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Abstract

A cen tral plank in Na zism, com mu nism, and
other to tal i tar i an ism move ments was eu gen ics.
Eu gen ics, the sci ence of im prov ing the hu man
race by sci en tific con trol of breed ing, was viewed
by a large per cent age of all life sci en tists, pro fes -
sors, and so cial re form ers for over a cen tury as an
im por tant, if not a ma jor means to ward pro duc ing

par a dise on Earth. The founder of this new sci -
ence was Sir Fran cis Galton, a cousin and close
 associate of Charles Dar win. Galton’s work was
cru cial in pro vid ing the foun da tion for a move -
ment that cul mi nated in the loss of many mil lions
of lives, and un told suffering for hundreds of
millions of people.

Introduction

The now-in fa mous eu gen ics move ment grew from the
core con cepts of bi o log i cal evo lu tion—pri mar ily those
ideas ex pounded by Charles Dar win (Gould, 1996; Him -
melfarb, 1959; Shan non, 1920; Haller, 1971; Barzum,
1958). Eu gen ics took a firm hold in most west ern Eu -
ro pean na tions and the United States, where it
was trans lated into so cial pol icy and still ex ists
in a form of ten called sociobiology (Sahlins,
1977). It has been well doc u mented that
“Eu gen ics was the le git i mate off spring of
Dar win ian evo lu tion, a nat u ral and
doubt less in ev i ta ble out growth of cur -
rents of thought that de vel oped from
the pub li ca tion in 1859 of Charles Dar -
win’s The Or i gin of Spe cies” (Haller,
1984, p. 3). An ex am ple of the rac ism
that Dar win pro duced is il lus trated in
the following quote from a widely used
zoology text in the 1920s: 

The gulf be tween the most
highly civ i lized and ca pa ble races of
Eu ro pe ans and the de graded brute-
like Af ri can pyg mies is so vast that some
au thor i ties are im pelled to con clude
that they be long to dis tinct spe cies, or
at least to sub spe cies (Newman, 1925,
p. 403).

This tragic ap pli ca tion, which some would say is a mis -
ap pli ca tion, even tu ally con trib uted to the Nazi Ho lo caust
and many other de struc tive so cial move ments (Proc tor,
1988). The first step that re sulted in Galton’s life long eu -

genic cru sade was his ac cep tance of macroevolution.
Larson points out that Galton ac cepted Dar win ism for sev -
eral rea sons, not the least of which he ex pressed in a let ter
to Darwin saying that it:

“drove away the con straint of my old su per sti tion”
and al lowed the ac cep tance of a purely sec u lar

faith in prog ress. Tra di tional spir i tual be liefs in 
a fallen cre ation and hu man re demp tion

through di vine grace gave way to a ma te ri -
al is tic view of hu man ity ris ing through
evo lu tion ary de vel op ment (Larson,
1995, pp. 18–19). 

Pearson claimed that Galton was
loyal to Dar win “with a loy alty far rarer” 
then to day (1914, p. vii).

Galton was the nephew of Eras mus
Dar win, and thus the youn ger cousin to 
Charles Dar win. Galton was in de pend -
ently wealthy and held no sci en tific or

teach ing post. Best known for his work as
the founder of eu gen ics, he ar gued that it

was largely ge net ics (“na ture”) that de ter -
mined our in tel lect. Thus, our des tiny was

fixed at con cep tion and, in the be lief that cer -
tain peo ple were su pe rior, he strongly ad vo -
cated con trolled breed ing to main tain the
fin est ruling classes (Taylor, 2001).

Un der stand ing why the eu gen ics move ment grew so
rap idly and to be so large re quires a knowl edge of how evo -
lu tion was viewed in Amer ica and Eu rope dur ing the late
1800s and early 1900s. Many sci en tists had ap plied Dar -
win ian anal y sis to var i ous hu man “ra cial” groups, and had
con cluded that some “races” had evolved fur ther than oth -
ers. They then rea soned that the pres ence of cer tain ra cial
groups in the United States and  Europe con sti tuted a
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threat to “the long-run bi o log i cal qual ity of the na tion.”
Con se quently, it was con cluded that “se lec tive breed ing
was a nec es sary step in solv ing many ma jor so cial prob -
lems” (Haller, 1984, p. x). We to day are keenly aware of
the tragic re sults of this be lief. Most peo ple are hor ri fied by 
such state ments when voiced by mod ern-day white su -
prem a cists and rac ist groups such as the Arian Na tion or
Ku Klux Klan. Many of the ex trem ist groups to day of ten
quote from, and also re print and dis trib ute extensively, the
scientific and eugenic literature of this time. 

Al though the eu gen ics move ment dates back to the
orig i nal work of Dar win, sev eral dis cov er ies around 1880
caused it to be come some what sci en tif i cally re spect able.
Af ter a ba sic un der stand ing of the mech a nism of he red ity,
and the re dis cov ery of Men de lian ge net ics which oc -
curred soon af ter the turn of the twen ti eth cen tury, more
sci en tists than ever be fore be came con vinced that they had 
un locked the se cret of he red ity, and thus the key to evo lu -
tion (Cravens, 1978, pp. 39–47). These dis cov er ies opened 
up a whole new un der stand ing about hu man kind’s place
in na ture, and the key to a method that many felt of fered
ma jor po ten tial for so ci etal im prove ment. Just as the vari a -
tions in an i mal spe cies made them more or less fit for evo -
lu tion ary sur vival, so too it was ar gued that the vari a tions
within cer tain hu man ra cial groups made them more or
less fit, depending on the environment (Haller, 1984, pp.
x–xi).

The Founder of Eugenics, Darwin’s Cousin
Francis Galton

In the late 1850s when Fran cis Galton was in his late 30’s,
he be gan his life long quest to quan tify hu man traits which
he grouped into “races,” so that he could de velop ways of
ge net i cally im prov ing the hu man race. Strongly in flu -
enced by his older sec ond cousin Charles Dar win, Galton
con cluded that the key to hu man prog ress was the di rect
ap pli ca tion of Dar win ism to so ci ety, re in forced by law and
na tional pro grams (Gallagher, 1999). So im por tant was
the eu genic doc trine that within six years of the pub li ca -
tion of The Or i gin of Spe cies “Galton had ar rived at the
doc trine that he was to preach for the re main der of his life
... this be came for him a new ethic and a new re li gion”
(Haller, 1984, p. 10). Once he got his “new re li gion” he set 
out to find convincing evidence for it:

The wealth that he in her ited from his fa ther at the 
age of twenty-two al lowed him to broaden his fa mil -
iar ity with var i ous ra cial types through ex ten sive
world trav els that in cluded ex plo ra tions of parts of Af -
rica un known to Eu ro pe ans, and then to set tle into
the life of a Vic to rian gen tle man sci en tist in Lon don. 
Galton brought back from his trav els a firm con vic -
tion that there was a nat u ral hi er ar chy of the hu man

races that placed An glo-Sax ons above all oth ers. His
cousin’s mas ter piece On the Or i gin of Spe cies... stim -
u lated Galton to in ves ti gate how the hu man spe cies
had de vel oped through vari a tion, se lec tion, and in -
her i tance, which were the driving forces of
Darwinian evolution (Larson, 1995, p. 18).

In 1865, Galton first pub lished his eu genic ideas in a
two-part se ries of ar ti cles for Macmillan’s Mag a zine,
which he even tu ally ex panded into a book ti tled He red i -
tary Ge nius (1865). His ar ti cle fo cused on the source of
nat u ral abil i ties such as in tel lect, per son al ity de po si tion,
and even moral qual i ties, es pe cially those that en abled
one to be come an ef fec tive leader. He also re searched the
skills needed to achieve in the arts, sci ences, lit er a ture and
in pos i tive hu man en deav ors in gen eral. Galton openly
stated that his goal was 

to pro duce a highly gifted race of men by ju di cious
mar riages dur ing sev eral con sec u tive gen er a tions.
Con se quently ... to ob tain by care ful se lec tion a per -
ma nent breed of dogs or horses gifted with pe cu liar
pow ers of run ning, or of do ing any thing else, so it
would be quite prac ti ca ble to pro duce a highly-gifted 
race of men by ju di cious mar riages dur ing sev eral
con sec u tive generations (Galton, 1869, p. 1).

He pro posed in his 1865 Macmillan’s ar ti cle that the
state spon sor com pet i tive “ex am i na tions” to find the “best” 
hu mans, and that the male win ners marry the fe male
winners. 

Galton later even went so far as to sug gest that the state
rank peo ple ac cord ing to evo lu tion ary su pe ri or ity, and
then use mon e tary re wards to en cour age those who ranked 
high to have more chil dren. Those ranked to ward the bot -
tom would be seg re gated into mon as ter ies and con vents in
or der to pre vent them from prop a gat ing more of their kind
(Kevles, 1985, p. 4). Galton knew that for his goals to be
suc cess ful, he needed to avoid what the com mon peo ple
would re gard as ex treme state ments. One rea son Galton
was con ser va tive in his com ments was be cause he re al ized, 
as did Dar win, that rad i cal claims would insure that their
eugenic cause would fail:

Shaw’s later pros e ly tiz ing of the eu genic cause
was not to be looked upon by Galton with much fa -
vour: he was too ex treme and de lib er ately pro voc a -
tive, while Galton was preach ing cau tion to elicit
pub lic ac cep tance (For rest, 1974, p. 258).

For his book, Galton re lied on a meth od ol ogy to study
ge nius that has been used by many oth ers since (see Goer -
tzel and Goertzel, 1962). The source of his sam ple pop u la -
tion, which spanned two cen tu ries, was the
bib lio graph i cal en cy clo pe dia, Dic tio nary of Men of Time
pub lished in 1865. Not un ex pect edly, he found that many
of those in cluded in this mas sive ref er ence work, pre sum -
ably the most dis tin guished states men, sci en tists, paint ers,
and ju rists of his day, were blood rel a tives. Galton con -
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cluded that fam i lies that had em i nent mem bers were far
more likely than oth ers to pro duce off spring of abil ity.
Later re search ers, such as Karl Pearson, con cluded that
fully 90% of one’s in tel li gence was in her ited (Hofstadter,
1955). The most com monly cited es ti mate to day is 70%,
mean ing that a good en vi ron ment could raise the I.Q. of a
child from av er age (I.Q. 100) to as much as 130, which
would qualify the child for gifted programs in most cities.

Galton’s goal was to pro duce a super race to con trol to -
mor row’s world, a dream about which he not only wrote,
but ac tively pro moted for his en tire life. To de scribe his
use of evo lu tion to im prove hu mans, Galton coined the
word eu gen ics (from two Greek words mean ing well born). 
He also in tro duced the terms na ture and nur ture into sci -
en tific dis cus sions, fuel ing the na ture/nur ture de bate that
still rages to day. The term eu gen ics was important because

By giv ing a pop u lar name to the o ries that he had
al ready be gun de vel op ing from the evo lu tion ary
con cepts of his cousin Charles Dar win, Galton
founded a move ment that swept through out Eu rope
and North Amer ica dur ing the en su ing half cen tury
(Larson, 1995, p. 18).

In 1901, he founded the Eu gen ics Ed u ca tion So ci ety
based in the Sta tis tics De part ment at the Uni ver sity Col -
lege of Lon don (Jones, 1980). This or ga ni za tion flour -
ished, later even pro duc ing the jour nal Biometrika, which
was founded and ed ited by Galton (and later Karl Pear -
son). Al though still a lead ing jour nal to day, its ed i tors have
since re jected the ba sic phi los o phy behind its founding. 

 Galton con cluded that not only in tel li gence, but many
other hu man traits, were pri mar ily, if not al most to tally,
the prod uct of he red ity and thus by “na ture”. He also be -
lieved that vir tu ally ev ery hu man trait could be eval u ated
sta tis ti cally, and that hu man be ings could be quan ti ta -
tively com pared via many hun dreds of traits. Galton also
was fully con vinced that the sur vival of the fit test law ap -
plied to hu mans, and that re pro duc tion of the race should
be un der the con trol of those who were most in tel li gent
and re spon si ble (Pearson, 1924). This idea is not sur pris -
ing, in view of the im por tance of so cial class in Brit ain.
The so cial class ethos was that a la borer’s son should not as -
pire to a better sta tion in life. The rea son was not be cause
of a lack of so cial skills or ed u ca tion, but be cause most la -
bor fam i lies were be lieved to be gen er ally ge net i cally in fe -
rior. Greene, af ter not ing that many Brit ish were
in flu enced heavily by the writings of people like Adam
Smith and Thomas Malthus concluded that 

it is no mere co in ci dence that all of the men who ar -
rived at some idea of nat u ral se lec tion the first half of
the nine teenth cen tury—one thinks of Wil liam
Wells, Pat rick Mathew, Charles Lyell, Ed ward
Blyth, Charles Dar win, A.R. Wallace, and Her bert
Spencer—were Brit ish. Here, if any where in the his -
tory of sci ence, we have a strik ing ex am ple of the in -

flu ence of na tional hab its of thoughts on the de vel -
op ment of sci en tific theory .... (1981, p. 49). 

Galton, a child prod igy him self, soon set about look ing
for other su pe rior men to study—by mea sur ing the size of
their heads, bod ies, and brains. He de vised so phis ti cated
mea sur ing equip ment for this pur pose that sup pos edly
quan ti fied not only the brain and in tel li gence, but vir tu -
ally ev ery other hu man trait that could be mea sured with -
out sur gery. He even de signed a whis tle to mea sure the
up per range of hu man hear ing, now called a Galton whis -
tle, a tool that still is stan dard equip ment in a phys i o log i cal
lab o ra tory. His work was usu ally any thing but su per fi cial;
in fact, much of it was ex tremely thor ough. He re lied
heavily upon the em pir i cal method and com plex sta tis ti cal 
tech niques, many of which he de vel oped spe cif i cally for
his eu genic work. In fact, Galton and his coworker, Karl
Pearson, were re garded as the found ers of the mod ern field 
of sta tis tics (to which both made ma jor con tri bu tions).
Their thor ough, de tailed re search was ex tremely con vinc -
ing, es pe cially to ac a de mi cians. Ger man pro fes sors were
among the first to embrace wholeheartedly their
philosophy, as well as the theory of Darwinian evolution.

One can not at trib ute the ac cep tance of eu gen ics to
Brit ish at ti tudes to wards class, be cause Biometrika had far
more sub scrib ers in the United States than in Great Brit -
ain. Eugenist Karl Pearson (1857–1936) at one time even
con sid ered mov ing to the United States, where he thought
peo ple would be more re cep tive to eu genic ideas. The
United States was sep a rated from Eu rope by a large dis -
tance, and one of the most im pel ling goals since the new
con ti nent was set tled was to avoid a re peat of the wars that
tore Eu rope apart for al most 500 years. To avoid con flicts,
vig or ous ef forts were made to en sure that the new so ci ety
was white, An glo-Saxon and, above all, Protestant (Tay lor,
2001). Cath o lics were ex cluded, or at least were
reeducated. Taylor notes:

Nat u rally, if the ar gu ments could be backed by
sci ence then the ap pear ance of big otry would be
avoided. Eu gen ics was thus the per fect an swer and
vig or ously ap plied at im mi gra tion ports such as New
York. The work of Franz Boas pro vided sci en tific
data. Would-be im mi grants were of ten re fused en try
on the ba sis of head mea sure ments or fin ger-tip to
knee-cap dis tance (if too short, the in di vid ual was
clearly in suf fi ciently evolved!) (2001). 

The idea that hu mans could achieve bi o log i cal prog -
ress, and even tu ally breed a su pe rior race, was not seen as
he ret i cal to the Vic to rian mind, nor did it have the hor ren -
dous im pli ca tions or the so ci etal taint of Na zism that it
does to day. Galton saw the fruits of re cent ad vances in
tech nol ogy and the re sults of the In dus trial Rev o lu tion,
which had proved hu mans could achieve mas tery over in -
an i mate na ture (Kevles, 1985, p. 2). Peo ple un der stood
that by care ful se lec tion, farm ers could ob tain better
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breeds of both plants and an i mals, and so it seemed log i cal
that the hu man race could likewise be improved (Jones,
1980). 

Galton’s con clu sion was that, for the sake of the hu man
fu ture, pol lu tion of the pre cious su pe rior gene pool of cer -
tain classes must be stopped by pre vent ing in ter breed ing
with in fe rior stock. The next step was that hu mans must in -
tel li gently di rect their own evo lu tion, rather than leav ing
such a vi tal pro cess to chance alone. Sig nif i cantly, Galton
was not alone in this con clu sion; all of the ma jor sup port -
ers of evo lu tion, in clud ing Charles Dar win, Al fred Rus sel
Wallace (of ten called the co-founder of the mod ern the ory 
of evo lu tion), E. Ray Lan cas ter, and Eras mus Dar win, be -
lieved that “evo lu tion sanc tioned a breeding program for
man” (Haller, 1984, p. 17).

The route to pro duce a race of gifted hu mans was to
con trol the mar riages of peo ple to one an other (Galton,
1869, p. 1). In an ef fort to be tact ful in his dis cus sion of
race breed ing, Galton used terms such as “ju di cious mar -
riages” and “dis cour ag ing breed ing by in fe rior stock.” He
did not see him self as cruel, at least in his writ ings, but be -
lieved that his pro pos als were for the long term good of hu -
man ity. Galton ut terly re jected, and wrote much against,
the Chris tian doc trine of help ing the weak, dis play ing a
tol er a ble at ti tude to ward hu man fra gil i ties, and show ing
char ity to wards the poor. Al though this re sponse may seem 
cold and de tached, it must be viewed in the sci en tific cli -
mate of the time (Kevles, 1985, p. 8). The mind of the eu -
genic’s co-founder, Karl Pearson, has been de scribed as
math e mat i cal and with out feel ing and sym pa thy. Galton
re ceived nu mer ous hon ors for his work, in clud ing not only 
the Dar win and Wallace Med als, but also the Huxley and
Cop ley Med als. He even was knighted by the British
government, and thus became Sir Francis Galton.

Brain Size and Intelligence 

To prove his the ory, Galton first had to show how rad i cally
the races of man kind dif fered from each other. Then he
had to dem on strate that these dif fer ences were in her ited.
Galton was in flu enced con sid er ably by French phy si cian
Paul Broca, who main tained that hu man in tel li gence was
re lated di rectly to brain size. Galton was aware that some
bril liant men had small heads, and that many ig no rant
men had large heads, but he en deav ored to ex plain away
these cases, stress ing that in gen eral the relationship held. 

We know to day that some re la tion ship be tween brain
size and in tel li gence ex ists, but not for the rea son that
Galton sup posed: better di ets and en vi ron men tal con di -
tions pro duced chil dren who were phys i cally larger, and
con se quently had larger brains. Chil dren of the up per
classes also were of ten better ed u cated, and had more lei -

sure time to pur sue in tel lec tual in ter ests. Chil dren reared
in the slums of ten had poorer di ets, and lived in more ad -
verse men tal and phys i cal en vi ron ments. As a re sult they
of ten were of smaller stat ure, and con se quently faced
many other dis ad van tages. As is rec og nized to day, chil dren 
from fam i lies of em i nence are far more likely to have more 
in tel lec tu ally stim u lat ing home en vi ron ments, re ceive
better ed u ca tions, and at tend better schools. They also
have more support, encouragement and motivation to
achieve eminence. 

For this rea son, many cases ex isted that Galton could
use to sup port his the ory. Ob tain ing a high cor re la tion be -
tween brain size and in tel li gence, though, does not prove
cau sa tion, a well-rec og nized sta tis ti cal fal lacy that Galton
ig nored. Al though the ab so lute av er age size of the brain
var ies, it tends to be cor re lated pri mar ily with body size.
Ex cept in cases of dis ease or ab nor mal de vel op ment, gross
brain size has lit tle to do with in tel li gence (or any other ob -
serv able trait), and thus ev i dently is a non-func tional char -
ac ter is tic that fails to af fect sur vival. Some of the most
bril liant men in his tory have had very small brains, while
oth ers with large brains were men tally re tarded, a fact that,
as noted, did not dis suade Galton con cern ing the va lid ity
of his theory (Birdsell, 1972, p. 516; Lorber, 1980). 

Galton even claimed that tal ent was rarely im paired by
so cial dis ad van tage, and he se lected ex am ples of in di vid u -
als that came from hum ble fam i lies who suc ceeded as
“proof” (Kevles, 1985, p. 4). Galton con cluded that be -
cause a few of these chil dren did be come suc cess ful, most
of them could have if they had the in tel li gence, which ob -
vi ously most did not. Nor did Galton ad e quately deal with
the fact that those of high abil ity who rose from pov erty
might have done far better if they had been born in a priv i -
leged fam ily and were given many more advantages.

One “proof” of eu gen ics came from Amer ica, where,
Galton con cluded, the rigid class struc ture that ex isted in
Great Brit ain had been vir tu ally erad i cated. If cul ture
pre vented tal ented peo ple from greater achieve ment,
then the num ber of per sons in the arts and sci ences in
Amer ica cer tainly would far sur pass that of Brit ain. Gal -
ton con cluded that it did not, and there fore if “the hin -
drances to the rise of ge nius were re moved from Eng lish
so ci ety as com pletely as they have been re moved from
that of Amer ica, we should not be come ma te ri ally richer
in highly em i nent men” (Galton, 1869, pp. 40–43). A se -
ri ous prob lem with this gen er al iza tion was the dif fi culty
in judg ing a “first class work of lit er a ture, phi los o phy, or
art.” Galton largely ig nored the fact that Amer ica and Eu -
rope pos sessed dif fer ent art val ues and norms, which
blocked the rise of peo ple born into lower so cial classes.
Many Amer i cans pro duced art that was ap pre ci ated in
the U.S., but not in Brit ain. Not many Brit ish would con -
clude that America had more superior artists, writers, etc.
(Chase, 1980). 
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The Making of Galton

Fran cis Galton’s own up bring ing in many ways be lied his
the ory. He was born in 1822 into an old fam ily that orig i -
nally had earned its wealth by man u fac tur ing guns. Gal -
ton’s fa ther was a banker when he mar ried the daugh ter of
Eras mus Dar win, Charles Dar win’s grand fa ther. His fam -
ily in vested con sid er able time and en ergy in Fran cis’ in tel -
lec tual de vel op ment. Al though Fran cis Galton’s ob vi ous
in born giftedness helped, his sis ter, who was twelve years
his se nior, tu tored Galton so suc cess fully that at two-and-a-
half he mas tered ba sic read ing, at four he could write, and
at eight he mas tered ba sic arith me tic. In con trast to Fran -
cis Galton, his two broth ers did not do very well as adults;
he was the only one in his family who achieved any
measure of public success. 

The Galton fam ily ad mired Eras mus Dar win, and of ten 
ex tolled his em i nence in the field of med i cine and bi ol -
ogy. The fam ily’s re li gious back ground was Quaker, but
Fran cis’ fa ther con verted to the An gli can Church at the in -
sis tence of his wife, Violetta. This later worked to Fran cis’
ad van tage, since he was able to at tend Eng land’s lead ing
uni ver si ties (which at the time still were restricted to
Anglicans).

Al though Galton was a pre co cious child with high in -
tel li gence, he did not do well at school. He was sent to
med i cal col lege at age 16, and did not do well there ei ther
(Pearson, 1914). He was ev i dently bored, un mo ti vated,
and of ten “par tied,” at tend ing most so cial gath er ings and
stay ing to the end. He ev i dently trav eled, as is said to day,
“to find him self.” It was only upon read ing Dar win’s Or i -
gin in 1860 that he found his true vo ca tion, and for the rest
of his life he ap plied all his con sid er able en er gies to ad -
vanc ing eu gen ics. Al though his eu gen ics sci ence was
faulty, how ever his con tri bu tions to sta tis tics, and es pe -
cially to the field of fin ger prints, are sci en tific milestones
for which he should be far better remembered. 

In 1844, when Fran cis was 22, his fa ther died, leav ing
him a large in her i tance. Even with a world wait ing for
him, and the fi nan cial means to ex plore it, his in cli na tion
to do so ev i dently came not from his genes, but from the
in flu ence of those around him. Brood ing, de pressed, and
with out goals, Galton con sulted a phre nol o gist who re -
ported that men of his head type were best suited for ac tiv i -
ties such as col o niz ing and ex plor ing (Kevles, 1985, p. 6).
Be liev ing this ob vi ously er ro ne ous ad vice to be true, in
1850 Galton went off to ex plore a part of the world which
at that time was largely un known to Eu ro pe ans—the fore -
boding land of dark Africa. 

Galton re turned to Eng land with a re newed cu ri os ity
about both the nat u ral world and the rank ing of the races.
He soon was awarded a gold medal by the World Geo -
graph ical So ci ety, and was elected to a Fel low ship in the
Royal So ci ety as a re sult of his achieve ments. This ex pe ri -

ence also led him to lec ture and to write, two tasks at which 
he ex celled. Most of his books went through many edi tions 
during his lifetime.

From this point on, Galton’s ideas about eu gen ics rap -
idly jelled. The knowl edge he had ob tained dur ing his Af -
ri can trav els served to fur ther con firm his be liefs about
in fe rior races, and about how to im prove so ci ety. This con -
clu sion strongly sup ported the writ ings of both his grand fa -
ther and his sec ond cousin, Charles Dar win. Galton was
also highly re warded for his sci en tific con tri bu tions, and
likely felt that his eu gen ics work was an other way that he
could at tain even more hon ors. He con cluded that this
work was more im por tant than that which he had com -
pleted for the var i ous geo graph ical so ci et ies, and more im -
por tant than even his re search that helped the fin ger print
sys tem be come part of the British method of criminal
identification.

Eu gen ics the ory is in ti mately tied to the his tory of evo -
lu tion. Haller (1984, p. ix), the au thor of one of the most
de fin i tive works on the his tory of the eu gen ics move ment,
stated: “Eu gen ics rose out of the Dar win ian the ory of evo -
lu tion and at tempted to ap ply the the ory to man kind... eu -
gen ics... in volved the ap pli ca tion—or mis ap pli ca tion—to
man of the dis cov er ies in ge net ics that were then trans -
form ing sci en tific un der stand ing of liv ing or gan isms and
the ways that evo lu tion op er ated.” In a let ter that he wrote
to Dar win, Galton said: “The ap pear ance of your Or i gin of
Spe cies formed a real cri sis in my life; your book drove
away the con straint of my old su per sti tion as if it had been
a night mare and was the first to give me free dom of
thought” (quoted in Haller 1984, p. 198). Another aspect
of Galton’s motivation was:

Galton, him self an ag nos tic, found in eu gen ics an 
emo tional equiv a lent for re li gion. “An en thu si asm to 
im prove the race is so no ble in its aim” he de clared
“that it might well give rise to the sense of a re li gious
ob li ga tion.” He even ad vo cated that law and cus tom
should be uti lized to sup port eu gen ics for the im -
prove ment of the race. This of course is ex actly what
the Na tion al ist So cial ist Party did not too many years
later in Germany (Haller, 1984, p. 17).

Galton called the method of race anal y sis that he de vel -
oped “sta tis tics by intercomparison.” It later be came a
com mon sys tem of scal ing psy cho log i cal tests. This scale
per mit ted Galton “to make a num ber of gen eral state -
ments about the com par a tive abil i ties of dif fer ent races,
state ments that were well in tune with” and in many ways
were merely re-ex pres sions of, the prej u dices of his day
(Stegler, 1986, p. 272). In ter est ingly, Galton rated the abil -
ity of the an cient Athe nians “very nearly two grades higher
than our own—that is, about as much as our race is above
that of the Af ri can Ne gro” (Galton, 1869, p. 342). How
Galton was able to do this is not en tirely clear, but he likely 
re lied al most to tally upon the writ ings of lit er ate Athe nians 
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about whom we know some thing to day (likely the more
eminent and talented persons of that culture). 

Al though bi ol o gists of the time pro vided much of the
in tel lec tual and em pir i cal sup port for the the ory, the eu -
gen ics move ment was sup ported heavily by the work of
“su per in ten dents of asy lums for the fee ble minded, in sane, 
and al co holic, of prison war dens and prison phy si cians, of
so ci ol o gists and so cial work ers” and those in volved in the
care of per sons with men tal or phys i cal prob lems (Haller,
1984, p. 5). They gen er ally be lieved that so ci ety had a re -
spon si bil ity to care for these per sons, and they also felt that
so ci ety should see to it that such persons did not
contaminate future generations. 

This con clu sion is un der stand able: those who work
with the fee ble minded, the in sti tu tion al ized crim i nals,
ep i lep tics, pau pers, and oth ers found their work in cred i bly 
frus trat ing (Dörner, 1981). It of ten is very dif fi cult to help
peo ple change their ways, ei ther by con ver sa tion or ex hor -
ta tion. Their gen eral fail ure to help these peo ple of ten was
ex plained, not on the ba sis of the in ad e qua cies or in ept -
ness of the help ers (the so cial work ers, in sti tu tions, and
doc tors in volved), but be cause the pa tient’s con di tion pri -
mar ily was the re sult of he red ity, and con se quently there
was lit tle that one could do to help them; the care giver’s fail -
ure was not his or her fault. As sum ing that the pa tients’
con di tions were due to he red ity, the next log i cal step was
to find ways to re strict the prop a ga tion of these peo ple. Nu -
mer ous laws were passed that re quired ster il iza tion of a
wide as sort ment of in di vid u als who, for a va ri ety of rea -
sons, found them selves in some in sti tu tion. Look ing back
now, we can rec og nize clearly the rea sons for the enor -
mous fail ure of many of the so-called treatments, and the
institution system as a whole (Valenstein, 1986; Doerner,
1981). 

Around the year 1900, eu gen ics was fully ac cepted as
valid by the ed u cated classes. As Kevles stated “Galton’s re -
li gion [be came] as much a part of the sec u lar pi eties of the
nine teen-twen ties as the Ein stein craze” (1985, p. 59).
There has now been over 200 books writ ten on Galton and 
his eu gen ics ideas (Blacker, 1952). Books on eu gen ics be -
came best sell ers; Al bert E. Wiggam wrote at least four
pop u lar books on eu gen ics, and sev eral sold very well
(Wiggam, 1922; 1924; 1925; 1927), and the pres ti gious
Dar win ian fam ily name stayed with the eu gen ics move -
ment for years (the pres i dent of the Brit ish Eu gen ics So ci -
ety from 1911 to 1928 was Ma jor Leon ard Dar win,
Charles’ son). The ob ses sional qual ity of Galton’s in ter est
in quan ti fy ing ev ery con ceiv able hu man ac tiv ity was re -
worked by Eliot Slat er, a psy chi a trist, in his Galton lecture
for 1960 (Slater, 1960).

The im pact of the eu gen ics move ment on Amer i can
law was es pe cially pro found. In the 1920s, Con gress
passed nu mer ous laws in tended to re strict the in flux of “in -
fe rior races,” in clud ing those from south ern and east ern

Eu rope, as well as China. These be liefs also were re flected
in ev ery thing from school text books to so cial pol icy. Amer -
i can blacks es pe cially faced the brunt of these laws
(Stanton, 1960). In ter ra cial mar riages were for bid den by
law in most states, and dis cour aged by so cial pres sure in
vir tu ally all states. The eugenicists con cluded that the
Amer i can be lief that ed u ca tion could ben e fit ev ery one
was un sci en tific, and that the con vic tion that so cial re form 
and so cial jus tice could re duce hu man mis ery sub stan -
tially was more than wrong-headed, it was openly
dangerous (Haller, 1984, p. 6).

Ac cord ing to Haller, it was only be tween 1870 and 1900 
that “ed u cated Amer i cans took gi ant strides to ward a fairly
wide ac cep tance of vary ing forms and de grees of rac ism”
(1984, p. 50). The year 1870 is an im por tant date because 

be fore the Civil War the lack of a well-de vel oped rac -
ist phi los o phy in the West ern World and a gen eral
be lief that all men de scended from Adam and Eve
re tarded the growth of race con cepts. Only among
those de fend ing Ne gro slav ery from in creas ingly bit -
ter at tack did spe cific bi o log i cal the o ries of race be -
come at all im por tant. In the post-Civil War pe riod,
how ever, the gen eral back ground of evo lu tion ary
thought and the writ ings of Eu ro pean rac ists pro -
vided a cli mate of opin ion that nur tured race
thinking (Haller, 1984, p. 50–51). 

The con clu sion was “the broad, flat nose, the slanted
pro file of the Ne gro face, and the smaller, av er age skull ca -
pac ity—so it was ar gued—placed the Ne gro closer to the
an thro poids,” (Haller, 1984, p. 52), and since they were in -
fe rior, mis ce ge na tion was con sid ered the “road to ra cial
degeneration.” 

Galton not only spent much time study ing the races in
his ex ten sive trav els, but also read widely in the area of an -
thro pol ogy and was in volved for mally with the Royal An -
thro po log i cal In sti tute. He con cluded that the An glo
Sax ons were far su pe rior to the Ne groes, who in turn were
su pe rior to the Aus tra lian Ab orig i nes (Galton, 1880, p.
17). While Galton him self did not ad vo cate the de lib er ate
ex tinc tion of races, he did state that the sen ti ment against
the ex tinc tion of an in fe rior race was un rea son able, clearly
set ting the stage for later abuses (Galton, 1897, pp. 605–
606).

Many Jew ish think ers touted the same mes sage; rabbi
Henry H. Mayer ex pressed con cern in a ser vice in Kan sas
City, thun der ing, “our blood is be ing adul ter ated by the
in fu sion of blood of in fe rior grade” (quoted in Kevles,
1985, p. 61). Even some Protestant and Cath o lic min is ters
joined the act, sug gest ing that the Bi ble taught eu gen ics
and that we have an ob li ga tion to God to ap ply the “laws”
that eu gen ics had “dis cov ered.” As Kevles noted, many of
those in volved “cast off Bib li cal re li gion and, some with
en thu si asm, oth ers by de fault or in de spair, had em braced
a re li gion of sci ence” (p. 68). And “with the mod ern mir a -
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cles went a mod ern priest hood: the sci en tists—no small
num ber of them ge net i cists. In Amer ica, the eu genic
priest hood in cluded much of the early lead er ship re spon -
si ble for the extension of Mendelism” (Kelves, 1985, p.
69).

An ex am ple of Galton’s anal y sis was his study of “the
very cu ri ous laws of de vi a tion from an av er age.” He em -
ployed data on height, and pro duced a graph us ing a bar
and dot pat tern to in di cate each case. Each dot rep re -
sented the height of one man, with the pat tern show ing a
con cen tra tion in the mid dle, and fewer dots as de vi a tion
from the mid dle oc curred. The same con cept is ex pressed
to day in the nor mal curve the ory. By 1875, Galton de vel -
oped a new way to dis play these data which he called an
ogive, a term he bor rowed from the field of ar chi tec ture.
This dis tri bu tion we now re fer to as an in verse nor mal cu -
mu la tive dis tri bu tion func tion. Galton, be cause his goal
was to show the dis sim i lar ity of races, be gan to ex plore
ways of eval u at ing these dif fer ences. The mid dle (or me -
dium) score he as signed a value of zero (rep re sent ing me -
di oc rity or the me dium), the up per quartile he as signed a
value of one, and the lower quartile he as signed a value of
minus one. This method later developed into the standard
deviation concept.

Cru cial in the de vel op ment of his think ing about the
nor mal curve was a se ries of ex per i ments with sweet peas,
and a tool that later be came known as the quincunx, a flat -
tened hour glass-shaped de vice that al lows small balls to
fall to ward the bot tom in such a way that, as the balls de -
scend, they cas cade through an ar ray of pins. Each shot
strikes a pin at each level, fall ing right or left with equal
prob a bil i ties each time a pin is hit. The balls are then col -
lected in com part ments at the bot tom, pro duc ing a nor -
mal curve. This vivid phys i cal dem on stra tion of the
nor mal curve con cept con vinced many of the cor rect ness
of the eugenic world view (Stigler, 1986).

Conclusions

On oc ca sion, the al le ga tion is made that Dar win ism was
mis used in sup port of eu gen ics, when, in re al ity, nei ther
Dar win or Galton should be faulted for abuses of the the -
ory. The fact is 

Rac ism was only one step away from eu gen ics, a
school of ap plied Dar win ism founded by Fran cis
Galton with the aim of im prov ing the fit ness of the
hu man race by ap ply ing the “the ory of he red ity, of
vari a tions, and the prin ci ple of nat u ral se lec tion.”
From eu gen ics, it was no large leap to geno cide
(Hsü, 1986, p. 11).

Ul ti mately the eu gen ics move ment failed, partly be -
cause of the ex cesses aris ing from it (as in, for ex am ple, Na -
zism). Galton at first en cour aged only the “fit test” men

and women to marry and pro duce chil dren, a pro posal that 
be came known as “pos i tive eu gen ics.” He later sug gested
that the un fit be seg re gated into mon as ter ies and con vents
to pre vent them from re pro duc ing, a pro posal called “neg -
a tive eu gen ics” (Larson, 1995, p. 19). In time Galton’s dis -
ci ples put more and more at ten tion on neg a tive eu gen ics,
partly because it was simpler to apply!

The fact that neg a tive eu gen ics be came a pri mary fo cus
of many later eugenicists ex ac er bated Hit ler’s eu genic pro -
gram, which re sulted in the loss of mil lions of lives and
wide spread vi o la tions of hu man rights. In the words of Har -
vard bi ol o gist Ernst Mayr, “eu gen ics was con ceived by its
found ers as a way of lift ing hu mans to ward greater per fec -
tion. It is sadly ironic that this no ble orig i nal ob jec tive even -
tu ally led to some of the most hei nous crimes man kind has
ever seen” (1988, p. 80). Al though Galton had founded the
eu gen ics move ment, he had not per son ally ful filled his own 
eugenical ob li ga tions; the scion of two prom i nent Eng lish
fam i lies, mar ried to the daugh ter of a third, he never
produced offspring of his own (Taylor, 2001). 
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