol. See for example 
Newshohe, Fi f i  Years Ni Public Healrh, vol. 1 ,  pp. 3 78-79; Newman, Infmf MortaIity, pp. 
72-77; and Newman, Outline of the Practice of Preventive Medicine, pp. 47-48. 



Donald MacKenzie. However, these writers did not apply their analyses specifically to the 

many practitioners of preventive medicine who joined the EES. MacKenzie's account 

described hard hereditarian beliefs as consonant with the interests of a large group he labelled 

the professional middle classes. Biologicd determinism provided a scientific sanction for 

eisting class divisions, in terms of a natural hierarchy of intellectual abilities."' Eugenics 

thereby served the interests of the educated middle classes by legitimizing theu social 

position and their special qualifications as the "brain-power" of the nation. 

While this aory is useful as fu as it goes, it cannot explain the content of the eugenic 

theories promoted by many medical and lay members of the EES who rejected the kind of 

rigorous hereditarianism espoused by Karl Pearson and other maidine eugenists. MacKenzie 

noted the negative reaction that Pearson's studies of alcoholism and tuberdosis received 

from a few prominent eugenists. But he went no M e r  than to suggest that these disputes 

were generated by the opponents' cormnitrnents to temperance and other environrnentalist 

They were hereditarians in generai, but wished to maintain particdar 
exceptions to eugenic principles because of particular commitments: to the 
temperance movement, in the case of the controversy over alcoholism, and 
to environmental health programmes and sanatorium treatment in the case of 
tuberculosis. Pearson, fkee of these cross-cutting commitments, was able to 
develop a consistent hereditarianism unaltered by particularistic 

"'~acKenzie, "Eugenics in Britain," pp. 505- 10. See also Norton, "Karl Pearson and 
Statistics," p. 30. Searle attempted to refine MacKenzie's analysis of the professional middle 
classes by eliminating doctors who presumably would not have benefitted from hereditarian 
theories of disease. GeofEey Searle, "Eugenics and Class," in Charles Webster, ed., Biology, 
Medicine and Socieg, 1840-1940 (Cambridge üP, 198 1), pp. 2 17-42. 



exceptions. '16 

MaclCemie thus emphasized the role of social and professional hterests in determining 

Pearson's "consistent" hereditarian stance, but he did not attempt to make a symmetrical 

argument accounting for the theories of soft heredity preferred by other members of the 

eugenics movement. Instead he implied in the passage just quoted that their nahird class 

interests became subordinated to other "commitments." He only briefly hinted that these 

alternative commitments-to the anti-alcohol crusade and other pubiic health reforms-may 

likewise have been motivated by some sort of professional incentives, namely reiating to "the 

fine structure of institutions and oc~upations."''~ The cornpetition between hard hereditarian 

and Lamarckian eugenists thus involved finer distinctions between professional groups than 

suggested by MacKenzie' s broad characterization. In particular, a revised historiograp hy 

needs to consider the question of what medical professionals felt they aood to gain ffom 

promoting the cause of race betterment or more specincaiiy an envirorunentaiist version of 

eugenics. 

It should be noted fist of all that a hereditarian philosophy of social reform certainly 

could not devalue the work of all physicians or public health officiais. On the contraty, in 

Britain and elsewhere during the first few decades of the century some MOH began to devote 

special attention to the hereditary component of diseases and social problems, of which the 

most notable was mental deficiency. As the histonan of Canadian eugenics Angus McLaren 

l16Donald MacKenzie, "Karl Pearson and the Professional Middle Classes," Annals of 
Science 36 (1979): 138. 



has noted, medical eugenists reaiized that an "understanding of heredity could improve public 

hdth," and therefore they began to include as part of their work investigating f d y  

histories of degeneracy and advocating the eugenic segregation of the feebleminded."' 

Heredity occupied a central place on the public health agendas of eugenists such as Helen 

MacMurchy in Canada and Ettie Sayer in England, who was medical officer to the London 

County Council Education ~e~ar txnent ."~ These public health workers attempted to estabiish 

their expertise as medical-scientific authorities on racial as well as community health. With 

their access to clinicd materials, famiy studies, and social surveys they were in an ideal 

position to produce knowledge about the hereditary causatiot of feeblemindedness, 

alcoholism, and other manifestations of degeneracy. It could thus be expected that the State 

would c d  upon them to set social poiicy on questions relating to national regeneration, 

which for the hard hereditarian eugenists usudy meant permanent institutiona1i7iition of the 

unfit. 

Incorporating eugenic aims into preventive medicine would enhance the social prestige 

of the medical profession: to study and eventuaily hait the progressive degeneration of the 

race was a vital responsibility that doctors justly believed feu within their domain of 

'18Aagus McLaren, Our û w n  Master Race: Eugenics in Canaab, 1885494.5 (Toronto: 
McCleiland and Stewart, 1990), pp. 28-30. 

"'Sec dso Geta Jones's work on how the British public health movement fiom 19 10 
onwards came to adopt hereditanan ideas and dong with them a job description that included 
the eugenic measure of preventing the multiplication of the unfit. Jones, Socid Hygiene in 
Twentieth-Centziry Britain, p. 8. 



expertise.'20 This analysis in terms of medicd self-interests cm also be applied to approaches 

to preserving racial health that did not focus on heredityper se. Under the guise of 

preventive or nwtural eugenics, public heaith and social hygiene rneasures against diseases, 

alcoholism, and materna1 inefficiency that took such a devastahg toll on the next generation 

of the race now acquired added significance. The goal of ensuring fiiture supplies of heaithy 

bodies could be achieved through the efforts of MOH, obstetricians, and general practitioners 

whose duties included for example educating the public on the racial effects of alcohol and 

syphilis or providing better care for expectant mothers and infants. Certain groups of medical 

professionals may have recognized that their involvement in eugenics could eam them 

expanded social roles. That such practical interests were likely at stake in the British context 

is strongly suggested by cornparisons with medical eugenics in many other coutries. 

Practitioners of curative and preventive medicine made up the single largest 

occupational group in most of the world's eugenics movements. In France for example the 

obstetricians who pioneered the neo-Lamarckian version of eugenics cded puenculture were 

undoubtedly conscious of how anxieties about maintahhg the quantity and quaiity of the 

population could M e r  their own self-interests. In that context eugenics 'kas attractive to a 

'*O~heila Weiss has made a similar argument for the role of medical self-interests in the 
German race hygiene movement before 19 19. The main protagonia of her story, William 
Schallmayer, was a physician who promoted negative eugenics as the principal means of 
addressing Gennany's crisis of national inefficiency. Weiss emphasizes the technocratie 
logic of Schallmayer's eugenics: he was concemed to legitimize physicians' role as 
administrators of the health of the people, and he believed that they could fil1 this role not 
only by means of their work in public health and bacteriology but also through eugenic 
control over the hereditary fitness of the population. Sheila Weiss, Race Hygiene and 
NationaI Eflciency: ïhe Eugenics of WiiheIm SchaZZrnayer (Berkeley: U of Califomia P, 
1987), pp. 88-89 and 114-25. 



wide variety of specialists concerned with infant health because it gave their work an 

importance not only for the present, but for subsequent generations as ~elI." '~'  In Latin 

Amencan nations the eugenics organizations were likewise made up almost exclusively of 

doctors. Nancy Leys Stepan notes that eugenics appealed to Brazilian doctors in part because 

it opened up for them the possibility of expanded professionai and social duties: supporters of 

eugenics and other medical professionals in that nation were "eager to promote their role as 

experts in shaping social Me."'* Their expertise in matters of community health, which 

included sanitation and housing refomis as weU as efforts to combat the racial poisons, came 

to be considered even more vduable owing to Lamarckian beliefs ba t  improvements to the 

environment codd impact on the welfare of hture generatioos. 

A similar story has been told about the involvement of hedth professionals in the 

eugenics movement in South m c a .  Numerous doctors entered this new field eager to 

expand the sphere of influence of their profession, by becoming advisors to the "government, 

philanthropie societies, parents, teachers, lawyers, and judges" on matters of individuai, 

community, and racial health.'p As was the case in Britain, South African doctors believed 

'*'William Schneider, "The Eugenics Movement in France, 1890- 1940," in Mark Adams, 
ed., n e  Wellborn Science: Eugenics in Germany, France, BraziI, ondRussia (Mord UP, 
1 WO), p. 72. 

'Wancy Leys Stepan, "Eugenics in Brazil, 19 1 7- 1940," in Mark Adams, ed., ïhe  
Wellborn Science, p. 1 1 3. 

lUSusanne Klausen, "'For the Sake of the Race': Eugenic Discourses in the South African 
Medicd Record, 1903- 1926 and the J m a I  of the Medical Association of South Africu, 
1927- 193 1 " (M.A. diss., Queen's University, 1994), pp. 13 - 14 and 1 13. As in the Brazilian 
case, South Afiican doctors prior to 1920 were s t U  seeking centralized control over the 
nation's health, and may have employed the rhetoric of eugenics to achieve this goai. 



that both hereditarian and environmentaiist styles of eugenics could effect racial 

improvement, and therefore they often justified public heaith work on eugenic grounds. 

Although many physicians and MOH resisted or ignored eugenics because they feared its 

hereditarian interpretations threatened their professionai security, other leading members of 

the profession 

believed that the specialized skiUs doctors attained in diagnosing illness and 
prescribing treatment for the iii, as weii as their understanding of social problems 
such as the proliferation of the uofit as having a biological base, justified 
extending medical responsibility to include the "nation's health" as a wh01e.'~' 

Paul Weindling's exhaustive study of the Geman race hygiene movement similarly 

considers professional aspirations to have been one of the unifling forces that led physicians 

and scientists f?om various fields to involve thernselves in a network of voluntary 

organi7sitions and state institutions that addressed the problem of regenerating racial vitality. 

AU of these workers were seeking professional authority, social status, and above all State 

patronage for medicine and science, which rnight provide thern with funding or a guaranteed 

li~elihood.'~ As one reviewer of Weindiing's book has explained, German doctors thus saw 

'U~aul Weindling, Heaith, Race, and Gennrm Politics between National Unification md 
Nazism, 1870-1945 (Cambridge UP, I989), pp. 155-280. Weindling's larger goai is to trace 
the dangerous authoritarian or anti-democratic nature of Nazi eugenics and social medicine to 
the professional aspirations of doctors, rather than to its association with a totalitaian regirne. 
His interpretation "stresses that eugenics was authontarian in that it offered the state and 
profession unlimited powers to eradicate disease and improve the health of fùture 
generations" (p. 7). In other words, the anti-dernocratic nature of Gennan eugenics lay 
inherent h m  the 1890s in its technocratic logic. Scientists and doctors claimed that they 
alone stood outside of and above mere party poiitics, and that this made them uniquely 
quaIified to make decisions of national importance. They translated their specialized 
knowledge and self-proclaimed expertise into power over the lives of the rest of the 



involvement in eugenics as a meam of entrenching themselves in "state-supported 

institutions that pushed to integrate science, therapy, and p~l icy." '~~ 

In the case of the British doaors 1 have discussed here, support for eugenics rnight 

likewise be interpreted in terms of gaining some son of occupational advantages. 

Expectations of hancial or matenal gain may not have been as important to medical 

eugenists in England as they apparentiy were to their counterparts in other countries such as 

Gennany and Russia, where medical seMces and social reform were organized and fbnded 

by the State. Nevertheless it could be argued for example that British public health doctors 

used the crisis of racial health to jus@ municipal and philanthropie support for their work in 

infant welfare centres, or that specialists in mental diseases used hereditarianism to warrant 

medicd and institutional care of the feeblerninded. One particularly important social rde 

these doctors aspired to be caiied upon to discharge was as expert medical-scient& advisors 

to the govemment on issues pertainhg to the fitness of children and the race. But above all 

the medical supporters of Lamarckian eugenics simply sought public approbation for the vital 

work they were doing on behalf of the nation and the race, for instance when they dispensed 

advice on infant are, provided health exams to school children, or fought to introduce anti- 

alcohol teaching into the schools. 

In short, then, medical eugenists believed that enhanced public esteem would be the 

reward for those occupational groups that managed to establish themselves as medical- 

population, power which was most notoriously abused during the Nazi era. 

126Philip Pauly, "The Eugenics Industry: Growth or Restructurllig?" Journal of the Hisios, 
of Biolop 26 (1 993): 137. 



scientific experts on race regeneration. Of course the doctors were not the ody professional 

group cornpethg for this position in Bntain during the first decades of the c e n w ,  and in fact 

their daims to authority were sometimes contested by eugenists of the mainline camp. One 

such stniggle for authority occurred over the issue of the eugenic significance of parental 

alcoholism Rehuning now to the debate over the biometricians' 19 10 mernoir as a case 

study in the hinory of eugenics, 1 would Like to suggest one last explanation for the hostilities 

that erupted between eugenists and temperance doctors and more specificdy between the 

hard hereditarian Karl Pearson and his soft hereditarîan colleague Caleb Saieeby. The 

participants in this debate were well aware that they were engaged in a professional 

cornpetition over who was rnoa qualified to guide social policy on and produce scientific 

knowledge about the effects tif parental alcohol use on offspring and the race. 

The eer imenters  and Obsenters versus the CaIcula~ors 

The existing historiography of British eugenics has singled out a s m d  nurnber of 

specialties within the medical and scientific professions which contributed to hereditarian 

discourses and refonn policies. For example MacKentie Lists the foilowing groups who 

would have been most likely to advance their professional interests by championing their 

work under the banner of eugenics: 

The eugenic solution to the social problem of the urban sub-proletariat would 
employ the statisticiao's figures, the biologist's studies, the psychologist's tests, 
the social worker's case reports and uitimately the psychiatrist's custodial care or 
the surgeon's scalpel. It would thus give full play to the skiiis of the developing 



scientific professions. lZ7 

It should be noted however that MacKenzieYs account of the medical-scientSc skills or 

expertise used to support a hereditarian philosophy of social reform codates two distinct 

types of expertise. On the one hand, the professional skills vaiuable to the eugenics 

movement were said to involve partidar methods of scientific research, such as aatistics, 

intelligence testing, and genetic family studies and breeding experiments. But the last two 

examples given in this passage, the work of psychiatrists and surgeons, instead pertain to 

expertise in the sense of distinctive medical practices. These eugenists were responsible not 

for research into hereditary conditions but for the work of managing the unfit through * 

segregation and sterilization. Thus under this latter definition of eugenic skilis, MacKeazie 

also ought to have included other medical personnel who worked to diagnose, treat, and 

prevent various conditions believed to affect the heaith of offspring. Medical practices that 

preserved the lives of infmts or protected parents fkom the racial poisons likewise could be 

classified as skills relevant to the preventive and nurtural styles of eugenics. 

In the last section 1 addressed the faa that the received view of the history of eugenics 

neglects the ways in which doctors functioned as guardians of national and racial health. 

Now 1 s h d  suggest a paraiiel argument about the role of medical-scientinc research in the 

eugenics programme. MacKenzie and other historians have devoted exclusive attention to 

biologists and social scientists whose investigations in such areas as evolution and 

inheritance, demography, and psychology appeared to be especially relevant to the eugenics 

lnMacKenzie, "Karl Pearson andd&e Professional Middle Class," p. 13 7. 



cause. But an emphasis on the Lamarckian style of eugenics in Bntain reveals other types of 

research that were considered crucial to understanding the problem of degeneration. These 

were the social surveys, pathological studies and animal experiments that investigated the 

causes of hereditary and congenitd defects, especialiy where the racial poisons alcohol and 

lead were involved. 

The 19 10- 1 1 controversy over Pearson's findings on alcoholism provided one occasion 

on which ideas about the methodologicd and disciplinary foundations of eugenic science 

were ciearly artidated. This dispute revealed a sharp rift between at least two Merent 

camps of scientific researchers over the issue of who possessed the skills and techniques 

necessary to produce valid scientific knowledge about the relationship between alcoholism 

and degeneracy. 12' On the one side, led by the polemicist Saleeby, were a group of doctors 

and eugenists who assumed that the pathological effects of alcohol on the dnnker and his 

progeny could only be fully studied in the laboratory and clinic. They were defending this 

type of research, which was usuaily conducted on behalf of the temperance crusade, against 

the attacks of the young biometrical school. Of all the members of the medical and scientific 

12'My interpretation of this episode in the history of eugenics, emphasizing the disciplinaq 
divisions and distinct scientific methods employed by each side in the debate, improves on 
Lyndsay Farrd's eariier anaiysis which suggested that differences of opinion arose between 
biometricians and temperance doctors simply because one camp treated eugenics as a science 
while the other treated it as a social philosophy. Farrall accepts at face value Pearson's 
characterization of his anti-dnnk opponents as nothing more than "polemical and partisan" 
commentators. But in fact the temperance writers and Lamarckian eugenists believed that 
their racial poison theory and the signifiant body of experimental and pathological evidence 
that supported it could serve as a scientific foundation for a programme of race culture. 
Lyndsay Farrali, n e  Origins md Growth of the English Eugenics Movemeni ( 1  969; New 
York: Garland, l98S), p. 28 1. 



professions involved with the movement for race bettement, it was the biometricians who 

were most eager to use eugenics as a means of advancing their social prestige and material 

interests. They promoted themselves as eugenic experts on the grounds of a unique 

professional skiil: their ability as trained mathernaticians to undertake statistical research into 

the causation of social problerns such as alcoholism. 

1 have already described at some length in Chapter III the techniques of mathematical 

statistics pioneered by Pearson and his students and coiieagues at the Biometric and Eugenics 

Laboratones. Pearson proclaimed that his "calculus of correlation" was a powemil method 

of research that couid settle once and for di the naturenurture debate. His school's statistical 

studies had already dernonstrated that heredity was largely responsible for rnost human 

attributes and diseases, and that negative and positive eugenics would therefore be the most 

effective meam of social refom. As Pearson most famously expressed the hereditarian 

creed, "we have ptaced our money on Environment, when Heredity wins in a  ant ter."'^' 

Temperance advocates, public health doctors, and non-maidine eugenists ail repudiated the 

biometricians' rigid hereditarian conclusions. But the novel research methods employed by 

the Eugenics Laboratory workers also came under fire, as doctors challenged these 

mathematical intniders ùito the domain of medical research and rejected their claim that 

statistical analysis produced more reliable results than did clinical and experimental studies. 

Saleeby in particulas introduced into the 1910- 1 1 debate with Pearson arguments about 

the training, skills, and experience that were required in order to be recognized as experts in 

l?earson, Problem of Practzcal Eugenics, p. 3 6. 



eugenic research and poiicy making. He contended that the biometricians were unqualified to 

investigate questions relating to the physiology and pathology of alcohol since they lacked 

experience in the relevant branches of medical and biological science and in their laboratory 

practices. Such biological problems were "'naturally foreign to the realm of the a~tuary.""~ 

Saleeby's rhetoric pitted the biologists and medical researchers against the mathernaticians, 

or the "experimenters and observers" against the "~alnilators."~~' He cautioned that this new 

school of non-biologists ought not be pemitted to ove- the discovenes of the established 

authonties. Pearson's surprishg finding that the children of heavy drinkers did not suffer any 

mental or physical deficiencies was thus dismissed as "the solitary opinion of a beginner," 

which was "authoritatively contradicted by critical and expert study, historical, statistical, 

clinicd, experimental, and micros~opic."~~~ 

In his earlicst writings on the sciences of heredity, evolution, and eugenics, Saleeby had 

been cautiously O ptimistic about biometry as an instrument for introducing mathematics into 

the life sciences, and he had been excited about the new Eugenics Laboratory as a potential 

ally in the campaign for race However, the work on parental alcoholism first 

13"Saieeby, "Alcoholism and Eugenics," p. 10. Saleeby used the term "actuarial" to 
describe the biometricians' style of quantitative research. He did not intend the technical 
meaning of calculahg death nsks for life insurance purposes. 

I3'Caleb Saleeby, "Professor Karl Pearson on Alcoholism and Offspring," British Jmrnai 
of Inebriety 8 (1910): 60. 

133~or instance in 1905 Saleeby predicted that the tools developed by the biometricians 
would be considered valuable to biologists, doctors, and social workers who required expert 
mathematical reduction of their data. "There is no questionhg the dicturn of Kant, that the 
completeness and validity of any objective science is proportioned to the degree in which it is 



turned him against the biometricians and fiom that point on he devoted himself to producing 

a steady Stream of popular articles and books intended to counteract "the flood of statistical 

and pseudo-eugenic literature which teaches that nurtwe is of negligible imp~rtance."'~ 

Only those eugenists who had "no idea of a living thing," or in other words who did al1 their 

work on paper and lacked fïrst-hand expenence studying actual organisms, could make such 

rididous declarations about separating out the effects of nature ffom those of nurture. The 

healthy deveiopment of aIi living things obviously required both good heredity and 

environment. 13' 

Regarding environmental influences in the form of the racial poisons, Saieeby 

pronounced the biometricians unqualified to make dogmatic assertions on the validïty of this 

theory. Their methodology had faiied them in the 19 10 study of the effects of parental 

alcoholism owing in part to the incornpiete nature of the data that they had subjected to 

statistical analysis. No information had been recorded regarding the duration of the parental 

aicohoiism or the ages of the children, and hence no firm concIusions could be drawn about 

pre-natal poisoning. While Saleeby certaidy believed that social surveys on health and 

conditions of Me could be valuable in eugenics research, the collection of such data was a job 

best undertaken by medical experts, not mere social ~ 0 r k e r s . l ~ ~  Before makllig their specious 

informed with mathematics." Saleeby, Heredily, p p. 4 1.  

134Saleeby, Progress of Eugenics, p. 49. 

'"Saleeby provided an exampie of a valid social survey of drinkers and offspring that had 
recently been published by the Finnish doctor Taav Laitinen. This researcher tabulated data 
on a much larger sample population (20,000 children in 5800 families) than those utilized in 



calculations, the biometricians at least ought to have c o d t e d  biologists and medical men 

better acquainted with the subject matter of their studies. '" Altematively, Saleeby was 

willing to acknowledge the potential utility of mathematical statistics for the medical 

sciences, Dut he suggested that the experimenters and observers themselves ought to be 

trained in these methods: "biometry must continuaily d e  these mistakes until it is practised 

by biologists." 13'1 

Most critiques of Elderton and Pearson's study of the relationship beîween parental 

drinkllig and the fitness of offspring focused on the issue of the origin of hereditq defects, 

which had been entirely negiected by the biometricians. Non-maidine eugenists assumed 

that agencies such as alcohol and lead could tum worthy hto unworthy stocks and that this 

was therefore a cntical area for scientific hypothesis and research.'" Saleeby objected that 

the biometricians were both uninterested in and unable to address this question of the 

possible environmental ongins of degeneracy. Their method of measuring correlation 

the Elderton study; he had supposedly been much more careful than any social workers could 
be about evaluating the severity of the parental drink habits and collecting information on al1 
relevant questions about the children. Saleeby, "Professor Karl Pearson on Alcoholism and 
Offspring," pp. 63-64. Taavetti Laitinen, "A Contribution to the Study of the Influence of 
Alcohol on the Degeneration of Human Offspring," in Proceedings of the Twewh 
Intemational Congress on Alcoholism (London: Paternoster House, 1909), pp. 263-70. 

13'Saleeby, "Professor Karl Pearson on Alcoholism and Offspring," p. 54. 

"'As discussed in the previous chapter, writers such as Saleeby and Alned Tredgold 
objected when hard hereditarian eugenists confessed ignorance about ultirnate causation by 
asserting that hereditary defects were simply "spontaneous" in origin. This was not the way 
to advance scientific knowledge. See for instance Alfred Tredgold, Mental Dejiciency 
(Arnentia), 4th edn. (London: Baillière, Tindall and Cox, 1 922), p. 28. 



between factors suspected to be assotiated could only provide evidence as to the 

transrnissibility of traits, which tiom the point of view of preventive eugenics was merely the 

easiest and least urgent aspect of the programme. 

It is at present a very serious matter that eugenists are not acquainted with 
physiology, or pathology, or toxicology. We cannot forever be content with 
statistical inquires, showing to what extent feeblemindedness, for instance, 
is transmissible: there is also the biologicd inquiry . . . as to its primary 
causation. 

John Mayuard Keynes similarly criticized the biometricians' for ignoring the rnajority 

scientific opinion on the racial poison theory. Their oumght rejection of this theory was 

thoroughly unwarranted owing to the fact that "physiologists can tell us ways in which it is at 

least possible for parental aicoholism before the birth of a cbiid to affect it ab inifio.""' 

Keynes thus concluded that the resolution of this physiological question seemed to "invite the 

application of experimental rather than statisticai methods."'" 

Pearson had implied that the validity of the racial poison theory could be tested by 

statistical analysis of social scient& data aione. In fact the eugenists of the British 

biometrical school contended that al1 questions about heredity, degeneration, and social ills 

codd be resolved ushg either the caiculus of correlation or fàmily pedigrees. Saleeby on the 

other hand was eager to dispel the notion that the science of eugenics was synonymous with 

"Saleeby, "Aicoholism and Eugenics," p. 1 0. 

leLJohn Maynard Keynes, "Review of 'A First Study of the Iduence of Parental 
Aicoholism on the Physique and Ability of the Offsprhg, "' Journal of the Royal StufisticaI 
Society 73 ( 1  9 1 O): 771. 

'42John Maynard Keynes, "Muence of Parental Alcoholism, " Jmrnai oj the Royal 
Statisticaf Society 74 ( 1  9 1 1 ) : 345. 



biometry: "eugenics is not. . . a sub-section of applied ma the ma tic^."'^^ In his opinion, 

biometry was but one of many sciences upon which this social reform programme ought to be 

founded. At one point he listed genetics, toxicology, obstetrics, dietetics, psychology, 

anthropology, and sociology as fields of scientific inqujr that could contribute to knowledge 

about racial health. His expanded definition of eugenics, which included attention not only to 

inborn characters but also to environmental influences on parents and O ffspring, meant that 

eugenic science need not be limited to studies of hereditary transmis~ion.'~ 

For example, Saieeby championed the special role of "the great science of obstetrics," 

which he predicted 'arill be the handmaid of practicai eugenics in the near fùt~re."'~' He 

drew speciai attention to the hospital-based research on ante-natal pathology undertaken by 

bis tacher John Ballantyne, which confirmed the belief held by many medical men that the 

biometricians and other hard hereditarians "most flagrantly and disastrously err when they 

study infants at birth as if oniy heredity accounted for their char acte ris tic^."^" Likewise 

Baüantyne himself emphasized recent advances in embryology and fetd physiology, dong 

with experiments that exposed animal germ cells and embryos to alcohol, as the most 

important h e s  of biological research from the standpoint of eugenics and preventive 

medicine. "Accurate knowledge regarding the laws that determine antenatal health and 

- - 

'"saleeby, P arenthood mrd Race Culture, p. O<. 

LuSdeeby, P rogress of Eugenzcs, pp. 1 3 8-47. 

14'Sdeeby, 'Xacial Poisons. II. Alcohol," p. 35. His own specialization as a medical 
snident and practitioner had been in obstetrics. 

'"Saleeby, Progress of Eugenzcs, p. 140. 



disease" would eventudy make it possible for doctors to predict and prevent the 

circumstances that led to the production of unfit offspring.'" 

The branches of science that Saleeby was most interested in promoting were those that 

could generate knowledge about the racial poisons. In particular he referred to "experimentd 

toxicology," or research that illustrated the morbid effects of alcohol and lead on the 

organisrn. Such research included demonstrations that toxins given to pregaant animals 

found their way into fetal tissues, breeding experiments with animais that suggested germ 

celis were vulnerable to the extemai d e y  and post-mortem microscopic observations of 

morbid changes to reproductive glands.148 For Larnarckian or medical eugenias such as 

Saleeby, this kind of research demonstrating the ultimate causes of degeneracy was far more 

important to social policy on the health of the nation than was the research associated with 

the mathematical science of biometry or even transmission genetics. 

The science of eugenics was thus often conceived as encompassing such methods as 

'"John W. Ballantyne, M m a l  of Antenatal Pathology and Hygiene (Edinburgh: William 
Green, 1902), vol. 1, p. 14. 

148 Saleeby, "Eugenics and Dysgenics in Relation to Alcohoi," British Jmmf of lnebriely 
1 1 (19 13): 1-8; "Racial Poisons. II. Alcohol," pp. 39-44. See dso the bibliography in J. W. 
BaIlantyne, "Alcohol and Antenatal Chiid W e l f ~ e ~ "  British JmmaI of lnebriety 14 (1 9 17): 
106-16. Saleeby was especially fascinated with the scientinc and propagandist value of post- 
mortem evidence of alcoholic disease. He cited for example a memorable presentation that 
had been given by E. Bertholet at a eugenics congress: "Those who were present will not 
readily forget the profound impression created by the author's numerous lanteni-slides of 
microscopic sections showing alcoholic degeneration of the reproductive elements in both 
sexes, and especially in the case of the testicle." Saleeby, "Discussion of Alcoholism at the 
Eugenics Congress," British Jmmal of lnebriety 10 ( 1  9 12): 60. E. Bertholet, "De l'Influence 
de I'Alcoolism Chronique sur le Testicule hum*" in Proceedings ofthe Twelfth 
Infernafional Congress on AIcohoh,  pp. 294-98. 



animal experiments and autopsies, as weli as family studies and social sweys  of heaith and 

disease. The experimental physioiogists, zoologists, pathologists, obstetricians, surgeons, 

and other medical professionals who c d e d  out this research were in tum awarded 

recognition as authorities on alcohol and racial hedth. Their laboratory and clhical practices 

were highly valued by supporters of the eugenics cause who sought corroboration for the 

racial poison theory and other doctrines emphasiang the importance of numire on the welfâre 

of offspring. On the other hand, these Lamarckian eugenists labeiled Pearson's school 

chcientific" for refushg to consider seriousiy the large body of medical literature 

doaunenting the injuries done to offspring by parental alcohol consumption. As Saleeby 

asserted, "the would-be eugenist who ignores the biological sciences, and despises hem and 

their methods, is only a danger to us dl. We must be scientific or we are 10st.' '~~~ 

"Mahematicians Poaching in Biological Presewes " 

In the dispute over Pearson's first alcoholism memoir, each camp legitimized its claims 

to scientific authority by emphaskg its own special qualifications for carrying out research 

and advising on social policy regarding drink and the crisis of racial deterioration. Saleeby 

spoke out in defence of the traditional research practices of medical and biological scientists, 

thereby irnplicitly defending their professional role in eugenics and social reform against the 

encroaching mathematicians. On the other side of the coin, Pearson made it very clear that 

the attempts made by his biometrical school to introduce statistical techniques into medical 



research and social reform were motivated in part by concrete professional interests. By 

dernonstrating the usefulness of their new tools in as many areas of research as possible, the 

biometricians hoped to create jobs for themselves and to establish statistics as a scientinc 

specialty in its own right.''' Akhough Pearson's aatisticdy based science of eugenics turned 

out to be relatively short-lived, he and bis students did eventually succeed in founding the 

acaàemic discipline of mathematical statistics. 

Previous accounts of the biometricians' involvement in the arena of alcohol research 

have not tried to situate it within this fkîmework of discipline building and professional 

interests. But in fact the Eugenics Laboratory mernoin on parental alcoholism and chronic 

inebriety must be recognized as just one of many incursions made by members of the 

biometrical school into fields of knowbdge in which they possessed no expertise aside tiom 

their techniques of data analysis. As Egon Pearson put it in his biography of his father, the 

researchers at the Eugenics and Biometric Laboratones were often perceived with hostility as 

"A similar argument has recently been made with reference to scientific controversies 
engaged in by Pearson's student Major Greenwood during the 1910s. Much like the debate 
that ensued over the Elderton-Pearson alcohol mernoir, where the two sides held different 
opinions on the scientific methods underlying eugenics, the debate over research on typhoid 
vaccine therapy that took place between the biometrician Greenwood and the bacteriologkt 
Aimroth Wright involved cornpethg claims about which methods could make medicine 
properly "scientific," namely statistical versus laboratory research. Also at stake was the 
professional h u r e  of medical statisticians such as Greenwood. He and Pearson were thus 
'Tust as intent on establisbg statistical inference as a category of professional expertise as 
Wright was with establishing the importance of laboratory methods." J. Rosser Matthews, 
"Major Greenwood versus Aimroth Wright: Contrasting Visions of 'Scientific' Medicine in 
Edwardian Britain," Bulletin of the Histoty of Medicine 69 (1 995): 3 0-43, especidy p. 40. 



"mathematiciaos poaching in biologicai presemes."'51 The alcohol shidies represented one of 

many efforts they made to vaiidate the wide utility of statistical methods and to capture more 

intellectml temtory for the nascent discipline of biomeûy. At the same time though, it must 

be admined that this particular research programme on alcohol and degeneration was special 

to Pearson because of its eugenic significance. He certainly did not perceive his dispute with 

the temperance doctors as solely a matter of professionai and methodological differences. 

The two senes of Eugenics Laboratory mernoirs on aicohoiism were intended first and 

foremost to strengthen the hard hereditarian case against the efficacy of environmentalist 

social refonns and to legitimize negative eugenic poiicies. 

Pearson and his CO-workers at the Biometric and Eugenics Laboratories hoped to show 

that the statistical procedures of correlation, contingency, cuve-fining, and goodness of fit 

testhg could be applied to a diversity of naturd phenornena. They argued in the process that 

the use of these techniques ' k a s  essential for the competent pursuit of almost every 

~cience."'~ In the Biornetric Laboratory for instance, most of the work involved the sciences 

of heredity and physical anthropology. Pearson also published on the statisticai anaiysis of 

meterological data, while another series of studies produced under the auspices of the 

Biometric Laboratory chaiienged the cornpetence of professional engineers on the subject of 

15'E. S. Pearson, Kml Pemson: An Appreciation of Sorne Aspects of His Life md Work 
(Cambridge CTP, l938), p. 36. 

InTheodore Porter, The Rise of Statisticul Thinking, 1820-1900 (Princeton UP, 1 986), p. 
3 12. 



dam constni~tion.~~~ By 19 10 the biometricians had thus earned a weil-deserved reputation 

as interlopers and controversialists, a fact noted by Saleeby in one of his many responses to 

their findings on parental alcoholism. Saleeby wamed his readers that Pearson's 1910 

memoir was not merely "an accidental lapse of an amateur making what he superfluously 

calls his 'first study' of a new subject, the complexity of which was never suspected by 

h"'" Instead, this dubious research was fülly consistent with the biometricians' history of 

unwelcome intmsions into fields of study in which they had no demonstrated competence. 

In this paper Saleeby supplied a similar example of how the statistician Pearson had 

already become embroiled in numerous controversies with the Mendefian geneticists. The 

biometricians Pearson and W. F. R Weldon championed their own method for studying the 

laws of heredity by means of statistical analysis of the distribution of traits in a population, 

rather than by means of the animal and plant breeding experiments favoured by the 

biologi~ts .~~~ ~earson M e r  argued on empirical and philosophical grounds that his 

mathematical theory of heredity was mperîor to the Mendelian hypothesis of unit factors. 

IS3Karl Pearson and Aiice Lee, "On the Distribution of Frequency (Variation and 
Correlation) of the Barometric Height at Divers Stations," Philosophical Transactims of the 
Royal Society l9OA (1 897): 423-69; KarI Pearson and L. W. Atcherley, On Some 
Disregardd Points in the Sîubility of Mmonry Dams, Drapers' Company Research Memoir, 
Technical Series 1 (London: Dulau, 1904). 

'"Saleeby, "Professor Kari Pearson on Alcoholism and Offspring," pp. 64-65. 

'5sMacKenzie has noted that the dispute between the biometrÏcaI and Mendefian theories 
of heredity involved groups who may have hoped in part to enhance the value of their own 
distinctive skills and competences, namely mathematical versus "traditional biological" or 
experimental. Donald MacKenzie, "Sociobiologies in Cornpetition: The Biometrician- 
Mendefian Debate," in C. Webster, ed., Biology, Medicine and Society, 1840-1 940 
(Cambridge UP, 198 l), pp. 25 1-56. 



The biometrician-Mendelian controversy thus entailed issues of both methodology and 

theory-a pattern that was repeated in the aicoholism debate. For in the process of 

introducing thek innovative statistical methods into various medical and scientific fields, the 

biometricians often found themselves also contesting the theones and findings of the reigning 

scientific experts. The outcome was usuaiIy mained relations with the researchers who 

already claimed these temtories as their own, includuig evolutionary biologists, temperance 

doctors, and medicd officers of heaith. 

Pearson had become embroiled in controversies with public health doctors over his 

claims about the causation of tuberculosis and infant mortality. Research conducted by the 

Biometric and Eugenics Laboratones between 1 907 and 1913 had supposedly shown that 

sanatorium treatment of tuberdosis was not effective and that hereditary predisposition was 

a more powerfûl causai factor than infection or insanitary conditions. The biometricians 

M e r  implied that large public expenditures on the fight against the tubercle baciUus were 

unnecessary because a selective death-rate was producing a nanual immunity in the 

population. They wamed that owing to negiect of the hereditary factor doctors were in the 

habit of giving eugenicdy unsound advice about the marriage of individuals from 

consumptive stocks. Thus Pearson' s school accused public health officiais of mismanaging 

the crusade against tuberculosis based on incomplete knowledge about causal fa~ tors . '~  

l'LcEugenists really have something better to propose. . . . £1,500,000 spent in 
encouraging healthy parentage would do more than the establishment of a sanatorium in 
every t owaship." Kad Pearson, Tubercuhsis, Heredity and E n v z r o n ~ ,  Eugenics 
Laboratory Lecture VIII (London: Dulau, 19 12), pp. 4546. A total of seven memoirs on the 
causation of tuberculosis were published by the biometricians between 1907 and 19 13. 



Their challenge to medical expertise on the study, cure, and prevention of tuberculosis was 

answered by among others Saleeby and Arthur Newsholme. 

Newsholme doubted the reality of inherited predisposition to TB and chastised Pearson 

for his morally reprehensible opinion that susceptible stocks ought to be aiiowed to perish. 

He also echoed charges that had been levelled against Pearson's aicoholism research: he 

thought that the complex statistical analysis of the etiology of tubercuiosis was flawed owing 

to reliance on inadequate data. In particular, he noted that the task of separating the 

hereditary factor nom opportunities for infection was not as simple as the biometricians 

assumed. Writing later in his career about this and other controversies that Pearson had 

iatiated with the medical profession d u ~ g  the early 1 900s' Newsholme cautioned that 

despite its bigh mathematicai standards the biometricians' work could not be taken as a 

reliable guide to social reform: 

Accurate mathematical calculations made on the basis of dubious data c a ~ o t  be 
aiiowed to carry influence in social investigations. In the above instances the 
mathematical methods of investigation were, I doubt not, admirable, but the data 
were unworthy of use or were wrongly used. This appears to have been the case 
in the famous biometrical inquiry in Edinbwgh into the relation between alcoholic 
habits and the weight, general heaith, and intelligence of the children of the 
alcoholics. . . . It had not been made clear whether the alcoholic habits of the 
parents preceded or foiiowed the conception of their offsprùig.'" 

He regretted that the efforts of the biometricd school "to throw doubt on the value of many 

public health activities" had succeeded in dulling the enthusiasm of many MOH for their 

conventional work. Doctors who read these reports on alcoholism, TB, and iafaat rnortaiity 

1s7Newsholme, The L a t  7hirty Years in Public Healrh, pp. 2 10- 1 1. See also Newsholme, 
Prevention of TuberaiIosis, pp. 1 87-89. 



often meekiy accepted the hereditarian conclusions owing to their inability to evaluate the 

methods being used and their "too ready belief that pontifical statements based on (to them) 

incornprehensible statistics must be accepted impli~itiy."'~~ 

Saieeby too tried to defend the public health doctors' unique expertise in the scientific 

investigation and prevention of diseases such as tuberculosis. Referring specincally to the 

19 10 debate that had occurred between Newsholme and Pearson over this issue, Sdeeby 

advised the public that they must "judge between the mathematician who has never 

diagnosed a case of tuberculosis, or watched one, or Iooked for a bacillus, and the former 

medical officer of health, who has spent the greater part of his Me in doing these t h i n g ~ . " ~ ~ ~  

Pearson's selectionist theory of infant mortality was Uewise considered both ethicaliy 

objectionable and an incursion into intellectual territory rightfùlly inhabited by medical 

professionals. But in this case Newsholme attempted to counteract Pearson's clairns to 

possess a more powerful rnethod of research by engaging the help of a former Biometric 

Laboratory student to carry out statistical analysis of officia1 figures on infant and child 

mortality . 

Pearson reported that research carried out by the Eugenics Laboratory had shown that 

up to 75% of d e a h  of infants under the age of one were selective: these individuals died 

15%iewsholme, The Lasl 73irty Yems in Public HeaIth, pp. 208-9. Pearsori's biographer 
Likewise noted that the strong emotions generated among doaors and social activists by his 
work on alcoholism, TB, and infant mortaiity were "largely aroused by his claim that a 
mathematical technique, which they could not understand, was needed in the solution on 
scientific lines of the questions on which they considered themselves experts." E. S. Pearson, 
Km[ Pearson, p. 63. 

159 Saleeby, Progress of Eugenics, p. 2 1 5 .  



because of poor hereditary constitution and not bad environmental conditions.'" This 

hypothesis predicted that the suMving o f f s p ~ g  in districts with high rates of iafant 

mortality should be less prone to disease-an assumption that Newsholme tested with the 

assistance of the former member of the biometrical school G. Udny yule. Newsholme's 

19 10 and 19 13 Local Govenunent Board reports on infant mortality included discussion of 

Yule's statistical study, which had indicated that an unfavourable environment caused equaily 

high rates of monality among both infants under the age of one and children aged one to 

five.lb2 Based on these results Newshoime concluded that the causes of infant deaths did not 

act in a selective fashion. SuMving chiidren were not less susceptible to morbidity and 

mortality than were the infants who had perished in the same district. In short, this study 

utiliung Pearson's own techniques and canied out by one of his own trained statisticians had 

'60This whole debate over the causes of infant mortality was summarized in Kari Pearson, 
Danuinism, Medical Progress md Eugenics, Eugenics Laboratory Lecture IX (London: 
Dulau, 1912), pp. 12-15. 

16'George Udny Yule had been Pearson's fïrst pupil in advanced statistics. However, he 
soon parted ways with Pearson and the biometric group owing to his distaste for eugenics, 
and he went on to engage in several controversies with his mentor over particular statistical 
tec biques. These are descnbed in Donald MacKenzie, Stutistics in Britain, 186.5-1930: me 
Social Construction of Scientific Knauiedge (Edinburgh W, 198 l), especiaily pp. 13 and 
106. 

16%ewsholme, Second Reporî on Infmt and Child Mortalty, pp . 54-6 1 . In response to 
this finding, Pearson argued that comparing infant and chiid death rates in the same yem 
revealed nothing about the effects of selection. Instead it would be necessary to look at the 
same group of survivors a few years hence, to determine whether their less fit siblings had 
been eliminated during Sancy or whether the survivors were equally weak. He reported that 
exactly such a study was then undenvay at the Eugenics Laboratory, which was published as 
E. C. Snow, n e  Intemity of Nufural Selecrion in Mm, Drapers' Company Research 
Memoks, Studies in National Deterioration W (Cambridge UP, 19 1 1 ). Pearson, Dminzsm, 
Medical Progress and Eugenh, p. 1 3. 



produced findings contraiy to his hereditarian presuppositions. Newsholme was able to argue 

on the basis of advanced statistical research that improvements to the environment would not 

in fact have dysgenic effects on the race. 

In this single case Pearson could not fairly lay the blame for errors on the statistical 

naivete of untrained medical men. But in his other clashes with doctors, medical scientists, 

and biologists he emphasized his opponents' mathematical incornpetence as a strategy for 

bolstering the credibility of his own school. For instance, he had only contempt for the 

methods utilized by the "social ameliorists and non-mathematicians" who belonged to the 

Royal Statistical ~ociety.'" The work published by this organization remained in the 

tradition of Mctorian social statistics untii the I930s, by which tirne Pearson's probability- 

based statistics had come to set the new standard.'" Pearson also condemned the superficial 

treatment of figures typicdy found in the reports of MOH, which reiied on simple averages 

and inspection of tables. These studies were caiied "almost piteous" in the way that they 

utilized "a few lines of simple arithmetic7' rather than proper statistical analysis. '" 

'"MacKenzie, Statisfics in Britain, pp. 8-9. As discussed in the previous chapter, the 
older style of vital statistics involved straightfonvard numerical information about 
populations, regarding such matters as births, maniages, and mortality. A good example of 
the methods of this non-mathematical statisticd tradition can be found in Arthur Newsholme, 
fie EIemenis of fitu1 Stafistlcs (London: Swan Somenschein, 1889). Newsholme produced 
this text as a guide to what was then considered the proper handling of quantitative data. He 
complained that much of the statistical information being published at this time '%as 
untmsiworrhy in its methods of compilation and arrangement, and fdacious in its 
inferences" (p. v). 

16'Pearson, Danuinism, Medical Progress and Eugenzcs, p. 7. Several examples of 
unsophisticated statistical analysis were exposed in Karl Pearson, Eugenics and Public 
Health, Questions of the Day and of the Fray VI (London: Dulau, 19 12). He emphasized the 



In a 19 12 lecture delivered at the Royal Sanitary lnstitute at York, Pearson tried to 

juste why his biometricai school had dared to intrude into some of the traditional domains 

of medical officers of health. Speaking before a presumably hostile audience, Pearson began 

the lecture in an apologetic and self-deprecating tone. Since he hirnself admittedly possessed 

"no medical knowledge" and "only second-hand acquaintance with social problerns," he 

surely had "no business whatever in this field."" Nevertheless, he had corne before them to 

preach the gospel of biometry. The public health service desperately needed the expertise of 

the professional statistician. Pearson therefore cailed for an entente cordiale of mathematics 

and medicine, of eugenics and public health. But what functions were the doctors themselves 

to serve in this new alliance, especially given the nervly discovered fact that disease and 

debility were usuaily inhented and not related to the poor housing or dangerous habits 

traditionaüy addressed through public health administration? 

hiblic health measures that ameliorated the conditions of life may not have been able to 

contribute as much to improving the race as negative eugenics, yet Pearson was wïlling to 

gant that some of these reforms could still benefit the nation by making healthy workers 

paucity of data commonly used in these studies to draw sweeping conclusions about the 
causatioo of infant mortality, phthisis, cancer, or general il1 health. He explained the need to 
apply probability theory to data analysis in order to recognize random distributions of the 
factors under consideration and advocated partial correlation as a powerful method for 
disentangluig the innuences of multiple factors. 'There is grave danger when medical 
officers of health proceed on inadequate data to draw very sweeping conclusions by whoily 
unscientific methods" (p. 13). 

L66Pearson, Eugenics mrd Public HeaM, pp. 3 -4. 



happier and more efficient?' Doctors themselves could contribute to the eugenics 

movement by undertaking M e r  research into the causes of social ills. However, their 

ignorance of rigorous statistical methods meant that their labours wouid have to be limited to 

the collection of medical and social data, which they would then submit to the professional 

statisticians for analysis and the formulation of social policy. At lest for the time being, 

medical men were ouly quaiified to be "recorders" and not "interpreter~."~" Thus in 

Pearson's scheme, public health doctors were to be relegated to a secondary role in social 

reform, while the biometricians would see their own social status elevated owing to the 

unique contributions they could make to the science of eugenics. 

Medical practitioners themselves were as yet unquaiifled to fulfil the role of statistical 

experts owing to a gap in their professional education. "The growth of medico-social 

statistics during the last 10 or 15 years has led to a demaod for a specialized type of medical 

man with a specialized training which has not yet become a recognized part of any medical 

Pearson conceived it as the "ideal of the fuhire" to produce medical students 

M y  versed in modem techniques of data analysis. Acadernic departments of statistics such 

as his own at University College London would eventuaüy provide this training for a "new 

l6'1bid, pp. 33-34. Pearson even asserted at one point that ail public health doctors 
effectively fiinctioned as eugenists in a broad sense, since they s h e d  similar concems about 
the health of the next generation: "ln one sense or another every man in that s e ~ c e  is 
concemed with what rnakes for the racial efficiency of ftture generations-he must nolem 
volem become a eugenist." Pearson, Dminism. MedzcaZ Progress and Eugenics, p. 3. 

168Pearson, Eugenics mtd Public Health, p. 34.  

l6Pearson, Social Problems, p. 2 1. 



class of medical mathernatician~."'~~ The necessary education would however require a large 

investment of tirne: Pearson suggested that students would have to take degrees in both 

medicine and mathematics and then study statistics for an additional two years."' Pearson's 

former pupil Dr. Major Greenwood became the first such professional medical statistician 

when in 1909 a new position was created for him at the Lister lnstitute.'" But until more 

medical men such as Greenwood had received formal instruction in statistics, the Biometric 

and Eugenics Laboratones could offer the services of their trained mathematicians and staff 

of cornputers to medical officen who needed assistance dealing with the large masses of 

medico-sociological data they were responsible for cornpihg . '" Pearson therefo re 

encouraged doaors and scientists to make use of the existing facilities and expertise of his 

biometrical institute in a consultative capacity. In fact dwing the early years several 

psychologists and MOH visited the laboratories seeking statistical expertise for particular 

'7("Pearson, Dminism, Medical Progress and Eugenics, pp . 8- 1 O. 

'71During the first two decades of the century, the only place in the world where advanced 
training in statistics was available was the Biometric Laboratory at University College. 
Farrall has discussed the training that Pearson provided and the types of students who chose 
to come and work with him. Pearson himself gave an annual course of public lectures on 
eugenics and statistical theory, a few of which were published as general introductions to 
eugenics. However, most of the speciaiized training was done through informai discussions 
and research projects. In the years before 19 14, the two laboratories received 5 to 10 students 
at a time. Some were post-graduates doing their D.Sc. degree in statistics, others were 
professionals and academics who wanted to leam the new techniques. la 19 15 a B.Sc. degree 
in statistics was introduced at University Coliege. Farraii, Origins and Growlh of the Erzgiish 
Eugenics Movement, pp. 1 72-74. 

lnOn Greenwood's career see Matthews, "Major Greenwood versus Almroth Wright," pp. 
41-43. 

'"Pearson, Danuinim. Medical Progress ami Eugenics, p. 9.  



research projects. These included the American prison physician Charles Goring, who spent 

some time working with the biometricians on bis data regarding the inheritance of phthisis 

and in~anity.'~~ 

Pearson and several of his disciples at the Biometric Laboratory were largely 

responsible for founding the modem science of statistics and ensconcing the new techniques 

in many fields of scientific research. Some of his students went on to pursue successful 

careers as academic statisticians, includhg George Udny Yule and Pearson's own son Egon. 

A few others played key roles in the gradua1 introduction of modem statistics into the 

medical and He sciences, most notably Major Greenwood and Raymond Pearl, who became 

professor of biometry and vital statistics at Johns Hopkins. A recent saidy by J. Rosser 

Matthews has explored the careers of Greenwood and Pearl in ternis of the efforts they made 

during the 19 10s and 20s to legitimize the nascent position of medical statistician. "' Their 

objective was to demonstrate both the superiority of statistical methods over clinicai and 

laboratory practices and the need for biometrical experts such as themselves across the whole 

of the medical and biological sciences. 

I would argue though that this goal of creating jobs for "medical statisticians" was 

slightly different fkorn Pearson's own p ~ c i p a l  agenda, which was the creation of what might 

"%arraU, Origim and G m t h  of the EngIish Eugenics Movement, p. 1 77. Charles 
Goring' On the Inheritance of the Diathesis of Phthisis and Insaniiy. A Statisticuï SZU+ 
baed upon the Fmiiy History of I'iOO Crimids, Drapers' Company Research Memoir, 
Studies in National Deterioration V (Cambridge UP, 1909). 

175ui addition to the article cited earlier in this section, see also J. Rosser Matthews, 
Quanfzjic~~tion and the @est for Medical Certainty (Princeton UP, 1 999, pp. 1 04-26. 



be termed "statisticai eugenists." Pearson's most celebrated clashes over scientinc methods 

and professional jurisdiction thus involved alcohol researchers and public health 

doctors-two groups that he perceived as rivals in the area of social reform or eugenics. 

Although he was surely concerned to promote statistical methods in as many branches of 

science as possible, his main goal was to establish the credentials of his biometricians as 

eugenïsts and to set up university departments and laboratones for eugenics research. 

When Pearson promoted mathematical statistics as a field of academic study, he always 

envisioned that this new discipline wouid have one especiafiy important application-the 

study of problems in eugenics. He clearly intended his Biometxic and Eugenics Laboratories 

to serve as both a training school for statisticians and a research institute for eugenics. Most 

historiaos have thus interpreted the inteliechial and institutional development of the British 

biomevicai school in terms of this dual funa i~n . ' '~  in fact Pearson himseif was quite clear 

about his desire to see both mathematicai statistics and a statistidy based science of 

eugenics established as academic discipliaes. He pronounced confidently that within the next 

ten to meen years every major British university would include a eugenics laboratory for the 

study of such problems as inebriety, tubernilosis, and the fertility of the unfit, and that the 

academic science of eugenics would eventuafiy corne to exercise great influence over 

1761n particuIar F m d  and MacKenzie present the standard view that Pearson usually 
treated statistics and eugenics as a unified discipline, to be taught together in departments 
such as his own at University College. See for example MacKenzie, Sratistics in Brtiazn, pp . 
105-6. Likewise as Theodore Porter argues, Pearson's "grand vision" was "the creation of a 
statistical biology as the basis of effective eugenics and, concornitantly, the development of a 
mathematical statistics that codd be applied to virtually ail areas of human knowledge." 
Porter, Rise of Statisriai 7hznking p. 3 1 1. However, this view has more recently been called 
into question by Eileen Magnelio. See Chapter III, note 70. 



legi~lators.~" Given that the calculus of correlation, supplemented to some extent by the 

collection of family pedigrees, would be the principal method of research employed in the 

study of eugenics, it may even be possible that Pearson wanted to see statistics and eugenics 

taught together in a single department of applied mathex~tics."~ Lf taught separately, the two 

fields would still idedly remain ciosely comected in location., personnel, problems, and 

methods, on the modei of his own joint laboratories. 

One reason Pearson insisted that research on social problems be conducted within a 

university setting was to guarantee objectivity. He presumed that academics such as b e i f  

were inherently capable of avoiding the serious biases that plagued the work of temperance 

activists, poiiticians, and other interest groups who made pronouncements on important 

social questions: 

Every politician, every platform orator, who wodd hesitate to express even 
his opinion regarding a question in astronomie physics or cytology is ready 
with a  decisive m e r  to each social problem that arises. . . . They must be 
answered as aU other scienrific problems, by investigation of an academic 
kind in university laboratories. Found such laboratories, provide them with 
the biologicai, medical and statistical equipment needful; create them in 
every university so that they may act as mutual ~hecks!''~ 

"Karl Pearson, ï?ze Academzc Aspect of the Science of Ndonaf Eugenics. A Lecture 
Delivered to Undergraduates, Eugenics Laboratory Lecture W (London: Duiau, 19 1 1 ), p. 
27. 

17""rhe study of eugenics centres round the actuarial treatment of human society in al1 its 
phases, healthy and morbid." Karl Pearson, 73e Scope and importance to the State of the 
Science of Nationai Eugenics, 3rd edn, Eugenics Laboratory Lecture 1 (London: M a u ,  
1 9 1 1 ), p. 1 5. Here "actuarial" clearly meant statisticd, since the reference was made in the 
course of discussing how to interpret correlation coefficients. 

17%1 Pearson and Ethel Elderton, A Second SIudy of the Influence of Parental 
Alcoholism on the Physique tmd Ability of the Offsprig. Bezng a Reply to Certain Medical 
Critics of the First Memoir and an Euiminatzon of the Rebuttzng Evidence Cited &y Them, 



The national importance of -dies in eugenics meant that these laboratories deserved large 

endowments, preferably under a scheme of State support for s~ience.~" Thorough and 

reliable inquiries into the causes of poor heakh and racial decay L'cannot be made without 

years of work, large funds, and an extensive staff, medically, sociologicaiiy and statisticaily 

trained.""' University departments with large staffs also meant employment opportunities 

for biometricians. The success of the science of eugenics depended upon finding more 

mathematicians Ure Pearson and his colleagues Ethel Elderton and David Heron who were 

willing to devote their h e s  to thÏs research, and universities could provide the needed job 

security . ln 

Pearson even anticipated that some of his associates and students might eventualiy pass 

into public or municipal s e ~ c e  after getting their training in statistics and eugenics. From 

such positions they would better be able to utilize their skills by investigating fisthand such 

Eugenics Laboratory Mernoir Xm (Cambridge üP, 1 9 1 O), pp. 34-3 5.  

"'AS Farrall notes however, such large-scde public b d h g  of science would not become 
a reaiity until after the First Worid War, and Pearson's laboratories happened to be one of the 
first scientific institutions that received fhding in the form of grants fiom the Medical 
Research Council and London County Council. This support was eamed not on account of 
the biometricians' contributions to eugenics, but rather because of their role in training 
statisticians who by this time were greatly in demand in the civil service and public health 
administration. Farrall, Originr and Growrh of the Englsh Eugenics Movement, pp. 13 6 and 
14041. 

"'Karl Pearson, "Alcoholism and Efficiency," The Times, July 12, 19 10, p. 1 1. Pearson 
later explained that the ideal staff of the Eugenics Laboratory would consist of workers 
trained in medicine, insurance statistics, zoology, biometq, human genetics, and 
anthro pornetry . F a r d ,  Origins and Growth of the Engiish Eugenics Movement, p. 1 5 1 . 

'"pearson, Eugenics and Public Health, p. 1 5. 



eugenic problems as feeblemindedness and the health of school children. '" The biometncai 

eugenists might also expect to fill positions in the Govemment Statistical Bureau proposed 

by Pearson, which would be responsible for "nipervising7' the reports of the Local 

Govemment Board, Education Department, Registrar General, and Home Office. Such 

official positions would k d y  give statisticians and eugenists the kind of power to influence 

public opinion and legislation that was currently wielded by medicd officers of health with 

their govenunent sponsored reports.'" 

As the controlling force behind the Eugenics and Biometric Laboratones for almoa 

thirty years, Karl Pearson was largely responsible for the joint development of the modem 

field of mathematical statistics and the scientific branch of the British eugenics movement. 

A h o a  f?om the very beginning of his pursuit of statistical theory in the 1890s, Pearson's 

work had been driven in part or even in the main by his social interests-namely his concems 

about ensuring the biological fitness of the nation.ln The intimate comection between 

statistics and eugenics witbin Pearson's research school was severed only upon his retirernent 

fiom University College in 1933, when bis Department of Applied Statistics was split into 

two separate chairs of eugenics and statistics.'" Pearson had succeeded in founding statistics 

'"Letter from Pearson to Francis Galton, Dec. 22, 1906, in Karl Pearson, Life, Letters md 
Labours of Sir Francis Galton (Cambridge UP, 1930)' vol. p. 305. 'We s h d  thus 
develop into a training school for practical eugenic work." 

'UPearson, Eugenics and Public Health, p. 1 5. 

'''1 outlined the case for this standard interpretation, and Magnelio's recent challenge to it, 
in the second section of Chapter LU. 

Ig6The ~ W O  chairs were held by R A Fisher in eugenics and Egon Pearson in statistics. As 
MacKenzie reports, Pearson hunself"fe1t that the division of his Department constituted a 



as a discipline and in demonstrating the applicability of statistical methods to a wide range of 

problems. He also must have been pleased to see his work m e r  the mathematkation of the 

medical, biol~gical~ and social sciences-or in other words he helped elevate these sciences 

fiom the "observational" to the "metrical" stage of their developrnent. However, he 

ultimately failed in the one disciplinary and professional goal that was no doubt closest to his 

heart: the establishment of eugenics as an academic discipline and of statisticians as experts 

in the study of eugenics. Pearson had assumed that the workers he trained would go on to 

help him spread the doctrine of eugenics dong with the techniques of correlation, but aside 

fiom a few of his earliest recniits (David Heron, Ethel Elderton, and Edgar Schuster), most of 

his students did not pursue his interest in eugenics. '" 
As Pearson put the case for founding a school of statisticd eugenias, problems of social 

reform and eugenics were sufficiently complex that they demanded the techniques of 

correlation and partiai correlation to sort out aii possible causal factors. Public health doctors 

who au~ently ûied to investigate these problems simply lacked the necessary statisticd skills. 

He sidarly pointed out that practitioners of laboratory sciences and other researchers who 

fragmentation that negated his Me's work, and he bitterly opposed it." MacKenzie, Stutzstics 
in Brituin, p. 1 1 8. 

'"Ironically the one student who did become a geneticist and eugenist, the Amencan 
Raymond Pearl, was best known as an experimental biologist who also applied advanced 
statistics to his research. Despite the fact that Pearson voiced objections to experimental 
studies during the course of the alcoholism debate, it was probably just this kirid of dually- 
trained worker that he wouid have recognized as the ideal biometrician. See for example 
Raymond Pearl, "Genetics and Eugenics: A Consideration of the Relation of Animal 
Experimentation to Human Inhentance and Infant Conservation," Eugenics Review 3 (1 9 1 1 - 
12): 335-39. 



worked with data £?om clinicai and social surveys were less qualified than the biometricians 

were to draw vaiid inferences from this data. These were the researchers whose methods he 

had denigrated in several of his alcoholism memoirs. '" Temperance and public health 

doctors had supposedly reached erroneous conclusions as to the causation of a s  such as 

alcoholism and tuberculosis owing to their careless investigations. 

As 1 have tried to show in this chapter, the controversy that erupted in 19 10-1 1 over 

Elderton and Pearson's study of parental aicoholism cm also be interpreted as a debate 

between professional groups representing two different -les of medical science. The 

biometricians and the temperance doctors championed particular skiils and practices which 

each believed made them uniquely qualitied to speak authoritatively on eugenic questions. 

Pearson's adversaries pronounced that his school of researchers, with their training in 

mathematical and statistical methods alone, could not make definitive statements about the 

racial poisons since they lacked necessary knowledge of such fields as physiology, pathology, 

lg8In addition to criticking the partisanship of the temperance doctors, he noted that their 
laboratory studies were always conducted on a very small scale and therefore suffered fiom a 
paucity of data for statistical analysis. Sirnilady the narrow clinical studies of a few dozen or 
hundred intemperate families that temperance doctors were accustomed to working with were 
statistically worthiess. He cited one especiaily rididous example of untnistworthy data, in 
which it had been reported uncntically that 95% of the fourth generation descendants of one 
alcoholic couple had been found to be abnormal. Pearson and Elderton, Second Shcdy ofthe 
Injluence of Parental AIcoholism, pp. 6-30. In this paper they critiqued "three stock 
temperance medical memoirs" @. 25). It should be noted that Pearson had not yet developed 
statistical techniques for dealing with s d  samples, hence he always insisted on using 
sample populations in the thousands, as in the first alcoholism memoir. He m e r  suggested 
that an excellent source for such materials would be the prisons, asylums, and inebriate 
reformatories-the "national laboratones" for eugenics. Amy Barrington, Karl Pearson, and 
David Heroq A Prelimznmy Shr& of Extrerne A fcohofzsm in AchrIts, Eugenics Laboratory 
Memoir XIV (Cambridge UP, 19 1 O), p. 40. 



and toxicology. For his part, Pearson believed that the hypothesis of hereditary alcoholic 

degeneration codd ody be tested by recouse to statistical analysis of data on health and 

fitness collected fiom large sample populations. Because public health doctors, laboratory 

scientists and clinicians were largely unfamiliar with these novel statisticd methods, the 

biometricians felt that it was incumbent upon them to offer their services as mathematical 

experts in medical and social research. Only statisticdy based science, Pearson contended, 

could serve as a suitably powemil instrument for studying social problems. His school 

therefore battîed for hegemony with both public health doctors and medical researchers for 

the right to dictate social policy on crucial issues such as tuberculosis, infant mortality, and 

alcoholism. 



v 

CONCLUSION 

British eugenic thought during the first two decades of the century was not 

homogeneously hard hereditarian in its science or exclusively devoted to methods of selenive 

breeding in its reform policies. What 1 have termed a "Lamarckian" style of eugenics, which 

encompassed particular attention to the racial poisons alcohol syphilis, and lead, cm be 

recognized in the work of many medicd professionals aniliated with the eugenics, anti- 

dcohol inebriety, and iafânt welfare movements. AU of these activists considered aicohol a 

special menace to the "fùture of the race," because it represented an important source of 

rnorbidity and rnortality in offspring. Their theories of alcoholic heredity descended fiom 

late-nineteenth-century ideas associated with temperance science and Morelian 

degenerationism: it was widely believed by the turn of the century that dcohol could induce 

physical and mental defects in the descendants of drinkers, owing to germinal lesions or 

intra-uterine poisoning . 

In addition to demonstrating the widespread popuiarity of ideas about alcohol as a cause 

of racial degeneration in Edwardian eugenic discourses, 1 have also argued that one occasion 

on which the soft hereditarian style of eugenics was most clearly presented as an alternative 

to maidine eugenics was during the controversy over the Elderton-Pearson alco holism 

memoir. Saleeby and other writers sympathetic to both the temperance and eugenics causes 

reacted against Pearson's conclusion that anti-alcohol refoms codd not contribute to 

elevating the biological standard of the race. Saleeby in particular defended his preventive 



style of eugenics as a more urgentiy needed and efficient strategy for improving racial health, 

since it was able to cut off degeneracy at its environmental sources. His arguments for 

various pre-natal and nurtural influences on the welfare of offspring implied that there need 

be no contradiction between the goals of improving the inborn chatacters of the race and 

improving environmental conditions. If public health reforms and curative medicine could 

also benefit fùture generations, then these meanves represented a more benign approach to 

race bettement than permanently segregating the unft or allowing disease and infant 

rnortality to run thek course. 

In Sdeeby's ongoing dispute with Pearson, the non-mainline eugenist fùrther objected 

to typical mainline assumptions about the biological inferionty of the labouring classes. 

However, even preventive eugenics was invariably a class-limited programme for social 

reform, consistent with hereditarian and public health assumptions that national efficiency 

and imperial strength depended on cultivating strong workhg-class bodies to serve as 

labourers and soldiers. Alcoholism was admittedy recognized as a medical problem existing 

at ail Ievels of the social hierarchy, especially by eugenists such as Saleeby and Maxy 

Scharlieb who womed about its deleterious effkcts on al1 offspringy and by members of the 

Society for the Study of lnebriety who treated upper-class drunkards in their retreats and 

private practices. Yet just as the temperance movement had always emphasized the evils of 

lower-class dninkenness, so too did the eugenics and infant w e k e  movements consider the 

drinking habits of the working classes to be a much more serious problem for the weltâre of 

the nation as a whole. 

F i y ,  1 I v e  argued that the clash between Saleeby's and Pearson's distinct styles of 



eugenics arose not only fiom incommensurable assurnptions about heredity, but dso fiom 

different attitudes as to what constituted vdid methods of research in the biomedical 

sciences. Support for laboratory and pathological v e r m  statistical research depended partly 

on professional interests, as did support for environmental versus hereditarian approaches to 

social reform. Several groups of doctors and scientific workers, including medical officers of 

health, medical researchers, and biometricians, alI fought to legitimke their authority as 

experts in the area of alcohol and racial heaith. 

Lamarckian or preventive eugenics appears to have served as a bridge between strictly 

hereditarian eugenics and so-called environmentalist social reforms, such as temperance and 

infant and materna1 w e k e .  Saleeby in particular, as the chief British proponent of 

Lamarckian eugenics, campaigned vigorously to convince his eugenist colleagues that 

temperance and eugenics were not at cross-purposes. He chastised those extrernists nich as 

the biometricians who had denigrated the value of dI environmentalist reforms in the course 

of championing the need for reproductive selection: 

We are enemies of our own cause ifwe seek to arouse intemecine stniggle 
between those who see the importance of heredity or nature, and those who see 
that, since bad numire will ruin the finest natural possibilities in the world, no 
scheme of race-regeneration is more than half of the whole which ignores the 
nurtural factor of the case.' 

Saleeby presumed that improvement of the breeding stock and improvement of its conditions 

of We had to move forward hand-in-hand, since no human attributes or illnesses were caused 

exclusively by nature or nurture. Good numire was essential to ensuring the fidl expression 

'Caleb Saleeby, The MethodF of &ce-Regeneration (London: Cassell, 19 1 l), p. 8. 



of good hereditaq make-up.' Of course he m e r  maintained that environmental factors 

were Jso eugenicaily relevant because they were sometimes responsible for injuring 

offspring and the race, either by producing deleterious germinal variations or impairing the 

vital if^ of the organism before or after its birth. 

Saleeby's c d  for tolerance or perhaps even collaboration between hereditarians and 

environmentalists was by no means unusual among British eugenists. For instance the 

staunchly hereditarian president of the Eugenics Education Society Leonard Darwin had 

repeatedly encouraged cooperation between eugenists and other social reformers, including 

anti-aicohol do~tors .~  But whereas Darwin preferred to see environmentalists and 

hereditarians pursue their own independent yet muhially compatible agendas, Saleeby's 

scheme of preventive eugenics implied a single agenda: public healtb and social hygiene 

measures would themselves serve to improve the hereditary fitness of the race. Thus his 

racial poison theory couid be interpreted as more than just bridging the gap between 

hereditarian eugenics and environmentalkt public health-it implied some degree of i d e n t i ~  

between the two movements, in their goals and their reform policies. 

It must be admitted however that Saieeby himself rarely made such strong claims about 

the relationship of eugenics to other social refonn movements. For instance he usualiy 

referred to eugenics and temperance as separate programmes that utilized a common body of 

*Caleb Saleeby, "Imperiai Eugenics-" New Statesman 6 ( 1  9 16): 395-96. 

'See for instance Leonard Darwin, "Alcoholism and Eugenics," British Journal of 
Inebriety 12 (19 15): 55-66. In Chapter I Darwin's version of mainiine eugenics was 
described as rigidly hereditarian but not disparaging towards other methods of social reform. 



scientSc knowledge and advocated the same methods for ameliorating racial health. He 

repeatedly urged his eugenist colieagues to open their eyes to the tnith of the racial poison 

theory and then to cooperate with the temperance and public health campaigns which were 

attempting to remove the poison alcohol fiom the environments of prospective parents and 

chilcireo. Recognizing that these campaigm had something to contribute to the cause of race 

bettement, Saleeby aiso made it sound as though he wanted to expand the range of policies 

labelied "eugenics" in order to incorporate for example anti-alwhol measuces and pre- 

maternity care. Aitematively, he occasionally referred to eugenics or racial hygiene as a goal 

or even a branch of preventive medicine. 

As this example shows, the question of how the Lamarckian or medical eugenias 

themeives defined their programme in relation to other reform movements and to various 

branches of medicine is an extremeiy difficult one for the historian to m e r .  This same 

problem has arisen in the studies of non-mainline fomis of eugenics in for example France 

and Brazil. Wfiam Schneider' s analy sis shows that French eugenicists incorporated the 

obsteuical programme of "puericulture" or materna1 and infant care into the platform of their 

Eugenics Society, but does this imply that they perceived eugenics as an offshoot of 

obstetrics? Likewise Nancy Leys Stepan quotes one of the monos of the Brazilian 

eügenicists: "to sanitize is to eugenize." Although Stepan herself notes that these reformers 

commody forged alliances with public hygiene organizations, a slogan such as this might 

m e r  suggest that eugenics was considered indistinguishable fiom social refonns and public 



health measures intended to improve the living conditions of the urban poore4 

1 raise these questions and possible interpretations not in the hopes of resolvhg them 

with respect to the m e n t  study, but merely as an example of the kinds of issues that have 

not yet been addressed by the exisMg scholarship on the history of eugenics worldwide, and 

more particuiarly by the recent work revealing the existence of "Lamarckian" or "preventive" 

styles of eugenics in several countries. Most of these studies, including my own, have 

focused on providing detailed descriptions of local variations in the worldwide eugenics 

movement. But now that we have accumdated a number of such separate studies, what 

broader conclusions about the nature of early-twentieth-century eugenics can be drawn? 

What is the larger significance of the fact that remarkably similar styles of non-mainiine 

eugenic thought have been discovered in Britain, France, Brazil, and elsewhere?' 

Obviously there is a need to revise the so-called received view which assumes that 

eugenics was invariably based on hard hereditarian science, that its policies focused 

exclusively on selective breeding? and that its defenders were mostly scientists and 

geneticists. In fact we now know this describes just one manifestation of eugenics-the 

"mainline?' style identified in Britain and America-but it does not fit the dominant 

approaches to improving national and racial health that were championed under the rubric of 

'For references to Schneider and Stepan, see Chapter 1, pp. 21-29. 

'~hilip Pauly's review of some recent literature also notes this gap in the historiography: 
given the diversity of what counted as eugenics, what universal definition can now be 
provided and what continuities are there with the "new eugenics"? Philip Pauly, "The 
Eugenics Industry: Growth or Resîructuring?" Journal of the Histov of Biology 26 (1993): 
144-4s. 



eugenics in many other countries. A comparative history instead reveals that medical 

professionals were usudy the predominant occupational group in eugenics movements, and 

that in many of the cases so far studied these medical eugenists utilized notions of soft 

heredity and favoured various public health and social hygiene measures rather than negative 

eugenic policies. Stepan has singled out these factors in suggesting the existence of a distinct 

"Latin" style of eugenics characteristic of the counxries represented in the Intemational Latin 

Federation of Eugenics Societies, inchding BraP1, Mexico, France, and Italym6 Building on 

her analysis, I might suggest that ''Latin" eugenics be relabelled "medical" or "preventive" 

eugenics, and that Saleeby and his non-mainlllie British coileagues be added to this group. 

Most of the South Anican eugenists descnbed in Susanne Klausen's recent study also fit the 

broad description given above, as did some of the diverse group of German racial hygienists 

descnbed by both Paul Weindling and Sheila ~ e i s s . '  

Clearly the faa that so many supporters of eugenics in so many c o u d e s  expressed 

ideas that diverged in comparable ways fiom the received view indicates that something was 

going on here besides mere ''misunderstanding" of the proper subject matter of eugenics. If 

6Nancy Leys S tepan, "Eugenics in Brazil, 1 9 1 7- 1 940," in Mark Adams, ed., The WeZiborn 
Science: Eugenics in Germany, France, Br&, and Russia (Mord  UP, 1990), p. 1 1 1. 

7 Susanne Klausen, "'For the Sake of the Race': Eugenic Discourses in the South Africcm 
Medical Record, 1903- 1926 and the JmmaI of the Medical Associution of South Africa, 
1 927- 1 93 1 " (M. A. diss., Queen' s University, 1 994); Paul Weindling, Health, Race and 
Gennan Politics between National Unzficafion ami Nmism, 1870-1945 (Cambridge UP, 
1989); Sheila Weiss, Race Hygiene cmd Mional  Eflciency: B e  Eugenics of Wilhelrn 
SchaIImayer (Berkeley: U of California P, 1987). Martin Pernick also considers medical 
participation in Arnerican eugenics discourses, wbich he notes ofien included a pseudo- 
Lamarckian component. See Chapter 1, note 35. 



indeed many medical eugenists defined that reform programme in a very similar fashion 

(emphasizing in particular sofi hereditarianism and preventive measures) then perhaps their 

ideas represented a second universal "style" of eugenics which stood alongside the maidine 

mode1 in some or rnaybe most countries, including Great ~ntain.' This medical style of 

eugenics would have addressed the problem of the health or biological quality of fiiture 

generations through preventive measures such as the protection of parents fkom alcohol. 

Such special attention to the racial poisons was a defining characteristic of certain f o m  of 

eugenics in for example Britain, BraSI, France, and Germafly. Preventive measures also 

could have included infant and matemal w e k e  work, as in the eugenics movements in 

France, Britah, and South Afnca And at least in the Latin American context, sanitation and 

public health reforms for improving slum conditions were also sometimes subsumed under 

the new science of eugenics. This proposed medical or Lamarckian style of eugenics was 

thus closely related to preventive medicine, borrowing policies such as anti-alcohol education 

and forging alliances with public health, infant welfare, or social hygiene campaigns. 

Perhaps it even had more in common with these various "environmentalist" movements than 

it did with the hard hereditarian style of eugenics. 

The idea that medical eugenics may have been a distinct approach to race bettement 

that existed in d o g o u s  fonns around the world is M e r  supported by the observation that 

members of eugenics movements fiequently attempted to make connections with their 

colleagues in other countries and t O create an international community . S everal international 

'Stepan and Schneider both point out that supporters of more familiar hard hereditarian, 
negative eugenics were also found in Brazil and France. 



eugenics congresses were in fact held in England and America, while the example given by 

Stepan suggests there were also no doubt coalitions formed between eugenics organkatiom 

in particular geographical areas such as Latin Amenca. Just as importantiy, eugenists 

obviously tried to keep up with the intemational literature. Stepan notes that Brazilian 

eugenicists were heavily influenced by their French counterparts, especiaily on the subjects of 

pueridture and Lamarckian heredity. As another example, Saleeby was always specially 

interested in continental and Amencan research on eugenics and alcohol, and he himseifwas 

invited to France and America as a guest speaker on these topics. The use of the terminology 

"racial poisons" and of phrases such as the "protection of parenthood" in Latin Amencan and 

South Afncan eugenics discourses was also likely adopted directly fkom Saieeby's writings.' 

Indeed Sdeeby may have been one of the central figures in this proposed woridwide 

Lamarckian-medical style of eugenics. Members of many local eugenics movements wouid 

bave been very sympathetic to his speciai emphasis on the racial poison theory in particular. 

Preventive eugenics in various countries was often promoted as a relatively benign or 

humane alternative to mainline plans for permanent segregation, forced sterilization, or 

destruction of the un&. But as I suggested in my bnef cornparison of the kinds of reforms 

favoured by the Edwardian eugenics and public health movements, at least in the British case 

it could hardly be said that preventive eugenics was either benign or progressive. Hard 

hereditarian eugenics, Saleeby's Lamarckian eugenics, and the public hedth reforms 

championed by most medical officers of health and infant w e k e  activists were ideologically 

Vhis point is confirmed by Nancy Leys Stepaq "The Harr of Eugenics ": Race, Gender. 
andNation in Latin America (rthaca: Corneil UP, 1991), p. 88. 



related in that they al1 emphasized biological and individual causes of social Us .  Most 

Edwardian reform movements focused on the "personal factor" in the deteriorating condition 

of the populacethe belief that infidual failings and character flaws, sornetimes 

interpreted in hereditarian ternis, were to blame for poverty, ill health, and degeneracy. These 

corservative discourses therefore emphasized the need to reform or manage individual 

behaviour rather than improve the social and economic cirnimstances of working-class Me. 

The preventive style of eugenics foliowed this pattern with its insistence that racial 

decay was caused for instance by parents' drinking habits, materna1 ignorance and 

inefficiency, or promiscuity that precipitated venereal disease. Eugenias and public health 

docton alike endorsed educative rneasures and discouraged any material or hancial 

assistance that might erode the sense of parental responsibïiity. Thus by denying the complex 

socio-economic causes of misery and poor health, and rejecting the need for social weifàre 

legislation and better wages, eugenists such as Saleeby ody helped to perpetuate a 

reactionary social reform ideology. Whether similar charges can also be laid against the 

"milder" Lamarckian styles of eugenics in other national contexts remains to be seen.1° 

My story of Larnarckian eugenics and theories of alcoholic degeneration in Britain ends 

with the start of the First World War. What happened to Saleeby and bis racial poison theoty 

after that point? Following the celebrated debate over Pearson's hdings on parental 

'('This same argument has indeed been put forward in Stepan's work: "By stmcturing the 
perceptions of ili health in t e m  of hereditary and racial 'degeneratioq ' the [Latin Amencan] 
eugenists moved their considerations from the politicai and economic spheres to the 
hereditary. In this respect, the preventive eugenics described in this chapter, though 
distinctive in comparative tenns, had strategically much in common with eugenics 
movements in other parts of the world." Ibid, p. 10 1. 



aicoholism, the racial poison theory appears to have gone into rapid decline. Saleeby 

continued to champion it in his eugenic and temperance pubiications into the 1920s." But 

Pearson and the biometricians seemed to have won this battle, at least for the short term. 

After 19 1 1, the topic of alcohol's effects on chiidren and the race was ody infrequendy 

raised in the forum of the Society for the Study of Inebnety. Authorities such as John 

Bdantyne and Mary Scharlieb continued to report on ante-natal hygiene and post-natal 

injury to the children of alcoholic rnothers, but few others addressed these topics. l2 What 

Littie scientific temperance literature there was lefi in Britain also continued citing the old 

evidence for alcohoiic heredity, aithough Saleeby's ideas and the experimental research that 

supported them were more often put into service in the 1 920s by the Amencan  dry^."'^ 

11 Caleb Saleeby, The Eugenic Prospect: National and Racial (London: Unwin, 192 1 ); 
'Gumdyour Race ': Addiess on Eugenics md Prohioition (Westerville: Amencan Issue, 
1922); "Preventive Eugenics-The Protection of Parenthood from the Racial Poisons," in 
Eugenics, Genetics and the Fmily .  Scient@ Papers of the Second International Congress 
of Eugenics (1923; New York: Garland, l985), vol. 2, pp. 309-12. 

IZ J. W. BaUantyne, "Aicoholism and Antenatal Hygiene," British Jarnul of lnebrie~, 1 3 
(1 9 1 5): 87-89; and "Alcohol and Antenatal Child Welfare," British JmmaI of lnebriety 14 
(1 9 17): 93- 1 16; Mary Scharlieb, "Alcohol and the Child-Bearing Woman," British Journal of 
Inebriety 1 1 (19 13): 62-66; and "Relation of Aicohol and Alcoholism to Matemity and Child 
WeIfare'" British Jouml  of Inebriety 1 7 ( 1  920): 9 1 - 13 9; Louise McIlroy, "Muence of 
Alcohol and Alcoholism on Ante-Natal and Mant Lie'" British Journal of lnebriety 21 
(1923): 39-42. A 1915 meeting of the SSI again addressed the topic of Pearson's alcohoiism 
memoir, &er an introduction by Leonard Daxwin. By this time the opinions were more 
evenly divided than they had been at the 1 9 1 1 symposium where few inebnety doctors 
supported Pearson. Six now opposed him, including Saleeby and two leaders of the 
temperance movement Theodore Neild and John Rae, and four supported him. Danvin, 
cLAlcoholisrn and Eugenics," pp. 55-66, and communications pp. 67-86. 

13For example there was a lengthy chapter on "The Child and Racial Poisons" in 
Courtenay C. Weeks, AIcohol m>dHumcm Life (London: H .  K.  Lewis, 1938), pp. 259-302. 
On the prominent role Saleeby's work played in Amencan debates, see Bartiett C. Jones, 
"'Prohibition and Eugenics, 1 920- 193 3 ," J m a l  of the History of Medicine and Allied 



Elderton and Pearson's statistical refûtation of the racial poison theory must however be 

recognized as ody one of several innuences that led to its decline by around 19 15. This 

work certainly set a new standard for scientific research on the dcohol problem. Few of 

Pearson's readers would have comprehended bis statistical techniques or noted bis 

inconsistencies in interpreting the correlation coefficients. But tbey could still recognize that 

most existing studies of inherited defect in the descendants and ancestors of c i d a r d s  were 

flawed and unsophisticated by cornparison. Many readers were aiso no doubt simply 

impressed by the biometricians' use of mathematics-both the complex statistical methods 

and the overwhelming amount of q~antification.'~ The research was accepted as authoritative 

because it appeared properly scientific. Pearson and his school M e r  benefitted in this 

debate nom the ample financial resources of the Eugenics Laboratory. They were able to 

publish halfa dozen pamphlets detailuig their findings on the alcohol question and refùting at 

length the arguments of the temperance men and racial poison theorists. 

Ironically, the greatest defenders of Pearson's controversial results were several 

biologists who during the 19 10s and 20s were conducting experimental investigations into 

the effects of ingested alcohol on the progeny of various animal species. The Corneli 

biologist Charles Stockard had begun breeding experiments with guinea pigs in 1910, and in 

19 14 the Johns Hopkins geneticist and former Pearson postdoctoral student Raymond Pearl 

Sciences 18 (1963): 158-72. 

l4 ne Times justly complained that the first report was largely unreadable, an unfortunate 
fàct given that it had obviously been "intended to inauence the public." "Alcoholism and 
Offspring," 7he Times, May 2 1, 19 10, p. 13. 



began corresponding work with chickens. Both men eventualiy interpreted the results of their 

studies in ternis of a revived version of Archdall Reid's 1899 theory of aicoholic selection. 

They argued that exposure to alcohol disabled the weaker sperm and ova, but had no effects 

on stronger gametes. This process of germinal selection in the alcoholized groups thus 

resdted in the births of more vigorous offspring than in the cmtrol groups. Both men 

interpreted these hdings as a eugenic argument in favour of aicohol as a beneficial selective 

agent.'' In America then, coinciding with the advent of Prohibition in 19 19, a new 

experimental consensus on alco holic heredity emerged thanks to S tockard and Pearl. 

Meanwhile in Bntain, Pearson's statisticai refutation of the racial poison theory also 

more or less coincided with the emergence of new public and scient& attitudes towards 

alcohol and the national drink problem. The biometricians' findings on the racial effects of 

alcohol consumption accorded weli with prevailùlg anti-temperance sentiments in England 

after 19 14. With the introduction during the First World War of the goverment's emergency 

liquor control measures, the temperance campaign had lost all impetus. By the end of the war 

it seemed as though a viable solution to the alcohol problem-or at least the problem of 

public drunkemess-had been solved by moderationist means such as reduced public house 

opening hours, rather than by the more extreme teetotal or prohibitionist programmes. Much 

" ~ h e  story is not really so simple, since Stockard had started out as a defender of the anti- 
alcohol cause and at fist interpreted his h d h g s  accorduig to the racial poison theory (he 
found many stillbirths and enfeebled guinea pigs presumably owing to damaged gem ceus). 
Hence Saleeby and other temperance writers cited Stockard as an dy, even though in 191 8 
he abruptly switched sides in the temperance debate and interpreted bis hdings as germinal 
seledon. The work of both these researchers is descnbed by Philip Pauly, "How Did the 
Effects of Aicohol on Reproduction Become Scientifically Uninteresting?' Jmmui of the 
Histor-y of Biology 29 (1996): 1-28. 



of the alcohol research associated with the temperance movement was consequently 

discredited, especiaily b y the 1 9 1 8 report of the Scientific Advisory Committee to the Centrai 

Control Board. l6 

This group of prestigious medical researchers and practitioners collected scientific 

evidence htended to sanction the extension of the Liquor T r a c  Control Board's wartime 

measures for controiiing drunkemess. The 19 18 report estabiished a new scientitic 

consensus on alcohol which said that moderate consumption was mostly harmless. However, 

the Advisory Cornmittee devoted iittle attention to the particular question of the efects of 

parental alcoholism on offspring. Instead they were more concemed to sramine the effects of 

heavy and moderate cirlliking on mental and physical efficiency. They did not specifidy 

mention Pearson's findings, but did conclude that the statistics coiiected and cited by 

temperance advocates were inevitably unreliable. Moreover, such studies could not mIe out 

the possibility that defectiveness in the o f f s p ~ g  of driokers was due to an existing hereditary 

taint in the stock rather than to the action of alcohol. The heredity issue could only be 

resolved through breeding experiments on anirnals, such as those being conducted by 

Stockard. The 19 1 8 Advisory Committee decided that owing to the great social importance 

16Central Control Board (Liquor Trafnc) Advisory Committee, Alcohd: Its Action on the 
Humrm Orgmism (London: HMSO, 19 18). On the new drink control measures and the 
scientific justifications provided for thern after the fact, see Lord D' Abemon, "Scientific 
Basis of Drink Control," British Journal of lnebriety 1 7 (1 920): 73-85; H. M. Vernon, 7he 
Alcohol Problem (London: Baiiliere, Tindall and Cox, 1 928); E. H. Stariing, R Hutchison, F. 
W. Mott, and R Pearl, The Action of Akohol on Mm (London: Longmans, Green, 1923). 1 
analyzed this research in my article "'A Medical Cromwell to Depose King Alcohol' : 
Medical Scientists, Temperance Reformers, and the Alcohol Problem in Britain," Histoire 
Sociale/Soczal Hisfory 27 ( 1  994) : 3 60-64. 



of this issue, it was "desirable to suspend judgment und the work has been controiled by 

other inquirers."" The 1924 and 193 8 editions of this book W y  adopted the Stockard- 

Pearl germinal seleaion theory, although with the caveat that it wouid not be ethical to try to 

apply these results to human populations by encouraging the spread of alcoholic habits for the 

sake of the race. '' 
By the mid- l92Os, then, expert scientific opinion in Britain had rejected the theory that 

aicohol caused racial deterioration, although this new consensus owed more to expenmentai 

research and the moderationist drink control paradigm that it did to the Elderton and Pearson 

study. By 19 14, there was no longer the intense social interest in the racial side of the alcohol 

question that had fbelied earlier research and controversies. Just after the turn of the century, 

parental and especiaily materna1 intemperance had become an especidy popular topic owing 

to feus about physical deterioration, high iafant rnortality, and racial decay. The Elderton- 

"Central Control Board Advisory Committee, Alcohol: Ils Action, p. 1 0 1 . 

'"The 1924 edition ofAlcohol: Ifs Action was quoted at length in Weeks, Akohol und 
Human Lije, pp. 283 and 285. Medical Research Council Advisory Committee, Alcohol: Ifs 
Action on the H u m a  Organim, 3rd edn. (London: HMSO, 1 W8), pp. 1 1 8- 120. Another of 
the new breed of alcohol experts, H. M. Vernon, also stated that by 1928 no experimental 
evidence had confirmed the racial poisoning effect and most scientists had accepted the 
selectionist explanation instead. Vernon, Akohol Problem, pp. 223-25. In a final effort to 
resolve this whole question, the Medical Research C o u d  in 1927 sponsored an 
investigation repeating Stockard's work. The goal was to test his original pre- 1 9 1 8 
conclusion that alcohol couid indeed injure the germ plasm. This new study found no excess 
of di-births or deformities and no transmitted defects. The authors speculated that Stockard 
may have gotten reduced fecundity and longevity simply because he had not fed his guinea 
pigs a proper diet of green vegetables, and not because of any toxic innuence on the 
hereditary material. Florence Margaret Durham and Hilda Mary Woods, Alcohol ond 
Inheriiance: An mer imentd  Sludy, Medical Research Councii Special Report No. 168 
(London: HMSO, 1932), pp. 9-10. 



Pearson memoir appeared near the tail end of this national efficiency crisis, and so at first it 

generated hostile reactions fkom w i t h  temperance, public health, and eugenics circles. But 

by the start of the Fist World War, the sense of crisis had passed, infant mortality figures 

were falling, and the main focus of the eugenics movement had sWed to the problem of 

inhented mental deficiency. Parental aicoholism was no longer such an interesting topic for 

the Eugenics Society, Society for the Study of Inebriety, or infmt welfare movement.lg Also 

telling is the fact that by 1920 the British system of inebriates reformatones had been 

wmpletely shut dowq owing to lack of govemment and public interest in the problem of 

curing and controlling habitua1 dninkards. 

Even more importantly, the war years introduced the successfu1 new drink control 

measures which rendered the total abstinence and legislative branches of the temperance 

movement irrelevant. Theories of alcoholic heredity had always been associated with these 

anti-alcohol measures and hence followed them into obscurity. Under the new paradigm, the 

social reform emphasis shifted towards the problem of reducing public drunkemess and lost 

work efficiency, and away fkom the risk that aicoholism posed to public health and the fùture 

of the race. The success of moderationist measures during the war M e r  meant that 

aicohoiism was no longer perceived as such a serious social problem: the national drink 

question had been resolved once and for ali. Clearly the whole drink issue no longer 

'% fact fu fewer papers and commentators at the 19 13 infant monaiity conference 
addressed the issue of maternai aicoholism than had been the case in 1906 and 1908. Reporr 
of the Proceedings of the Eng[sh-Speaking Conference on Infant MorîuIiîy (London: 
National Association for the Prevention of Mant Mortality and for the Welfare of Infancy, 
1913). 



commanded the attention it had during the Edwardian penod. The disappearance of theones 

of alcohoiic degeneration and aicoholic heredity thus owed more to social and political 

factors than to scientSc evidence. 
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