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for the identified social problems, from the inci-
dence of prostitution and drunkenness to the ap-
parent increase in people labelled ‘feebleminded.’ 
Into this milieu came the idea of eugenics.

The Origin of Eugenics

Francis Galton coined the term eugen-
ics in 1883, from the Greek words “eu” 
meaning well and “genos” meaning birth. 

Deeply moved by The Origin of Species, written by 
his cousin Charles Darwin, Galton set out to ap-
ply the principle of evolution to humans, quickly 
identifying superior from inferior races within the 
species.5 The differences Galton noted ran largely 
along class lines, with the middle and some mem-
bers of the upper class being hereditarily supe-
rior to members of the lower class and those of 
the upper class who demonstrated characteristics 
deemed to be degenerate. This division favoured 
Galton and his supporters with the privileged 
position of superiority over the ‘other.’ Eugenics 
reflected the middle class values of late Victorian 
Britain, which labelled the socially devalued char-
acteristics as ‘degenerate.’ The list of degenerate 
characteristics included many possibilities, from 
intellectual, mental or physical disability or insta-
bility, to poverty, alcoholism, and/or any sexual 
behaviour deemed aberrant. Eugenicists believed 
that degenerate conditions were inherited and 
would be passed on to future generations by af-
flicted parents.

Introduction

This article examines the eugenics move-
ment in Canada and the United States, 
from its first appearance to the 1970s, as 

it relates to several of the ten themes in Social Role 
Valorization (SRV) theory.1 The present article can 
only provide a brief history of the eugenics move-
ment in each country.2 First, however, is an even 
briefer overview of the context in which eugenics 
theory and practice made its appearance. 

The turn of the twentieth century found Cana-
da and the United States immersed in a period of 
great change and perceived turmoil.3 The popula-
tions of both countries were growing primarily as 
a result of immigration. Rather than from Great 
Britain and Northern European countries, as in 
the past, both Canada and the United States drew 
immigrants from Southern and Eastern Europe 
and Asia. Viewed as significantly negatively differ-
ent, concerns over the immigrants’ potential cor-
ruption of North American society occupied the 
pens of the press and others. At the same time the 
urban centers, fuelled by great industrial develop-
ment, were growing at an alarming rate. Unbri-
dled urban expansion and overcrowding brought 
with it an increase in crime and outbreaks of 
contagious disease. No clearer is the overcrowd-
ing demonstrated than in the work of Jacob A. 
Riis, who reported on and photographed the hor-
rid living conditions of New York City’s working 
class poor.4 Various reformers presented solutions 
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Galton developed several definitions for eugen-
ics over the years. He first defined it as the science 
of improving the human stock, with the focus on 
providing the “most suitable races and strains of 
blood” with every advantage to prevail over the 
“less suitable.”6 In his collection of essays on eu-
genics he defined it as “the science which deals 
with all influences that improve the inborn quali-
ties of a race; also with those that develop them 
to the utmost advantage.”7 To obtain this end 
Galton encouraged the use of “positive eugenics” 
which involved promoting an increased birth rate 
among those people with superior stock or blood. 
The alternative action was “negative eugenics,” 
which called for preventing procreation among 
the people deemed to be of inferior stock or blood 
by various methods including institutionalization 
and sterilization. The impact of negative eugenics 
on the labelled human is all too clear: devaluation 
and subsequent multiple wounding of the person 
through the experience of institutional life and/or 
the experience and stigma of sterilization. 

Few British academics and professionals paid 
attention to Galton’s ideas until 1900, when 
the famous statistician Karl Pearson made it his 
life’s work to spread the eugenic gospel.8 Pearson 
brought Galton out of a self-imposed retirement 
to deliver public lectures on eugenics. In one lec-
ture, given to the British Sociological Society in 
1904, Galton laid out the steps necessary to real-
ize the goals of eugenics. Beyond continued re-
search into the hereditary transmission of traits, 
the exploration of the “conditions” of eugenics, 
and the study of marriage, he encouraged an ac-
tive program to inform the public of eugenic 
ideas. Concerning the public education in eugen-
ics effort, Galton said,

Firstly it must be made familiar as an aca-
demic question, until its exact importance 
has been understood and accepted as fact; 
Secondly it must be recognised as a subject 
whose practical development deserves seri-
ous consideration; and Thirdly it must be 

introduced into the national conscience, 
like a new religion.9

 
An Overview of the Eugenic Movements in 

Canada & the United States

Similar programs of propaganda, to in-
doctrinate the professional and lay person 
to the necessity of eugenics, played a central 

role in the growth of the eugenics movements in 
Canada and the United States. The idea of eugen-
ics came to North America in the late 1880s as a 
number of academics and physicians, influenced 
by Galton and other European writers on eugen-
ics, began to apply the concept to the citizens of 
their own countries.10 The North American eu-
genicists used lectures, articles in both academic 
and the popular press, books, films and contests 
to advance their ideas of increasing the numbers 
of superior people, and removing and eliminating 
those judged inferior. The creation of national and 
provincial or state eugenic societies ensured a na-
tion wide channel for conveying eugenic ideas.11 

The eugenic societies provided a base from which 
members could lobby government officials to en-
act eugenic laws. As in Britain, the eugenic ideals 
of Canadian and American eugenicists were built 
on middle class values.

Wolfensberger has stated that as a theory So-
cial Role Valorization (SRV) is open to creating 
either positive or negative outcomes for people. A 
negative application of the ten central themes in 
SRV would create groups of devalued and vulner-
able people.12 With this in mind, seven of the SRV 
themes can help us understand how the various 
methods employed by the Canadian and Ameri-
can eugenic movements, to advance their ideas, 
promoted the acceptance and practice of eugenics. 
The seven themes are the role of unconsciousness, 
the dynamics and relevance of social imagery, the 
power of mind sets and expectancies, role expec-
tancy and role circularity, personal competency 
enhancement and the developmental model, in-
terpersonal identification between valued and de-
valued people, and personal social integration and 
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valued social participation.13

Eugenicists produced a mountain of papers, ar-
ticles and books extolling the scientific grounds 
of eugenics, the necessity to engage in it, and the 
types of humans most in need of the restrictions, 
segregation and administrations which eugenics en-
tailed.14 Dr. John H. Kellogg, in an 1897 pamphlet, 
assured his readers that the human race was “cer-
tainly going down physically toward race extinc-
tion.”15 The culprits he claimed were not only the 
physically disabled, blind and deaf but the crimi-
nal, indigent and pauper. All owed their “deformi-
ties” to hereditary factors, and were each unable to 
change their assigned lot in life. His solution was 
for individuals to eat properly, and develop good 
personal hygiene habits and morals. Kellogg pro-
moted positive eugenics by encouraging society 
to focus on the strengthening of the healthy indi-
vidual, instead of attempting to help the defective 
person. Dr. H. C. Sharp, of the Indiana Reforma-
tory, published an eleven page pamphlet advanc-
ing the case for the sterilization of all degenerates.16 
Sharp stated that more than half of all the people 
with any form of mental or nervous defect were so 
because of hereditary problems. He suggested ster-
ilization as the most effective way to protect soci-
ety from the growing numbers of people unable to 
care for themselves and who posed a threat to the 
safety of society. Marriage restrictions would be a 
second alternative, but Sharp lamented that mar-
riage was not a naturally mandatory condition for 
procreation. Incarceration, to segregate the male 
and female defectives, offered a solution but would 
fail due to the high costs and frequent escapes. He 
then discussed the ease of performing vasectomies 
(without “anesthetic either general or local”) on the 
inmates of the reformatory in which he worked. 
Eleanor Wembridge in 1927 wrote a fantasy ar-
ticle for The American Mercury in which ‘Morons’ 
and ‘the Neurotics’, who haled from ‘Moronia’ and 
‘Neurotica’ (respectively), accounted for all the 
crime, immorality, and disability in the ‘Normal’s’ 
world.17 Historian Deborah Dolan states that in 
the early twentieth century the eugenic movement 

and other progressive era reformers had created a 
pro-involuntary sterilization movement across the 
United States.18 Central to this movement was the 
concern over the social costs to society of support-
ing the people declared ‘defective.’

The two leading national figures in the Ameri-
can eugenic movement were Charles Davenport 
and Harry Laughlin. Davenport headed the 
Station for Experimental Evolution at the Bio-
logical Research Station at Cold Spring Harbor 
(1904-1939) and worked tirelessly at promoting 
the eugenic idea throughout the United States.19 
Davenport raised funds, trained eugenic field re-
search workers and conducted research.20 Harry 
Laughlin, a former school principal, joined Dav-
enport at the Cold Spring facility in 1910. To-
gether they opened the Eugenic Record Office at 
Cold Spring Harbor in 1929 to coordinate eugen-
ic research and the dissemination of eugenic in-
formation. Their mission reflected the same goals 
as Galton’s call for informing the professional and 
the public of the truth of eugenics. Laughlin fo-
cused on sterilization and immigration legislation. 
Serving as advisor to the 1923 House Committee 
on Immigration that wrote the Immigration Act 
of 1924, his eugenic ideas forged one of the most 
restrictive pieces of immigration legislation in the 
history of the United States.21 Laughlin’s venture 
into sterilization law is discussed below.

The family pedigree studies formed the central 
evidence for the American eugenics movement. 
In these studies a researcher(s) traced the ances-
tors of a particular group of people back several 
generations. In each generation they identified 
the health or illnesses of the various family mem-
bers. The studies were used to show that defective 
characteristics (e.g., feeblemindedness, alcohol-
ism, immorality) were hereditary diseases. Pro-
viding social or financial support for these indi-
viduals and their families would only lead to an 
increase in the numbers of ‘defectives.’ The obvi-
ous answer to the problem of defectiveness was 
to prevent the procreation of these people. Nicole 
Hahn Rafter has brought together eleven family 



June 2008 37

studies in her book White Trash, providing some 
annotation and excellent analysis of the various 
reports.22 Common across the studies was the use 
of extremely negative language to describe mem-
bers of the defective families. Language conveys 
valued and devalued roles to the audience.23 The 
titles given to the studies alone clearly indicate the 
final conclusion; for example, “The Smokey Pil-
grims,” “The Hill Folk,” and “Dwellers in the Vale 
of Siddem.”24 None of these titles leave a positive 
image of the families they explore. Many family 
pedigree studies carried photographs supporting 
the negative labelling of particular study subjects 
as defective. Classic among these photographs was 
a picture of the ‘family’ home. The home of the al-
leged ‘degenerate’ was always a run down shack, 
while the good family had a neat, well main-
tained, whitewashed home.25 Along with words, 
pictures can shape positive or negative ideas and 
expectations in the minds of the audience. The 
photographs of the Family Studies portrayed the 
targeted individuals in a negative light. The obvi-
ous biases and methodological flaws in the studies 
seemed to escape most contemporary readers.26

In Canada, Dr. Helen MacMurchy was one of 
the main promoters of eugenic ideas and meth-
ods to deal with the pressing social problems of 
poverty, intemperance, crime, immorality, feeble-
mindedness and insanity.27 Her book, The Almosts: 
A study of the feebleminded, demonstrated to the 
reader, through the review of the fictional lives 
of various characters in works by authors such as 
Shakespeare, Hawthorne, and Dickens, the hope-
lessness and threat to society of people judged to 
be not normal.28 In the final chapter, she advo-
cated for the segregation and isolation of all fee-
bleminded people. Institutionalization, with the 
separation of the males from females, would pro-
vide the safety both the feebleminded and society 
required. It would also ensure the prevention of 
further generations of undesirable people by pro-
hibiting their procreation. MacMurchy took her 
message from coast to coast in Canada attempting 
to influence provincial legislators to create laws to 

support her views.
Psychiatrist Charles K. Clarke also wrote and 

spoke on the need to prevent the people he la-
belled ‘defective’ from reproducing. These indi-
viduals included many of the new immigrants 
from Eastern Europe who, he claimed, figured 
prominently among the growing numbers of the 
epileptic, the feeble-minded, the criminal and the 
insane.29 Immigrants received a good deal of at-
tention from Canadian eugenicists. Social Gos-
peller James S. Woodsworth proclaimed that the 
immigrant represented a threat to every part of 
Canadian society due to the immigrants’ inher-
ent defectiveness.30 Historians Jean-Pierre Beaud 
and Jean-Guy Prevost found a clear association 
between the eugenic movement’s concern over 
the degenerative influence of the immigrant on 
Canadian society and efforts to limit immigra-
tion by government bureaucrats.31 In British Co-
lumbia the province took matters into their own 
hands, deporting immigrants judged to be defec-
tive.32 The deportations are an extreme example 
of physical distantiation.33 In some of these cases, 
the deported devalued person had no one to assist 
them on their return to their country of origin. 
The ‘casting out’ by deportation in these circum-
stances meant sending the person into severe de-
privation, if not to their death.

But it was not only the Canadian physician or 
government official that advanced the idea of eu-
genics. A. R. Kaufman, who owned and operated 
the Kaufman Rubber Company in Kitchener, 
Ontario, also supported eugenics.34 He belonged 
to the ‘Eugenics Society of Canada’ and was a key 
person in the local birth control movement. He 
found that many of his workers, when laid off, fell 
into poverty. Kaufman saw this as an indication of 
a hereditary weakness, so he instructed his factory 
nurses to discuss birth control with his employees. 
During the 1930s Kaufman offered sterilization 
to his workers whom he regarded as inherently in-
ferior in intellect or character. As this was the de-
pression and work was scarce, the pressure he held 
as an employer was significant. Between 1930 and 
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1969 he claimed 1,000 male sterilizations had oc-
curred in his factory.35

The broader eugenic appeals to the public were 
less academic in their content. Eugenic posters 
and diagrams at county fairs and public health 
displays portrayed the ideal marriage mate as 
strong, tall, healthy, and above all someone with 
whom you had “compatibility.” The poster might 
warn men “not [to] get married unless you are 
MAN enough.”36 The ideal male and female were 
portrayed with stereotypical muscularity for the 
man and buxom beauty for the female. The less 
than ideal male and female figures in the posters 
were small, not well defined and given dialogue 
indicating a lack of self confidence as they gazed 
at the perfect human forms. The message in such 
images was plain for all to understand. The Fit-
ter Family contests held across North America in 
the first half of the twentieth century allowed the 
eugenicists to promote proper family breeding 
among the general public. Families would com-
pete for the title by performing physical feats of 
strength, providing a record of good health and 
presenting a flawless appearance. For Dr. John 
Kellogg the competitions were an important way 
to get the average citizen aware of and working 
toward improving their family stock. Those who 
came to watch might have felt moved to copy or 
imitate the eugenically good families. 

Films also advanced the eugenic message. One 
such film was The Black Stork made by Dr. Harry 
Haiselden and journalist and writer Jack Lait. In 
late 1915, Chicago doctor Harry Haiselden en-
couraged Allen and Anna Bollinger, parents of a 
baby born with severe physical anomalies, to let 
the baby die.37 While some of the anomalies could 
have been corrected with surgery and allowed the 
baby to live, Haiselden’s view that defective infants 
were better dead directed his advice to the parents. 
Haiselden announced publicly that he had allowed 
other ‘defective’ infants to die in the previous ten 
years and continued his withholding of care from 
various ‘defective’ infants through 1918.38 The case 
garnered national news media attention as ques-

tions arose over the doctor’s actions. No legal ac-
tion was taken against the doctor as it was consid-
ered the parent’s right to deny treatment for their 
child. The only medical organization to respond 
negatively to Haiselden’s stance was the Chicago 
Medical Society which removed him from the so-
ciety for his being too public about the case, not 
for his withholding of treatment. 

Dr. Haiselden made The Black Stork for the-
atrical release to convey his eugenic message 
to the public. In the movie a doctor, played by 
Haiselden, instructs a woman who marries a man 
from a family with a hereditary defect not to allow 
a newborn defective child to survive. Haiselden 
shows the woman and the movie viewers a num-
ber of people with disabilities, each highlighting 
a negative aspect of living with a disability. The 
woman then has a series of visions of the child’s 
future, again all very negative. She elects not to 
save the baby. As the baby dies, Jesus appears and 
carries away the child’s soul. 

The film shows the other side of the hereditary 
debate as well. A woman refuses to marry her per-
fectly healthy fiancé because their children will in-
herit her mother’s epilepsy. In the end, they learn 
that the ‘mother’ is actually only a step-mother. 
The woman marries and produces a very healthy 
child. The imagery in the film clearly sends the 
message that defective children were an emotion-
al burden, an unjust social expense, led a painful 
life, contributed nothing to society and should be 
killed. The film in several different edited forms 
played in theatres between 1916 and 1942. Haisel-
don’s pronouncements of killing babies born with 
disabilities and his film are examples of casting the 
devalued person into the roles of ‘defective’ and 
‘better off dead.’39

The eugenic movement offers a frighteningly 
vivid example of the power of images (both picto-
rial and literary) to convince the public and the 
professional in training of the validity of a partic-
ular theory. Eugenicists carefully used imagery to 
advance their cause. A constant stream of negative 
images reinforced the acceptance of the deviancy 
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of the targeted group and the necessity of using 
eugenic answers to solve the depicted eugenic 
problem. Images of parents with disabled children 
complying with the eugenic demands served to 
reinforce the eugenic movement’s authority.

All of these efforts to convince the profession-
als, politicians and lay people of the correctness of 
the eugenic movement’s view of humans and the 
treatments they advanced had a profound impact 
on Canadians and Americans.40 While there were 
people and organizations who opposed the eu-
genic movement, enough people were convinced 
of its correctness to see social policy and practice 
swing to support eugenics at various federal, state 
and provincial levels.41

The Eugenic Solutions

Eugenicists in both the United States and 
Canada advanced three major solutions to 
the perceived problem of degeneracy. First 

was the incarceration of people assessed as defec-
tive, from the feebleminded, the epileptic, the in-
sane, and the alcoholic, through to the immoral. 
Dr. Helen MacMurchy campaigned for more 
funding to construct large institutions in Canada 
to eventually house all the feebleminded.42 The 
cost of the institutions would be offset by the re-
duction of what she termed wasted spending to 
keep the feebleminded in the community. Others 
suggested that many of the institutionalized could 
work at producing a good or at farming, raising 
money to offset some of the cost of institutional-
izing them.43 All provinces built more and larger 
institutions during the first half of the twentieth 
century to segregate labelled individuals from the 
larger community. Although not created solely on 
the grounds of eugenics, these institutions did at 
least support the eugenic ideas of segregation and 
the inhibiting of procreation. Some eugenicists re-
jected the long term feasibility of the institutions 
because of their ongoing costs. MacMurchy her-
self suggested that the only sure way to eliminate 
the threat of the mentally defective was through 
mandatory sterilization programs.44

The second line of attack on the ‘problem’ peo-
ple was via laws dictating marriage restrictions. 
Thirty states had passed marriage restriction laws 
by 1914 to prevent people considered defective 
from marrying. The ‘defective’ label was applied 
differently across the thirty states, with some ban-
ning marriages of people diagnosed as insane or 
as idiots, while others simply voided marriages 
of those considered physically or mentally inca-
pable of understanding.45 Lucien Howe, a leading 
American ophthalmologist and eugenicist, “led 
the charge to segregate, sterilize and ban mar-
riages of blind people and their relatives” during 
the 1920s.46 By the end of the 1930s, the eugenic 
message on marriage restrictions had spread across 
America, producing forty-one states with laws 
prohibiting mentally ill and feebleminded people 
from marrying.47 These laws denied the valued 
roles of husband, wife, and in-law to people al-
ready subject to devaluation through labelling. 
This increased their devaluation and added further 
wounding in the person’s experience of life. The 
laws carried various penalties for those who broke 
the law, ranging from one to three years in prison, 
fines and even exile from the state. In Canada, the 
eugenic concern over marriage did not impact on 
law makers until the eve of the First World War. 
In  1913, the Ontario government amended the 
Marriage Act to fine or imprison for a year any 
minister or license issuer who authorized the mar-
riage of “‘an idiot or insane’ or … who was ‘under 
the influence of intoxicating liquor’.”48 Eugeni-
cists however were not convinced that marriage 
restrictions offered a sure guarantee for halting 
the procreation of degenerates.

The third solution concerned the use of ster-
ilization to guarantee the absolute prevention of 
reproduction among those judged inferior. The 
first state to pass a sterilization law was Indiana 
in 1907. Sterilizations occurred prior to this law, 
but in 1907 the state felt a law was necessary to 
facilitate stopping “the procreation of ‘confirmed 
criminals, idiots, imbeciles, and rapists’.”49 By 
1920, nineteen states had laws concerning steril-
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ization, but many states did not act on their laws 
as a result of issues over their constitutionality. 
Harry Laughlin entered the fray, creating a model 
law that would stand a constitutional challenge. 
Virginia legislators took Laughlin’s model and 
created a sterilization law in 1923, challenged in 
the Supreme Court in 1927 (this story appears 
below). After the Supreme Court’s decision, the 
number of states with sterilization laws rose to 
thirty. Almost all of the states with pre-1927 laws 
re-wrote their laws to conform to the new legal 
standard. By 1975, when the last sterilization 
law fell in California, the number of Americans 
subjected to state sanctioned eugenic sterilization 
had climbed to over 65,000.50 The numbers of 
individuals sterilized outside of the state system, 
through private arrangements with consenting 
physicians, is unknown.

In Canada, only two provinces (Alberta in 1928, 
and British Columbia in 1933) passed eugenic 
sexual sterilization laws.51 The eugenic movement 
in Alberta firmly established itself in the years 
following the First World War. An investigation 
of the rising numbers of feebleminded people 
in Alberta, by the Canadian National Commit-
tee on Mental Hygiene, pointed to the increase 
in Eastern European immigrants as the cause. 
Committee members believed Eastern Europeans 
were more likely to be feebleminded.52 In 1922, 
the United Women of Alberta adopted a eugenic 
position towards ‘the growing problem’ of the 
mentally defective. They worked to educate the 
public and the politicians of Alberta on the need 
to adapt the eugenic theory and use segregation in 
institutions or sterilization to prevent the repro-
duction of mentally deficient individuals.53 The 
United Farmers of Alberta, who formed the pro-
vincial government, passed a sexual sterilization 
law in 1928 based on the eugenic understanding 
of mental disorders and feeblemindedness. The 
Sexual Sterilization Act created a commission of 
four people who reviewed the candidates’ files and 
decided on which people to sterilize.54 Inmates of 
institutions were the targeted group. At first the 

people selected had to give their approval for ster-
ilization to occur, unless they were considered 
incompetent, in which case a family member or 
court appointed guardian could give permission. 
In 1937, an amendment to the law loosened the 
necessity of getting the institutionalized person’s 
permission, by allowing the compulsory steriliza-
tion of anyone deemed mentally defective.55 In 
1942, the category of candidates was enlarged to 
include mental patients with syphilis, epilepsy, 
and Huntington’s Chorea (who had to give their 
permission).56 During its forty-four years of opera-
tion the committee reviewed 4,785 cases. It never 
said no, but held judgement on forty-six cases and 
recommended 4,725 people for sterilization. Of 
those recommended, sterilization was performed 
on 2,822 people. Peter Lougheed’s Conservative 
government repealed the law in 1972.57

British Columbia followed Alberta’s example in 
1933 when it passed a Sexual Sterilization Act.58 A 
commission of three people reviewed the files of 
those individuals put forward for sterilization by 
their institution’s director. The arguments for the 
law included the suggestion it would be cheaper 
to sterilize and release people than keep them 
institutionalized during their period of fertility. 
The eugenic positions, that mental disorder and 
deficiency were hereditary, and the need to keep 
them from multiplying and thus destroying soci-
ety, were front and centre. Women’s groups, the 
medical community and input from American 
eugenicists convinced the government to pass the 
law. The numbers actually sterilized under the law 
are unknown as the records have been destroyed.

The Stories of Carrie Buck & Leilani Muir

The stories of two people subjected to 
the eugenic theory and treatments reveal 
the impact of the unconsciousness of de-

viancy making and the creation of the support-
ing mindset and expectancies.59 Carrie Buck was 
born into the family of Emma and Frank Buck in 
1906.60 After her husband left the family, Emma 
fell into hard times and frequent contact with 
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the local police. Emma lost custody of Carrie in 
1909. Carrie went to live with John Dobbs (one 
of the deputy-sheriffs familiar with Emma Buck) 
and his wife. In 1920, Emma was committed to 
the Virginia Colony for the Epileptic and Feeble-
minded for life. The grounds for her committal 
included prostitution (although not selling sex) 
and repeated lying. Her intelligence test revealed a 
mental age of seven years or the label of low grade 
moron.61 The Dobbs regarded Carrie as a house 
maid for the family, kept her distant from the 
Dobbs’ children and even hired her out to clean 
houses for local neighbours. At age seventeen 
Carrie became pregnant. The father of the child 
was a nephew of the Dobbs. As the social mores 
of the 1920s in Virginia did not approve of single 
pregnant adolescents in the homes of ‘respectable’ 
families, Carrie needed to be gotten rid of. The 
answer was to have her placed in the colony where 
her mother lived. The grounds for Carrie’s com-
mittal included “outbreaks of temper,” “peculiar 
actions” and “hallucinations.”62 At the time of her 
entry into the colony Carrie’s intelligence measure 
indicated a mental age of a nine year old, a middle 
grade moron.63 The Dobbs took in Carrie’s daugh-
ter, Vivian.

As noted above, in the early 1920s many states 
with sexual sterilization laws did not enforce them 
due to a concern over their vulnerability to con-
stitutional challenge. Harry Laughlin, a self-pro-
fessed expert and strong advocate of sterilization, 
wrote a model law for legislators to follow when 
re-writing or creating new sterilization legislation. 
Laughlin suggested that sterilization laws needed 
four main elements to withstand constitutional 
challenges. First, they needed to establish a rigid-
ly adhered to procedure that would be applied to 
all candidates for sterilization. Second, once cho-
sen, notification of their selection and the process 
for an appeal had to be given to the patient in 
writing. Third, an appointed advocate would help 
with the appeal process as it moved through the 
courts, creating an adversarial system to protect 
the person’s rights.64 Fourth, the method used to 

sterilize the person needed to be the least invasive 
technique available.

Dr. Albert Priddy, the director of the Virginia 
Colony for the Epileptic and Feebleminded where 
both Carrie and her mother resided, used Laugh-
lin’s ideas to help draft a sterilization law for the 
state of Virginia, along with the colony lawyer 
Aubrey Strode. The Virginia legislature passed 
the act in June 1924. What eugenicists required 
was a test case to contest the law all the way to 
the Supreme Court of the United States. To do 
this Priddy needed to select an inmate from the 
colony who would perfectly represent the eugeni-
cists’ notion of the hereditary progression of de-
generacy. Priddy selected Carrie Buck for this role 
when he put her name forward for sterilization 
in September 1924. A diagnosis of Carrie’s seven 
month old daughter Vivian as mentally defective 
would prove the hereditary nature of the case. 

Carrie’s assigned advocate was Robert Sheldon 
who hired a lawyer Irving Whitehead to defend 
Carrie through the courts. Whitehead had had 
prior involvement with the colony’s administra-
tion and was a supporter of eugenics and steril-
ization. Aubrey Strode acted as the colony’s law-
yer throughout the series of appeals. The Circuit 
Court of Amherst County heard from a social 
worker who assessed Vivian as having an odd look 
about her. It also had a deposition from Harry 
Laughlin attesting to Carrie’s untrustworthiness, 
her inability to support herself independently and 
her potential inclination towards prostitution. 
Laughlin’s deposition closely resembled portions 
of the letter Priddy had sent to him describing 
Carrie. Laughlin never saw Carrie, nor had access 
to any family information other than what Priddy 
wrote.65 In court, Priddy gave a damning descrip-
tion of Carrie and her family, calling her the low-
est of low grade morons. Whitehead apparently 
did not note the discrepancy between Priddy’s di-
agnosis and that in Carrie’s colony file. The court 
upheld the sterilization order.66 The lower court’s 
decision was appealed to the Supreme Court of 
Appeals for Virginia, where once again the judge 
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ruled to uphold the sterilization order. The stage 
was set for the Supreme Court.

Whitehead argued throughout the appeal pro-
cess for the reversal of the order based on two ar-
guments.67 First, he offered that the state did not 
have the right to inflict any harm on a person’s 
body without due process (a Fourteenth Amend-
ment to the US Constitution issue). Second, he 
questioned the state’s sterilization of only the fee-
bleminded people in the colony on two grounds; 
one, they were already unable to procreate by rea-
son of segregation and two, sterilization did not 
apply to the feebleminded in the state not living 
in an institution. This last condition noted that 
the law unfairly targeted a select group of citizens, 
constituting a violation of the Eighth Amend-
ment to the US Constitution. Whitehead did not 
argue against eugenics or sterilization. 

Aubrey Strode, representing Dr. Bell and the 
colony, argued that the sterilization was correct 
and the law proper. He offered the evidence again 
of the inheritance of feeblemindedness, and that 
Carrie, her mother and daughter were feeblemind-
ed. As to Whitehead’s objections, Strode noted the 
new law’s process to inform and defend the person 
selected for sterilization, and that sterilization was 
akin to the “compulsory vaccination” laws. As to 
the Eighth Amendment issue, Strode noted that 
any feebleminded person in the state could be in-
stitutionalized and then subject to sterilization.

On 2 May 1927, Supreme Court Justice Oliver 
Wendell Holmes read the court’s decision.68 The 
Supreme Court upheld the order to sterilize Car-
rie Buck, claiming that due process was served, 
and sterilization was not a cruel or unusual re-
quest to make of a citizen. In his statement Hol-
mes said it was not inappropriate for the country 
to call the weak members to sacrifice what he felt 
they would not miss, given the unselfish sacrifice 
of good men in times of war. He concluded with 
the plea that, “Three generations of imbeciles are 
enough.” It is unfortunate that the Justice did not 
listen to, or understand better, the labelling sys-
tem the eugenicists’ advanced. Neither Emma or 

Carrie were labelled imbeciles. Emma and Carrie 
were diagnosed as morons, which was indicative 
of a higher level of functioning than an imbecile. 
Vivian’s ‘defective’ label hung on her having an 
odd look, for she was never diagnosed as moron 
or imbecile. This reveals how people, even Justice 
Holmes, did not have to understand the eugenic 
theory and evidence, but only believe the eugenic 
message was correct in order to act. Holmes’ in-
ability to relate personally to Carrie Buck’s life is 
reflective of the natural tendency to reject and 
distantiate one’s self from that which is perceived 
as an “unpleasant stimulus.”69 Carrie’s steriliza-
tion took place at the Colony for the Epileptic 
and Feebleminded in Lynchburg Virginia on 19 
October 1927. When Vivian died of measles, at 
eight years of age, her school teachers claimed she 
was a bright normal student.70

The story of Leilani Muir reveals the crushing 
influence and flawed nature of eugenics in a Ca-
nadian pro-sterilization province in the years after 
the Second World War.71 Leilani was born in Cal-
gary, Alberta on 15 July 1944. With her mother 
in poverty, Leilani and her siblings frequently 
moved.72 Her mother tried to ‘dispose’ of Leilani 
three times before finally convincing the province 
to confine her in the Provincial Training School 
for Mental Defectives in Red Deer, Alberta. The 
early home life involved neglect and abuse, in-
cluding the refusal to allow Leilani to eat with the 
family and at times to eat at all. As a result, Leilani 
stole food from other children’s lunches at school. 
These incidents provided the rationale for her 
mother’s third effort to remove her daughter from 
the family home. Leilani entered the Provincial 
Training School in the summer of 1955 on the 
eve of her eleventh birthday. 

Her mother completed the application for ad-
mission, forging the required signature of the 
man with whom she lived. The legally required 
home visit by a social worker never occurred. The 
required medical and intellectual assessments of 
Leilani also did not take place before her entry 
into the institution. To the question concerning 
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any hereditary problems in the family the mother 
wrote “nil.” Leilani’s mother used the ‘prompting 
words’ on the application form to describe her 
daughter as “‘indolent,’ ‘bossy and impulsive,’ and 
‘bad tempered’.”73 Finally she forged her partner’s 
signature for the consent to sterilize Leilani if the 
Provincial Eugenics Board deemed it appropriate. 
This last strike against her daughter was a require-
ment for admission to the institution.

Dr. le Vann, superintendent of the Provincial 
Training School, recorded only two comments on 
Leilani’s assessment sheet, “Pleasant looking child. 
Talks easily and volubly.”74 Two years later she ap-
peared before the Provincial Eugenics Board for 
an order to have her sterilized. While her file re-
vealed she was doing fine in school, able to read 
and do math well, it recorded an intelligence quo-
tient of 64, placing Leilani in the “defective cat-
egory.”75 The file predicted that she would require 
long term strict supervision. The report also noted 
her Irish-Polish and Catholic background, quick 
temper, a frequency to be without privileges due 
to bad behaviour, and an interest in boys.76 The 
board ordered the sterilization due to the “[d]an-
ger of the transmission to the progeny of Mental 
Deficiency or Disability, also incapable of Intelli-
gent parenthood.”77 Leilani Muir was sterilized on 
19 January 1959. She was told that she was having 
an appendectomy (which they also performed) 
and not told that she had been sterilized. She left 
the institution in 1965. Fifteen years later Leilani 
finally learned why she could not have children. 
Her adult life was fraught with difficulties, in-
cluding failed marriages, depression and the deep 
wounding from the stigma of institutionalization, 
labelling as a moron, and the loss of her potential 
to give birth.78

The Alberta Eugenics Board passed more people 
for sterilization prior to 1945, but saw more actual 
sterilization of the people passed for sterilization 
in the years from 1946 to 1972. In part, this was 
the result of limited resources due to the depres-
sion and the war, and the need to have the targeted 
person’s permission. In the post war years, with 

consent no longer required from those labelled 
mental defective, the Board turned to the steriliza-
tion of the people living in the Provincial Training 
Schools, those who could not object.79 In 1996, 
Leilani Muir won a lawsuit against the Alberta 
government and received an award of $740,780 in 
damages and $230,000 for her legal fees.80

 
Selected SRV Themes & 
the Eugenics Movement

The experiences of both Carrie Buck 
and Leilani Muir are symbolic of the 
impact on devalued individuals of the 

course steered by the eugenic movement. Segre-
gation, stigma and physical mutilation were the 
primary outcomes of the eugenicists’ flawed ef-
fort to reach their warped sense of utopia. Along 
this course the eugenicists created a malicious im-
age of people placed in the role of ‘deviant.’ The 
professionals whose training involved the eugenic 
theory, and many among the public exposed to 
eugenics, absorbed the negative images into their 
conscious and unconscious minds. The frequently 
repeated evidence created a mind set about the 
labelled individuals which produced negative ex-
pectations within the perceiver. The negative ex-
pectancies produced in the professionals cast their 
understanding of the labelled people with whom 
they dealt. Justice Holmes already believed before 
he heard the Buck vs. Bell case of the worthless-
ness of a defective’s life and the inappropriateness 
of society supporting anyone declared defective. 
His pre-orientation allowed only one hearing of 
the evidence presented, that which conformed to 
his mind set. Laws which institutionalized, steril-
ized and/or restricted the marriages of defective 
people appeared appropriate to legislative mem-
bers who had accepted the mind set created by the 
eugenicists. The alleged ‘deviant’ individual faced 
institutionalization, sterilization or restrictions to 
relationship in order to prevent their further re-
production. In some cases (as with the baby Bol-
linger) they were killed at birth.
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Images and the resulting mindsets established a 
set of expectations for the targeted group, leading 
people to see only the expected behaviours and to 
act in ways to elicit those behaviours from the tar-
geted group members.81 This illustrates the SRV 
theme of role expectancies and role circularity.82 
Acceptance of the eugenic theory, along with iso-
lating and manipulating people with techniques 
based on the eugenic ideas, severely limited the 
behaviours in which the devalued people could 
engage. This offered further false verification for 
the eugenic theory, encouraging deeper com-
mitment to it by the believer. In their analysis of 
Alberta’s Provincial Eugenic Board’s decisions, 
Deborah Park and John Radford found that poor 
“home environment” was just as likely to appear 
as justification for sterilization as inheritance of 
the alleged defectiveness.83 In their zeal to fulfill 
the eugenic mission, board members looked for 
reasons to sterilize outside of the biological foun-
dations of the eugenic theory. These theoretically 
incoherent pieces of data simply reinforced the 
eugenicists’ belief in their quest to save the middle 
class, Anglo-Saxon Albertans from the supposed 
onslaught of defectives. The fact that the Alberta 
Provincial Eugenics Board never said “no” to ster-
ilization, to even one of the nearly 4,800 cases put 
forward for their perusal, indicates the profoundly 
rigid eugenic mind set they held.

The family pedigree studies served as a major piece 
of evidence in the American eugenicists’ efforts to 
convince people of the hereditary nature of defective-
ness. With their repeated ‘demonstration’ of social 
cost, generation after generation, the eugenic solu-
tions appeared mandatory. These sources of evidence 
took the dispositional perspective to its ultimate end, 
disallowing any influence of the environment to ac-
count for the behaviour and physical conditions that 
the eugenicists deplored. No matter what you were, 
if you were illiterate, poor, a single mother, and/or 
any other of the many characteristics they placed 
within the influence of the labels of feebleminded-
ness or insanity, the only explanation was hereditary. 
The devalued person held the entire blame for their 

assigned place in society, as no acknowledgement of 
the social construction of devaluation ever occurred. 
With eugenic lenses firmly in place, the eugenic 
researcher ‘discovered’ their data supported the eu-
genic theory. Their mind sets and expectancies did 
not allow for any other interpretation of the condi-
tions in which these families lived. In the process 
they wrote and displayed photographic images in a 
way that reinforced the readers’ mind set of and ex-
pectations for people labelled defective or degener-
ate. The eugenic researcher cast the targeted person 
into a vicious cycle of ‘role circularity,’ resulting in 
the labelled person’s devaluation and abuse by the 
eugenicists. The believers in eugenics lost themselves 
in a closed cycle of ‘belief circularity,’ unable to see 
that their mind sets interpreted the data in front of 
them in a way to support their beliefs, which in turn 
served to enhance their confidence in the correctness 
of their mind sets and expectancies. 

Since eugenicists held the idea that hereditary 
endowment explained all human development, the 
developmental model as understood within SRV 
did not apply. Furthermore, the environment and 
especially modelling was not the behaviour shap-
ing force that Wolfensberger has clearly demon-
strated it is.84 Although eugenic theory was critical-
ly flawed, the evidence manipulated and distorted, 
it persisted as a result of the deep unconsciousness 
among professionals and the public of the devian-
cy role assigned to people perceived as negatively 
different or as problematic to society. Eugenicists 
could not see any competency whatsoever in the 
degenerate person. The labelled person would 
never develop any socially redeeming or economi-
cally valuable qualities, although many eugenicists 
advanced the idea that they could work to offset 
the costs of the institutions in which they lived. 
Eugenicists repeatedly stressed the inability to en-
hance defective people. In this way they worked 
directly against what SRV would offer within the 
theme of personal competency enhancement.

In both Canada and the United States, eugenic 
approaches to dealing with individuals with intel-
lectual, physical or mental problems squashed any 
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possibility for social integration and the holding of 
valued social roles. Institutionalization of people 
completely denied them social integration and se-
verely reduced the opportunities for holding a val-
ued role. Marriage restrictions socially isolated the 
individual in the community, by denying them the 
valued role of spouse and in-law. Sterilization so-
cially isolated the individual within the fabric of so-
ciety in the twentieth century, as mother and father 
were esteemed social roles sought by most people. 
All these interventions created a profound wound-
ing of those who fell under the eugenicists’ glare.

Conclusion

The stories of the Canadian and Ameri-
can eugenics movements’ efforts to be-
come the authorities for the understand-

ing and treatment of people with a wide variety 
of devalued qualities and conditions demonstrate 
the processes for creating negative images and 
experiences for devalued people. This lesson il-
lustrates the power and utility of SRV, and how 
the ideas described by SRV can be used to cre-
ate either positive or, sadly, negative outcomes 
for people (a point made earlier). The eugenic 
movement in both countries was predicated on 
middle class values and the false assumption that 
the so-called science of eugenics could solve the 
perceived problems that both countries faced at 
the turn of the twentieth century. 

The dominant middle class that led the eugenic 
movement claimed professional control over those 
with intellectual and physical disabilities, addic-
tions, behaviour considered immoral and those 
experiencing economic difficulties. Their use of 
imagery, both written and visual, presented the 
targeted groups of individuals in the most negative 
light possible for the general public and their fel-
low social reformers. Their rhetoric of impending 
national doom at the hands of an out-of-control 
degenerate class of ‘others’ was meant to raise fear 
and hurry the eugenic techniques into practice. 

The singularity of direction, taken by the insti-
tutionalized eugenic mindset, placed all who came 

under their gaze into the same treatments: segrega-
tion, isolation, and physical mutilation (institution-
alization, restrictions on marriage, sterilization). 
The decision of the Supreme Court of the United 
States, in Buck vs. Bell, and the Alberta Eugenics 
Board’s failure to say “no” to any of the cases put 
before it, demonstrates this single mindedness.

Eugenics’ assault on the lives of Carrie Buck and 
Leilani Muir provides a small window of insight 
into the profound wounding of those individu-
als subjected to the theory and technology of the 
movement. Baby Bollinger experienced the ex-
treme of eugenics, the desire to kill those born 
with supposed dysgenic qualities. Yet those eu-
genicists who promoted institutionalization and/
or sterilization also worked to make the targeted 
individuals dead, through isolation and deperson-
alization, and the destruction of their ability to 
participate in the creation of life.

Afterword

Much of this article has been ‘histor-
ic’ in orientation. Some of the stories, 
like Carrie Buck’s, occurred over eighty 

years ago. Leilani Muir’s experience with eugenics 
appears finished, as she received compensation for 
what happened to her. There might be a tendency 
for the reader to think that this is all behind us 
and that this piece was an academic exercise in 
applying SRV themes to past devaluation; but this 
would be a mistake.

Eugenics is alive and proliferating. The ‘new’ 
eugenics distances itself from the ‘old’ eugenics 
use of family pedigree and its failure to compre-
hend the complexity of genetics.85 The ‘new’ eu-
genics suggests that it will serve our society well 
if we remove people it declares are unwanted. The 
unwanted are those born with intellectual, emo-
tional or physical disabilities, whose lives the ‘new’ 
eugenicists portray as filled with pain and suffer-
ing, as a burden to others, and/or as an economic 
drain on society.86 Thus, the people targeted by 
the ‘new’ eugenic movement are the same as were 
targeted by the ‘old’ one. The reasons for their 
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elimination are also the same. So what is different 
to warrant the title of ‘new’? The science offered 
to explain and justify the present eugenic effort, 
the experts claim, is far more accurate than the 
science of the old eugenics. The new science is the 
science of genetics. 

The mapping of the human genome has been 
heralded as the beginning of a new era in under-
standing human behaviour and disease. Newspaper 
and popular magazine articles have informed the 
public that the gene(s) involved in various ‘terrify-
ing’ conditions from cancer to Alzheimer’s, schizo-
phrenia, manic-depression, through the spectrum 
of autism, have been located.87 Reporters suggest 
that eradication of the disease is the next goal for 
researchers. The materialism of the genetic orienta-
tion makes all aspects of humanness biological and 
thus open to physical alteration or elimination. 

The other shift in the ‘new’ eugenics from the 
‘old’ is the supposed removal of the state in direct-
ing eugenic activity. The individual is said to be 
in charge of the decision, of whether or not to 
take eugenic choices offered by the professionals.88 
The invocation of the individual right to decide 
to prevent people being born with the targeted 
devalued condition is an effort to keep the discus-
sion of the ‘new’ eugenic approach from the pub-
lic forum, as it is said to be a private matter. This 
stance appeals to people holding the current belief 
that individual rights will provide them with a life 
free of any ‘unwanted burden.’

The ‘private matter’ argument is voided how-
ever with the United States government funding 
research to prevent children from being born with 
a ‘devalued condition,’ such as is the case with the 
funding for research, treatment and prevention 
of autism.89 With government funding, eugenic 
decisions are a matter of state policy and thereby 
of public concern. The public pronouncement of 
the Canadian Society of Obstetricians and Gy-
necologists calling for the testing of all foetuses 
for Down’s syndrome, followed with the ‘option’ 
of abortion if diagnosed, further erodes the argu-
ment that the ‘new’ eugenics is private not pub-

lic.90 Since the group has appealed to the public, 
to hear and accept their stance, the issue is open 
to public debate. It is also an example of a pro-
fessional group claiming the place of determining 
the devalued characteristic that requires denial to 
be born and the ones to perform the technique to 
carry out the denial. 

The eugenic movement has not ended. Instead, 
it has taken on a new guise, under the name of 
genetics, and continues its attempt to eliminate 
people through ‘preventative’ measures. The same 
methods employed in the last century are being 
redeployed in this one, to convince the public, the 
relevant professional groups and the politicians of 
the necessity to follow the eugenic mandate, as are 
the methods to address the ‘perceived problems.’ 
Using Social Role Valorization to enhance the 
perceived value of individuals at risk for devalua-
tion seems ever more critical in light of the history 
and the continued story of eugenics.
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