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widow and adopt and raise her two children as his own.138 Needless to say, 
he is not regarded as a “moron” today. Neither is his brother Ted, another 
victim of sterilization. Ted also married and adopted a son. Michigan later 
licensed him “to be a foster parent to roughly 100 children over the course 
of a decade.”139 

Carrie and Doris Buck were poor whites, but the Aslins were Native 
Americans, which has led some to suggest that race played a role in their 
being targeted by state welfare authorities.140 There is probably more to 
that charge than idle speculation. Although feeble-mindedness was sup-
posedly diagnosed without regard to color, the campaign clearly had rac-
ist overtones. So did the eugenics movement as a whole, which regularly 
drew on the teachings of Darwinian biology to stir up fears about “race 
suicide.”

Eugenics, Darwinism, and Race Purity

Eugenists believed that natural selection had produced races of human be-
ings with unequal capacities. “The more we study this process of selection, 
the more we realize why one race differs from another in temperament 
and mentality as well as in physique,” wrote Yale geographer Ellsworth 
Huntington in his book The Character of Races (1924).141 Biologist Charles 
Davenport claimed that racial differences arose as evolutionary adapta-
tions: “Each race of man that has long persisted in a distinct environment 
has gained, by preservation of useful mutations, certain adaptations to 
that environment. The useful phaenotypical adaptations have enabled 
their possessors to survive and the genotype that produced them contin-
ues the characters of the race.”142 For example, “the high intelligence and 
the ambition of the European races” could be regarded “as an adaptation 
to the competition and crowding arising in a life largely devoted to barter 
and commerce.” Similarly, “the fear of darkness, in the negro race,” could 
be explained as an adaptation to “a country where lions and other preda-
ceous animals prowl at night.” As the latter example suggests, not all evo-
lutionary adaptations remained benefi cial in civilized society, according 
to eugenists. As a result, some races were better equipped by evolution to 
deal with the challenges of modern life than others. “We have abundant 
evidence today of an innate difference in capacity of learning, of form-
ing judgments, of profi ting by experience in different strains of humans,” 
wrote Davenport. “In fact it seems probable that in the same country we 
have, living side by side, persons of advanced mentality, persons who have 
inherited the mentality of their ancestors of the early Stone Age, and per-
sons of intermediate evolutionary stages.”143
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Bluntly put, the evolutionary process had led to the development of 
superior and inferior races. Americans were able to cite Charles Darwin 
himself in support of this idea—and did. Although Darwin opposed slav-
ery and according to some scholars “personally opposed programs pre-
mised on the permanent inferiority of nonwhites,”144 he did maintain in 
The Descent of Man that human intellectual development was the product 
of natural selection and that there were signifi cant differences in the men-
tal faculties of “men of distinct races.”145 In the same book, Darwin dispar-
aged blacks and observed that the break in evolutionary history between 
apes and humans fell “between the negro or Australian and the gorilla,” 
indicating that he considered blacks the most ape-like humans.146 Darwin 
also predicted that “at some future period, not very distant as measured 
by centuries, the civilised races of man will almost certainly exterminate 
and replace throughout the world the savage races.”147

The racist cast of Darwin’s thought is diffi cult to deny, but that has not 
stopped some scholars from doing their best to downplay it. The evidence 
for Darwin’s racism “rests largely on guilt by association and scattered 
quotations,” concludes historian Robert Bannister.148 Darwin’s “ideas may 
have been ‘pervasive,’ but neither his doctrine of natural selection nor his 
personal philosophy was inherenty racist,” echoes another scholar.149 

Of course, I am not claiming that Darwin’s theory created racism, nor 
even that racism was its inevitable result. Defenders of Darwin are correct 
to emphasize that racism preceded Darwin’s work, and that certain crit-
ics of Darwinism have been just as racially bigoted as Darwinists. There 
are even scattered examples of people trying to use Darwin’s theory to 
undercut racism.150 These ambiguities are important to point out, but they 
do nothing to erase Darwin’s own racist statements. Nor do they refute 
the overwhelming evidence that American eugenists regularly drew on 
Darwin’s theory as a powerful scientifi c justifi cation for racism and as a 
rationale for racist public policies.

The Darwinian justifi cation for racial inequality was so culturally 
pervasive a century ago that it was embraced even by scholars who were 
skeptical of the period’s more dogmatic assertions of white supremacy. 
University of Oklahoma sociologist Jerome Dowd professed to be sym-
pathetic to the plight of American blacks and criticized claims of Nordic 
supremacy.151 But in The Negro in American Life (1926) he nevertheless con-
cluded that racial equality could not be accepted except in a very “limited 
sense” because such an idea ran counter to the clear fi ndings of evolution-
ary biology. Even if “we have reason to believe that all races of men have 
the same mental faculties, and that in general ability to learn they differ 
in no important degree,” the fact remains that “due to many centuries of 
natural selection, the races of men have not now equal capacity to adapt 
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themselves to the same environmental conditions, nor to attain to the 
same accomplishments.”152 Thus, to argue for “racial equality” as a gen-
eral principle would be tantamount to rejecting modern biology: “Racial 
equality means that, whereas differences in hereditary value exist among 
all varieties of plants and animals, the races of men form an exception to 
the rule . . . It means that the biological principle of natural selection does 
not apply to human beings . . . It means that sexual selection is inoperative 
among men . . . It means that the science of eugenics is ‘bunk.’”

Dowd concluded that to embrace such an incredible view would be “a 
complacent philosophy, which no man of the fi rst order of ability has ever 
believed in.”153

Unquestionably the most blatant example of racism in the eugenics 
movement was its strident opposition to racial interbreeding. Because eu-
genists maintained that “fundamentally . . . racial differences are gene 
differences,”154 they were especially concerned about the consequences of 
allowing interbreeding between “superior” and “inferior” races. In The 
Passing of the Great Race (1921), Madison Grant denounced the American 
ideal of the “melting pot” and insisted that the inevitable result of race-
crossing was the degeneration of the superior race. “The result of the mix-
ture of two races, in the long run, gives us a race reverting to the more 
ancient, generalized and lower type. The cross between a white man and 
an Indian is an Indian; the cross between a white man and a Negro is a 
Negro; the cross between a white man and a Hindu is a Hindu.”155 

Grant ended his book with a dire warning that “the altruistic ideals 
which have controlled our social development during the past century 
and the maudlin sentimentalism that has made America ‘an asylum for 
the oppressed,’ are sweeping the nation toward a racial abyss.”156 In his 
view, America’s only hope was to study the history of evolution and then 
apply what was learned to guide the future development of the human 
race. “We may be certain that the progress of evolution is in full operation 
to-day under those laws of nature which control it and that the only sure 
guide to the future lies in the study of the operation of these laws in the 
past.”157

Eugenists applied their concerns about “race-crossing” with special 
virulence to blacks, who they thought represented a more primitive stage 
of human evolution, or at the very least, the product of evolution gone awry. 
Claiming that “wherever the negro has been placed he has . . . failed miser-
ably and utterly by the white man’s standards,” biologist Edward East said 
that such a record lent credence to the conclusion of British eugenist Karl 
Pearson that “the negro lies nearer to the common stem” of man’s evolu-
tionary tree “than the European.”158 Charles Davenport explained that the 
reason “a smaller proportion” of blacks than whites exhibited “self con-
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trol,” a “special regard for property rights,” and an “appreciation of cause 
and effect” was that “the Negro from Africa . . . had not evolved in the 
direction of these traits.”159 Davenport further implied that blacks brought 
to America on slave ships had been fi tted by nature for slavery. “Scores of 
thousands of black men from the interior of Africa . . . had been kidnapped 
by the more enterprising natives that lived along the coast. These negroes 
represented some of the mentally feeblest races of the globe, with an in-
born docility and fi delity which made them good slaves.”160

To substantiate their claims of Negro mental inferiority, Davenport, 
East, and others cited the results of Army intelligence tests of recruits dur-
ing World War I.161 After those tests were discredited, Davenport trum-
peted new research in Jamaica purporting to show that “in tests involv-
ing some organization, foresight and planning . . . the negroes seem to be 
inferior to the whites.”162

This supposed biological inferiority of blacks supplied the scientifi c 
rationale for preventing intermarriage between blacks and whites. Unlike 
Madison Grant, who seemed to condemn any type of race-mixing out of 
hand, biologists Davenport and East conceded that race-crossing was not 
necessarily harmful.163 After all, the whole idea of eugenics was to breed 
better strains of human beings, and the experience of plant and animal 
breeders showed that hybridization could produce superior strains. But 
Davenport and East argued that trying to hybridize widely separated 
stocks could produce seriously defective offspring, and they implied that 
this was what would happen if whites and blacks interbred. According to 
East, it was foolhardy to allow “racial crossing even between widely sepa-
rate races of equivalent capacity simply because the operation of the hered-
ity mechanism holds out only a negligible prospect of good results against 
a high probability of bad results.”164 How much more so, then, should in-
terbreeding be discouraged between races of markedly unequal capacities 
such as white and blacks.165 “The negro race as a whole is possessed of 
undesirable transmissible qualities both physical and mental, which seem 
to justify not only a line but a wide gulf to be fi xed permanently between 
it and the white race.”166

East believed that the greatest danger confronting white society from 
race-crossing came from “the mulatto,” not “the pure black.”167 Drawing 
again on research from Jamaica, Davenport contended that mulattoes 
were spoiled by their white blood:

While the full blooded negro is, for the most part, easily satisfi ed with his 
lot and is loyal and devoted, the mulatto is dissatisfi ed and often rebellious. 
This difference is probably due to a disharmony introduced by the cross. 
The mulatto shows an ambition and push, combined often with an intellec-
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tual inadequacy, which makes him dissatisfi ed with his lot and a nuisance 
to others.168

In Davenport’s view, white germ plasm made blacks just intelligent 
enough to be dissatisfi ed, but not intelligent enough to be able to better 
themselves. Hence, society should err on the side of caution when race-
mixing was concerned:

In general, we have enough evidence of disharmony in human hybrids to 
urge that it is on the whole bad when wide crosses are involved. Valuable 
new combinations might possibly arise through hybridization; but society 
has not yet worked out a plan by which such better combinations may be 
encouraged to reproduce, while the worse combinations should remain 
sterile. Until it does race crossing is not to be encouraged.169

Davenport and East helped supply a scientifi c justifi cation for more 
restrictive anti-miscegenation laws that targeted mixed-race persons. In 
1924, Virginia enacted “An Act to Preserve Racial Integrity” that redefi ned 
white persons as those who have “no trace whatsoever of any blood other 
than Caucasian,” excepting persons “who have one-sixteenth or less of the 
blood of the American Indian and have no other non-Caucasic blood.”170 
The law made it unlawful for a white person to marry anyone not meet-
ing the new, stricter defi nition of “pure white.” A prime backer of the law 
was W. A. Plecker, Virginia’s registrar of vital statistics and a fervent eug-
enist. Plecker was not above using intimidation to stop marriages between 
whites and anyone with even a trace of Negro blood, or to ensure that no 
children with any African ancestry (no matter what their actual color) at-
tended schools reserved for whites.171

A member of the American Eugenics Society, Plecker corresponded 
with Charles Davenport, and he delivered a paper about Virginia’s efforts 
to keep the white race pure at the Third International Congress of Eugen-
ics in New York.172 He began his presentation with the presumption “that 
no one in this audience will dispute the wisdom and desirability of pre-
serving the different races of man in their purity . . . [T]he preservation of 
racial purity is one of the fundamental objects of eugenic endeavor.”173

Although Davenport favored anti-miscegenation laws, he saw them 
as only a small part of the solution to the problem posed by American 
blacks.174 Such restrictions, after all, only curtailed the damage blacks in-
fl icted on the germ plasm of the white race. But what about the drag on 
society caused by defective blacks who bred among themselves? In notes 
for a talk titled “A Biologist’s View of the Negro Problem,” Davenport ar-
gued that the most effective solution to the South’s racial problems would 
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be to focus on the feeble-minded rather than directly on race.175 According 
to Davenport, blacks supplied a disproportionate number of the South’s 
feeble-minded. So if Southern states segregated and/or sterilized all their 
feeble-minded, they would eliminate the most burdensome blacks in the 
process.

Blacks were not the only biologically inferior race according to eug-
enists. Asians, Native Americans, and whites from southern and eastern 
Europe were also denigrated by eugenist reformers. Underlying their con-
tempt for other races was their adulation of the “Nordic races.” Madison 
Grant wrote that the Nordics were “above all” a race “of rulers, organizers 
and aristocrats.”176 Although scientists like Edward East distanced them-
selves from the rhetoric of Grant, Grant was far from a pariah in the Amer-
ican scientifi c community. He served as chairman of the New York Zoo-
logical Society, as a board member of the prestigious American Museum of 
Natural History, and as councilor of the American Geographical Society.177 
His book The Passing of the Great Race went through multiple editions, each 
with a congratulatory preface by zoologist Henry Fairfi eld Osborn of Co-
lumbia University. Nor were appeals to white supremacy limited to Grant. 
Several years before the publication of Grant’s book, the American Breeders 
Magazine informed readers that the “aryo-germans which all through his-
tory have proved to be carriers of culture and civilization can assure them-
selves of the continuance of their dominance in world’s [sic] affairs, and of 
the permanence and even brilliant expansion of the splendid civilization 
they have created, by scientifi cally directing their evolution.”178 During de-
bates over forced sterilization in Louisiana, meanwhile, one of the main 
proponents of a proposed sterilization law declared: “If something of this 
sort is not done soon, our nordic civilization is gone.”179

Given the views of African inferiority and Nordic supremacy held by 
some American eugenists, it is not diffi cult to see why they were blind 
to the horrors that unfolded in Germany during the 1930s. Indeed, when 
Germany adopted sterilization legislation in the 1930s, a number of Amer-
ican eugenists praised the measure, while German eugenists acknowl-
edged their debt to previous American sterilization laws.180 Hitler told 
one of his colleagues that he had “studied with great interest the laws of 
several American states concerning prevention of reproduction by people 
whose progeny would, in all probability, be of no value or be injurious to 
the racial stock.”181 And in 1936, the German consul in Los Angeles, Dr. G. 
Gyssling, issued a letter expressing his government’s thanks “to all those 
American organizations and men who have worked in the line of Human 
Betterment” (meaning eugenics). Observing that when Germany “passed 
its National Hygiene Legislation, it was well aware of the work which had 
been done already in this fi eld in the United States,” Gyssling highlighted 
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the research and writing of California eugenists E. S. Gosney and Paul 
Popenoe, reporting that their work “proved to be a valuable contribution 
to the considerations which led to the legislation in question.”182 

Popenoe earlier had praised the Nazi government for basing its steril-
ization legislation on science rather than ideology. “The policy of the pres-
ent German government is . . . to gather about it the recognized leaders of 
the eugenics movement, and to depend largely on their counsel in framing 
a policy which will direct the destinies of the German people,” he wrote 
in 1934. Conceding that “mistakes will be inevitable,” Popenoe insisted 
that “the Nazis seem, as this scientifi c leadership becomes more and more 
prominent in their councils, to be avoiding the misplaced emphasis of 
their earlier pronouncements on questions of race, and to be proceeding 
toward a policy that will accord with the best thought of eugenists in all 
civilized countries.”183 Popenoe also reported with satisfaction that “Hitler 
. . . has long been a convinced advocate of race betterment through eugenic 
measures,” and pointed out that in “Mein Kampf . . . he bases his hopes of 
national regeneration solidly on the application of biological principles to 
human society.”184

Some American eugenists were envious of the Nazi sterilization pro-
gram; it was much more comprehensive than patchwork American efforts. 
“The Germans are beating us at our own game,” complained Virginia doc-
tor Joseph DeJarnette in the mid 1930s.185 Superintendent of the Western 
State Hospital in Virginia,186 DeJarnette wanted to implement more ag-
gressive eugenic restrictions in the United States. He was not alone. Harry 
Laughlin in 1930 was already expressing the hope that state governments 
would take eugenics to the next level. Sterilization of “extreme cases” was 
praiseworthy, to be sure, but “in the future the several states may well 
look toward the establishment of a still higher biological standard for the 
legalization of parenthood.”187

Laughlin hoped in vain. Instead of becoming more aggressive, the 
American eugenics crusade gradually dissipated over the next two de-
cades as opposition mounted among religious traditionalists, doctors, and 
scientists.

The Decline of Eugenics

Although endorsed by many among the intellectual elite, eugenics nev-
er escaped public controversy. When the Nebraska legislature passed a 
forced-sterilization law in 1914, for example, Governor John Morehead ve-
toed the bill, charging that “it seems more in keeping with the pagan age 
than with the teachings of Christianity. Man is more than an animal.”188 




