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Abstraet

The professional study of idiocy began within the discipline of medico-psychology and was

taken up, later, by professionals in the fields of education, social work, and philanlhropy.

When medical researeh seemed to confirm the hereditary origin of mental ability, and as

studies began to assert that a great deal of social problems were due to 'weaki.ess of mind',

men and women from these professions concerned themselves wilh lhe prevention of idiocy.

primarily by segregation. As social commentators in late-Victorian England became

inereasingly concerned about the nation's apparent decline in economie and mililary

competitiveness, these professionals and commentators began to stridenlly campaign for lhe

detention of idiots in permanent colonies. This process continued dl!ring the Edwardian

period when many professionals slowly gravitated to the eugenic-Ied campàign for conlrol of

the feeble-minded, a campaign which culminated in the Mental Delïciency Act of 1913.
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Sommaire

Afin de promouvoir le 'progb social' à la fin de l'époque Victorienne, des Anglais, issus

de la classe moyenne se regroupèrenL Leurs intérêts communs: l'étude et la prevention de

l'idiotie. Les recherches sur l'idiotie intéressaient les professionnels des domaines suivants:

psychologie médicale, éducation et travail social. L'intelligentsia à l'époque, se préoccupait de

plus en plus du pouvoir économique et de la force militaire du pays qui semblaient perdre du

terrain par rapport aux autres nations. La recherche scientifique, au mé.ne moment, tentait de

démontrer une origine héréditaire aux problèmes sociaux. Ainsi, ces professionnels anglais,

im pliqués dans la recherche, avaient une inl1uence considérable et véhiculaient l'idée qu'il fallait

garder prisonniers, dans des colonies pénitenciaires, les idiots, afin de limiter leur reproduction.

L'internement des idiots s'est pousuivi jusqu'à l'époque du Roi Edouard VII. A cette époque, les

professionnels optèrent plutôt pour une campagne de controle des déficients mentaux centrée sur

l'eugénisme. Cette campagne atteingnit son point culminant avec l'entrée en vigeur de L'Acte sur

la déllcience mentale en 1913.
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To-morrow, and to-morrow, and to-morrow
Crccps in this pctty pace from day to day
To thc last syllable of recorded time,
And ail our yesterdays have lighted Cools
Thc way to dusty death. Out, out, brief candlc!
ü[c's but a walking shadow, a poor playcr
That struts and frets his hour upon the stage
And then is heard no more. ft is a tale
Told by an idiot, fui', of sound and [ury,
Signi[ying nothing.

William Shakespeare, Macbeth
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Introduction

ln 1912 an alarmed commentator spoke before a formai audience on lhe topie of

medicine and social progrcss. Medicine, he argued, oCten had ambivalenl clTcCL" Whilc il

alleviated suffering and cured diseased, il also allowed 'unfit' members of society ln survive

and propagate their defects. Consequently. society must promote lhe rencwal of the race

l'rom the stocks of mentally and physically 'fit' and control the propagalion of the 'unlit' in

arder ta conlinue on the 'path of progress'. As an exarnple he detailed the danger of lhe

'feeble-minded':

the[se] moral and physical degeneralcs should nOl be allowed
ta take any pa't in adding ta the race. The increase of lhe
feeble-minded bas recenlly bcen sa apparent, notwilhstanding
our defective statistics that there is a loud Cl)' for legislalion
....The fceble-minded arc a growing incubus on the nalion, and
should be dealt wilh in lhe mast humane manner...

His l'cars rested on the contenlion that the 'feeble-minded' contributed disproportionalcly 10

the rate of crime, and the belief lhat their numbers were increasing al an alarming rale.

Sueh thinking would arouse litlle surprise among hislorians familiar with lhe eugenic.,

movement and the Iexicon of social darwinism, but Ihis speaker was nol only a member of

the goveming council of the newly formed Eugenics Education Society, he was also

President of the British Medical Association.'

1 Dr. James Barr. "Prcsidcntial Addrcss 10 the I3ritish Medical Associ~(ion".British MediclJl Joumal, 127 July 19121. pp.157·1o:t
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Thal a member of the Council of the Eugenics Educalion Society couId be voted to

the highest honorary position of the medical community show.; the cxtent to which eugenic

ideas had come to be acceptable cVcn to the most ClJnscrvative of profession'" bodies.

While there might be debate over the extent of the, 'atior.ship between the medical

establishment and the eugenics movement,2 the British Medical Association and ilS afliliate,

the Medico-Psychological Association, supported unOinchingly the eug~nics-Ied campaign for

'permanent control' of the certain social groups in the ycars immediatcly preceding the first

World War. Support for this campaign came from across the polilical and ideological

spcctrum; l'rom members of the Fabian Society, the Charity Organisation Society, the Local

School Boards, the Prison Commission and even lhe Poor Law. Ali lhese organisations

rendercd support to a campaign which culminated in a Royal Commission and the Mental

Dcliciency Act of 1913, the first piecc of legislation ta deal comprehensivcly with the

mentally retarded in Great Britain.3

The Act, however, has not reccived a greal deal of attention by historians of social

poliey' as it sim ply does not fit into the IWO tradilional historical interpretalions of

Edwardian social policy. The [irst school of historical scholarship allributed the social

legislation, which culminaled in the Liberal govemment 1906 ta 1914, to a nalural evolulion

of the extension of lhe state and knowledge or 'rediscovery of poverty' which prompted a

2 Sec: Angus Mclaren. Dinh Control in the nincleenih ccnnuy England (London:1978) p.1l2 and Geoffrey Russell Scarlc's
rcbuttal in Webster (cd.). Bio/~', Medicine and Sociery 1840-.19010 (Cambridgc:1983). p.225.

3 11le Idiots Act of 18&6 may be regardcd by sorne as the first act of this nature, yel il was mcrcly li rcgulalive Act and did nal
crc;ltc a ncw 3'Jthority or cxtcnd significantly the powers of the LunaC)' Commission.

4 TIle ooly work to dcal solely wilh the Mental Deficicncy Act is Harvey Simmons', "Explaining Social Policy: The Mental
Dcficiency Aet of 1913", Journal of Social lIislory, vol. xi, (1977-8), pp.387-403.

l'
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·.
grCn1ng feeling of the "cons:;ausncss of sin".5 Later historians pursued a related path of

inquiry focusing on the response of political parties to the enfranchisement of the working

class al~d to the rise of a working class political organisations in the form of the

Independent Labour Party, the Social Democratic Federation and the ulbour Party. The

ùberal Party, according to this school of interpretation, scramblcd to oh tain the new voters

in the face of rising working class political organisations and possihle social disorder.'

The Mental Deficiency Act docs not fit into the paradigm of working classlhourgeois

tension nor can it be explaineù as an attem pt of the Liberal Party to huy olT working class

votes, since the labour organisations took little interest in legislation on the handicapped.

Instead the Act must be understood in terms of a third and increasingly inl1ucntial school of

historical interpretation, that of the 'national efficiency' school. Bernard Semmel broke the

ground in this are« by demonstrating the relationship betwccn the supporters of Imperialism

abroad and social policy at home. According to Semmel, support arose in the Edwardian

period for policies which would strengthen the emcien~)' of the nation by changes in the

health and education of ils individual members, support which reaehed ils heigh~ during the

arms race with Imperial Germany.'

5 Richard Tilmuss (cd.), Essays on the We/fare Stare (London: 1958); David Roberts, 77lC Victoria" OrigÙLf ortlle /lritislJ m.'liarc
State (New Haven: 1960); Bentley B. Gilbert. 11le EvolulÎon ofNalionallnsurallcc in EIIg/and: the origùts nf the weffare Slate (London: 1%6);
Maurice Oruce, The Corning oft/u: Wdfare Stale (New York:1966); Derek Fraser, The E\'oIulion of tlie [Jrirish Welfare State: a Ilistory tif
social poNcy since the Industrial Revolution (London:1913).

6 Michael Frceden, The New Liberalism: 011 ickolOf:! of social reform (Oxford:1973); P.F. Clarke, Lancashire and ,lu: New
Libcralb.m (Cambridge:1971); H.V. Emy, Liberais, Radicals and Social Politics, 1892·1914 (Cambridge: 1973); Samuel Beer,lJritish P()lilic.~

in the Collectivist Age (London: 1960).

7 Bernard Semmel,lmperia/ism and Social Reform: English socia/·imperia/ moug/u, 1895·/9/./ (London:1960).
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Semme!'s earlier work was expanded by GL:oITrey Ru:;sell Searle who studied at

greater length this theme of 'national effieieney'.' Searle, like Semmel, identified a broad

bw;e of support for social poliey aimed at strengthening the nation. This 'national efGeieney

movement', as he defined it, was not linked to any politica1 party or idealogy. Instead it

found adherents in a cross section of the entrepreneurial and profcssional classes who saw

private and public advantage in the intervention of the statc in what had previously been the

private domain. 9

Searle's book, coupled with his reccnt work on the political impact of the eugenies

movemem,'O has revealed to the greatest extent the national efficieney rnovernent's support

for restrictive measures popularised by groups like the eugenies movement. However the

discussion of the restrictive side of sociallegislation still poses many interprelive problems

for historians. Traditionally they have used the words 'welfare' and 'sœia!' to im ply positive

uses of the state and equate ils extension between the years 1870 and 1914 as a favourable

historieal phenomenon. The terminology of 'welfare' and 'social poliey' still dominate Litles of

historical works, even if historians quesLion its appropriatencss." To a certain extent lhis

signais the reluctance or inability of historians, themselves products of lhe modern welfare

8 Geoffrey Russell Searle, Tilt: QuesI for National Efficicncy: a srudy in British polilics and poliJical dlOl/glll, 1899·[91-1
(Bc~-kcll:y: 1971). p.l. For an intcresting rccvaluation twcnty ycars latcr. sec Scarlc's introduction 10 the reprint of Quest (2od. cd.) 1990.

9 Searle. Ibid., pp.i·)O(Vi, John Roy Hay's work on the raie of business in the rise of social Icgislation for similar rcasons of
n:ltionai ctliciency and in Ihis case economic compclitivcness may aise be considcred within Ihis school. Sec Hay, T1le De~'elopmem ofthe
iJritisil Wc/fare State, 1880-/975 (London:1978); Hay, "EmployersAUitudes toSocial Policy and the Conecpto('Social Control', 1900·1920"
in Pat Thane (cd.), TIle Origirts of British Social Poliey, (London:1978).

10 Geoffrey Russell Searle, Eugcnics and Politics in Britain, 1900-/914 (Lcyden:1976).

11
Dcrek. Frascr, T11~ E~'olUljon of th~ British Wc/fare Stat~ (London:1973); Pat Thane, FOIlfldatiOTlS of the Welfare'state

(L.()nt.Jon:1982). Sec also foolnole ;4.'5.
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state, to investigate the 'restrictive' side of this new collectivism. A, Gareth Stedman Joncs

argued almost two decades ago:

Looking fOlward 10 the creation of a welfare stale,
[historians] have concentraled upon proposais for old­
age pensions, frce education, free schoal meals,
subsidized housing, and national însurance. They
vinually ignored parallel proposais la segregale the
casual poor, 10 establish delention centres for
'loafers', la separate pauper children from 'degencratc'
parents or la ship the 'residuurn' GVIOrseas. Yel for
contemporaries, bath sorts of propos'als composcd part'
of a single debale. 12

Rather than being casual bystanders in the debate over social polie)'. certain prolessions

played a significant part in the theoretical debate over a wide range o[ social prohlems

faeing late-Victorian and Edwardian England and took a lead in proposais [or legislalion

which may be termed 'restrictive' in function. However lhis professional middle class slil1

remains a Iittle studied historical group: Harold Perkin's comment that il is the '[orgollen

class' still remains largely true.13

Who belonged to this 'professiona! middle class' and whal characlerislics separaled il

[rom the rest of lhe rniddle class? Naturally, this group consisted o[ a wide range of

individuals and organisations each with their 0"'0 peculiarities, yet there were common lrail'

which ran across the class which merit discussion. The professional associalion was the

locus for the social and political activities of ils members, regulating admission. raci!ilaling

advancement, and moniloring the association's code of ethics. Each associalion rclied heavily

12 Gareth Stedman Jones. Owcast London: A smdy in the reJationship between classes ill lare· J/iCWri(lfl L()fuiml (üxrord:1971),
pp.313-4.

13 Harold Perkin, 77le Origins of Modem English Society 1780-1880 (London:1969), p.252 ('crkin's Jatest work, J]II: /lise of
...r,. Pmfcssùmal Society in Eng/and sinee J880, (London:1989) will go a grcat distance la rcmcdy lhis defccl.

djw 5



,1...

on an administrative frame"'1ork and bureaucracy with a clearly defined hierarchy.14 In the

cases of the older professions like law, the clergy and medicine these associations

represented legal monopolies over a specifie service."

After 1870 the educational and philanthropie fields emerged with sim:lar traits to

the older disciplines. Each employed weil educated members of the middle class and

cstablished Societies which provided services in the areas outside the entrepreneurial sector

of society. In education, the establishment of national education created over two thousand

school boards, each with a weil defined bureaucratie infrastructure and organised teams of

educated middle class men and women empowered with decisions over curricula and

imbued with a keen desire for invcstigation. Similarly the late-Victorian period saw the

emergence of philanthropie organisations which were markedly different from their mid-

Victorian predecessors, emphasizing scientific inquiry 'and a professional code of conduct. l6

These emerging professions, like their predecessors, created joumals, which provided forums

for professional advancement and notified members of meetings, appointments and general

news. The joumals also facilitated political activity by co-ordinating the lobbying of

members of parliament. The professions owed their monopoly and success at least partly to

the hand of govemment, a fact which made these organisations particularly sensitive to the

formation of social policy on subjects which nLTected their field."

14 IhùJ., p,165.

15 W. Rcadcr, Profcssional Men: the Rise of the Professional Classes in Ninelccmh Century E1Igland (London:1966). p.149.

16 Perkin, Pro[essioual Socicl)', p.117.

17 p k' Ori'cr m. gutS, p.252
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If one were to omit the older professions of law and the clergy, one may construct a

common mindset of professiona~who concemed themselves with issues related to the

health of individuals. They pi~=i high merit on higher education and specialiscd

knowledge. Advancement, especially in the areas of academia and the medical sciences, was

to be wholly or partly a function of original research and service to \he profession. As

trained experts they stressed rational organisation of their surroundings. The advancement of

science was seen as concomitant with the advancement of society." Beliefs in the cllicaL)'

of progress through science perrneated their environment of ideas, so much so that Beatrice

Webb attacked her professional contemporaries for subscribing uncritically to the "cult of the

scientifie method".19

For thase outside the medical associations, the stress on organisation and efliciency

may be more precisely defined.. Borrowing \he intellectual tools of the pure sciences,

members of educational and philanthropie disciplines attempted to apply them to human

aITairs. Thus as chemists had made great discoveries in molecular structures and zoologisL~

had made great discoveries in animal science, so too did these budding 'social scientists'

attempt to understand the nature, cause, and eITect of human behavior.'" The paths of

research were largely influenced by the concerns of these professionals. Social concerns

shaped the direction of scientific writings which, in tum, tended to reinforce the values and

beliefs of the investigators. Thus it is perhaps not surprising that the.~ professionals dealing

18 Ibid., pp.155-9.

19 Beatrice (Potter) Webb, My Apprenticeship (1926) (Toronto:19~O). pp.126-7.

20 Reba Saffer, Ethics and Society in Eng/and: the revoluu'on in rhe social sciences, 1870·J9J.1 (Berkeley: 1978). pp.2·5; Philip
Abrams, The Origins ofBritish 5oeiolOl:l. 1834-1914 (Chicago:1968), p.2.
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with sociB! problems became intrigued by the continuance of urban poverty and its

relationship to mental ability. Siums and the existence a'.l underclass seemed an affront to

the notion of social progress and a challenge to the professional middle c1ass's instinctive

need to organise its environment Further, the idea of a mentally degenerate urban poor

particularly frightened these professionals who saw in it groups of dangerous and

unrcformable social misfits. The 'idiot' c1ass symbolically represented the antithesis of what

the professionals saw in themselve.i, to wit, intelligence, moral behaviour and social utility.

Criminals might be reformable: mentally defective criminals were beyond the 'rational'

control of '1:Ie professionals.

Originally each professional organisation had practical reasons to concem itself with

the mentally retarded, yet each saw the remedy of the social problem in an extension of the

state through an increase in the domain and· scope of its own profession. The medico-

psychologists,21 who met idiocy in the asylums, redefined idiocy as a medical disease of the

mind. The members of philanthropie agencies met with idiocy in the siums of the cities and

identificd it as a significant cause of pauperism. The education reformers met backward

and 'deficient' children in the c1assrooms of state schools and constructed hierarchies of

mental deficiency in terms of educational performance. Each originally proposed segregation

based upon specialised, expert investigation: medico-psychologists for the treatment and

investigation of idiocy, philanthropists for the diminishment of pauperism, school boards

members for special education.

21 1 have uscd mcdico-psychologisls to dcscribe thase mcmbers of the Mcdico-Psychological Association who began to study
idiocy in the Victorian lunaticasylums. Since psychiatry came to denole the professional study of IURaey, the tcnn would be inappropriate
to dcscribe thase who dealt with the idiot population. It should he noted tbat these medico-psychologists werc practising physicians and
thus the current division of psychology and psychiatry is not transfcrable.
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-. By the Edwardian period, these earlier reasons for segre~ation were submerged in

reasons of national efficiency. The Victorian idiots, who were pitied in the mid-Victorian

joumals as the 'poor creatures of Providence', were replaccd by the Edwardian feebie-

minded whose apparent proliferation, in the minds of these profcssionals, challengcd lhe

very future of the British nation. The feeble-minded were seen as the var.guard of a

degenerate dass whose danger seemed to be reconfirmed by repealed 'scienlific' discoveries.

While the fears of a degenerale mob outbreeding the 'fit' might seem ridiculous to a

modem observer, the anxieties of the middle dass observers were nonethclcss very real, and

reveal a great deal about individuals and the changing outlook on lhe role of lhe stale and

the position of ~landicapped members within society.

The 'problem of the feeble-minded', as it came lo be known, was also inlimalely

connected wilh lhe larger issue of middle dass fears of an urban residuum lurking in. .

Qutcast Landon.n In the ISSOs and I890s the middle dass as a whole began lo reacl

against the dangers of a what they perceived to be a wandering sub-dass in the cities of

late-Victorian England. This new 'dass' of degenerates consisted of lhe vagabonds.

criminals, insane, and mentally defective, who were being described increasingly in a

biological and sociological rather than a 'moral' manner. In response lo lhe continuancc of

social evils, middle dass observers constructed a lheory of urban degeneralion which

attributed social failure to the debilitating effecls of the cily. As Sledman Joncs poinled oul,

urban degeneration "provided a useful menlai landsrape wilhin which the middle class could

220areth Slcdman Jones, Ibid. For discussions on the changing language of class in the pcricxJ ta 1870. sec Gcrtrutlc
Himmclfarb, The [cleo of Poverty: Eng/and in liu: Industrlal Ast, (New York:1984). Chaptcr xiii; Asa ilriggs. "TIle unguage of 'Class' in
Early Victorian England" in Briggs and Saville (cds.) Essays in Labour /listory, (New York: 19(0).
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(
rccognize and articulate their own anxieties about urban existence."Zl As the problems of

the city continued and Britain seemed to be declining in world competition, commentators

began to look for explanations and solutions which would haIt the decline. To use a

medical metaphor not inappropriate to an age which gave high currency to the idea of a

corporate nation, as a surgeon tries to isolate and remove a diseased portion of the body, so

too did many contemporaries advocate the removal of the feeble-minded and other

'degenerates' into colonies or institutions to protect against their future proliferation.

The Boer War and the 'rediscovery of poverty' helped to elevate conœrns of urban

degeneration to fears of national degeneration. The new emphasis on the state of the

nation had insidious implications for those considered to be dragging the nation down. The

differential nature of the birth rate, what Sidney Webb, the noted Fabian Socialist, called

'race suicide',2' focused the opinion of a wide range of professionals on both the insane

and mentally defective, whose numbers were thought to be increasing dramatically. In

addition to a detached piOfessional discussion of the medical or educational ideas

surrounding idiocy. these professionals became very involved in a political campaign to

'control' amicted members of society and devise social systems which would stress social

utility. As the arrns race with Imperial Gerrnany accelerated, professionals of various stripes

began to look for a new avenue to further social progress using the active and restrictive

intervention of the state.

23 Sledman Jones,/bid., p.iSl.

24 Sidney Webb, "The ùecline in the Birth Rate" (London:1905).

djw 10



* • •

Surprisingly in the Iight of the amount of work done on insanity,!S therc has been

nO single historical work devoted to the mentally retarJed in England. Kathleen Jones began

work in this area, and, in A History of the Mental Health Senices, she orovided the lirst

survey of the provision for lunatics and idiots in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.

AIthough she devotes a chapter exclusively 10 the "Mental Defectives"" her objective is

merely to provide an overview for the period and the buik of her work concentrates on the

mentally ilI.n A more ambitious work, Scheerenberger's A History of Meil/al Retardatioll.

traces medical ideas about this social group from Antiquity to the modern day with a special

emphasis on modern America. To a certain extent his book is an enlarged and revised

version of Leo Kanner's history published in 1964.28

Tyor and Bell have attempted a general survey for the American experience. In

Caring for the Mentally Retarded in America, A History. they locus on the institutional and

treatment side of the history, tracing the rise of educational facilities to the large institutions

25 Michel Foucault, Madness and CMlizariofl: a his10ry of madness in the age of reasofl (New York:1972); T.S. SI.3SZ,

Manufacture of Madness: a comparative srudy of the inquisilion and the Mental HeoJth movemenl (London: 1970); Szas7., A,!,'C of Madm'ss:
Ille his/ory of involumary mental haspitalization (New York:1973); Andrew T. Scull, Museums of ModJlt:sç (London:1979); K. Docrncr.
Madmen and the Bourgeoisie (New York:1979); Vieda Skullans (cd.). Madness and Morais, ldeas ml IIISQllity ;n the Ni"c/{xm!l CCIltIl1Y
(London:197S); William Parry-Jones, The Trode in Lunacy, (London:1972)..

26 Edwardians began to use "Mental Defectives" as a synonym for the broad category of Idio(.j'. 111e terms 'Idiots', 'imbeciles'
and 'lunatics' were falling into disfavour br this time, and mental deficiency was often use as a substitute forwhat the mid·Victorians callcd
'Idiocy', and what Alfred Tredgold popularised as omeruio. Jones's use of this lerm for the lale-Vic!orian period is slightly inappropriiite.
See Chapter I.

27 See Kathleen Jones., Mental Heallh and Social Poliey, 1845-1959 (London:1960) reprintcd and rcviscd as A lIislory (I! th.:
Mcntallleallh Services (London: 1972).

28 R.e. Seheerenberger, A llislOry of Mental Relardalion (London:1983); Leo Kanncr. A lits/ory of the Care ulld St/ldy of ,Il(:
Meil/ai/y Retarded (Springfield, 111.:1,64).
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at the tum of the century and to the more modem approach of de-institutionalisation.29

Harvey Simmons in From Asylum ta WelJare studies the evolution of social policy on the

mentally retarded in Canada during the same period.JIl His work identifies the importance

of the educationalists and other groups outside the Eugenies movement in the construction

of social policy. In a chapter which surveys social policy and the mentally retarded in Britain

from 1870 to the First World War, he oITers by far the most comprehensive analysis to date.

Other articles have dealt with related topies" but it would not be incorrect to state that a

social history of the mentally retarded in Britain has yet to be attem pted.

Even with the limited work done in this "field", the existing historieal interpretations

have left many questions unanswered. Scheerenberger and Kanner are both psyehologists

with an interest in the historieal roots of the profession.32 Written with a specifie audience

in mind, both books are direeted at the psychological community, and, therefore, place more

emphasis on individual physicians and their contribution to medical knowledge than placing

these works in their historical context. Although Jones integrates her material with

eontemporary historical themes, she too is writing for a specifie profession, in this case the

Mental Health profession, and prefers to restrict her analysis to a survey of the major

statutes.

29 Peter Tyor and Lcland Bell, Caritlg for the Mentally Relarded in America: A Hislory (London:1984).

30 Harvey Q. Simmons. From Asylum to Welfare (Downsview, 00t.:1982). Chapter III firsl appeared as "E'xplaining Social
Policy: 111C Menlal Deficiency Ac. of 1913", Journal of Social flistory, xi, [1977-8], pp.389-403.

31 Jayne Woodhouse, ''Eugenics and the Fceblemindcd· The Parliamenlary Debates", lIistory of Education, vol i~ [1982].
pp.127-137. See also note 16.

32 Schccrcnbcrger is the pasl President of the American Association on Mental Deficiency and editor ofÛctltal Rctardaûofl.
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Why were weil educated middle c\ass professionals, many with a long experience of

working with idiocy, susceptible to hereditarian explanations of social ills in the ycars leading

up to the fust World War? Restrictionist solutions to the problem of the 'feeble-minded'

united members of the Fabian Society and the members of the Charity Organisation Society.

socialists like George Lansbury and members of the Unionist Reform Association,

philanthropists Iike Charles Loch, imperialists like R.B. Haldane and 'New liberais' like LT.

Hobhouse, as weil as politicians l'rom Arthur Balfour to Winston Churchill. To argue that

they were deceived by the 'myth' about the danger of the feeble-minded is far too easy an

explanation. There must have been cornmon predispositions which allied these disparate

and conflicting camps of Edwardian social poliey and made thase individuals involved ready

and willing to accept such an explanation.

A second problem lies with the mentally retarded who were a marginal and voiccless

(not to say pawerless) c\ass. As such, historians have tended view them as vietims of

conspiracies and exploitation at the hands of a small and fringe group of physicians and

social paliey makers. Historical research as to the influence of eugenic thought has

corrected this misinterpretation.33 The Eugenics Education Society did not come into

33 The principal work on the Anglo-American eugenics movcment is Donald Kclvcs, ln tlle NlJme of Eugcnics (New
York.:1985). For the main works on eugenics movemenlS wilhin intelJectual hislory, sec: Mark Haller. Ellgenics: IIcrediloriOl' Attitutk$ in
Amcrican 17JOUghl (New Brunswick:1963); Richard Hofstadter, Social Darwinism in American VIOL/glU. 1860-/915 (Philadclphia:1944).
Diane Paul "Eugenics and the Lert" Journal of the Hislory of ldeas, vol. xlv, (1984), pp.567·S90; Michael Frccdcn, "Eugcnics ami
progressive thought: a sludy in ideological affinity", The Historical Journal, vol. xxii, (1979), pp.645~71. por discussions of specifie eugcnics
movemcnts in their national eontexl, see Geoffrey Russell Searle, Eugcnics and Polilics in Britain (Lcydcn:1976); SbClia Weiss, Race
1Zvgicne andNalionalEfficiency: tht: eugenicsof Wilht:lm ShallamayeT, (Berkeley:1987); Loren R Graham, "Science and Values; Ihe eugenics
movemcnt in Gennany and Russia in the 1920'5", American lIistorical Rcview, vol. boocii, (1977), pp. 1133·64; J. Schneider, "Toward Ihe
improvcment of the Human Raee: The Hislory of the Eugenics iv1.ovement in France", Journal ofModt:n1llislory, vol. Iiv (1982), pp.26S-91.;
Angus Mclaren, Our Own Master Race: Eugenics in Canada, 1885-1945, (Toronto:I990); Greta Jones, Sociaillygicflt: in twcmietll ccmllry
8dlain, (London: 1986). On the specifie debate over the class basis of the eugenics movcment sec "Education for National Efficiency".
lIislory of Education, ; Allan Garland, "Genetics, Eugenics and Class Stmggle", Genelics, vol. booc (1975), pp.29-45; Donald MacKenzie.
"Karl Pearson", and MacKenzie, Stalisu"cs in Brilain, 1865-1930: tht: social consauclion ofscit:ntiftc knlJWledge (&Iinburgh:1981); Searle.
"Eugenics and Class" in Webster,/bid. For bibliograptIical discussion on the recent outpauling of rescarch on the eugenics movemcnt sec
Nils Roll-Hansen, 'The Progress of Eugenics: Growth of Kncwledge and Change in Ideology",lfislOryofScicnc~, vol. liv (1982), pp.2fi.~-91.
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existence until 1907, decades after the me of idiot asylums, idiot colonies and the movement

for institutional segregation. Its raots, and the raots of restrictive social policy, lie in the

crucial years between 1870 and 1914 when the prafessional middle dass came into its own.

The eugenics movement was a late and radical example of a braader trend in social policy

supported by a diverse segment of the prafessional middle dass in late-Victorian and

Edwardian England.

There are more than a fcw examples of a "Whiggish" interpretation in histories

dealing v.-ith the mentally retarded. Both Kanner and Scheerenbcrger see history as the

slow unravelling of medical knowledge: everything that leads directly to contemporary views

of mental retardation is a "constructive" historical development. Jones, Simmons and Tyor &

Bell tend to see two great epochs in the history of the mentally retarded: institutionalisation

and de-institutionalisation. Thase who pramoted segregation wert somehow deceived by

'myths' prevalent at the time while others, later, 'saw the light'. In these histories, 'modem'

becomes synonymous with 'cornpassionate'; institutions are usually prelixcd by 'soulless' or

'dchumanising'. No doubt this interpretation owes a great deal to the philosophy of

Normalisation34 and the process of de-institutionalisation which is currently underway. This

bias has led sorne historians and non-historians to ramanticise the pre-institutional period

which, they argue, stressed the care and education of the individua. and community

involvement. 1 do not wish to be an apologist for the large warehouses of the insane and

retarded which persisted well into the second hall' of this century, but 1 lear that historians

have been led to misread the social conditions of dependent social groups in the early and

mid-nineteenth century. As one historian of the workhouse system admits, the quality of care

34 Wolf Wolfcnsbergcr. The Princip/e of Nonna/isalion in Human Service Delivery (Toronto:1972).
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in the workhouses and institutions, however meagre by modern standards, was still far higher

than that at many homes and the solution was more ethical than allowing them to stalVe OH

the streets.3S

There is a further problem of definitions: What was (and is) mental retardation'?

Jones does even attempt to answer this. Scheerenberger describes it as a "socioculturally

determined phenomenon".'" Similarly, Simmons says that sinec mental retardation is socially

construeted, one must work from what contemporaries saw as being retarded." At the

heart lies an epistemological dilemma: Is there illnes:; without modern medicine'! Or more

precisely: Can there be people mentally retarded without a modern profcssional clite which

classifies them as such'! There may be no answer to this question, but there are several

qualifications. While the limits of the retarded population were and are subjeet to social

attitudes: Mongolism, Cretinjsm, Micro· and Hydro·Cephalism were recognisable by physical

stigmata and categorised as such as far back as the 1830s. Scheerenberger provides many

examples of the same in pre-industrial society, sorne dating back to antiquity.J8 Those who

had suffered brain damage at birth or at an early age were ecrtainly sccn as idiots whether

the doctors at the time had a "modern" understanding of the medical causes or not. Il was

with the non physically recognisable individuals that the line becarne blurred, cspccially with

the advent of the highest classification of Idiocy, known as 'fccble-mindedncss'." In many

35 M.A Crowther, The Workhouse System, 1834·1929 (Athcns GA:1981). p.66.

36 Schcerenberger, p.3.

37 Sîmmons, p.xii.

38 Scheerenberger, Chapter J.

39 See Chapter Four.
~~
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f
respects the methodological problems arc similar to thase encountered in the historical study

of childhood, where the dividing line between youth and adulthood changes with respect to

the culture and the historical period but where few would question that youth itself exists or

may be defendcd as a legitimate historical category.

Finally, the sensitive nature of the subject leads to problems of nomenclature.

Although the terms 'idiots', 'imbeciles', 'feeble-mindcd', 'mental dcfectives' and 'lunatics'

have fallen into disuse and disfavour, the pace of changing typology has not slowed. Indeed,

the 1970s and 80s have witnessed 'mentally retarded', 'mentally handicapped',

'developmentally handicapped', 'exccptional children' and 'persons with special needs', to

name just a few. Since language is a crilical component of this paper, l will most often use

the terminology that the Victorians and Edwardians used. In the few instances that l have

uscd a more contemporary equivalent for idiocy, l have opted for 'mcntally retarded' as the

most recognisable equivalent and as the term with which l feel most comfortable. For

reasons of prose l have tried to restrict my use of quotation marks, but have not entirely

succceded. Sorne rnay lind the use of the terms idiots, irnbccilcs and the feeble-rninded

offensive, and ta them l apologise. My purpose is not ta dive into the CUITent and heated

debate over 'labelling', but to shed light on a piece of history partly by means of language

cmployed. Besidcs, to attack individuals for not living up to linguistic standards of

generations yet unbom would be cruel punishrnent indecd, even for the Victorians.
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Chapter 1: The Medico-Psychological Association and the Callses of Idill'.')'

The earliest recorded ideas on mental retardation in western civilisation date back to

the Greeks who commonly used the word idiotas, which translates as a "Iayman", in the sense

of a man ignorant of the alIairs of more educated individuals.'" 'ldiot"l made ils way

through Latin and into Old English denoting someone uneducated and ignorant, or someone

who was a "private person", set apart functionally or even physically l'rom the rest of

society.'2 During the last several hundred years it was most often associated wilh the idea

of a 'natural' or 'born' fool as .in Swineburne's Testaments l'rom the sixtccnlh ccntury: "An

idiote, or a naturall foole is he, who notwilhstanding he bec of lawrul age, yet he is so

witlesse, that hec can not number to twentie, nor can he tell what age he is of, nor knoweth

who is his falher."'3

40 Lee Kanner suggests lhat the Greeks uscd idiotas to describe the 'mentally deficient' (his term). Il is uncJear, howcvcr, in
what way the Greeks, or the Romans for that matter, perccivcd thosc who werc idiotas and it would bc mislcading la consider il simil:lr
ta a modern view of the condition, Kanner, A l/istory of the Care and SnuJy of the McmaJ/y Rctardcd (Springfield, III.: 1964), pp.4-5.

41 Hereafter, 1 will no longer use quotation marks.

42 Oxford English Dictionary (2nd cd.), vol. vii. p.625.

43
As quoted in the Oxford English Dictîonary, 2nd ed., vol. vîî, p.625. A fool, barn or natural, was the most commun synonym

for Idiot before the turn of the nineteenth century. However athers le::s common wcre: 'sot', from the french 'sotte' implying foolishncss
most oCten associated Wilh drunkenness, Ibid, vol. xvi, p.35; 'dunce', from an altack on Ihe follrr....crs of the scholastic lhcologian John Duns
Scotus, Ibid., vol. IV, p.1121.
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In English literature the r,uturai fool reappears periodically, such as in John Milton's

description of the 'idiot born' :n Ten.'./Te of Kings and Magistrates, William Wordsworth's The

Idiot Boy, and Charles Dickens' more popular depictions in Household Words. 44 Historically,

the real King Macbeth was affectionately known as the Idiot King, and English historians

derogatonly referred to Ferdinand of Aust';a as an imbecile Emperor."

Writers oCten associated the idiot with the other 'fool' of earlier literature and

language - the 'madman' or 'lunatic'.46 In the late-eighteenth and nineteenth centuries

both groups came under the guardianship of the state in increasing numbers, in workhouses

of the 'Old' and 'New' Poor Law, and, aCter the Lunatic Act of 1845, in county asylums,

which regularly accepted idiots under the rubric of 'pauper lunatics'." Because of their co-

habitation and similar condition, nineteenth century psychological discourse researched idiocy

and lunacy along similar paths, for the conditions were confused by the lay public and even

knowledgeable members of the medical profession.

By the late eighteenth century, medical and legal experts in the field began the long

process of discriminating between idiocy and lunacy. They had long recognised the

difference in the advent and duration of the two conditions: idiocy was a permanent fonn of

congenital mental debility; lunacy was temporary, but could accur repeatedly during lifetime.

44 William Wordsworth. 711t: Idiot Boy (London: 1798); John Milton, TJIC Tenure or Kj"ss and Magistrates [16491 (New
York:19tl): Charles Dickens, "Idiots Again", JJouschoJd Words, val.ix, [15 April, 1854}, pp.197·200.

45 A.l.P. Taylor, 71lt flabsburgs Monarchy 1809·191'8 (London:1957). p.47.

46
Lunatic (or Lunalick) rcplaced madman by the medical community in the late-eighlecnlh century although il conlinucd

in more commaR usage until this day. For a detailed discussion o( ideas on madness see Vieda Skultans, Englisll Modness: /deas on/llson"cy,
1580-1890 (London:1979); Skultans., Modness and Morals: ideas on insaniry in the nineceenth cenalt" (London: 1975).

47 Kathleen Joncs., A /Iistory orelle Mental fleolcll Services, pp.145-9.
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To put it in the cruder form of a contemporary: "an idiot was a person who never had a

mind, a lunatie a person who had a mind and lost iL"'" This formaI distinction was

recognised in England as far back as statutes under the reign of Edward l and Edward II

where property laws identified the born fool, fatuus naturalis, and the lunatic, non compos

mentis, sicuJ quidam suuJ per lucida intervalla." By the mid-nineteenth century, 'imbecility'

came to denote a second and milder form of idiocy. Like the term idiot, ùnbecillis dates

baek to the Greeks who used the term to denote 'weak of rnind and body',5O an important

attribute when psyehologists began to equate mental weakness with other physiologieal

disorders.

It is impossible ta state at what point, the handicapped moved l'rom private to public

responsibility. As carly as the late-eighteenth century, a large proportion of Poor L,w

recipients were classilied as being of 'unsound mind'. In 1828, data gathered lor a

Departmental Committee indieated that 9,000 lunatics, idiots or imbeciles rcsided in

workhouses.51 Even al'ter the advent of a set of Poor Laws in 1834 aimed at rcstricting the

giving of relief, Louisa Twining, a prominent activist and founder of the Workhouse Visiting

Society, reminisced that in the ISSOs idiots and Imbeciles could be found in large numbers in

48 Evidence, Royal Comm~ssion on Cace and Conlrol of the F:.:cblc·mindcd (RCFM). I)P, 1908, vol. xxxv, p.339.

49
Literally, "a Raturai Cool" and "a person of unsound mind but with lucid intclVals", D.G. jlrîtchud, Education urld ,Ile

Handicapped, 1660-1960, (London:1963), p.135. In lhe case of the fanlus naruralis, ..he state had the righl 10 the possession of proplmy
pcrmancntly, 10 be transferred to the oatural heir, aCter the death. of the idiol. Tuke, flislory of t/u: ltlSunc, p.287. Since idiocy was
ovcrwhclmingly congenital, sorne later experts substituted the latin medical tenn amenlia (literally 'wilhoul mind') and dememia (literally,
'down from minci') to denote congenilal idiocy and lunacy, respcctively. However this lended 10 confuse issues more as non-congcnilal
idiocy would then be associated with lunacy.

50 Oxford Latin Dictianary (Oxford:1968), p.831.Z.

51 Kathleen Jones, p.18. Jones cites a figure of 4-5,000 persans of unsound rnind by 1789./bid.
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cvery workhouse52 and a commentator writing in 1866 commented that "in a metropolitan

housc an average of nine-tenths [of the indoor population] are ehronically infirm and

disabled, imbecile, or acutely sick."53 This figure of 80-90 per cent of indoor recipients of

Poor Law relief as being aged, handicapped or infirm, is confirmed by recent scholarship on

the soLial role of the workhouse in Victorian England.54

The professional study of idiocy owed its origins to the general growth of an

organised medical elite inside and outside the workhouses, asylums, and hospitals, and to the

emergence of a small band of specialists studying idiocy. In England it was the Medical

Registration Act of 1858, which capped the long "collective struggle for professional status"55

begun formally by the first publication of the Lancet in 1823 and the founding of the British

Medical Association in 1832. The Act legally restricted the rights of practice to specific

individuals, and provided a central focus for the 15,000 member" organisation for political,

educational and professional concems.S7 Since the profession itself was seeking a greater

52 Louisa 1\vining. Workhouses andPaupcrisrn (London:1898), p.217.

53 Ernest I-Iart, An ACCOUnI of the Condition of the lnfirmaries of London Workhouses (London:1866), pA.

54 Anne Digby, '''The Rural Poor Law" in Derek Fraser (ed.) The POOl' Law in the ninetcenth century (L,:lndon:1976), p.164.;
David A..hrord, '''The Urban Poor Law" in Fraser (cd.) Ibid., p.139; Digby, Pauper Palaces, p.172-3; Michael Rose,TIle Reliefa! Poverl)~
183-/·19].1 (London:1972), p.35; Margaret Anne Crowthcr,1he Workhouse System, pp.156·174.

S5 John Woodward & David Richards, Beait!.' Care and Populor Medicine in Ninetcenth Cemury Engfand: Essays in the Social
llLwot)' of McdicùlI: (New York:1977), p.37.

56 TItis figure is for 1860. Noel Pany and Jose Pany, The Rise of the Medical Profession: A study of collective social mobility
(London:1976), p.I38.

57 Sec Ann Beek, '''The British Medical Council and British Medical Education in the Ninetcenth", Bulletin vj~he HistOf)' of
Mdici1H:, vol xxx [19561. p.lS!.
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greater 'scientific' undellitanding of medical problems" through research, thcse doctOlli took

the route of specialisation in areas such as intcrnal medicine, pathology, and psychiatry.

The workhouse physicians were poorly paid and slow to organise and had no

opportunity to conduct research. In fact very liule of the actual carc or treatment was given

by the physicians. The Poor Law Guardians who ovelliaw the running of the workhouscs.

decided upon levels of paymenl and were required to hire only one rcgistcrcd physician

regardless of the size of the Poor Law union. While practiccs of the dirrcrcnt unions varicd

considerably, Guardians were primarily conccrned with providing a minimum lcvel of relier of

destitution, rather than a second line of 'pauper' hospitals.S9 Rcsearch for the most part

grew out of the rapidly expanding system of locallunatic asylums which hegan with

experiments like the Quaker retreat aé York'" and was augmentcd by puhlic institutions

created in accordancc with the Madhouscs Act of 1828 and more importantly with thc

Lunatic Act of 1845. 61

Heightened competition within the ranks of the medical communiLy partly accounts

for the expansionist attitude of the profession," expansionism which hrought thc British

Medical Association (B.M.A) into confrontation wilh the second largesl em ployer of

physicians, the Poor Law Guardians, a confrontation which would have an important impact

58 Rosemary Stevens, Medical Practice in Modem England: 17le Impact ofSpeciaiizatiolJ 0" Suue Medicine (London: 1966), p.2h.

59 Fraser, The New Poor Law, p.5.

60 Anne Digby, Matiness, MoraUry alJd Medicine: a study of the York Rctreat, 1796-19N (Cambridge:1985).

61 Kathleen Jones, p.128-9; pp.145-9.

62 M. Jeanne Peterson. 17te Medical Profession in mid· Viclon·an London (Gerkeley: 1978), p.246.
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on the condition of idiots and imbeciIes both inside and outside the workhouse system. The

Lancet Commission of 186563 on Metropolitan Workhouse Infirmaries marked the beginning

of a sixty year struggle between the Poor Law authorities and the new specialised service

professions.

The Report of the Commission, entitled "Workhouse Infirmaries: A National

ScandaI"," was intended to shock the Victorian public into supporting a wider range of

public services for the sick, aged, insane and imbecile. The pages of the Lance! were filled

with, at times, sensational descriptions of neglected patients, drunken pauper nurses, chiidren

mixing with aduIts, and the sane mixing with the insane. Certain passages dealt at length

with the need· for new and separate treatment for the workhouse idiots:

A very objectionable arrangement is made for the
idiots, who are lodged in the 100er wards of the
infirmary; which are tomUy Inadequate, wc do not
hesimte 10 say, to their wants, .., [o~ aU cases
which demand our sympathy and care, surely none are
more worthy our bcst efforts to ameUorate their
condition than thase of the poor creatures whom
Providence has thus sadly affiictcd."

The workhouse infirmaries were substandard because, in the opinion of the Commissioners,

they could not allow for classification and segregation which was a precondition to effective

treatment and training. Regarding the workhouse idiots and imbeciles, the Report proposed

large independenl asylums based on the system of Lunatic Asylums, facilitating, they argued,

63 Sec Lancer, [1865).

64 Lancer, [15 Julv. 1865], p.71.

l'...1,

65 "Report on Greenwich Workhouse Infirmary", Lancer, [26 Aug. 1865), p.241.
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specialised care and treatmenL To allow the mixcd system to continue, concluded the

Commission report, would "outrageD the conscience of the State".""

This eampaign came to fruition in the Metropolitan Poor Act of 1867 which

separated the administration of infinnaries from the workhouses and for the first lime

acknowledged the duty of the state to provide hospitals for the PODr." The Act also

implemented the Lancet recommendations on idiots and imbecilcs by erecting shorlly

afterward Iwo public idiot asy1ums and one training school for children in the Metropolitan

region68 marking the beginning of segregation and classification of adults and children based

on permanent mental handicap.

One of the primary beneficiarics of the drive for separate and specialised treatment

was the Medico-Psychological Association, the professional body reprcsenting those

concentrating on the treatment of mental infirmity. The first organisation. the Association of

Medical Officcrs of Asylums and Hospitals, was, by its own admission, more of a social

group than political organisation. Founded in 1841 the Association members who jovially

referred to themselves as the 'wandering lunaties'(" met irregularly and discussed topies of

common concem eventually leading to the creation of their own journal, the A;yllim JOLl/nal

of Mental Science. As the asylums grew, so too did the numbers of psychologieal speeialisls:

in 1827 there were nine lunatic asylums with an average size of 116 inmatcs. By 1870 there

66 Lancer, [15 July, 18651. p.n.

67 Aynn in Michael Rose (cd.), TIIC Relief of Poveny, p.65.

68 The Darcnth Asylum for Childrcn.

69 Journal of MclIlal Science, vol. ix, (Jan. 1913]. p.13.
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were fifty-one such asylums employing 250 physicians, with an average size of 550 inmates.'o

The Association was a professional organisation within a professional organisation, attempting

to establish itsclf as a legitimate sub-discipline within medicine and yet protect its

independence from the general practitioners who reacted against the specialisation of the

medical community as a whole.

As the Association expanded, it renamed itself the Medico-Psychological Association

(M.PA) and renamed its journal the Journal of Mental Science." The Lunacy Act of 1845

initiated this expansion by obliging each county to erect (or combine to erect) an asylum for

the purpose of housing lunatics and further required at least one recognised physician as

superintendent. Here the legal definition of 'lunatic' included "lunatics or idiots or persons of

unsound mind"72 thus allowing for the inclusion of idiots into these new specialised

institutions. The governing body was the Lunacy Commission which staŒed inspectors (Her

Majesty's Inspectors in Lunacy) responsible to the Home Office.73 Yet, while medico-

psychologists werc becoming increasingly familiar with idiocy in lunactic asylums, it was

actually a philanthropic enterprîse, the Earslwood Asylum, which was the tirst English

institution devoted solely to the maintenance and education of idiots.

70
Andrew T. Scull, Museums of Mad/less (London: 1979), p.198.

71
The Association of Medical ü(lïccrs of Asylums and Hospitals (founded 1841) renarncd itself the Mcdico-Psychological

,'U;socialion betwcen 1864 and 1868. TheA.sylum Journal was renamed lheA.sy/umJoumal ofMental Sciellce in 1858 and Joumal afA/cillai
Scie/lce in 1860. 1 have uscd mcdico-psychologisls to denote thase within the medical profession who spccialised in insanity and idiocy.

72 SÎncc 'Iunatic' was dcfincd in both the 1845 and 1890 LunaC)' AclS and in the Lunatic Asylum Act (1853) as "an idiot or
person of unsound mind" sorne historians have argued that conlemporaries did not discriminalc belwecn the two conditions. l disagree.
These dcfinitions were legal or statutory definilions of the individuals who were defined under lhe ru bric of lunacy. 111is does not imply
lhaI Illey wcrc considcrcd synonymous but rather, for purposes of the statute they were bath subjcct to ilS provisions.

73 Kathleen Joncs, p.145-7.
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p.521.

The National Asylum for Idiots, Earlswood, began as a smail lraining school for

adolescent imbeciles at Highgate, funded primarily by philanthropie donations. As demand

for the school increased, and as residents began to remain for longer Jurations, the school

was transferred in 1855 to Redhill, Surrey, and expanded inte a larger asylum for 500

înmates. Funded by z. combination of donations and subscriptions, Earlswood continucd to

grow, doubling in size by 1889. The size and nature of the asylum demanded a full-lime

resident medical superintendent similar to that which existed in lunalic asylums. ln 1858, the

Earlswood hired Dr. John Langdon Down, probably the most famous speeialist in 1diocy.

Dawn found, unlike his colleagues in the workhouses, conditions lhat were favourable lo

medical research. Physicians were required to keep basic records and idiots tended lo

become long-term if not permanent residents." The asylum populations as such

represented closed experimental groups about which medical knowledge was very limiled.

Professional prestige and ac\vancement,even in the mid-nineteenth ccnlury, was intimalcly

connected to research,75 and there is evidencc which suggests that the asylum populations

were jealously guarded.76

Between 1858 and 1867, countics in Great Britain followed the \ead of Earlswood

and created a system of asylums exclusively for the care and lreatment of idiocy. Four other

idiot asylums served the other main areas of England: an Eastern Countics Asylum al

Colchester, a Western Counties Asylum at Starcross, Devon, a Midlands Counlics Asylum al

74
Anne Digby, Matlness, p.220.

75 Peterson, p.246.

76 See particularly the exchange between Dr. Thomas ilalliard and Dr. J. Langdon Down in L,mcclll862j, p.65, p. 160. p.435,
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Knowle near Birmingham, and a Northem Counties Asylum at Lancaster. From these idiot

asylums half a dozen medical superintendents were to direct the medical study of idiocy for

the second half of the nineteenth century. AlI the idiot asylums outside of the metropolis

were 'subscriptions hospitals', receiving their revenue from a combination of local rates,

charitable donations and yearly fees. While sorne room was made for charitable cases, even

the reduced cast of f20-30 annually made the asylum too costly for the working classes and a

good portion of the lower middle class. The Royal Albert Asylum (at Lancaster) regularly

charged between BO to 200 per annum.n

In 1867, the network of idiot asylums in place throughout England and Scotland

occasioned the tirst ever Conference on Idiocy held in Belfast. The Conference represented

a coming of age of the medical specia!ists studying idiocy who were in the process of

cstablishing idiocy as a distinct and legitimate category within the field of mental infirmity. In

uttendance were Dawn, Ireland, Shuttleworth, Fletcher Beach and Forbes Winslow." While

the conference did not present any earth-shattering new research, it did map out the state of

knowledge on idiocy and the direction for future inquiry on the eve of both the Metropolitan

Poor Act and the National Education Acts and showed signs of future policy. The

Conference concluded that the "first step towards their improvement was separation [from

society]".79

n Kathleen Jones., p.183.

78 Dr. Winslow was the medical superintendent of the Hanwcll Lunatic Asylum and had a special interest in idiocy.

79 Joumal of Memal Science, (1867}. p.271.
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The process of legitimising idiocy as a sub-discipline of insanily was aided by the

numerous publications of these medical superintendents. Dawn condenscd his work into

numerous articles and two main works on the treatment and education of idi(x;y.lIO Also a

member of the Royal Anthropological Society in the 1860s, Down resigncd his position in

1868 to open a private home for idiots and imbeciles from uppcr class familics,81 a move

which carried with it a reduced administrative schedule and greater lïnancial return. As

Earlswood grew in sire in the early 1860's, the Asylum hired a young assistant medical

superintendent named George Shullieworth who had studied under Down and reccived

promotion to medical superintendent at England's second Idiot Asylum, the Royal Albert

Asylum at Lancaster, in 1868. The Royal Albert was smaller than the National Asylum for

Idiots, numbering only 540 patients in 1895,82 yet Shuttleworth managed, like his

predecessor, to wrîte numerous articles on idiocy.83 Shuttleworth also lectured to medical

societies on idiocy.

The Metropolitan Poor Act of 1867 created the first public idiot institutions,

Caterham and Leavesden, which serviœd up to 2,000 inmates each, and the Darenth School

80 Dawn, Dr. James Langdon. A Trcotise on ldiocy and its Cognate AffcctatiotlS (London: 1867); "ObsclVations on the Ethnie
Classification of Idiots", Journal ofMental Science, vol. xiii, [Jan. 1868]. pp.121·128; "On the Condition of the MoUlh in Idiex:y", Lallcc!,
[1862], p.65; "Sorne of the Causes of Idiocy and Imbecility", British Medical Journal, (1873), p.432; "Sorne of the Menlal Affcclions of
Childhood and Youth" British Medical Journal, [8 Jan., 1887). p.49; On the MenIal AffecIions of CllildJwod and Youtll. London: J.A
Churchill, 1887.

81 R Scheerenberger, A History of Mental Retarcùllion., (Baltimore:1983), p.56.

82 British Medical Journal, [15 June,1896], p.327.

83 George E. Shuttleworth, "Intemperance as a Cause of Idiocy", British Medical Journal, [1 Sept., 18771. p.30B; "On Idio<.:y lInd
Imbecility", British Medical Journal, [30 Jan., 1886], p. 183; ''The Education of Children of Abnormally Weak Mental Capacity", J"/Imal
ofMental Science, vol. xxxiv, [April 1888], pp.80-4; "A Contribution to the Etiology of Idiocy", BrÎlish Medical Journal, (21 Sept. 111891,
p.651; ''The Care of the Mentally Feeble Child", British Medical Journal, [Aug 22, 1891], p.438; "A Discussion on Points Conncctcd with
the Education of Feeble-minded Children". British MedicalJoumal, [8 Sept. 1894]. p.528; "Sorne Slight Forms of Mental Defeet in Children
and their Treatment", British Medical Journal, [3 OCL, 1903], pp.828-9; ''The Differenliation of Mentally Deficient Childrcn", Tronsoct;lmS
of the Imcrnational Congress on School Hygiene. 1908, p.742; (with Potts) Mcntally Defective Childrcn: thci, treatmenL (3rd cd; London:
:1910).
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for Imbecile Children under the supervision of Dr. Fletcher Beach. Fletcher Beach was ta

have a long and successful career studying idiocy and epilepsy'" in children and represented

lhe Royal College of Physicians before the Royal Commission on Care and Control of the

Feeble·minded in 1905.85 William Wetherspoon Ireland, graduated from medical school in

1858 and in 1869 became the medical superintendent of the new Scoltish National Institute

for Imbecile Children at Larbert Scotland. Iike Fletcher Beach, Ireland quickly established

himself as an nuthority on imbecile children, publishing a text in 187786 devoled largely ta

the trealment and training of children. Also like his predecessor at Eariswood, Ireland, once

he had made his reputation in the public instilulion, resigned from the public inslitution ta

found three 'private' schoois in the 1880's.87

These Idiot Asylums received formai legislative certification through the Idiots Act of

1886 which regulated the conditions for lheir registration and inspection in a manner similar

ta lhal which already exisled for lunatic asylums.'" The Act belaledly standardized

inspection in the wake of the creation of a national system in the 186O's and the

proliferation of private homes which as yet had escaped official public scrutiny.89 Il

84 Epilcpsy was considered an affiliated condition of idiocy becausc of the high number of idiots who suffcrcd [rom cpilcpsy.
More oflen lhan not lcgislalion on one included a discussion of the other.

85 E~'ideflce, RCFM, PP. 1908, vol. xxxv, p.90.

86 William W. Ircland. On ldiocy and 1mbecility (London:1877).

87 Schecrcnbergcr, p.54.

88
Kathleen Jones. p.l8S.

89 Gillian Sutherland. Ability, Merll and Mcosurement: memallesring and English cducaIioll, 1880-19~O (Oxford:1984), p.16.
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provided the fust statutory definition of idiocy and detailed the procedure for ccrtilication

and admission.

The classification of idiocy surrounded the issues of hierarchy, typology and etiology.

A hierarchy implied an assumed mental ability which was latent and stable, thus facilitating

early attempts at ranking based upon mental ability. Jeanne Etienne Esquirol, the French

physician who worked on idiocy in the 1840s divided the levels of ùliotisme into the idiot and

the imbecile, a division based primarily on speech. Esquirol also included a groups of

backward children or enfants arrïères.90 At roughly the same time, Samuel Gridley Howe,

the Arneriean physician who had become famous for his work with the blind and deaf, and

created a similar hierarchy of idiocy placing sub-groups of idiocy into 'pure' idiots, rools,

the simpletons.91 Still the British, not to be outdone by their Arnerican counterparts,

adopted a different hierarchy still, maintaining idiot as the more extreme condition and

imbecile as the lesser forrn.92

The grounds on which typology was constructed varied immenscly. L1ngdon Down

introduced an 'ethnic' classification based upon racial types.93 Ircland in conlrasl divided

90 Scheerenberger, p.63. Sec Edouard Seguin, Traitement Moral, Hygienc, ct Education des Idiots Cl dJ:s aUlrcs EnfanLç Arrières,
&c. (Paris:1846). This was translated into English and published undcr the tille, ldiocy and ilS Trcalment by the PhysÎological MClllOd,

(Edinburgh:1866).

91 Samuel Gridley Howe, On the Causes ofldiocy: being the Tepon ofthe training und teochitlg ofidioLÇ, prcscfllcd to rllt: Govcmor
of the Commonwealth afMassachusetts [1850] (Edinburgh:l866). p.?

92 See for example, Journal of Mental Science, [April 1956], p.26?

93 Scheerenberger, p.57. 'Mongolism' is DOW commonly referred to as Down's syndrome since the 193O's. It is al50 quite
possible that this genetic manifestation of Idiocy was recognised earlier by Drs. Mitchell and Frascr and describcd as il Kamluc Idiot. Sec
Daniel Hack Tuke (cd.), A Dictionary ofPsychologictJ/ Medicine (Philadelphia:1892), p.644. For the story bchînd the sludy of Mongolism
and the change in nomenclature, see Kelves, In the NtJme of Eugenics, pp.156-163.
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idiocy into !en types including for the first time micro-cephalism and cretinism as associated

conditions of idiocy.94 Hydro- and Micro-cephalism were recognisable because of the

malformed cranium and Mongolism was recognisable because of the distinct facial stigmata.

Ircland also included three categories which were based on the presumed etiology of the

condition - traumatic idiocy, inflammatory idiocy and idiocy by deprivation. The classification

and re-classification of sub-types of idiocy, however, became increasingly submerged in a

more heated discussion over etiology, for the study of idiocy was mast useful, the physicians

argued, if it could lead to ils prevention in the future. The study of aetiology, in the days

bcforc a uniform medical curriculum had been reached, meant that the study of causality was

at times merely a study of correlation, and a highly subjective one at that. Still the subjective

nature of the 'scientific' inquiry reveals a great deal about the preoccupations of these

medical practitioners.

Samuel Gridely Howe, who in the 1840's had been commissioned by the state of

Massachusetts to study the problem of idiocy, persuaded the legislature to create the first

training schools in 1848 and his report to tbis legislature formed the nucleus of his treatise,

On the Causes of Idïocy, published in the United States in 1850 and widely cited in the

English medical joumals. This became the standard text on the subject until the release of

Langdon Down's work in 1867. As the pioneer in the field, Howe identified five main

'causes' of Idiocy: consanguity, 'self abuse',9S the low condition of the physical organisation

94 Jouma/ ofMental Science, vol. ii, [July 18561. p.456. Crctinism is now rcferred to as Hypo~thyroidism. However il is almost
:Ilways accompanicd by mental retardation and thus was c1assified as a sub-categoI)' or affiliated affliction of Idiocy.

9S 'Self-Abuse' uscd in this contcxt was a Victorian euphemism for masturbation. Masturbatory Insanity was a frequently
discusscd subjcct wilhin the allicd field of the study of insanity. Sec Szasz, Manufacture of Madness, chapter xi.
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of the parents, intemperance and fright during pregnancy.96 Ideas aboul frighL' al1ccling

pregnancy have a long history within the medical field, but Ircland emphasizcd the

importance of stress in mothers of illegitimate children thereby reinforcing his own bclicl" thal

idiocy occurred more often in illegitimate than legitimate children.97 Remarkably, Howe's

five main causes of idiocy remained virtually unchallengcd until the 1890's."

The lure of Howe's aetiology of idiocy was his none too subtly disguised indiclmcnt

of the habits and conditions of the labouring poor. This theme of idiœy as a predominantly

working class affliction, permeates Howe's writings and played heavily on the rclationship

between drunkenness and the advent of idiuey in children: "The gencral appearancc of thcsc

idiots", wrote Howe, "is said to be remarkably like that of their parents when they were in their

drnnken debaucheries".'IJ This correlation between drunkenness and idiocy was a dominant

theme in mcdical writings. Dr. Forbes Winslow, writing at the same time, suggcsted that

physicians need only to look to the gin-palaces of the sIums to find the 'truc sour;;c' of

idiocy,ulO

By the late-lSS0's, the obsession with the drink question among thesc profcssionals

was taken up by Dr. Norman Kerr, a prominent member of the Medico-Psychological

96 Howe, p.24-30.

97 W. W. Ireland, Mental Affections of Childrt:n: idiocy, imbecility, and insoniry (2nd cd.) (London:1900), p,27-B.

98 As laIe as the 1880'5, physicians were still debating the role of fright in molhcrs as a cause of idioc.:y, sec Dr. Arthur Mitchell,
"On Strong Emotions Affecting Wernen as a Cause of Idiocy in the offspring", British Medical Joumoi, [24 May, 1884], p.9fJ8.

99 Howe, p.27. Italics original.

100 Forbes Winslow, "On Idiocy, its Causes and Treatment", Lancel, [13 March, 1852], p.271.
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Association, who in addition to his work on Idiocy and Insanity was also President of the

Society for the Study of Inebriety. "A drunken mother, a drunken father, a drunken

grandparent, may hand down to their descendants an alcoholic taint which not even a

lifetime of entire abstinence from intoxicating drinks cao eradicate."'Ol He was not alone in

this line of argument: Langdon Down, who had posed that idiocy may weil be caused in

many cases by the intoxication of the father or mother during conception, also stated that in

"In Norway, when the spirit duty was removed, insanity increased 50 per cent, and

congenital idiocy 150 per cent"'02 Ireland, who believed that drunkenness was a significant

contributing factor was sceptical of Down's theory about drunken conception, concluding that

if it were !rue there would be many more idiots than could be counted.'03

How were these predispositions passed down? In the days before the discovery and

discussion of genetics, 'heredity' was a loosely used term. Winslow himself noted: "Men

[have] devoted large sums of money...to the improvement of the breed of sheep, dogs,

horses, &tc., but [are] totally regardless of the laws regulating the transmission of

hereditarian qualities, and the organisation and health of the human race".'04 Thus even

though a study at the Lunatic Asylum at Leeds in the 1830's traced heredity in the familles

of 39 per cent of the lunatic and idiot inmates'05 one may weil question how this result

was deduced.

101 Norman Kerr, Inebmty: Ils ElioJ~, Pathol~ .. Treatment and Jurisprudence. (London:l888).

102 British Medical Journal, [22 Jan., 1887), p.150.

103 Ireland, Me1lltJ1 Affecrions, pp. 22-3.

104
Dr. Forbes Winslow,lbid., [13 Mareh, 1852), p.272.

105 LanCCl. (1&431, p.527.
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Heredity, however loosely understood, began ta provide a biological cxplanalion for

the continuance of social evils like drunkenness and prostitmion. Thal the continuance of

social vices from one generation ta another was somehow p",;sed along, scemed eontirmed

by the discovery of the predisposition of offspring ta similar diseases of parents discovered in

other medical disciplines. Thus the medico-psychologists devcloped a concept of heredity

which although varied, implied a Lamarckian framework rather than one which correspondcd

ta Darwin's natural mutation, Galton's statistical theory of deviation or even Mende!'s theory

of heredity. The Lamarckian framework which remained constant throughout this period

consisted of two components: the direct hereditary transmission and the eLTect of

environment on the characteristics of an individual.

The medico-psychologists did not preach Darwin's line on the origins of

degeneration: they were particularly ambivalent ta Darwin's inlellectual framework. On the

one hand they believed in the eventual progress of society as it evolved ta higher states. Yct

the medieal community was overtly collectivist and interventionist and saw progress as

contingent upon the advancement of science and the intervention of 'experts'. Thus while

they were easily led ta accept Darwin's category of the 'fit' as representing the truc clemenL'

of intelligence and respectability of a member of the middle class, they resented Darwin's

amoral rationale for the need ta let the 'unfit' die off. This naturally ran counter ta

medicine's aim of preservation of life. Darwin himself had forescen this inevitable clash

betwcen natural selection and medicine when he wrote:
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We civilised men...do our )Itmost to check the process of
elimination; we build asylums for the imbecile, the maimed,
and the sick; we institute poor Jaws...and our medical men
exert their utmost skill 10 save the life of evety one to
the Jast moment..Thus the weak members of civilised society
propagate their kinc!. 106

Medico-psychologists did not reject Darwinianism; they simply found a resolution to

this apparent conflict by emphasizing the preventive aspects of medicine. Doctors could

maintain a faith in progress through science and reconcile the preservation of the unfit, by

claiming that through hygiene and research they were preventing the manifestations of

disease. Thus, prevention in their minds could take the natural form of preventing the

creation of 'unfit', and the study and preservation of idiots could lead to knowledge which

would eventually 'rid' society of idiocy altogether. This tendency was revealed earlier when

Shuttleworth, in the same year that Darwin wrote about the dangers of medicine, wrote "The

greater part of the value of an asylum...as of a hospita~ consislS in its usefulness as a schoal

where a particular complaint there treated may be studied, not merely that we may know

how ta cure it, or how to alleviate it when il cornes before us, but that, if possible, we may

trace it back to its source, and sa guard against it in future." 107

106
O1arles Darwin, Descem of Man. (London:1876), pp.151-2.

107
Dr. G.E. ShUll\eworlh. Brirish Medical JounuJ1. [1876J. p.285.
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Chapter Two: Education, Philanthropy and the Defective Child

The Education Acts of 1870 to 1891 instituted national compulsory elementary

education in England. Of the many direct and indirect effects of these acts, three descrve

attention. Firstly, the Acts instituted an administrative framework which would facilitatc

future social investigation. Second!y, they created a new professional group of educational

reformers, centred in the Local School Boards, charged with organising educational poky.

Finally they brought vast numbers of working c1ass children under the scrutiny of the Local

School Boards thus revea!ing, far more accurately, the exlent and severity of certain social

prob!ems.

The administrative framework of the 1870 Act centred on the Local Schooi Boards,

2500 of which were created between 1870 and 1896.108 The Boards consisted of [ive to

fifteen members, elected every three years from districts on the basis of cumulative yoting.

For severa! reasons inc1uding educationa! requirements and low rem uneration, the School

Boards were invariably staffed by reform-minded members of the middle c1ass who had

been active in other municipal organisations such as philanthropie agencies, local

108 John Lawson and Harold Silver, A Social HisuJrY Of Education in England (London:1973). p.320.
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govemment, and the Poor Law board. Competition for positions was heavy. As one

liîcmber recalled, "A Scat on the Sehool Board was a highlyeoveted honour".109

The School Boards included large numbers of women barred from entering other

traditionally male enclaves such as medicine and academia. The school boards offered them

a career which, although not high in salary, did afford a modest amount of political

inlluence, an appealing attribute in the days before universal suffrage. Positions on the

school boards were often not full time jobs, thus freeing lime for philanthropic activity or

familial duties.J1O Further, education dealt with children, a group which bath Victorian men

and women believed ta be within the domain of female expertise.1l1 The unpreeedented

situation of women and men working side by side within a professional setting seemed ta

foster a division of labour:

While men managed the accounts, erected the buildings,
awarded the contraets, and interminently argued
theology, women members beeame acknowledged experts
on kindergarten and On domesùc economy; on industrial
schools for damaged children, and special schools for
delicate and 'defecùve' children.ll2

While large numbers of men actively participated in the new School Boards, it was the new

women Board members who were most active in the drive for establishing education as a

109 Birmingham School Report, as cited in Lawson and Silver, p.318.

110 Patricia HoUis, "'omen in Loca[ Govemmenz, 1865-1914 (OxCord:1987), p.141.

'11 Reader, ProjessiOfUJ/ Men, p.l68.

'12 Hom. Ibid.
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respected profession and advancing ils scope and prestige bl' tbe 'scientific' studl' of

education and children.ll3

The 'scientific' studl' of children originated witb tbe studl' of physical and mental

abnormalities in tbe schools. Along witb tbe large numbers of children who had hitherto

escaped the grasp of local autborities, tbere were significant numbers of children who,

because of a host of physical or mental ailmenls, impeded the 'efficient' running of the

classroom. In these particular cases, attendance officers and teachers were unclear how to

proceed in discriminating between the normal, the backward and the imbecile and how tCl

segregate based on these differences. The search for a solution led the education authorilics

to the medico-psl'chological community, which had for several l'ears studied closel)' thc

training of idiotic and imbecile children. In doing so, an important prafessional association

between physicians and schoal board officiais arase which was to be instrumental later in

the formation of legislation on the issue.

Helen and Mary Dendl', two of tbe most articulate and strident of the advocates for

legislation, reflected two examples of tbis new and emerging woman prafessional. Their

father, a Non-conformist minister in Salford, near Manchester, ensured that ail his children

received higher education. After university, the sons toak up a variety of middle class

prafessional jobs from law to the clergy. The daughters ail received higher education and

followed the two routes open to women - education and philanthropl" Helen after

graduating from Newnham College, Cambridge moved to London to become a teacher.

Mary, after graduating from Bedford College in London, moved :0 Manchester anc began a

113 Lawson and Silver, p.352
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career in philanthropy working on schemes to improve living conditions in the siums of

Manchester in the 1870s and BOs.'" Within a few years they had switehed professions:

Mary had run for, and been elected ta, the Manchester School Board in 18%;115 Helen

quit teaching and accepted a post as a salaried district secretary to the Charity Organisation

Society in Shoreditch.116 This move was to have important personal and professional

consequences for in 1891 she met Bernard Bosanquet the co-founder of the Society, starting

a friendship which would soon pass to marriage in 1895.117

Originally called the Society for Organising the Charitable Relief and Repressing

Mendicity, the Charity Organisation Society (C.O.S.), was founded in 1869 with a strictly

c1assical liberal ideology. lt saw social problems as a function of individual moral failure. By

returning once again to the 'principles of 1834', the Society hoped to restrict Poor Law relief

to the 'deserving' for fear the able-bodied would become dependent upon local rates.

Consequently, it 'sought to co-ordinate charity by organising all charities and poor law boards

into one efficiently run network. Although the stated goal of the Society was to 'co-ordinate'

charity relief, the Society quickly earned the derision of contemporaries who complained that

the Society spent more time dissuading charity than promoting iL118

'14 Evidence, RCFM, PP, 1908, vol. xxxv, p.137.

115 Marjourie Cruickshank, "Mary Dend)': Pioneer of ResidentiaI Facilities for the Mentally Retarded",Joumal ofEducalional
Administration and Hislory, vol. vii~(l9761, p.27.

116 AM. McBriar, An Edwardian Mixed Doubles - the Bosanquers versus the Webbs: A Srudy in British Social Polie)', 1890-1929
(Oxford: 1987), pp.10-12-

117 MeBriar, Mi>zd Doubl<s, p.U

118
David Owen, English PhiJanthrop!' 1660-1960 (Cambridge:1964), p.230.
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The Society soon fell under the. influence of a young Balliol graduate named

Charles Loch, who was to be Secretary of the Council from 1875 until 1912. Loch, who was

also a member of the Royal Statistical Society, was so thorough in his investigations that

contemporaries compared bis research and reports te small Royal Commissions.1l9 Loch's

scientific edge represented a second and sometimes conflicting tendency within the Society.

one that sometimes undermined the Society's conseIVative leanings. For the Society, under

Loch's guidance, was obsessively concerned with the placement cf charity on a 'scientific'

basis, a commitment which earned it the derogatory tille of the 'scientific charity' from

unsympathetic commentators. 120 Its members were firm in the conviction, "reinforced bl'

every new invention and scientific discovery, that any problem, such as the problem of

poverty, could be solved by study, thought, the ascertainment of facls, [and] the application

of the scientific method".121

In essence, the C.O.S. developed, thanks to Loch's influence, into a professional

organisation unto itseIf, earning it the reputation among bistorians as the first professional

social work agency.122 The central office orchestrated a complex network of district

committees whose purpose was to co-ordinate the local boards of Guardians, anù local

119 Il surprised few when he saI as a Commissioner on the Royal Commissions on the Aged, the Unemployed, and the Fceblc·
minded. Mowat, Ibid.

120 Roof[, p,4s.

121
Mowa~ Ibid., 1'.14.

122 For work on the Chalii] Organisation Society by former members, sec Helen Bosanquel's hislory of the Society Social
Work in London 1869-1912:A History o/IM Chorily Organisation Society (London: 1914) and Madelaine RoorrsA Hundrcd Ycarsof FernUy
Welfare:A Sn.u:o/ ofw Family WelfareAsrociotion 1869·1969 (formerly the Charity Organisation Society) (London:1972). For Il work by
the grandson of the Society's most influential member see Charles Loch Mowat's Charity Organisation Society, 1869-1913: ilS ideas and
Work (London:1961). For a more detached analysîs, see Chapter Eight of David ÛVr'en's, English Philanthropy J6(j()..J960 (Cambridge:
1964).
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phiJanthropy. Il was staffed by educated members of lhe middle class bound by a common

outlook, providing a service relaled to local govemment. It published weekly, and later

monthly, joumals which coordinated professional activiles in a manner similar to joumals of

medical associations. While the medical community was studying the treatment, causes and

prevention of disease, the C.O.S. began to study the treatrnent, causes and prevention of

pauperism. As Loch professed, "It is desirable that il should be àislinctly understood that il

is the chief aim of lhe Society to deal with the causes of pauperism rather than ils

effecL~"'23, a guolalion which reinforces a particular slrain of the C.O.S. platform which

saw itself, to guole its own words, as exercising 'preventative' philanlhropy.124

The C.O.S. became interested in imbecile children during its surve)'s of poorer

dislricts in the 1870s. Working class familles could not afford the cost of asylum care, and as

a consequence man)' struggled with the financial burden of supporting dependent members.

The C.O.S., determined to deal as Loch said with the 'causes of pauperism', struggled for a

solution thal did not rely on Poor Law relief. The Society considered tbis a significant

enough problem to strike a commiltee on 13 July, 1874, 10 consider "the Best Means of

making a Salisfactory Provision for Idiots, Imbeciles and Harmless Lunatics". Chairing the

committee was Charles Trevelyan, a Ltberal MP and ex-govemor of Madras, who was

inleresled in the sludy of the 'feeble-minded'.12S Joining Trevelyan were Drs. Langàon

123
Firth Anonal Report of the Charity Organisation Societ)', pp.5-6, as quoted in Mowat, Ibid., p.26.

124 Charity Organisation Society, Crippled and Epileptic Child and.Adull, (London:1893).

125
Simmons. Jones and Pritchard attribute the introduction of the lerm 'Ceeble-minded' (always with a hyphen) to a motion

put by Trevelyan before the CoUReil of the Charity Organisation Society in 1876. AIl three seem 10 rely on Helen Bosanquet'sSocial Work
jn LOlldO"I for lhis reference (sec p.l96). Trevelyan did not invent this term: feeble~mindedness(e) can be dated back to the early
sevcnteenth century. Nor was Trevelyan the first to use feeble~minded as a synonym for the highest class of idiocy or what the Society
pcriodically called 'improvable idiots'. The term Feeble~minded, as has been stated earlier, was commonly used in the United States from
the carly 1850s as ~ynon)'mous to the English term Idiot With the abundant correspondence between English and American medico-
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Down, Ireland, Retcher Beach, and Shuttleworth, as weU as the indefatigahle educational

reformer, Sir James Kay-Shuttleworth, guaranteeing a good mix of medical e>.l'erts and

specialists in educational reform.J26 After thirteen meetings, the ccmmittee suggested

changes to the system which were uncharacteristic for any Committee endorsed hy the

Society. The report urged that the state take partial responsihility by a grant of 45 per wcek

per person to the receiving institution, and put forward the idea that pauperization should

not occur with receipt of tbis grant Further, the ccmmittee made the distinction belwcen

'educable' and 'non-educable' idiots. For the former they r=mmended special training

schools; for the latter they suggested new idiot asylums.177

Altbough the report did not elicit any great action at the national level, it did begin

a long process of cooperation hetween the educational, philanthropic and medical

professions on the subject of childhood idiocy. The physicians involved with tbis ccmmittce

actively pursued the subject in other arenas. Dr. Shuttleworth and Dr. Retcher Beach in

particular, ccntinued to write articles in the medical journals and used the International

Healtb Exlubition which opened in May 1884, in London, as a forum by which to ccntinue

the caU for special scbools for the special needs of feeble-minded cbildren.l28 Sirnilarly

these individuals met again at the International Congress of Hygiene and Demography in

psychoJogists, il is nol surprising tnat sorne English physicians began to use Ceeble.minded in a variety of mannen;., but mest commonly
as the lightesl category of mental deficiency and therefore analogous 10 the American sub-elass lermed 'Morons', The first use of Ceeble·
minded in this sense was P.M. Duncan and W. Millarrl, A Manua! for Classification, T'ainin~ andEdu.cation afthe Fccblc-minded, Imbecile
and Idiotie (London:l866) as referenced in Scheerenberger. p.62 Sec aOO William W. lreland, "On the OassiCicalion and Prognosis of
ldiocy''t Journal ofMenwl Science, vol. xvii~ [Oct 1872), p.335. For a fuIler explanation of the significance of the proliferation of the tcm
'feeble-minded', see Chapter three.

126
Sutherland, Abilil)', p.26.

127 BriJish MedkaIJourrwl, [26 June, 1875J, p.575; Ibid., p.865; [28 July, 1877J, p.109. This report was published by the C.O.S.
in 1877. Ibid.

128 D. Pritchard, Educarion and the Handicapped, 176().19fi() (London:1963), p.U7.
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1891 which provided an excellent forum 10 express these views ta a wide variety of medical

and scientific professions.

Sitting on the C.O.S. Committee with Beach and Shuttleworth was Major-General

Moberly, a retired army officer who was also an active chapter secretary and field worker of

the C.O.S. Moberly illustrates weil the interaction which occurred between the different

governmental agencies. He was a local Guardian, ran successfully for the London School

Board and chaired its sub-Committee on education of the deaf and blind. l29 His work

with the C.O.S. undoubtedly led to his interest in special schools for the feeble-minded and

his successful bid to establish London's fust special schools.13O In 1887, Moberly initiated

several studies into the provision for the feeble-minded on behalf of the C.O.S. using his

many connections in the fields of philanthropy, Poor Law, education, and medicine. He

convinced Dr. Francis Wamer, physician to the London Hospital and consulting physician to

the London School Board, to conduct a random study of 5,000 children to determine

roughly the number who would require special supervision,13'

Wamer's findings startled the C.O.S. enough to warrant a much more

comprehensive study. For this purpose the Society obtained the active support of the British

Medical Association and several other smaller charitable societies inc1uding the Metropolitan

Society for Befriending Young Servants and the National Vigilance Society. The medical

community fully supported the investigation for reasons which are revealing:

129 E~'ùkncc, Commiltee on Defective and Epileplic Children (CDEC), PP, 1898, vol. xxvi, p.152-3.

130 Sutherland, Abl1i~', p.I25.

131 E,.jdencc. CDEC, p.77.
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We have large bodies of statistics bearing upon disease,
ilS causation and distnbution, and upon pauperism crime
non-employment, &te., but there is no body of faets founded
upon the extended observation of school children showing
their condition and ilS bearing upon the adlÙt poplÙation
of the ne>.1 decade. 132

This sentiment was echoed by Wamer himself:

It is needless to argue that public benefit bas reslÙled from
the employment of scientific methods in connexion with sanitation,
food supply, manufaeturing...why ShOlÙd not the professional
teacher have the benefit of precise knowledge as to the malerial
upon wlùch he works?133

This represented the fust comprehensive investigation of the prevalence of idiocy in the

general population and many reformers took advantage of the process to conduct official

and non-official statistical inquiries into the prevalence of other diseases among children.

A second and more comprehensive investigation involved over 50,000 children under

supervision of the London School Board. Wamer's purpose was to determine the number

of defective children in the school system and advise as to the appropriate provision.

Interestingly, he defined 'defective' as a "deviation from the average or normal" and

included the widest range of handicaps possible from simple mental backwardness to

profound idiocy. With the aid of Drs. Shuttleworth and Fletcher Beach he concluded thal

out of 50,000 children examined, 234 were feeble-minded. If extrapolated to a population

of 800,000 in the city, this ligure became closer to 3,000. "If this be 50, the question is one

of national importance"l3' concluded Wamer.

132 Lanoel, [5 Apri, 1890], p.743.

133 Ibid.

134 British Medical Journal. 119 M.rob, 1892], p.590.
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The importance of these figures, .according ta Wamer, was the effect that these

children would have on future social problems ·,vithin society. As Wamer stated to the Royal

College of Physicians:

The emls which it is desired ta attain through
medicine are ta improve the average development,
nutrition, and potentiality for mental faculty,
_.[and]lessen crime, pauperisrn, and social failure,
by removing C&uses leading ta degeneration among the
popuIation.13S

This emphasis on the future of the nation as a collective entity was accelerated by the

Education Acts which made investigators think in terms of national goals, national education

and national health. As Wamer himself summed up, the 'nation collectively is but the

aggregate of its components.'136 The C.O.s., as it promised, published Wamer's study in

two pamphlets, The Feeble-minded Chi/d and AduIJ (1893) and The Epilepti.c and Crippled

Child and Adult (1893) which were popular tracts meant for non-medical groups interested

in the subject of childhood diseases. t37 The boqks summarised the outstanding social
:"1·, "":;"

problems of feeble-mindedness and handicap and recommended methods of training, special

schools and exemption from the stigrnata of pauperism. t38

135 Ibid.

136 Ibid.

137 The Fecble·Child and Adu/l: A Repon on an Invt:stigation of the Physical and MenJ(J/ Condilion of 50,000 School wiJll
Suggestions for the Bettu Education and Care of the Feeblc~minded Children and Aduùs (London: 1893); The EpiJepric and Cn"ppled Child
and Adult A Rcpon on the Present Condiûon ofmue CkJsses OfAfflicred Persans, wilh Suggestions for their BelleTE~ation and Core of the
Fccblc-mindcd Chi/tire" andAdults (London:1893).

138 Mowat, Charity Organisation Socitl)', p.76.
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The co-operation of physicians and the Local Schocl Boards facilitated the rise of

mental testing.139 The London Schocl Board, through its inspectors, picked out on the

recommendation of the teacher, children across the district who were considered possibly

mentally deficient. The medical officer wouid then investigate and decide whether the child

could be certified. Certified children were sent to the Darenth Asylum for Imbecile

Children; if the child was found 'normal', he was returned ta the classrocm. If the child was

uncertifiable but in the mind of the medical officer and the teacher incapable of receiving

proper education in the regular classroam then he was sent to one of several special

classes.140 Smaller schocl boards did not have the luxury, as London did, of having a

separate Asylum for Imbecile children and twenty-six special schools. Only six other school

districts in England had special schools by 1897 and mast of these grouped ail the cases who

could not properly be taught in the regular system inta the same classrocms. Smaller

communities still sufficed with a separate classrocm, and a great many made no separatc

provision whatsoever.

In response to these deficiencies, the National A;,;sociation for Promoting the

Welfare of the Feeble-minded was created in 1895141, due primarily to the efforts of three

women; Pauline Townsend, Miss Jeffries and Ellen Pinsent. Of these, Pinsent would joïn

forces with Mary Dendy to become the two most important lobbyists for legislation on the

feeble-minded. Born Ellen Parker, Pinsent was, like Mary Dendy, the daughter of a

139 Sec Sutherland, Ibid.

140 Pritchard, p.1l7.

141 There seems to he some variation as 10 the date of the founding of the National Association. Jeffries and Pinsent testified
in (ront orthe Royal Commission thatlhe Association was founded in 1895: Evidence, RCFM, p.321. but Kathleen Jones and athers have
marked the date as 1897. Kathleen Jones, A History of the Memal Healrh Servius, p.l86.

djw 45



(
minister whose brothers took up professional work in law.I<2 After receiving higher

education she was elected to the local School Board of Birmingham. Iike many of the

other women who became involved with the National Assceiation, she had become

acquainted with feeble-minded children through her work on the special sehools sub­

committee of the Birmingham School Board. Pinsent took it upon herself to inspect

personally ail the sehools within the Birmingham district in order to inform the schools as to

the procedure of medical inspection. With the aid of the newly appointed medical

inspector, Dr. Caroline a'Conner, there were soon 600 children enrolled in the special

schools.143

Under Pinsent's guidance the National Association represented eighteen charitable

agencies, ereated strong connections within the educational, medical and philanthropic

communities, and attracted the active support of the Guardians and members of county

councils. Conferences with Poor Law Guardians received support of Poor Law aetivists like

Louisa Twining in establishing 'permanent protection for the feeble-minded',144 The

National Association had close ties to the c.a.s., so close that sorne have eharacterized the

former as merely a wing of the larger philanthropie agency.145 There was certainly a great

deal of overlap; Charles Loch and Helen Bosanquet were active supporters,146 the

National Association often used c.a.s. facilities and the positions of the c.a.s. and the

(

142 Kelves, ln the Nomes of Eugenics, p.98.

143 Kathleen Jones, p.IS7.

144 Ibid., p.327.

145 Sutherland. Abili{\'. p.19.

146 Evidence, RCFM, p.327.
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National Association were almast indistiIlguishable. Yet the National Association included

an interesting mix from other professions ineluding Dr. Shutlleworth and Dr.Beach from the

Royal Medico-Psychological Association!47 and Mary Dendy and Ellen Pinsent from the

Local Sehool Boards.

The original goals of the Association stressed care, self sufficieney, and protection

from society. It also sought "to collect and diffuse information on the subject of practical aid

and of investigation along scientific lines" and promote legislation on behalf of the [ecble­

minded.!48 But the conllicting interests of the Association could be secn in its own original

goals: it sought to proteet society from future social problems and "to fortify and lift the

fecble-minded up in order that, so far as possible, they may be rendered self-supporting, and

saved from becoming vagrant, pauper, and criminal."!"

After sitting on the Manchester Sehool Board for two years Mary Dendy took il

upon herself to solicit the help of a local physician and inspect every school of the

Manchester district board, 39,000 children in aU, and selected 494 as defective in intellect, in

the winter of 1897-1898.150 In 1897 Mary Dendy had taken the extraordinary measure of

creating her own organisation, the Lancashire & Cheshire Society for the Permanent Care

of the Feeble-minded, of which she became honorary secretary. The Lancashire and

Cheshire Society was created, as its tille suggests, with the strict principle of permanent

147 BrUish Medi<:a! Jouma!, [1904], p.24.

148 Evidence, RCFM, p.321.

149 Ibid.

150 Ibid. p.137.
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controL in the belief that "only 'permanent control' could be really efficacious in stemming

the great evil of feebleness of mind in [the) country."l51 The Society had been active in

the training and supervision of the feeble-minded and by 1905 had two schools whose costs

were borne partially by charitable donation, partially by the Cheshire County Council and

partly by the Manchester Education Committee.l52

The cost of special provision and the continuing lobbying of members from the

education, medical and philanthropic agencies \ed to the establishment of a Departmenta\

Committee charged with inquiring "into the existing systems for the education of feeb\e-

minded and defective children not under the charge of guardians, and not idiots or

imbeciles, and ... advis[ing) to any changes, either with or without legislation, that may be

desirable."153 Among those interviewed were Loch, Shuttleworth, Fletcher Beach, and

Mary Dendy. By 1898, the medical witnesses to the Committee were beginning ta press

more stridently on the question of heredity. "Inherited mental condition", concluded Dr.

Fletcher Beach before the Departmental Committee on Defective and Epileptic Children,

"play[s) a very important part in the production of these children." 154

This Departmental Committee in 1898 recommended provision similar to that of the

Elementary Education (Blind and Deaf Children) Act of 1893, which provided national

grants to school boards for each blind and/or deaf child on the register. Both Acts were

151 Dendy in Cilarles Lepage, Feeble.mindedness in Children ofSchoolA~ (Manchester:1912), p.293.

152 Evidence, RCFM, p.137.

153 El'itknce, CDEC. p.l.

154 /b'd, S1 • p.6S. ee also p.72, p.141., p.l64, p.146.
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permissive and allowed local education l\uthorities to irnplement special classes, or if the

numbers warranted, special schools, The permissive nature of the legislation meant that

only the wealthier and larger unions instituted the special classes, By 1909, only 133 out of

328 Local Education Authorities had exercised their powers. 155 Two factors prevented 3n

extension of special classes. The fust came from local ratepayers who, having had to bear

over half the burden of a national education system whose cost rose from lOs, to 21 s./wcck

from 1872 to 18%,156 saw little need for the creation of special schools, especially when

these sehools cost significantly more per student than the regular classes. Their resistancc

eventually prompted many like Pauline Townsend to urge the Royal Commission in 1905 lo

recommend full state funding for a national system of Homes for the Feeble·mindedY'

Secondly, many parents themselves resented the segregation of their ehildren into whal were

derogatorily called 'silly schools'}SS The social stigma attached to thcsc classrooms

obviously caused great consternation to school officiais who tried repeatedly to convincc thc

parents of the advantage of these specialised classrooms.

The class interests become quite fascinating in studying the teslimony of many of the

female witnesses, Dendy and others obviously resented the fael thal parents objecled to thc

compulsory detention in Homes or asylums of mentally defective children. Wrote Dendy:

"When 1 had seen these children and seen many of their parents 1 became quitc convinccd

155 Pritchard, p.I50.

156 In 1898 57% of the COSlS of the national educational system (ell on local rates. P.W. Musgrave. Society and Educatioll ill
Eng/and silice 1800 (London:1968), p.4S.

157 Evidence, RCFM, p.323.

158 E"idencc, CoDEC, p.I58.
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that to treat them only in day schools WllS ta a very great extent, a waste of time and

money."'59 The push to permanent 'separate care' was at least predicated on distrust of

the ability of the poorer households to provide a 'mora1ly fit' home environmenl

The National Association and Lancashire Society provided loci around which the

political aspirations of a diverse set of professionals could aflix. Vnlike the associations of its

constituent members, these new professionals organisations were created and operated with

one goal in mind- political power. Yet the National Association and its smaller counterpart,

the Lancashire Society, both conducted themselves not unlike a regular professional

associationd with governing Councils, publications, meetings and shared sense of public

service. They represent a new example of the pressures of collectivist politics, where

corporate entities lobbied to affect and initiate social policy.

159 Ibid., p.139.
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Chapter Three : Urban Degenerates and the Colony System

On the inside cover of In Darkest England, there is a portrait depieting lale-Vielorian

urban society. In the foreground men and women struggle in a 'sea' of urban vices amongsl

whieh float the words 'poverty', 'immorality', 'prostitution', 'disease', 'insanity' and 'idiotcy'[sicj.

In the centre rests a lighthouse, the beacon of morality and civilisation, which direcls lhase

drowning to the outstretched arms of the Salvation Army volunteers who lead the 'saved' tn

the upper half of the collage and into city colonies, farro colonies, and, in the distance,

imperial colonies.161

The collage represents General William Booth's plan for the Salvalion Arroy's 'way

out' of Darkest England. Il serves also as an allegory of a struggle, onen alluded to by

middle class professionals, between the urban poor and the immorality of urban living, and

represents to historians a certain roind-set of the late-Victorian professional roiddle class

which inereasingly looked at the urban siums as a vortex seducing unforlunate individuals inlo

the dark abyss of immorality. Like Booth, many profcssionals looked lo a solulion which

would segregate those 'contaminated' from the deteriorating influences of the cily.

Booth borrowed his tille from H.M. Stanley's In Darkest Africa, a conlemporary

account of one man's adventures in the 'dark continent'. At a time when novc!isls were

romanticising the mysteries of undiscovered countries, allusions to 'voyages' into the other

161 (General) William Booth, ln Darkest England and the Way Out (London:1890).
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LelTa incognita, Londan's East End, appeared ta strike a chard.'62 The tribes af the East

End reprcsented nat the respectable warking class but rather a vagrant wandering

underclass, variausly described as the residuum ar what Booth described later as the

'submerged tenth'.l63 This social substratum loosely encompassed the socially undesirable

ranging from the criminals ta the handicapped. A cornmon theme was that tbis substratum

constituted an urban race, physically and mentally degenerate fram generatians living in

siums. Physical and mental degeneration were considered by many ta be allied affiictions:

"As might be expected, feeble-minds are usually associ'lted with feeble-bodies."'64

The theory of urban degeneration Joosely incorporated twa main streams of thaught

which might be divided into the Lamarckian and the Darwinian. The Lamarckian saw the

city as a degenerating environment which could affect the physical constitution of the

individual permanently. This physieal change could subsequently be passed along to future

generations. l6S The Darwinian believed that degeneration occurred spontaneously but that

nalural selection, which would have neœssitated the death of degenerate offspring, had been

interrupted by the advent of modern medicine and thus created a situation whereby the

'unfit' were saved, a situation dubbed, 'artificial' or 'reverse' selection.!66 Importantly, both

thearics were hereditarian in that they implied that characteristics such as idiocy were passed

162 Gertrude HimmclCarb, 17le ldea of Poveny: England in the Early Industrial Age (New York:1984), pp.356·362

163 William Oooth, p.l? For the differcnce bctween the lumpenproletariat and the rcsiduum see Gertrude Himmelfarb, 17le
ft/t'a of 1'00'Crey: Eng/and;1I the carl)' Industrial age (New York: 1984), p.17.

164 G.r:.. Shuttlcworth, "On Idiocy and Imbecility", British Medical Journal, [30 Jan., 1886]. p.185.

165 Gareth Stcdman Joncs, Outcast London: a study in Iile relationship berween classes in lare-Victorian England (Oxford:1971),
pp. 127-51.

166 Kelves, ln tlle Name ofEugcnics, pp.70··71. Later, eugenists would referto their ~Iution of selective procreation as 'rational
cugenics' which would stop the irrational selection w~ich had threatened the 'race'.
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along to the next generation, yet they differed on whether the manifestation of degeneraey

was spontaneous, as Darwinian theory would hold, or acquired through the environment. as

Lamarckians would believe.

The urban degeneration theory was sponsored originally by profcssionaL~ whosc

reliance on statistics led many to quantify social problems as objectifiable p~enomena. This

process of reifying human behavior was pronounced in the field of medicine where the moral

vices of crime, alcoholism and pauperism became redefined as 'diseases' of criminality.

inebriety and hereditary pauperism. As one physician remarked, "Just because one cannot

see the disease, doesn't mean it is not there".I67 Since diseases could be treated and

prevented, these commentators began to propose the segregation and control of the disease

of degeneracy.

The medical profession's changing attitude to drunkenness reflects weil this reification

of social behaviour. Long considered a social 'evil' of the working classes, drunkenncss was

reconstructed by physicians as a disease, inebriety, with specific symptoms, etiology and

treatment. Dr. Norman Kerr, the strongest proponent of the idea of alcoholism al a disease

clairned that, "no disease is more common than Inebriety and yet none is sa seldom

recognised"Y" Having proceeded to accept inebriety as a true disease, Kerr then

proceeded to draw charts of symptoms, and more irnportantly, to research the etiology of the

disease, making strong links to idiocy and insanity. Kerr concluded that inebriety was strongly

167 Dr. Norman Kerr, Inebrù:ry, p.3.

168/b'd.1 • p.l.
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passed on by heredity and the only sure way to diminish the future occurrence of the disease

was to control propagation.

Similar processes of reifying socially undesirable behavior led naturally to the

development of the idea of a 'taint' to explain tbis predisposition to hereditary degeneration.

The 'taint' was a medical description of sorne property transmitted from parent to offspring

which made the latter susceptible to a particular disease or set of diseases. The 'degenerate

taint' as it became identified, was thus a predisposition passed down by a parent to child in

which the latter had a strong possibility of becoming idiot, insane, criminal or an inebriate.

The idea of the taint presupposed the primacy of heredity in the determination of behaviour,

echoing work in other related fields such as Galton's ideas about intelligence in HerediJary

Genius.

The understanding of the 'taint' varied widely within the medical field. Sorne

physicians argued that alcoholism in parents begets alcoholic children. Others argued that the

taint was a broad defect of the individual's constitution and could manifest itself in a number

of different ways. Again debate ensued as to the origin of the taint, was it spontaneous or

acquired? lncreasingly the professional discourse implicitly assumed that the taint could both

arrive spontaneously and be acquired. Thus in case of idiocy occurring in members of the

middle class. the physicians assumed that the cause had been spontaneous; in the cases of

the working class, the physicians blamed the immoral environment of the sIums for creating
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feeble-mindedness. This double standard did not stop sorne members of the middle cla.'S

from suffering from private anxieties about the advent of idiocy in their family.l69

Feeble-mindedness began to occupy a central raie within the taint theory. Rather

than being merely one manifestation of a general degenerate tain!, this category began to

assume a dominant raie and came to act as a convenient explanatian for aU anti-social

behaviour. Feeble-mindedness was said to be a 'significant' contributor ta crime, prostitution.

and alcoholism. The explanation foUowed a circular path. On\y people of weak minds and

wills would commit immoral acts, and the fact !hat someone committed an immoral act was

used ta determine mental weakness. As a solution, commentators began to look ta means by

which society could prevent the advent of degenerates; they increasingly loaked ta a system

of segregated colonies.

The labour colonies suggested by William Booth as a way out of 'darkest' England

were an English adaptation of experiments begun several decades earlier in Continental

countries. The fust 'open asylums' were erected on the continent, for purpases of servicing

the afflicted, such as the Epileptic Colony at Ghee~ Belgium,170 a farro colony in Bavaria

at Ursbergl71 and a colony for Cretins at Aldenberg, Switzerland.lT.! Each rested upon

169 Apparently Walter BagehoL, whose ideas about the collective nature of the nation paved the way for later idells about
nalional efficiencj', sufCered psychological stress OVer the implications of the birth of his imbecilic half bralher. Peler Gay, The Bourgeois
Experience. Vol Il: The Tender Passion (Ox!ord:1986), p.17.

170 The Ohcel Colony aOO inc!uded a large number of the insane. Sec:: Dr. Henry Stevens report enlitled "Insane Colony al
Gheel", A>ylum J=I ofMemal Seknce, {April 1858J, p.224.

171 Eugenics Review, vol ~ [May 1909· Apr.19101 pp.283-7. The Ursberg colony apparenlly had a varicry of inmates from the
insane idiotie and epileptie ta the aged, blind and crîpple.

172 Seheerenberger, A Hi.trory ofMerua/ Relardarion, pp.70-3.
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the idea that segregation was necessary for treatmenl. For example, attnbuting the high rate

of Cretinism to the 'swampy environs' of the Swiss lowlands, Dr. Johann Jakob Guggenbuehl,

erected a 'retreat' high in the Swiss Alps where he laid daim to a miraculous recovery

rate.J73

The open asylums revolved around a network of independent homes or cottages,

each operating semi-independently with a master and mistress, cooking facilities, and

gardens.'74 The homes together would make up the 'colony' on which there would be a

commonly used farm, perhaps even a chape!. In contrast to the 'c1osed' asylums of the mid-

Victorian period, the colonies stressed an open, rural surrounding, permanent residence with

an emphasis on its custodial responsibilities and a stress on economic self-sufficiency.

Although the experiments of Guggenbuehl and others were well known to

professionals in England, the colony system fust rose to prominence in England as a possible

solution to the problem of unemployment in the 1880s. Labour colonies, proponents argued,

could train men to enter into different trades and produce work which would lower the cost

of the facility and differentiate it from s:raight poor relief. It thus served the purpose of

occupying the unemployed, giving them hope for future employment, and relieved the

anxieties of the middle class by removing the unemployed from the city.115 Charles Booth,

the noted social investigator of poverty in London, was the fust to suggest such use for bis

173 Guggenbuehl was 131er revealed as a fraud and jailea by Swiss authorities. For a more dctailed aceount of the rise and
{ail of J. J. Guggenbuehl, sec Scheercnberger, Ibid.

174 Sec Dr. E. ToUer, "Suggestions for a Cottage Systcm",Joumal ofMenuJl Science, [OCl. 1864], p.342j "Cottage Home (or
Pauper Children", Brilislt Medical Journal, [8 OCl, 1898]. pp.l085-6.

(
"'l....

175 José Harris, Unemploymeru and Po/mes: 0 ""''*' in English social policy, 1886-1914 (Oxford:1972), p.187-99.

djw 56



"",,--_o.

social groups "A" and "B" which represel)ted a range of individuals from the criminal to the

handicappedY' While there seemed obvious advantages to having the unemployed and

'dangerous' mobs of people occupied and removed from the city, in a strange way Booth,

like Guggenbuehl, saw the country labour colonies as regenerating both in a moral and

biological sense from the debilitating influences of the cityl71 and saw an efficiency in

segregation and classification.

The labour colonies for the able-bodied did not attract widespread support: apart

from the Salvation Army's colony at Hadleigh, there were oruy a handful of others starled bl'

Local Boards of Guardians.178 However the colony system saon found favour with

philanthropic organisations and the medical communities as a solution to the problem of

treating, training and housing certain classes of the 'afflicted'. The first along these !ines was

the colony at Chalfont St Peter, started in 1893 by the National Society for the Employrncnl

of Epileptics. Based on the Bethel Colony for Epileptics founded earlier in Westphalia,179

the National Society for Epileptics stressed a 'moral' home environment recreated in a rural

setting. It consisted of a series of smaller cottages, each with a master in charge, a kitchen,

bedraom and play areas. Each residence was segregated by sex (at this time for moral

rather than eugenic reasons) and sorne larger residences by age. Part of the day would be

176 Charles Booth (ed.) Life and Labour of the Peopie ofLondon (London:1889).

1n Stedman Jones, pp.127-51; p.307.

178 Harris, p.198.9.

179 The Epileptic Colony was founded by the same order which had slarted the Labour Colony al Bielefield. Edith Sellers,
'The S.ory o[ a Colony [or Epileptics", Contemporary Review, [1895J, p.683.
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spent teaching rudimentary academic skills, the rest spent working in the fields.'''' The

National Society sought to occupy the inmates with gardening, dairy work and poultry

farming. '81 The stress was on occupation and self-sufficiency in the open country air:

"Everything 'institutiona!"', explained one reviewer, ois kept as much in the background as

possible."''''

In the fust issue of the Eugenics Review, A F. Tredgold argued that colonies would

protcct "the feeble-minded against a certain section of society and prateet society against the

fccble-minded."'~l Thus the efficacy of colonies rested upon two key arguments. Firsl, the

colonies would benefit the individual idiot by removing him or her from the competition of

everyday life and proteet them from the 'eviJs of the world'. Seeondly, the mentally deficienl,

espeeially those only marginally idiotic (i.e., the feeble-minded) would, if left to themselves,

perpetrate crime and beget more tainted individuals who would fall upon local rate payers

either as feeble-minded or as other manifestations of degeneracy. With tbis rationale in mind,

a similar philanthropic movement for feeble-minded colonies arase soon afterward, one that

sought a more comprehensive network of colonies than the homes which had sprung up for

[eeble-minded girls.'"

180 Thcre is evidence that these colonies often 'lean1' labourers 10 local farmers during harvesting perlods al a low wage which
off!iol:l i1art of the cast of the colony. lt is as YCI unclear how widespread this praclice was.

181 British Medical Jaumal, [SepL 24, 1892J. p.1457.

182 Bri,isII Medical Jaumal, [1 Dec., 1894J, p.1502.

183

( 184
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Ironically the Charity Organisation Society, which had been sa hostile ta Booth's

Salvation Army plan, warmed ta the idea of labour colonies for degenerates. Charles Loch

gave evidence befare the Royal Commission on Labour (1893) on the utility of Dutch

Labour Colonies'85 and argued in favour of colonies rather than institutions for epileptics to

the Departmental Committee on Defective and Epileptic Children.'86 By 1900, the CO.S.

was supporting Dendy's cali for a national system of farm colonies in arder ta ensure

'continuous and permanent supervision'.'87

The British Medical Association took hold of the idea as one whieh could not onl)'

provide separate treatment but also save on the rates. Even by the mid-I890's, the

hereditarian underpinnings were beginning ta show:

[the colm')' system] seems ta ask suppon, Dot only from
the point of view of phiJanthropy, but from !hat of social
economy, for the segregation of thase afflieted with feeble-mindedness
in special homes would tend to diminish the evil of the neX!
generation, while they would themselves earn something towards
their suppon, and be less of a burden on the community.l"

It also supported them for purposes of control over potentially anti-social individuals:

The presence of an appreciable number of children feebly gifted
mentally but not irnbecile is now fulIy recognised bath by the [medical]
profession and by the publiC; such cases ...tend 10 sweU the ranks of
the failures, the unemployed, and the delinquents.'89

185 MOW31, Charity Organisation, p.137.

186 Evidence. CDEC, PP. 1899, vol. xxvi, p.210.

187 Mowa~ Charily ~anisation, p.202.

1aa British Medk:al Journal, [1 Dcc., 1894), p.l264.; scc also Ibid.. [15 Aug., 1896J, p.429.

189 British Medical Joumal, [24 OCl. 1896J, p.1246.
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Support for these proto-eugenic measures rose dramatically as statistics were

produced which purported to detai! a dramatic increase in both insanity and idiocy. Asylum

and poor law records recorded 36,762 pauper lunatics in 1859. By 1899 the number had

risen to 105,083 and to 149,628 in 1905.190 The Lunacy Commissioners wamed that

im proved techniques of investigators might well have increased the figures, and Henry

Maudsley, the most prominent specialist in insanity in the late-Victorian period admitted that

it was difficult to determine the real amount of the increase.19I Their cautions, however,

went unheeded and most members of the professional community readi!y accepted as a fact

that insanity and idiocy was on the increase far in excess of the general population rate,

leading them to search for ways to stem tbis tide of 'degeneration'.

The anxiety over the increasing numbers of 'degenerates' was exacerbated by the

growing differential nature of the declining birth rate. The 1890's stood at the midway point

of a general birth rate decline from a high of 363 births per thousand in 1876 to new level

of 14-15 per thousand in the 1930s.192 The causes of tbis decline in middle class birth rate

have been well discussed in other works. In many cases the increasing knowledge and

practice of birth control techniques gave women greater control over their reproductive lives.

Whi!e this social phenomenon would eventually cut across class lines, the limiting of familles

between 1870 and 1914 remained almost exclusively a social phenomenon of the middle

190 Annual Repon of the Commissioners in Lunaq. 1900, vol. xxxvi~ p.68; Report, RCFM, PP, 1908, vol. xxxix, Appendix.

191 Maudsley, aCter taking iota aecount the increase in recording techniqu~ the Jessening desire of parents to hide their idiot
childrc:n still assumed an increase of 1,000 new cases of insanity and idiocy every year. MaudsJey, Physiology and PQthol~ of the Mind
(London:I868), p.201.

192 Soloway, Binh Conuol and the Population Question in England, 18711-1930 (North Carolina: 1982), p.121.
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class.193 The professional rniddle class, which was also acutely conscious of the effica~"y of

statistics as a barorneter for the state of the nation, saw these statistics as a sure sign of

national decline.

Social inquiries like thase conducted by Charles Booth and by Seebohm Rowntree

noted an inverse correlation between family size and incorne. l '" Rowntree confirmed

Booth's earlier estimates of poverty and maintained that a residuum of 10% of the city

population existed, and that unfit parents "often grow up weak and diseased and so tend to

perpetuate the race of the unfit".l95 The belief that 'unfit' were outbreeding the 'fit' began

to creep into other professional discourse:

For one of the gIoomiest in the whole case is the extra­
ordinary rapidity with which this degraded population
multiplies, the binh rate is far higher in these low
siums lhan in the respectable neighbourhoods...were it
not for the vast infantile mortality, the numbers
of the destitute classes would double or treble every
twenty-five years.'96

Louisa Twining, herself a forty year long observer of the workhouse infirmaries, agrced that

the nurnbers of mental defectives was on the rise and would likely "continue without check or

hindrance [until the govemment] grant[s] further powers of detention."I!"

193 See Angus McLaren. Binh Control in nineteenth cennuy England, (New York:1978); Richard A Soloway, Ibid.

194 Charles Booth, Ibid.; Seehbom Rownlree, FoveTl)': A Scudy of Town Life (2nd ed.) (London: 1902).

195 Rowntree, p.46.

196 Samuel Smith. '''The Industrial Training of Children", Contanporary Review, vol. xlvii [1885]. p.llO.

197 Twining, Workhouses, p.218.
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Commentators like Arnold White since bis publication of Problems of a Great city,

had been arguing that the 'unfit' were outbreeding the 'fit'.!98 Yet after he repeated bis

arguments in Empire and Efficiency (1901), which coincided with Rowntree's study, the

commentary found a much wider audience. White cited Ettie Sayer of the London County

Council and Dr. Alfred Tredgold of the Medico-Psychological Association who argued that

degenerate familles produced an average of 73 and 7.6 children respectively for every 5.0 for

a normal familyl" Similar arguments appeared in the Fabian Tracts. Sidney Webb wrote

a lengthy article deploring the process of 'adverse selection' which, he argued, was

threatening the nation's welfare. He cited Karl Pearson's affirmation that 50% of the next

generation was being produced by 25% of the population and exclaimed that "tbis can hardly

result in anything but national deterioration".200 White's influence was sufficient to establish

a government Committee on Physical Deterioration in 1903.:~11

These publications were accompartied by more questionable American studies of

degenerate familles. J.L Dugdale published an acceuot of the Juke family from whom New

York state had incurred "over a million and a quarter dollars of loss in 75 years, caused by

a single family of 1,200 strong."m Herbert Henry Goddard followed with a similar study of

198 Arnold White, Problems of a Great CiJ:y (LondoD:l886)j White, EfJiciency and Empire (London:1901).

199 White, Empire, p.l09.

200 Fabian Society, "'The Decline in the Birth Rate", Fabian Tract # 131, in Fabian TraelS, (London:1969), p.37. Webb
incorporated his main arguments iota a lettcr to the Tunes, see "Physical Degeneracy or Race Suicide", TImes, (16 OCL, 1906].

201 Inter.Oepartmental Committce on Physical Deterioration, PP, 1904, voL xxxiL, 1. Intcrestingly enough the Committee
concluded ihat although the hcalth or the poorer sections of the cities required immediate attention, there was an insuCficiency of data
to confinn any 'national detelioration' let alone national race degeneration.

202 J.L Dugdale, The Jukes: A Stutiy in Crime, Pauperism, Disease andHaedit:y (New York:1877), p.70. Dugdale's account of
the Juke familywas used ta buttress many developing ideas about hereditary criminality and feeble·mindedness including Francis Galton's
InquÎT)' into Human Facull)' and ils Developmmt [1883] (London:1911), p.44.

djw 62



the Kallikak family purported to detail the creation of several generalions of crime,

pauperism and physical and mental degeneration,203 Similar stories of huge degenerale

families appeared aIso in the English medical press, "A case is on record in which an

imbecile man and woman had over 200 descendants, ail of whom were defective in some

way or another",204

Goddard and Dugdale's works provided elaborale 'scientilïc' tree-diagrams delailing

the transmission and manifestation of a degenerate taint in successive olTspring, Each child

was represented by a circle or box signifying his or her taint, be it a recognisable medical

handicap or a loose social stigma.205 The tree-diagrams fullilled the lasl stage of the general

process of reifying immorality. By placing social problems like alcohoiism, prostitution,

criminality and pauperism on equal footing with more recognised diseascs (epilepsy,

consumption), socially unacceptable behaviour was legitimised as a medicai caLegory, and the

tree diagrams implicitly accepted the direct hereditary transmission of social fai/ures.

The more popular fears of incrcase in idioey and a rising residuum and the new

stress on national efficieney led to one obvious route - control and prevention, If a greal

many social evils were created by allowing unlït parents to propagate their lainl, and if

society as a whole had now assumed responsibi/ity through medicine Lo sustain 'degenerale'

members of society, then many argued that it was not unreasonable lo also suggest thal in

203 Herbert H. Goddard, 1JIC Kallikak Family, 2nd cd. (London:1912).

204 Anon. "Imbecile and Epilcplic Chilar..:n in the Workhouscs", Brilislt Medical Jounw/, (6 April, 1895). p.772

205 These elaboratc trec-diagrams first appeae in the mcdical joumals in the latc~189()s. Sec W. lJoyd Andrk:ï'.cn, '~lllC

Pathogcncsis of Epileptic Idiocy and Epilcptic Imbecility", British Medical Journal, [1 May 1897J, p.lOS!.
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sorne cases individuals be prevented from propagating. In this frame of mind, Mary Dendy's

Lancashire and Cheshire Society for the Permanent Care of the Feeble·minded started the

lirst full fledged colony for the feeble-minded at Sandlebridge in 1902 on land donated by

the David Lewis trustees who had founded the David Lewis Colony for Epileptics.206

Like its predecessor at Chalfont, Sandlebridge stressed self-sufficiency and

'protection from society'. Il comprised six residential houses each with a master and mistress

and facilities for cooking and cleaning. The 170 boys and men and 116 girls and women

were divided among six homes and supported by an infinnary and a day school. Men

worked in the fields and gardens; the girls and women performed laundry.work and cooking

duties."" Even though individuals were free to come and go after the age of sixteen, it

seerns clear that residents remained for long periods and some for the remainder of their

lives. By 1911, sixty-eight of the two hundred inmates at Sandlebridge were over sixteen."'"

The apparent success of Sandlebridge aided Dendy in persuading others on the National

Association to adopt a national system of colonies as a plank of its political lobbying and the

representatives to the Royal Commission in their official written brief to the Commissioners

proposed a national system under the jurisdiction of the local county councils.m These

experimental feeble-minded colonies were supported stlOngly by the medical community and

specifically by members of the Medico-Psychological Association for reasons of race

betterment. "It is only by some scheme of industrial colonies", wrote one editorialist,

206 Kathleen Jones. p.lS7.

207 Ocndy in Lepage. Feeble·mindedness, p.294~5.

208 Cruikshank, p.27.

209 E~'itkna. ReFM. p.323, p.329.
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where the [mental] defectives will be usefully employed
in segregation from the ordinary population, that the
maximum of benefit to the community seems Iikely to be
anained, inasmuch as in this way the risks of handing
down the infirmity to the neXl generation will be minimiscd.'l0

Thus advocates between the mid 1890s and the Royal Commission on the Feeblc-minded in

1905 shifted the rationalisation for colonies from one based on humanitarian grounds to one

founded increasingly on social control, prevention, and national efficiency. The Central Poor

Law Conference advocated industrial colonies (or the (eeble-minded and vagrants suggesling

that although the initial cast might be large, "[the colonies] would ultimately tend to economy

inasmuch as they would•..lessen the reproduction of the class for whom they were

provided."211

Ellen Pinsent, who had co-founded the National Association \Vith Dendy, \Vas by 1904

stressing this emphasis on pragmatic intervention:

mental deficiency exislS to an alarming eXlenr, and is
increasing...We have ta deal today with a popular sentiment
which would not for one moment allow either the lethal
chamber, or sufficient negleet ta produce extinction,
and ta say what either of these alternatives ought ta be
adopted is merely ta postpone any immediate and possible
action. It would be more profitable to consider what can
be done...212

likewise Mary Dendy wamed in the Laru:et of the 'danger' of allowing the present increase

of mental defectives to continue, and with the support of Charles Loch urged the National

210 British Medical JOWTI/J/, [1902J, p.1283.

211 British Medical JOWTI/J/, [t901], p.t6.

212 Ellen Pinsent, Birmingham Ladies Literary and Debating Society, Annual Report, 1903·1904, as quolcd in R.A Lowe's
"EugenicislS, doctors and the quest for national efficiency: an educational crusade", History of Education, vol viii, (Dcc. 1971)1. p.2':i5.
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Association for the Feeble-minded ta adopt the policy (and name) of her Lancashire and

Cheshire Society for the Permanent Care of the Feeble-minded.213

The medical profession, which had been the fust ta circuIate ideas about the

transmission of hereditary idiocy, began ta press for a Royal Commission on the subject, and

supplemented its arguments for segregation for medical treatment and training, with

arguments for the segregation for medical prevention:

It is much regretted that Government has not yet found
the time ta consider, as has been influentially requested,
the whole question of how best ta deal with idiots,
imbeciIes, and feeble-minded persans on a comprehensive
basis. having regard not oniy ta the needs of the present,
but ta the prospects of prevention in the future.214

Prevention not oniy had medical implications but also important =nomic considerations.

Handicapped populations cost local rate payers and national treasury large amounts of

money bath in special schooling and in care in asylums or Poor Law workhouses.

Consequently, the medical journals began ta stress the importance of scx.-ial utility: "it is oniy

by sorne scheme of industrial colonies, where defectives will be usefully employed in

segregation from the oroinary population, that the maximum of benefit ta the community

seems likely ta be attained."215 The Lancet endorsed the activities of Dendy's more strident

Lancashire and Cheshire Society for the Permanent Care of the Feeble-minded system of

permanent colonies in arder that it "may transform children apparently oniy a burden ta

213
Kathleen Jones, p.IS7.

214
British Medical /=1. [19031. p.l48l.

215 Brirish Medical/aurnlll, [1902]. p.I283.
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themselves and the social scheme into more or Jess useful citizens."'!6 At a 1901

conference sponsored by the National Association. W.H. Dickinson, a member of the

London County Council and soon to be President of the National Association for Care of

the Feeble-minded, "pointed out that the future of the nation depended largcly upon the

stamping out of feeble-mindedness. which there was reason to believe prevailed to a

considerable degree amongst the pauper population."211

By the time of the Royal Commission on Care and Control of the Feeblc-mindcd

in late 1904. the anxiety over the 'problem' of the feeble-minded had reached such heighL'

that one may weil ask whether the term feeble-minded had taken on an additional meaning.

Within medical discussions 'feeble-minded' continued to confer the meaning of Ireland's early

classification of the Jeast deficient class of those aillicted with idiocy.'" While sorne

continued to refer to the feeble-minded in tbis medical or educational sense. the idea of the

feeble-minded as a broader social category began to be employed, a grouping which sccmed

to reconstruct the 'social failures' of Edwardian society as suffering from feeble-mindedness.

The degree to which tbis process had occurred is revealed by an article written by Mary

Dendy which appeared in the Lancet in 1902:

Hooligans. or cerner-lads. criminaIs, paupcrs, and drunkards
- are ail these frequently only because they are l'eeble-minded.
The Iying-in wards of our workhouses, idiot asylums, deal' and
durnb asylurns, special classes, reformalOries, and industrial
schooIs, lO say nothing of the homes which are springing up
everywhere as the result of private charity - ail are l'ed by

216 Lancer, [24 May, 1902J, p.1477.

217 British Medical Journal, [1901J, p.16.

218 William W. Ireland, British Medical Journal, vol. xviii, [1872]. p.335.
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our feeble-minded population or their offspring ...'19

Dendy's connection between social failure and mental wealmess was also retlected in the

official goals of the National Association which in 1905 suffixed their list with the following

purpose:

[toI offer such provision for the feeble·minded as
may improve them mentaIly, moraIly and physically; to
fortilY and lift them up in order tha~ sa far as
possible, they may he rendered self-supporting, and
saved from becoming vagran~ pauper, and crintinaL220

The colonies represented a professional response to the perceived failure of the Poor

Law workhouse system. The colonies stressed relief be given only in retum for work given

back lo the state. It centred like the workhouse system on the idea of segregation, but unlike

ils predecessor, the function of permanent self·supporting residences differed significantly

from the earlier poor law practice which professed a temporary and reforming purpose. The

proposed national system of colonies was intended to be highly centralised and regulated,

contrasting to the highly de-centralised workhouse system. The purpose of work within the

colony differed from that of ils workhouse predecessor. The workhouse stressed the moral

rejuvenation of working; the colonies while incorporating the general ameliorating influence

of work also stressed the efficiency of the colonies and the importance of making the most

use of 'human material', thus anticipating later ideas of New Iiberal economists rather than

any connection to oid laissez-faire economics.221

219 Mary Dendy, '''The Feeble-minded and Crime", Lancer, [24 May, 1902], p.1461.

220 Appendix to Miss Pauline Townsend's Testimony, Evidence, RCFM, p.321.

221 Harris, p.366. Sec also John Hobson., The Problem of the UnemplO'ftd (London:1896). pp.131-148. This new fascination
wilh the colony system also had an indirect effect on the eider Idiot Asylums which had been built along the Iines of the closed Lunatic
Asylums of the 18405 and ISSOs. Herc administra tors reported tbat they were buying large tracts land adjacent to the asylums ta employ
Ihe able·bodied idiots and imbeciles making them more 'colony-Iike', thereby lessening the cost on the local rate-payers.See Report on
Royal Albert Asylum. British Medical Jou.moJ, [30 Jan., 1897], p.282
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The colony system Vllas supported 1ess for immediate gains than as sacrifices nccdcd

ta make the future of the 'race' more efficient by weeding out undesirable 'stock', It

therefore fulfilled the middle cIass desire for social progress and preparation for the futurc.

The colonies were, in the minds of their proponents, a balance between the welfare statc's

humanitarian desire help thase less fortunate and a newer and broader collectivist urge for

national efficiency which would weed out the undesirable and less efficient members of

society.
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Chapter Four. The Eugenics Education Society and the 'Danger' of the Feebleminded

"Britain has received a waming to reorganise"122 exclaùned Arnold White in 1901.

The waming to which he referred was the humiliation of the British regular forces in the

Boer War and the revelations of physical unfitness of recruits which appeared in the popular

presses in 1901 and 1902. Together they seemed to confirm to Many anxious observers

earlier claims of physical unfitness, if not degeneration, among parts of the working classes in

general and the industrial 'residuum' in particular. To further tbis anxiety, these recruiting

revelations came on the heels of Seebohm Rowntree's study of York which seemed to

validate Charles Booth's earlier correlation between physical and mental weakness and urban

poverty.Z!l The combination of these ;::vents touched off a debate in the academic press

over the health of the British nation.

Within the scientific field of genetics, the 'rediscovery' of Mendel's research into the

relatioru:hip between heredity and human characteristics re-{Jpened the debate over the

relative raIes of nature and environment in the deterrnination of human characteristics

sparking its own debate between the school of biologists who supported Mendel's theory and

those like Francis Galton and Karl Pearson who supported a biometrician hypothesis of

hereditary transmission.224 Francis Galton was not the first to suggest a strong relationship

222 Arnold White. Efficit:ncy and Empire, Preface.

223 Seebohm Rowntree, Povmy: A Swdy of TO\4IrI Life; Charles Booth. Life and Labour of the People ofLondon.

224 Donald MacKenzie, ~Sociobiologies in competition: the biometrician-mendelian debate" in Webster (ecL) Biolo~, pp.243-

(
djw 70



between heredity and ability; but rus stature brought the subject to a much \vider audience.

Galton was concemed with the 'innate moral and intellectual faculties of individuals' which

he attnbuted both to heredity and degeneration.2lS While Galton believed in the

transmission of a wide variety of characteristics or 'abilities', he became most weil known for

his statistical approach to the subject of mental and physical ability. Although he

concentrated at fust on thase possessing 'genius' he increasingly became interested and

concemed about the other end of the spectrum. Galton believed that the process of natura!

selection as outlined by his step-cousin, Charles Darwin, was threatened by the intervention

of the state. Galton, like many of rus professional contemporaries. was concemcd about

social progress and believed that by the scientific study of degenerates, trained experts could

intervene to arrest what he saw as the progressive degeneration of the aggregate national

health.

The emphasis on heredity began to filter into professional discourse, and particularly

into the ideas circulating around the national efficiency movement The 'quest' for national

efficiency was a loosely defined political campaign encompassing broad ideas about social

organisation and social utility but it was equally concemed with eliminating wasteful, as well

as strengthening usefu~ aspects of society.Zl6 This concem was not exclusive to social

reforrners, for the business community began to recognise the benelits of a healthy and

educated wor!cforce2Z7 and the drain of costly asylums on local resources.

225 Francis Galton, Inquiry mlo Human FacuJry and its Deve/oprnenl, p.2

226 Geoffrey Russell Searle, The Quesr for National Efficienq, p.54.

227 Searle, Ibid., p.61.2
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Naturally this ncw emphasis on efIiciency h?d particular importance for those who

wcre dccmcd to be socially of little use. While social reformers workcd to enact legislation to

further the aggregate health of the nation, they simultaneously began to support periodic

legislation which would utilize the 'limited' potential of degenerates. However loosely

conccived, a movement to énact legislation controlling degenerzte elements of population

arase which was bascd upon many of the same efIiciency premises as those which supported

the fceding of school children and other 'positive' social measures. In the year that an Inter-

Departmental Committee on Physical Deterioration had been struck, physical deterioration

had become a serious political item, and the 'feeble-minded' became viewed as a subject

population ripe for such legislation.

In 1903 a motion was passed at the Annual meeting of the National Association for

the Feeble-minded supported by Herbert Henry Asquith and Sir J. Crichton Browne, the

Head of the Lunacy Commission. This motion in favour of a national investigation on the

problem of the fecble-minded228 was not taken lightly. Il joined an earlier resolution

passed by the Council of the C.O.S. which stated that "it was desirable that a Royal

Commission be appointed to consider the condition and needs of the mentally defectiw

(excluding lunatics) and the epileptic."229 By 1904, these organisations were joined by the

BrilL,h Medical Association, the Poor Law Guardians, and the Prison authorities.230 Balfour

obligcd in the fall of 1904 and appointed a Royal Commission on the subjecl.

228 E\'ùu:nce, RCFM, 1908, vol xxxv, p.327.

229 Helen Bosanquct. Social Work in LomJon, p.202

230 Brilish Medical Jauniat, [1901], p.16.

djw 72



The Royal Commission represented a practical merging of the several professional

fields responsible for the mentaily deficient: medicine, education. the Poor Law, the Lunacy

Commission, and philanthropy. Charles Loch, Helen (Dendy) Bosanquet. EBen Pinsent,

W.H. Dickinson and J. Crichton Browne comprised five out of the seven commissioners. TIle

National Association of the Feeble-minded was weil represented with two Commissioners

(Finsent and Loch) and an official representation by Pauline Townsend and Miss Jetrrics.

Also testifying before the ('.Qmmission was F. May Dickinson, the Secretary of the National

Association, R. Langdon Down,"l a consulting physician to the Association. and Mary

Dendy, representing the views of both the National Association and her own Lancashire and

Cheshire Society.232 The Commissioners took their investigation seriously: "Of the gravity of

the present state of things there is no doubt.'=

The Royal Commission's report and testimony together span several hundred pages.

and while there is little need to survey ail eight volumes, several underlying premises should

be underscored. First the Royal Commission endorsed the view held by the majority of ils

medical witnesses that feeble-mindedness was prirnarily passed down by heredity.'" Of

thirty-five medical witnesses, twenty-five attached 'supreme importance' 10 heredity; the

remainder attached varying degrees of relative importance to heredity. From this il further

recommended that pennanent care (and implicitly segregation of the sexes) would reduce the

231 Not to he confused with his father, John Langdon Down, the (j~t medical superintendent of Earlswood.

232 Eviden<e, RCFM, pp.90.93, p.321.

233
Report, RCFM, p.3.

234 Reporr, RCFM, p.365.
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numbers of mentally deficient in the future.23S It embraced the idea that feeble-mindedness

was a significant contnbuting factor in crime, prostitution and the illegitimaey rate. Citing Sir

Clifford Allbutt, it concluded that "Feeble-minded persons are prolific; the [taint] can only be

bred out".Zl6

By means of recommendations, the Royal Commission concemed itself with the

problems of unity and continuity of controL237 Most of the witnesses complained that the

largest contributor to the problem of the feeble-minded was a lack of central administration:

the responsibility of the state was spread between the education authorities (for special

classes), the Lunaey Commission (for maintenance of the Lunatic and Idiot Asylums), the

Poor Law (for imbeciles and idiots in the workhouses and workhouse infinnaries) and the

Prison authorities (which claimed that 10% of its inmates were mentally deficient).Zl8 While

aimost ail agreed on the need for a single authority, few could agree on who would

constitute that authority. The Board of Education adamantly refused to relinquish jurisdiction

over feeble-minded children.239 The Lunaey Commission was reluctant to cede authority

235"[mOSl informed obselVers] state that in a very large proportion these persans are the offspring ofmentallydefective parents
or are members of families in which other ncarly related members are menlally defective" Report, Rem, p.362-73.

236 Evidenc<, RCFM, p.365.

237 Ellen Pinsent. "Care and Control of the Feeble·minded", Nineteenth Cenrwy, vol !xviii, [July-Dec. 19101, p.44.

238 Dr. J. P. Sturrock. "'The MentaUyDefective Criminai", JoumalofMemalScience, [April 1913], p.314. A comprehensive study
of the numbers of mentally deficient in the prisons lies beyond the scope of tbis thesis. However a pair of ex-Conscientious Objector.> in
1922 while writing on prison refonn devoted a cbapter to the problem of the mentally deficient in prison. Stephen Hobbouse and A
Fenner Brockway, Prisons .Today: a repcn of the Prison Refonn Commiltee (London:l922).

239 Sutherland, Abilùy, p.42.
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over idiots who were in the Asylums for fear that a new Mental Delïciency authority might

eventually replace the much maligned Lunacy Commission. 240

Continuity posed greater difficulties. Here the control aspect of the title of the

Commission itself became very important The majority of witnesses professed the need for

permanent detention for humanitarian, economic and preventive reasons. Most looked to

Dendy's Sandlebridge colony as the prototype for a future national system supported by the

state, but the possible resistance of the family loomed large. The Departmental Committee

on Defective and Epileptic Children in 1899 had fust raised the problem of segregation of

'defective' children against the wishes of their parents, and educational experts realised that

although permanent segregation was desirable, it would mn into many practical

difficulties.241

Detention aIso hinged on an accurate measurement of intelligence which, in the days

before the Simon Binet test became widely used, was simply not available in Edwardian

England. The definition which separated feeble-mindedness from imbecility was highly

subjective:

240 Ibid.

241 As Miss Fry testified, "...parents o(tenobject to theirfeeble-minded children beingcertified as idiots, and medical men often
hesitate to certify them as such", Evidence, RCFM, p.30.
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persons who may be capable of earning a living under favourable
circumstances, but incapable [rom mental defect existing [rom
birth or [rom an early age of; (a) competing on equal terms
with their normal fellows; (b) of managing themselves and their
offspring with ordinary prudence.242

The 'test' of being able to earn a living on one's own, whieh formed a significant part of the

tlclinition of fecble-mindedness, was ridiculous when applied to ehildren under the age of

sixteen.

The conspiratorial analysis which lay at the heart of tbis drive for 'permanent care'

permeated a great deal of testimony. Rather than neglected members of society unable (as

by the definition) to cornpete on eqllal terms with their counterparts, witnesses alluded to a

tlegenerate army lurking in the East End sIums, plotting to overthrow eivilised society. The

particular danger of the feeble-minded was that they could pass themselves off as 'normal'.

As Dendy admitted in her Testimony, "Everybody knows a drivelling idiot when he sees

him".243 One Inspector argued that the partial training of the feeble-minded was possibly

worse than no training at ail.

1 am strongly against feeble-minded ehildren and
adults being sent to Homes and Asylums for a few
years oruy, and then being sent out into the world.
Better have no 'special training' and the ehild and
adult be left unmistakeably 'feeble-minded' than
educated sufficiently to pass off as...normal-minded,
when not sa.244

242
Report.• RCFM, p.17.

243
Ibid, p.l90.

244 Ibid.• p.146.
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The hereditarian emphasis led naturally to a preoccupation with feeble-minded girls

and women. This is particularly striking considering the relatively smaU amount of attention

afforded to the subject during testimony ta the Departmental Committee in 1899. One

could ascnbe comments for controi over the reproductive rights of women ta the crank views

of 'reaetionary' male physicians if it were not for the faet that these eoncems were most

vehemently expressed by the female witnesses many of whom had founded homes lor lhis

population in order to provide 'moral guidance'.'"

In addition to airing moral outrage over the illegitimacy rate, the Royal Commission

had substantial influence. It received considerable attention in non-speeialised journals,''''

thus bringing the subject to a mueh wider audience than otherwise might have been the case.

It brought together Iwo hundred and forty-eight individuaIs from aeross Britain on the subject

of mental deficiency. It condueted the fust national investigation into the numbers of the

mentaUy deficient and the causes of mental deficiency, and aIso recommended what it

considered praeticallines for future legislation. Above aU, historians will note that the Royal

Commission gave very strong support for the primacy of heredity in the detennination of a

wide range of human eharaeteristics. While there was disagreement as to the aetual degree

of importance, the majority of expert medical witnesses agreed that heredity played by far

the mast important role in creating mental defieiency, and thus the only way to stop the

increase in idiocy (and insanity) was to control propagation.

245 Ibid., p.llO.

246 Ellen Piment, "Care and Control of the Feeble-minded,Il Nineteallh Cenrwy, vol. xviii, (1910); G.H. Savagc, '''The OJnlrol
of the Feeble-minded: Report of the Royal Commission on the Care and Control of the Feeble-minded, Il Quaner/y Review, vol. cc< [Jan.
1909], pp.l71~l92; Evelyn Phillips, "The Treatment of Feeblt;·minded Children", Nineleemh Cenrwy, vol. bod [May 19121. pp.930-44.
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One historian has interpreted the report of the Royal Commission as a "sane and

sensible course between the Scylla of 'liberty of the subject' agitation, and the Charybdis of

eugenic theory".247 However there is !ittle evidence of such a middle ground. The Royal

Commission endorsed ail three basic eugenic assumptions of feeble-mindedness: It endorsed

heredity. It attnbuted a significant factor in pauperism, prostitution, crime and illegitimacy ta

lr.;ebleness of mind. Thirdly, from these two hypotheses, it concluded that control of

propagation and of movement would reduce the numbers of feeble-minded in the future and

prevent the perpetration of crimes in the present While the Commissioners prafessed ta

argue that aid ta the mental deficient should derive from their sickness and not from their

falling upon the state because of crime or pauperism,'" they nonetheless recommended an

unprecedented degree of state control.

The Eugenics Education Society was formed saon after the recommendations of the

Royal Commission in the winter of 1907-08 largely because of the efforts of Mrs. AC. Gatto

of the Moral Reform League and a large number of members of the Royal Commission.

While the Society was not founded with the purpose of solving the prablem of the feeble·

minded, the composition of its membership, its timing, and stress on practical reform made a

preoccupation with the feeble-minded almost inevitable.

Spearheading the Eugenics Education Society's drive for legislation on the 'prablem'

of the feeble-minded was Dr. Alfred Tredgold, who had received pub!icity for his raIe as

medicai expert assigned (0 the Royal Commission and for his much acclaimed textbook

247 Kathleen Jones, A History of lM Mental Healr.h Services, p.191.

248 Repon, RCFM. pp.I-7.
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Mental Deficienq, published in 1908, which was so popular it was reprinted in c1even

editions.249 Joining Tredgold were other prominent members of the Royal Commission.

among them: Anne Kirby, Dr. J.W. Slaughter, Dr. Caleb Saleeby, Dr. R. Langdon DO\\l1.

Dr. James B..ûl", Havelock Ellis, and Sir James Criehton-Browne, the head of the LunaL)'

Commission.

The purpose of the Society was "[to] study agencies...under social control that may

improve or impair the racial qualities of future generations either physically or mentally".250

a goal taken from Galton's original definition of eugenics in 1883.251 Adherents to the

eugenic creed believed in the primacy of hereditary transmission of diseases and the

determination of behaviour, and the use of state as vehicle for manipulating the 'stock' of

race by controlled breeding.

The ideological framework of eugel1ics was deeply immersed in the lexicon of

Darwinism. Society, eugenists argued, may roughly be divided into the 'fit' and the 'unlit'

whose changing proportions determined the degree of social advancement or regrcssion.

The history of mankind saw progress oecurring where 'natural selection' weeded out the unlit

and left the fit The period since the mid-nineteenth century, marked by the advent of the

welfare society, upset this natural equilibrium, protecting the 'unfit' by the intervention of a

wide variety of social and medical services. Coupled with the declining birth rate this actually

meant that Edwardian society, in the minds of eugenists, was in a dangerous transition of

249 Alfred F. Tredgold. Mental Deficiency: Amenda (London:I908).

250 Eugenics Review, voL i, [1909.101, p.l.

251 Francis Galto~ lnquiry inla Human Faculty and ils Deve/opment (London:1883).
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tem poraI)' decline before the 'fit' awo;:e to ü;e r~ponsibility of no longer fightbg the

emergence of the social service state, but rather co-opting it and using it to rationalise the

process of selection. Thus the Edwardian eugenists perceived themselves as having a moral

obligation to ir.still the 'eugenic ethic' lest the moment be lost, and the unfit overtake the fit

This transition was variously descnbed as the move from 'natural selection' through 'reverse

selection' to 'rational selection' or from what Saleeby often described as the evolution from

natural selection to race hygiene.2S2

Eugenic thought thus rested on hereditarianism2S3 as the key to unlocking the social

laws which governed the progress of society. Secondly it embraced the idea of a corporate

nation whose fitness was measurable and related to its ability to cornpete economically and

militarily with other countries. While there were sorne attempts to create an International

Eugenics movement,254 in reality the movement carried with it strong nationalist overtones,

and implicit in the discourse on eugenic solutions to social problems was the anxiety of

allowing other countries to organise more efficiently. Within tbis mindset, the 'degencrates'

played a prominent role. On the one hand they were manifestations of 'unfit' beings who, in

a 'natural' arder would not have survived. But in a more sinister vein, by their propagation

they were planting the seeds of future social disorder, disease, and racial decline. In a society

increasingly worried about i15 capacity to cornpete in economic and militaI)' terms with other

countries, such degenerates threatened the progress of the nation.

252 Caleb W. Saleeby, W017Ull1hoodandRace Cu/ttue (London:1912); Tredgotd referred to the transition period between these
(WO cpochs as the auempt to balance medical science with social science, the la1er implicitly carrying with il eugenic principles.

253 Il should bc emphasized that even the Most c:xtreme eugenists did not argue to the exclusion of environmental factors.
Rather, 1hey suggc.sted that spending vast amounts of money on 'tainted' fruil was a misapplication of national resources.

254 1\vo international eugenics conferences were hcld in 1909 and 1912, but were discontinued because of the war.
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The Eugenic creed had an appeal for many middle class professionals.os, Implicilly il

centred on the importance of educated professionals administering disinterested science and

furthering the progress of society. It correlated fitness with the middle class elhic of social

achievement, education and morality. It also had several partieular strands whieh appealet!

ta specific professiomù organisations. For the medico-psyehologists it endorsed lhe princip le

of the primacy of heledity in determining mental ability. For Ihe educational refomlen; il

stressed the importano~ of education for the fit For political organisations like lhe Fabian

Society it offered pieces of social policy which could be considered congruent with posilive

social measures.

Somewhat more subtly, the eugenic creed also provided a new and seienlilic

rationale for conservative crities who previously had rested their arguments on the moral

failings of the individuaL Thus many like Charles Loch and Helen Bosanquet found it easy

ta drop the Victorian garb of moral failure and don the modern 'seientific' cloak of biologieal

failure. Bath rationales absolved the middle class of moral responsibility for the advent of

social distress and justified intrusion into the working class not only on class grounds but in

the interests of the nation. Furthermore it implied that since science was exclusive to

scientists, it was responsibility of middle class ta extend control over degenerales for their

own protection.

255 For two c1ear and opposing views on the role of the middle c1ass in the Eugenics movemcnt sec Donald Mackenzie'::> "Karl
Pear.;on and the Professional Middle Casses"Aruw/s ofScimc~, vol. xxxvi, [1979], pp.12S-43; and MacKenzie SUllistics, and G.R Searle's
"Eugenics and Oass" in Charles Webster (ed.) Bio/og;, Medicine andSockty, pp.217.242. See also comments in IDY conclusion. pp. 97·99.
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As stated earlier, the feeble-minded became the central preoccupation for the new

Eugenics Education Society,2S6 for, before the Eugenie Review started publishing, the

Society issued a pamphlet entitled The Problem of the Feeble-minded to supplement the

report of the Royal Commission.'1S7 There were several reasons why the feeble-minded

became sa important to the new Society. It quieldy became clear that there was no easy

solution to the problem of defining 'fit'ness or of encouraging the reversai of the declining

middle class birth rate.2S8 On the other hand many found it considerably easier to define

'unfit'ness. The feeble·minded moreover had recently had a Royal Commission whose

recommendations were very close to eugenie principles. Thus the political lobbying on a

praetical subject of 'national interest' presented a perfeet means by whieh the Society eould

claim legitimacy in the eyes of the public, samething that was very important ta many of ils

members.259

The tirst issues of the Eugenics Review contained articles on the 'Danger' of the

Feeble-minded.2lll Tredgold began bis tirst of many articles by stressing the national threat:

256 Kelves, In the NOlTU! ofEugenics, p.98.

257 R Lowe, "Eugenicists., doctor.> and the quest for national efficiency: an educational crusade", History ofEducation, vol. viii,
IDee. 1979), p.297.

258 The birth rate of the upper class was also decUning but few eugenists saw this as a negative social phenomenon.

259 G.R Searle. Eugenia and Polûics in Britain, p.87.

260 Alfred F. Tredgold,~e Feeble-minded; ASocial Dangei', Eugenia Review, vol ~ [June 1909- Jan 1910}, pp.98-102; Anne
Kirby, "TIle Feeble·minded and Voluntary Effort", Ibid, p.94; "Eugenie Principle and the Treatment of the Feeble-minded, Ibid.. vol. ii
[April 1910- Jan. 1911}; Herbert Henry Goddard "Heredity of Feeble-mindednesslt

, Ibid., voL ii~ [1912]. p.~.
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In the pasl, more nations have been sunk ta a position of
uller insignificance or have been entirely blotted ouI of
existence as the result of the moral, intellectual.
and physical degeneracy of their citizens, than of wars.
famine or any other conditions.06'

The idea of the feeble·minded being the breeders of social misfits and degenerates was

aàvocated fervently by Dr. Tredgold. Echoing the eartier words of Mary Dendy, he wrate

"The feeble-minded and their relatives fonn a very considerable proportion, if not of the

whole, of our social failures - the degenerates of the nation."262 Ellis concurred by stating

that "in large measure they forrn the reservoir from which the predatory classes are

recruited.''263

Restricting the propagation of the feeble-minded obviously could take several l'orms:

segregation, sterilization or state execution.264 The last was never seriously considered on a

philosophical basis and the Society was very sensitive ta accusations to the contrary. "The

whole theory of eugenics rest[s] on its distinction between the right la live (which we

questioned in no case) and the right ta become a parent" 26S

261 Tredgotd, Ibid.. p.l00.

262 Tredgold, Mental Defû:ient:y, p.l00.

263 Haveloek Ellis, The Task of Social Hygiene (London:1912), p.38.

264 The Regulation ofMarriages was aise raised periodically, Tredgold,Memal Deficiency. pA57. This idea had becn circula tell
for a long lime by Arnold White as a solution 10 the rise of the urban degenerates (Problems, Chapter V) but few Eugenîsts wcrc naive
enough to assume that the control of marriage would result in the control of propagation.

265 C. W. Saleeby, Sociological Review, vol ii~ [1912], p.28l.Ideas about 'state euthanasia' appcared periodically (Sec Carcnth
Read, Nanuai and Social Morals, (London:l909), p.159, and in medical journal$, see H. Campbel~ "Eugenics From the Physician's
Standpoint", British Medical Journal, [2 Aug., 1913], p.226. who suggested that degenerates Rot be saved if tcnninally ill. Ncithcr formcd
the basis of any proposai sanetioned by the Eugenie Education Society. Important members of the movement likc Salccby ofteR rcpeatcd
the "sanetity of human Iike from ilS beginning, which is the moment of conception", Ibid. When George Ilernard Shaw made a er'lck about
the e[ficacy of the lethal chamber, the E.E.S. was not amused. Searle, Eugenia and Polities, p.14.
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Sterilization was discussed periodically.266 Havelock Ellis, for one, believed that the

advancement of scientific knowledge allowed for the control of procreation either voluntarily

or involuntarily among degenerate parents, thus separating sexual activity from procreation.

The former Ellis saw as being a right, the latter, a privilege restricted to the fiL"" Many

were horrified at the thought that sterilisation could allow the feeble-minded to exercise their

sexual pecuE:lrities. "Il is futile," wrote Tredgold, "to think that these persons can be turned

loose upon society merely because they have been sterilized".268 This concern was

especially pronounced in the commentary of the women reformers. Most of these individuals

èGô1c",r::ed r.bout social danger of the feeble-minded were resigned to let the subject of

sterilization lie unresolved due partially to the repeatedly cited 'public temperament'.:l6'

Although in North America the sterilization of mental defectives occurred in many

areas, in Britain it was practically negligible. Most eugenists seemed averse to the idea,

which leads one to speculate whether it was the 'threat to the race' or the immorality of

illegitimate birth and 'promiscuous' behaviour which really offended these middle class

Edwardians. In fact the subject of sterilization is very misleading - permanent segregation

which also implied permanent segregation of the sexes, functioned as forced chastity, an

option more acceptable than involuntary sterilization. The segregation of the sexes was

266 For arguments on the subjccl of stc:rilization, sec Havelock Ellis, 'The Sterilization of the Unfit", Eugcnics Review, vol. i,
(June 1909 . Jan 1910). p.205.; Tredgold's remaries on 'asexualisation' in Mental Deficiency, p.457 and in Quarterly Review, [July 1912J,
pp.43-67: C. Pagel Lepage, Feebi<·mind<dness in Chi/clren of School A&<, (London:1912), pp.236·8.

267 Kelves. p.87-88.

268 Tredgold, MenlD/ Deficiency, p.458.

269 Sec Conclusion. As an ClCccplion to this mie, Saleeby had no problem witb freedom contingent upon sterilization, sec
Saleeby, Ibid., p.282

djw 84



hardly a novel idea of Edwardian eugenists: segregation was a cardinal principle of Victorian

asylum pOlicy.Z70

The campaign for legislation along the lines recommended by the Royal Commission

saw the merging of five main groups: the National Association for the Feeble-minded (and

the Lancashire and Cheshire Society), the Eugenics Education Society, the Charity

Organisation Society, the Fabian Society and the Medico-Psychological Association (",th the

support of the larger British Medical Association). Members of the National Association

seemed to drift inexorably to the EES, increasingiy employing eugenic arguments in journals.

speaking before the EES sponsored meetings, and writing in the Eugenîcs Rel'iew. In 1912

Pinsent and Kirby both became members of CounciL The blending went both ways as

prominent members of the EES and sympathetic members of the MPA joined the Council

of the National Association or became provincial members. Sir William Chance. a long lime

eugenics advocate and member of the Council of the EES, became Chairrnan of the

Executive Committee of the National Association, and was joined by other EES council

members such as Miss Evelyn Fox, Leonard Guthrie and RF. Pooley. Provincial mem bers

included Sir Oifford Allbutt and Drs. Fletcher Beach and Tredgold.:m

In 1910 the National Association and the Eugenics Education Society officially joincd

forces using doubled-headed stationary and a joint administrative network to coordinatc the

campaign. The year 1910 proved auspicious in that the upcoming election gave the new

270 Parry.Jones, T,ade in Lunacy. p.246.

271 Joumai ofMenIDI ScIence, [1912], p.16.
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organisation an opportunity to lobby potential candidates on their position on the matter.zn

Among them Anne Kirby, Mary Dendy and Ellen Pinsent showed the same determination

which had earned them the admiration of local school board officiais. In the years after the

Royal Commission these commentators became less circumspect in their tactics and

increasingly employed eugenic arguments. Kirby, who had joined the Society at ils inception,

wrote of: "the process of selective degeneration carried out on a somewhat extensive scale by

State and private philanthropy".m By 1910 both Mary Dendy and Ellen Pinsent had joined

her as members of the EESZ74 a particularly surprising fact considering the anti-feminist

views of a large number of the male EES. members.275

The active participation of members of the National Association influenced the

Charity Organisation Society, originally the fust philanthropic agency to take up the problem

of the feeble-minded in a comprehensive manner, to campaign simultaneously with the

National Association and the EES. In 1911 the C.O.s. congratulated itself on the effect of

its lobbying: "The Council feel it to be a matter of considerable satisfaction that the Society

ha~ been able to assist materially in promoting this very necessary reform."276

272 Kathleen Jones, p.197.

273 Eugenics Revi<w, voL i [1909-101 p.94.

274 Kathleen Jones, p.196.

275 Sec also discussion in Conclusion.

276 Charity Organismion Report as quoted in Bosanquet, SocUJ/ Work in London, p.203.
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The Fabian Socialists shared with the E.E.S. a strong following in the profcssional

middle class.zn The Fabians, who supported " loose structure of trained e>'"perts, had

always shown a strong interest in strengthening the 'naùonal physique', a tendency which

made them flirt with eugenics.Z78 H.G. Wells, who had attended several eugenic lectures of

Galton, advocated the 'sterilization of failures'.279 George Bernard Shaw, who lectured part

time for the Eugenics Education Society,2ro was reported in the Daily Express as stating

that "A great many people would have to be put out of existence simply because it wastes

other people's time to look after them".""· Beatrice Webb, who was ambivalent about

labour colonies for the unemployed able-bodied,"'" was less so about permanent colonics

for the feeble-minded. Sidney Webb, while attacking the eugenics platform on positive social

reform, agreed that local employment authoriùes should keep track of feeble-minded

vagrants with a view to segregation:

277 The degree of support has becn subject to historical debate. See Donald MacKenzie, "Eugenics in Britain", Social Sllulù:s

of Science, vol. vi, [1976], pp. 449-532, and G.R. Searle "Eugenics and Oassn
, in Charles Webster (ed.) BiolGg)!, pp.229-34.

278 A.M. McBriar, Fabian Socialism and English Polirics, 188./-1918 (Cambridge:1966), p.62; Sec also Kelves, p.86-87; Searle,

Quesr, pp,6t-3.

279 Sociological Society, Sociological Papen, pp. 58-60, as quoted in Bernard Semme!. "Karl Pearson: Socialist and Oarwinist",
British Journal of Sociolog;, voL bc., [1958], pp.l22

280 Diane Pau, "Eugenies and lhe Le[''', Journal of the HislOry of IdeO$, vol. xlv, [t984J, p.568.

281 As quolcd in Searle, Eugenia and Po/irics, p.92 Kelves stresses thal Shaw's periodic nination with cugenics tendcd 10

stress positive rather than negative eugenics. Kelves, Ibid, p.86.

282 Harris, Unemp/oym<nt and Po/mes, p.198; pp.257~.

..._.... djw 81



UnIess we have a Local Health Authority responsible for seeing that
every sick person is under medical treatment, and an Unemployment
Authority, through its registers, cognisant of ail men and women
unable to get employment - and thus in a position to report ail
apparently feeble-minded cases for further inquiry with a view to
segregation - the feeble-minded mother of illegitimate children,
the feeble-minded vagrant wandering along the roads, and the
feeble-minded parasite of urban soup kitchens and free shelters,
will, to our undoing as a nation, continue to perpetuate their deficiency.2&3

Sidney Webb, somewhat ironically, had come around to a view put forward by the Charity

Organisation Society IWO decades earlier - !hat segregation of the feeble-minded would

reduce the level of pauperism and prevent destitution.284

The Fabian Society officially sponsored debate on the 'problem' of the feeble-

minded. In its publication Ousade Against Destitution it included (wo articles on the subject

by Dr. Caleb Saleeby and Ms Anne Kirby.28S During the E.E.S.'s campaign for legislation

after 1909, the (wo Societies held joint meetings on the subject286 passing resolutions urging

immediate legislation along the lines suggested by the Royal Commission. A similar measure

was supported by Charles Loch and the supporters of the Majority Report of the Royal

Commission on the Poor Law, in their recommendations.287 Further, the Poor Law

283 Sidney Webb, Prev<ntion ofDestitution (London:1911), p.59.

284 /bid., pp.53-4. Sec also Sidney Webb's similar reasoning in Brian Simon's chapter entitled "Sidney Webb and National
Efficiency in Education", in Simon. Education and the Labour Movemenr, pp.20J.7.

285 Caleb Saleeby, 'The Feeble-minded: A Problem in Eugenia" in Fabian Society, Crusade Against Destitution, vol ii
(London:1911), pp.27-29; AH.P. Kirby, ''\Vhat has becn and is being donc for the feeble-minded", lbid., pp.30-32

286 Eugenics Review, vol ii [April 1910 • Jan. 1911J, p.251; Ibid., p.330.

287
Mowa~ p. 157.
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Minority Report, written to a great extent by Beatrice Webb. endolSed the need for

permanent colonies for the feeble.minded.28&

New LIberal economists like John Hobson and Leonard Hobhouse echoed sirnilar

sentiments as to the importance of maxirnizing the efficiency of the workforce. While L T.

Hobhouse spoke generally about maxirnizing the utility of social wastage,"'" lA Hobson

was far more specifie:

when it is once plainly recognised that the production
of defective children is the WOlSt crime which anyone
can commit against society, the necessary penalties
will be attached, and will [prave] as effective as other
coercive [measures]290

Within the political ranks vocal support was given from the highest level. Arthur

Balfour who, as Prime Minister and leader of the Conservative Party. had created the Royal

Commission in the fust place, was descnbed by Beatrice Webb as being "honestly concerned

about the alleged degeneracy of the race."291 However Balfour's own writings on the

subject are often contradictory and sceptical of the more radical agenda of the movement.

Still he did assent to becoming Honorary Vice·President of the Eugenics Education Society

in 1912,292 and delivered the inaugural address at the International Eugenics Congress in

288 Harris, pp.2S8-60. See also "Sidney Webb & National Efficiency in Brian Simon Education and ÙJe Labour Movemelll",
187(J.J920 (London:1965), p.203.7.

289 LT. Hobhousc, Social Evolution and Po/itiem 1heory (New York:1911), pp.43-46.; see also "Race Progrcss and Race
Degeneracy". Sociological Review, vol i~ p.140.

290 lA Hobson, The Social ?rOOfem (London:1901), p.153.

291 Donald Read, Edwardian England 1901·15: SocÎ<1y and Politi<s (London:1972), p.94.

292 Eugenics Review, voL HL [191211ndcx.
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London,293 facll; which imply that he at least supported the broader beliefs underlying the

Society.

Winston Churchill, who held the position of Home Secretary in 1910 ta 1911. was

less equivocaL W.S. Blunt's claim that "Winston is also a strong eugenist"'" seems ta be

partially borne out by the favourable replies of Churchill ta the lobbying of the E.E.S. and by

a 1910 speech recorded on the subject of the feeble-minded:

l feel that there is nc aspect more important
than the prevention of the multiplication and
perpetuation of this great eviL..There are these
120,000 or 130,00 feeble-minded persans at large
in our midst..295

The figure cornes directly from a paper presented ta Churchill by Alfred Tredgold which also

appeared in the fust volume of the Eugenics Review, an article which Churchill circulated

among his Cabinet Colleagues.:!96

293 J.A Lindsay, 'The Case for and Against Eugenics", Nineleenth Centwy, [St:pt. 19121, p.546.

294 W.S. BluDt's Diaries, Oct. 1912, as quoted in Searle, Eugenics and PoUlies, p.lOS.

295 Winston Churchill, "Care of the Mentally Retarded, July 15 1910", in Speeches of Winston Churchil~ vol il, p.IS88.; see

.Iso the TImes, [16 July 1910J.

296 Sutherland,Abili.cy, pAl. Sec aise AF. Tredgold, "'The Feeble-minded - A Social Danger", Eugenics Revit::w, vol. Î, [1909-
~.... 19101, pp.98·102.
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If by any arrangement, as the knowledge of the world
and the security of society increases, we are able to
segregate these people under proper conditions, so that
their curse dies with them and is not transmitted to future
generations, we shaU have taken UpO::i our shoulders in our
lifetirne a work which those who come after us will owe us
a debt of gratitude.297

There were however sorne individuals who did not get caught up in the crusade

against the feeble-minded. One such individual was Dr. George Savage, the President of the

Medico-Psychological Association. While he recognised the "far reaching influence" of

heredity and the great number of things which must be transmitted from parent to child, he

balanced it with tbis cautionary note:

Several of you attended the Congress of Eugenics, and
there was no doubt about the eamestness with which
the subject was considered....some of the congress
would include almost everything which was eccentric,
and genius and foUy, therefore, would both be isolated
by them....We have to look upon the defectives as being
human "nd being very near most of us; there is no specific
difference, only varlation.298

The pressure for legislation, however, was becoming so great that Parliament was

forced to deal with the situation. Under the guidance of the Eugenics Education Society, the

National Association for Promoting the Welfare of the Feeble-minded co-ordinated the

support of guardians, prison authorities and educational authorities and inspired over 800

petitions for legislation.l99 It received support, interestinglyenough, from the Unionist

297 Churchill, Speeches, p.1588.

298 Dr. George Savage, "Presidential Address to the Psychiatrie Section of the Royal Society o[ Medicine", JC'umal ofMental
Scieilcc, (Jan. 1912]. p.16.

299 Searle, Eugenics and PaUries, pp.109-110.

djw 91



Refonn Association.300 The National Association urged other interested parties to pressurc

for iegislation, writing to organisations for support in its campaign. in response to which the

Council of the MF.A passed the following resolution: "That this Association is strongly

impressed with the great danger to the State which results from the absence of any powcr to

control the feeble-minded, and heartily supports the principle of granting powers of carc and

controL"301 In orde,· to prompt the government into introducing a bill, the National

Association and the EES co-sponsored a bill, the Feeble-minded Persons (Control) Bill put

forward with the help of Gershom Stewart, a sympathetic Unionist M.P.302 Howcver the

Medico-Psychological Association needed titde prodding in getting involved in the draùing of

legislation. Immediately it struck a sub-committee of its Standing Parliamentary Committce to

monitor the passage of the Bill including Dr. Theo Hyslop, and Drs. Shuttleworth. Langdon

Down, and the newest consulting physician to the National Association. Dr. Harry

Corner.303

While it is difficult to gage the impact of the campaign on 'popular opinion', an

interesting statement by Saleeby in 1912 may reveal a great deal about the shift in attitudes:

300 Journal 01Mental Scieru:e, [Jan. 1913], p.147; Ibid., [OCl 1913}. p.146.

301 Journal ofMental Science, [Jan. 19121, p.1S1.

302 British Medkal Journal, [25 May, 1912J, p.119S.

303 Journal Of Mental Science, [Oct 1912], p.71S.
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f Only five years ago, if one said to a popular audience that
defective-minded people should be segregated, so that the
future should be protected from the consequences of their
parcnthood, the doctrine was received with a stony silence.
If you say it now, they applaud before your sentence is finished.""

Mary Dendy also perceh'ed a significant shift in support of 'permanent ci\re' colonies "The

idca at first met with much opposition; no other Society was willing to entertain it. Happily it

is now universally regarded as the proper method of dealing with the weak in intellect."JOs

The first Mental Deficieney Bill included a central authority entitled, revealingly, the

Board of Control responsible for the "supervision, protection, and control of persons who are

mentally defective".306 It discriminated between mental defectives and lunatics: the latter

were not subject to it~ provisions. The Board of Control was a mixed body. The Journal of

Mental Science referred to it as a 'mongrel' Board of Control, a mixture of physicians,

lawyers and others.307 The local authority would be the county council which would carry

out the provisions of the Act through local committees. Among many duties they would be

responsible for ascertaining the numbers of defectives over the age of sixteen (the education

authorities would still be responsible for mentally defective children) and ensuring that the

adult defective was under proper supervision. In the absence of this 'supervision', suitable

accommodation in an appropriate institution should be provided. Interestingly, clause fifteen

of the first Bill would have made it a misdemeanour for any person to intermarry or attempt

304 Caleb Saleeby, 'The Method of Eugenics", Sociolugical Review, vol ii~ p.298.

305 Kathleen Jones, p.IS7.

306 Mental Dcficiency Bil~ pp, 1912.13, vol. Hi, p.993.

307 Journal of Mental Science, [OCL 1912]. p.ns.
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to intermarry with a persan known to be defective within the meaning of the AcL308 The

Feeble-Minded Persans Control Bill received a quick response from the B.MA and the

M.PA Bath Wete quick ta attack the proposaI for a new Board of Control withcut specific

reference as to its contents. The B.M.A agreed with the M.PA that the new central

authority, if ils duties were transferred from the Lunaey Commission. should be dominatcd

by the old Lunaey Commissioners who would have dual authority over both the lunatics and

the idiots.3U9

The first Mental Deficieney Bill was dropped, due Jess to lack of support. than to a

House partly pre-occupied with a backlog of other issues in the wake of the constitutional

crisis and the Marconi scandaI. The dropping of the bill was greeted by a storm of lclters

protesting the government's not following up on a bipartisan piece of legislation "the

importance of w~.ich cannot be exaggerated".310 Under pressure from interested citizcns

who had become taken up by the 'urgency' of the issue, the Home Office guaranteed the

reintroduction of the Bill.

A1though it is difficult to gage the depth of Parliamentary opinion on the question of

the feeble-minded there does seem to have been a great dea] of opposition to the Mental

Deficieney Bill as introduced on June 10, 1913, by the Home Secretary, Reginald McKenna

with the words:

308 British Medical JaumaI, [25 May. 1912J. p.ll99.

309 Ibid; Journal afMental Science, [July 1912J. p.530.

310 Times [4 Nov. 1912]. Sec also [6 Nov. 1912J. [8 Nov. 1912J. [8 Nov. 1912J, [12 Nov. 1912J. [14 Nov. 1912J.
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"'The question of mental deficiency is essentially a national
question and not a local question...lt is in the interest of
the nation as a whole that the race should be mr.intained and
not become degenerate."311

The most notable aspect of the Parliamentary Debates on the detention of the feeble-

minded was lack of opposi,tion on principle.312 Only two Liberal backbenchers actively

opposed the bill, Josiah Wedgewood and Sir F. Banbury, and apart from an angry exchange

of letters between Dendy and Wedgwood in the Tunes,3J3 most letters urged the passing of

legislation on the matter.314 The Mental Deficiency Bill passed through the House on 19

July, 1913.

The Mental Deficiency Act of 1913 followed many of the guidelines outlined by the

Royal Commission. Il created a Board of Control, analogous to the old Lunacy Commission,

responsible for 'supervision, protection and control' of ail mental defectives. The Board was

entT'.'sted with supervising and regulating the local authorities which were the local county

councils. Within this local responsibility each counci1 was responsible for striking 'mental

defective committees' responsible for carrying out recommendations of Board of Control and

co-ordinating the investigation and classification of children suspected of mental

311 Housc afCommons Ikbolt:S [10 June 1912]. r.64!.

312 Jayne Woodhouse, "Eugenicsand the Feeble-minded: The Parliamentary Debates", HistoryofEducation, voL xi, [June 1982],
p.136. ln a similarvein, Brown challenges Searle'ssuggestion lhat politiciansshied away from Eugenics mOVement by countering lhat while
few politicians joined the Society, no one denounced iL Brown, p.30S.

313
Josiah Wedgwood, House of Commons Debales, [1 June, 1913]; liA Reply to Wedgwood", Times [3 June 1913]:

"Wedgwood', Reply". Times [12 June, 19131.

314 "An Appeal to the Governmenl", Tunes [10 June 1913]i "A Pica [or Scîenlific Research", Times, [12 June 12, 1913].
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96

deficiency.315 In part the Act made the 1899 Elementary Education Act compulsory by

obliging alliocai education authorities to create special classes for mental defectives. )16

Each interest group succeeded in achieving something valuable to its organisation.

The Parliamentaly Committee of the MPA congratulated itself for persuading the

governrnent to accept almast ail of its recommendations, though it still grumbled about the

number of non-medical commissioners. The new central authority, the Board of Control.

was, in mast respects, the old Lunacy Commission under a new guise'" The National

Association had succeeded in achieving legislation, though not a national system of colonies.

Mary Dendy became one oE the new Commissioners oE the Board oE ControL The Olarity

Organisation Society took the opportunity ta bash crities who claimed that the Society was

only concemed with restricting the rise of the state.3l•

The Eugenics Review declared the law a qualified victory, claiming that it was

"perhaps the only piece oE English social law extant, in which the influence of hercdity has

been treated as a practical factor in determining its provisions."3l9 Soon afterwards, two

other Bills, the Inebriates Bill and the Elementary Education (Defective and Epileptic

Children's) Education Bill oE 1914, showed that the Act was not an isolated incident, but

rather indicative oE a new restrictionist direction in 'social reform' based largely on :he ideas

promoted by the hereditarians.

315 Herbert Davey, The LawRelating ro the Mentally Defective: lM Mental Deficù::ncy Act, 1913 11914} (New York: 1981), p.7-22

316 Sutherland, Abi/io/, p.25.

317 Kathleen Jones, p.207.

318 Bosanque~ SociallVork in London, p.I90.

319 Eug<nics Review, voL vi, [April 1914- Jan 1915), p.52.
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Conclusion

How lasting was the eugenics-Ied campaign against the proliferation of the unfit?

Sorne rustorians have concluded that the eugenics movement lost momentum after the

outbreak of the tirst World War. Jay Winter, who supports trus interpretation, argues that,

since Britain won the war, individuals were less likely to believe in national degeneration than

they were after the Boer War. Further, he contends that the levelling which occurred during

the war heightened knowledge of the working class, making middle class individuals less likely

to believe in the existence of a rapidly multiplying feeble-minded class plotting to overthrow

civilised society.3211

At tirst glance, trus argument seems valid. In Germany, the loss in the Great War

hcightened anxieties about 'alien' elements inside the country and facilitated the adoption of

eugenics by National Socialism under whose govemment the most extreme extensions of

eugenic thought were carried oul By contrast, in Britain, il seems logical to assume that

intellectuals could not support the idea <'f race degeneration' after they had won the war

against their greatest imperial rival. However several facts challenge tbis interpretation. In

the United States and Canada, Iwo cauntries which were also on the winning side of World

War J, negative eugenics reached its apex in the inter-war years.321 In England the

320 Jay M. Winler. The Great War and~ Brùish People (London:1986), p.19.
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membr;rship of tne Eugenics Education Society peaked again in 1932302 holding st<:ady

through the depression years until the late thirties when eugenic thought becam<: clasdy

associated with Nazi practices. Finally the idea thal: a professional's fear over a rising

residuum would decrease after the war is contradicteà !:-y the 1927 Departmental Committe<:

on Defectives report which anxiously reported that the numbers of the mental ddectives had

doubled since the 1908 Royal Commission.3!l There is, however, a middle ground. Whik

the Eugenics Education Society maintained a stable membership count into the 1930s. lh".

movement had lost its momentum, failing to influence the academic or popular press lhe way

it had in the years between 1908 and 1914.

Each professional organisation had i15 particular reasons for joining the eugenic.kd

campaign on the feeble-minded while remaining ambivalent or even autright hostile to other

aspects of the eugenics platform. Despite Searle's assertion that there was 'consistent

hostility'3".A from the British Medical Association to the Eugenics Education Society, lhis

research found little evidence of any opposition on the part of the medical communily la

eugenic-led legislation on the feeble-minded. While the B.M.A might have disagrced wilh

certain eugenic arguments which seemed to blame modem medicine for the dccline in

Britain's pre-eminence, it nonetheless simultaneously suppcrted colonies for the purpose af

lessening the numbers of feeble-minded. Similarly, the Fabian Society, which remained lïrmly

in support of positive measures of national efficiency (which many in the E.E.S. wauld have

322 lan Brown, "Who Were the Eugenists?" History of Educalion, vol. xvi~ [1988}. p.300.

323 R Lowe, "Eugenicists, doctors and national erticic:ncy", p.302

324 Searle, "Eugenics and Qass", in Webster (ecL), p.226.
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sc::n as merely increasing the 'unfit') also found it quite easy to endorse the colony system

and segregation of the feeble-minded.J2S

The eugenies-Ied crusade for 'permanent care' of the feeble-minded might appear as

a strange hybrid between the progressive impulse of the national efficiency movement and a

conservative reaction ta the apparent immorality of working class culture. Its unifying belief,

however, was the belief in hereditarianism, which provided proposais which could appeal at

once to New überal economists interested in economic efficiency, social darwinists worried

about racial decline, conservative social crities worried about sexuai immarality, and middle

class inteUectuals concerned about the organisation of society.

Drawing from Mark Haller's work on the eugenies movement in America, Searle

suggests that conservative social commentators were looking for an argument to discount

what they saw as the failure of environmental reforms carried out ii1 the last two decades of

the nineteenth century.326 This seems to be borne out by the active role played by the

C.O.S. For many of these individuals, the eugenies creed offered a logical scheme which

absolved the middle class of moral responsibility for the continuance of social evils. Instead

(If a mid-Victorian rationale of moral failure, they substituted a scientific rationale which

mixed moral failure with biological deficiencies. 3Z7 As Loch wrote earlier - "It is desirable

that it should be distinctly understood that it is the chief aim of the Society to deal with the

325 For a rc:vc:aling passage on the ambival"''lce of Fabian socialists to eugenic:s, see Sidney Webb's chapter on Eugenics in the
Prcl'cmion of Destirurion, pp.45-59.

326 Searle, Eugenics and PO/ides, p.121-S.

327 The CO.S. was joined by such advocates as the National CouReil of Public Marals. Hynes, p.285-7. Il should aise be notcd
that many members of the by then defuncl Moral Reform League had been instrumental in organisîng the Eugenia movement În the pre­
waryc:a~
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causes of pauperism rather than its effects:m In a 1893 pamphlet sponsored by the C.O.s.

the Society urged initiatives for colonies: "If this were not done, the charity of prevention

would be ignored."329 In a strange way the obsession many in the C.O.s. had with the

organisation of poverty and the fight agaÏDst the anarchy of 'indiscrirninate welfare':IJ<'

made them susceptible to arguments about the 'rational' control of fertility. The intellectual

jump from an attaek on the indiscrirninate nature of universal social welfare to an attack. on

the indiscrirninate nature of population supply was not that greal The fermer was moral, the

latter biologicaL The new hereditarian daims aiso were more acceptable to membcrs than

ideas about the failure of their system. The hereditarian explanation still blamed the

individual for bis failings, albeit in an ambiguous manner.331

• • •

With ail the publicity which the 'problem of the feeble-minded' scemed to generate,

the historian must be very careful not to overestimate the effect of the campaign on the

actual social conditions of the mentally retarded themselves. Regardless of the proposais for

statutory detention of ail mental defectives, the rate at which they were institutionalizcd did

not increase between 1890 and 1914. The national system of permanent detention in fceble­

minded colonies simply never materialised. Furthermore, the vast majority of the mentally

328 Firth Annual Report of the Garity Organisation Society, pp.5-6, as quoted in Mowat. p.26.

329 Charity Organisation Society, The Epileptic and Crippled Child and AdulE, p.&.

330 Owen, Engiish Philamhropy, p.243.

331 MacKenzie, Statislics, p.34.
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rctarded remained outside the authority of the Poor Law guardians, prison officiais, or

Lunacy Commissioners. About tbis population we know, as yet, practicaUy nothing.

The general process which culminated in the Mental Deficiency Act, proved to be

extremely difficult to judge within a moral framework. It brought the problem of mental

handicap to the attention of a great number of authorities and initiated a slow period of

moving those with a mental handicap out of the prison and lunatic asylum systems.332

Similarly, although sorne eugenists proposed schemes of voluntary and involuntary

sterilization for the betterment of the race, none was actually carried out Possible

propol:!ents frequently noted that the English public would not support a widespread

movement to sterilize the unfit333 Most members reconciled themselves to permanent care

in which segregation of the sexes rendered sterilization redundant, and guarded against the

'immoral' and anti-social acts.

Why then was sterilisation of the (eeble-minded actively carried out in the United

States and Canada at the same time? No one has satisfactorily answered tbis question. It

may weil have to do with a broad and hard to define 'political culture' which separates

Britain from North America and the Continent It may also have to do with the specific

powers of state and provincial governments, for, of the sterilizations done in the United

States, lwo states (California and Indiana) account for almost all.334 Similarly, in Canada,

332 Brockway and Hobhousc, Eng/ish Prisons Today, pp.285-286.

333 ln the 1930'5, the Eugenics Society's president persuaded the Society 10 support a campaign for voluntary sterilization
of mental defectives. The campaign proved unsuccessfuL Searle, "Eugenics and Oass", p.226., Searle, ''Eugenics & PoUlies in Britain in
the 19305", p. 159-169.

334 For sirnilar slatistics on the mentally itI in the United States, sec Gerald N. Grcb, "Mental Retardation and Public Policy
in America: A Research Agenda", History of Education Quarterly, vol. xxvi. [1986}. p.313.
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sterilization was carried out primarily, though not exclusively, in the provinces of Alberta and

British Columbia.33S

Tite more important question concerns why educated members oF the professional

middle class were susceptIble to such reductionist, and ohen tautologicaI, explanatie:1lS as lo

the origins of certain social problems. Certainly isolating those social misfils or 'degenerates'

was fuelled by tbeir anxieties about social disorder. In tbis respect the aspect of social control

is an import part of the line of negative eugenics, although ooly part But beneath lhis. the

attempt to enforce social and cultural norms through a medium of colonies and cottage

homes again appealed to these people, especially to the female reformers, eager to stem

what they saw as the cise of sexual impropriety.

AlI things considered, the eugenisls were surprisingly restrained. Here it is very

important to discriminate between Edwardian eugenicisls and their counterparts in Nazi

Germany. In England, although the feeble-minded represented to sorne a 'national danger',

the Eugenics Education Society and supporters never supported involuntary sterilization or

more radical measures. Rather tbey warmly embraced the colony system as a 'humane'

solution which balanced in the minds of ils advocates, the responsibility of the modern state

to care for ils negiected members and the responsibility of professionals to use science to

further social progress. To quote Dr. R'::todes of Manchester, "permanent sequestration was

the most efficient and humane manner of reducing the number of the feeble-minded:'336 A

contemporary manual on training feeble-minded children, watten by a supporter of

335 McLaren, Masrer Race, p.90-100.

336 BritUih M.dkal Jownal, [1 OCL, 1898], p,996.
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permanent co!o:,i:;s displayed a surprisingly balanced view of the possible abuses of

sterilization:

The operation for asexualisation is in itself not necessarily
dangerous, but opinion against any such surgical measures
is very strong and rightly so, one difficulty being that such
an operation, if once adopted, might be unjustifiably extended
or abused.337

The strength of a hereditarian definition of mental deficiency was that it was based, however

!oosely, on m<:dical ideas still held to be reasonable. Heredity, after al!, is still widely

assumed ta play a significant role in the determination of 'intelligence'. Medico-psychologists

were not incorrect in their belief that certain types of mental retardation do trasmit a degree

of hereditary predisposition in offspring.338

Thus interpreting this eugenics·led movement in Britain as either an expression of

'social control' or the agenda of radical physicians bent on race purification is misleading.

Certainly there were strong elements of social-control within the platform. The Royal

Commission reflected this cross purpose in its title, the "care and control" of the feeble·

minded. The advocates of a permanent system of state colonies, it must be remembered,

were long time activists in the field of disabilities, having established special educational

schools for the blind and deaf, thereby supporting Beatrice Webb's comment that "Many of

337 Lepage, Fe<ble.mind<dness in Children of Schoo/ Age, p.237.

338 For insta~.ce, there is a 50% chance of Dawn Syndrome in the offspring of parents who have Dawn Syndrome.
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the keenest supporters of Eugenics, are, at the same time, the mast zealous werkers for

[other] social refonn".339

It is doubtful that the feeble-minded 'blessed' the arrivai of the women refonners in

the manner descnbed by Hollis in her otherwise insightful boak on the women in local

govemment340 Women saw the fields of local schoal boards, philanthropic agencies, and

eventually the eugenics movement, as quasi-professional associations which gave them

political power and social self-confidence in the years before national female suffrage. Thus

women like Dendy, Pinsent, Pease, and Townsend, were bent on making inroads into

professional life. They were tom in several directions by often conflicting sentiments. On

the one hand they entered into the field of educational refonn because they felt like many of

their male counterparts, that charity (and especially work with children) was the 'natural'

domain of women; on the other hand they were equally concemed with placing their new

professions on scientific bases, a predisposition which led them to support eugenics-inspired

diatnbes against the proliferation of the unfit Thus it is strange that neither of the Iwo main

studies on the infiltration of women into middle class professions discusses the participation

of these very same women in the eugenics movement341 According to Brown's statistics,

48.7 per cent of the EES. membership in 1914 were women many who were activcly

339 Sidney Webb, 'lM Prevention ofDestirution (London:191l), p.4s.

340 HoUis, Ladies E/ec( p.276.

341 Hollis,lbid.j Prochaska. Women andPhilanrhropyinnineteenth cennuy England (Oxford:1880); Mclaren, Masu:r Race, pp.19-
.-.... 22; Kelves, p.88-89.
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seeking non-traditional careers,342 a fact which undennines the prevailing attitude that the

eugenics movement was wholly anti-feminist.

These women were members of the middle class and their acceptance of a colony

system may be seen in part at least as a psychological reaction to what they saw as an

assault against middle class morality. Often it seemed as if the colony system was a surrogate

middle class home in which the middle class women could 'protee!' the residents against the

abuses and immorality of working class culture. Dendy and other women showed careless

disregard for parents of the children who objected or might object to pennanent detention,

calling them "scarcely better than the children themselves".343 In contrast ta institutions, the

colony system, with its cottage homes and middle class routine, represented an almost

mystical recreation of the ideal middle class home for thase perceived to have suffered the

indignity of not growing up in one. Once the children were put in the cottage homes, "they

behaved themselves quite like little gentlemen and ladies".344

This bistorical interpretation does not imply that it was the professioru. ,,'ho were

solely behind the move for institutionalisation, an idea which may easily be seen in earlier

works on mental illness by Thomas Szasz and Michel Foucault.34S While tbis thesis

concentrates on the professions themselves, it does not seek to argue that there was not

342 lan Brown, p.306.

343 Evidence, RCFM, p.41.

344 Ibid., p.139.

345 Michel Foucault, Madness and Civi/ïzanon: a history of madness in the age ofreasDn; Thomas Szasz, The Myth ofMental
1/111<ss, (London:1973).
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ongoing pressure from familles to institutionalise dependent members. In 1861. three years

after founding of the National Asylum at Earlswood, the board of govemors of the institution

bowed to "the wishes of a large number of subscnbers determined...to admit sorne of the

cases for life"346 and worked subsequently to increase its number of industrial occupations

for long term inmates.347 On the other side there is reason to believe from testimony that

working class parents with mildly defective children needed their son's or daughter's wages to

supplement the family income and were consequently hostile to the idea of

institutionalisation.34&

Institutionalisation, while it has had many failures, produced many indirect effects

which have led naturally to the CUITent 'community living' movement. For the Brst time

government recognised, for good or evil, its responsibillty for the mentally handicapped

population of society. Research focusing on the mentally defective actually led to a greater

understanding regarding the training and education of the mentally retarded. Innovations,

such as the IQ test, although not perfectly objective, were considerably less subjective than

those used by the Late-Victorians. Medical research did reveal eventually the chromosomal

disorder of Mongolism and the thyroid abnormalities associated with Cretinism. Institutional

research while showing at times shocking disrespect for the subject populations, also made

constructive breakthroughs in research in the genetics and the treatment of severe behavioral

disorders.

346 J=/ of MeTlUJ! Sciern:e, [18611, p.54.

347 Ibid., p.565.

348 Evidence, CDEC, vol.xxvi, p.209.
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( An examination of the study of the mentally retarded by professionals raises far more

questions than it answers. What were the actual social conditions of the mentally retarded

during this period? Who actually pressured local authorities to create asylums for the

mentally retarded? DiO. family members feel that it was the state's responsibility to shelter

and support handicapped members? To what extent did family members resist the move to

institutionalise dependent members? Was institutionalisation primarily an economic decision

and, if 50, why did institutionalisation continue after the standard of living began to rise

dramatically?349 While historical work has concentrated on the abuses of incarceration,

there is insufficient evidence to suggest that the lot of the mentally retarded actually declined

during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. like the historical debate over the

lot of the labouring poor during industrialisation, the historian is faced with a paucity of

information on the crucial pre-industrial period.

The research of th= middle class professionals was not controlled by their social

drcumstances, but it was largely intluenced bY il In the years leading up to the fust World

Wa" many looked for convenient explanations of social problems. Hereditarianism offered

something for everybody, and the rapidity which the idea of hereditary feeble-mindedness

took hold reveals a great deal about the anxieties suffered by these middle class observers

during the Edwardian period. Few seemed to take the lime to question the objectivity of the

scientific process itself, or heed the warnings 50 propheti(:ally raised by Dr. George Savage:

349 See '''The Decision to Institutionalize for Families with Fxceptional Children", Journal of Family History. [Winter 1981],
pp.397-409.

djw 107



350

djw

Our special experience must make us alive ta the
danger of taking facts and feelings for constant
realities. Statistics we must have, but their value
depends chiefly on the collectcrs...Let us be
collectors and recorders, but at the same time
let us recognise that what seems ta us ta be fixed
and established Ioday may in the future prove ta
have been only partially true.3S0

Dr. H Savage, Journal of Mental Science, voL Iix, (JaIL 1913], p.16.
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