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‘Human dregs at the bottom of our national vats’
-

eugenics and the birth and raising of the Mental Deficiency Act 

`In grimmer terms still . . . in terms of certified imbecility, rural Wales supplied five of the first eight counties.’

This study was originally inspired by this brief un-referenced observation in Morgan’s Rebirth of a Nation. In the latter half of the nineteenth century, the rural Welsh counties had statistically the poorest health in Britain. Six out of the ten counties with a high incidence of deaf-mutism were in Wales. A question in the 1881 census revealed that Anglesey, Cardiganshire, Carmarthenshire, Merionethshire and Pembrokeshire were amongst the eight counties in England and Wales with the highest per capita incidence of mental deficiency.
   There is, however, no research on this striking statistic. Apart from medical texts, the broader historiography of mental deficiency is largely confined to studies on eugenics or incidentally within studies of lunacy provision. There are a number of unpublished theses on specific institutions or local authorities - Daniel [Leeds, 1998, on special education in Leeds], Scott [Open University, 1996, on defective children in Northamptonshire], Stevens [Essex, 1999, on the Royal Eastern Counties Institution], Wright [Oxford, 1993, on the Earlswood Institution]. Two unpublished theses are particularly enlightening: Barrett [Lancaster, 1987] gives a useful account of the management of idiocy 1846-1918 in England, focussing on the Royal Albert Institution in Lancaster; and Watson [Lancaster, 1988] studies the psychiatric and penal management of recidivism in moral imbeciles. Published work specifically on the history of mental deficiency currently comprises two doctoral theses: an account by Mark Jackson of the Sandlebridge Institution in Cheshire, which serves as a helpful analysis of Edwardian provision and of the early career of Mary Dendy who was to become a Commissioner of the Board of Control,
 and Mathew Thomson’s depiction of the Mental Deficiency Act as an administrative solution to the Poor Law and as a self-contained entity.
 Both historians have contributed essays to the collection edited by Wright and Digby.

Terminology is a sensitive issue in this field, but there is little doubt that there is a general distinction made after the 1886 Idiots Act
 between perinatal mental deficiency and later-onset mental illness. By the 1920s the definition was extended further to include later-onset cerebral trauma resulting in mental deficiency. Many of the terms used at the time -alienist, amentia, idiot, imbecile, cretin, moron, dullard, backward, defective - are no longer considered acceptable, but are necessarily echoed in this study in order to accurately reflect medical and cultural attitudes, and in some instances to clarify the legal status of the defective.

There is inevitably an overlap between provision for insanity and idiocy. The county lunatic asylums built in response to a series of legislation from 1845
 had quickly been filled beyond capacity by enfeebled and chronic patients rather than the curable insane. Many of these had congenital mental disabilities and populated the “dirty wards”. There was consequently a move to provide separate and perhaps more basic institutional facilities for this class of patient, with several institutions in England pre-empting the 1886 legislation. Yet the Idiots Act was not a mandate to the counties to address this pressing need, merely a suggestion that where a need was acknowledged it might be deemed appropriate to provide care apart from the asylum, gaol and workhouse. It was prompted by the Report of the Charity Organisation Committee in 1877.
 The Committee, which included such medically eminent figures as John Langdon Down and William W. Ireland, discussed many aspects of the manifestations and management of mental disabilities over a series of sixteen weekly meetings and visited various institutions.  They resolved:

That the legislative provisions required for Idiots, Imbeciles, and Harmless Lunatics should be consolidated in a single Act distinct from those applicable to Dangerous Lunatics.

Although somewhat equivocal in its conclusions beyond this recommendation, the Committee did commission an estimate of the numbers of idiots and imbeciles by region based on population. This resulted in a total of 17,749 for England and Wales, of which 1226 were in Wales with Monmouthshire.

Given the desultory response to the permissive 1808 Asylums Act
 it is surprising that the appeal to the conscience of the authorities represented by the Idiots Act was thought to be of any value. Unheralded, ignored and destined to be repealed a quarter of a century later, it remains a perplexing example of Victorian legislation, both by its nature and uncharacteristic brevity. At a time when bureaucracy was intrinsic to statutory instruments, the vagaries of this permissive little Act can be explained only by reason of well-intentioned naivety or connivance. It achieved nothing beyond confusion for those few institutions already providing care for the mentally deficient whose managers were unsure whether they still qualified under the new Act.
 It has to be questioned why the management of mental deficiency was considered to be a great enough problem to require legislation, yet not so great that it be made mandatory.

The fear of degeneracy and the need to improve society was a dominant theme in Europe at this time. It must be remembered that while England was the home of the forefathers of eugenics, the Darwins and their cousin Francis Galton,
 there was ever a tendency to view the cultural movements of continental Europe with some reserve. The 1886 Idiots Act was, perhaps, a late example of paternalism but was at least benevolent in tone, as were the subsequent education acts applicable to the mentally unfit.
   It is not easy, then, to adequately explain the apparent volte face of the Mental Deficiency Act
.  Something must have occurred between 1886 and 1913 to explain the chasm between the benevolence of the Idiots Act and the repressive tone and intent of its successor.

 It is argued that the brief and surprising Idiots Act was designed to be unworkable and therefore prepared the way for mandatory segregation. Many of the early “experts” in the field of mental deficiency, such as Ruth Darwin and Albert Tredgold, later emerged as eugenicists. The 1913 Act is typically viewed as the most overtly eugenic legislation of the period in Britain. Far from providing welfare as did the earlier lunacy and special education laws, its perceived intention was to remove from society the less able imbeciles and idiots and prevent them from breeding and polluting the nation’s genetic pool.

Perhaps, though, this view of the Act as coercive is taken only with the myopic hindsight of a post-fascism generation. Certainly Mathew Thomson argues against the view of the Act as eugenic in its intention, and suggests that 

Rather than imposing our own judgements to portray mental deficiency policy as a sign of undemocratic tendencies in early twentieth century social policy, I have suggested that we should view it in its own context.
 

It is not disputed that the administration of the Act is worthy of analysis, and indeed the second chapter of this study is devoted to the administration and acceptance of responsibilities under the Act of the various local authorities in Wales. However, this does not alter the fact that the legislation and its subsequent usage are indicative of the existing socio-cultural milieu, and it would be unwise to adopt a blinkered view; Thomson’s insistence of `its own context’ must include acknowledgement of its influences. Analyses of the Act and the attitude of the Board of Control indicate a firm resolve to remove the mentally defective from society. Bolstered by the paternalism of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, there has long been an assumption that Britain chose not to embrace eugenics as passionately as Germany, Scandinavia and some American states. This assumption is refuted. Dan Stone concurs with this re-evaluation that class and race eugenics were so innate to British society that it was taken for granted, and that the prevailing view of British eugenics as only ‘mildly threatening but basically embarrassing needs to be adjusted so that its full sinister implications can be seen’
 The culture and politics in Britain in the 1920s and 1930s were conducive to segregation and sterilization. However, economic conditions and the devolution of responsibility from state to local authority delayed concerted practical efforts until the Second World War, by which time eugenics had inherited a more sinister legacy. A comparison - with England or the English/Welsh borders perhaps - would be more conclusive, but undoubtedly the experience in Wales turns Thomson’s thesis about and it will be argued in later chapters that the 1913 Act was pulled from the brink of eugenic realization only by the procrastination of the local authorities
.

The blueprint for the 1913 Act is to be found in the recommendations of a commission nearly a decade earlier. The government had resisted calls for a further enumeration of idiots and imbeciles in the 1901 General Census.  It was thought that `some difficulty seem[ed] to have been felt on the last occasion in distinguishing between lunatics and imbeciles and they were therefore lumped together.’
 The General Register Office concurred that `the distinction, you will observe, was based solely on the statement of the occupier and not on any sort of scientific definition’
 and the matter of a specific question on the 1901 Census was dropped. However, there remained concern. The Commissioners in Lunacy were approached with a view to instructing asylums and other institutions to distinguish between lunatic and imbecile inmates in their returns. The Commissioners felt that such an instruction would `be rather mischievous than useful’
 but revealed that there was to be an inquiry. A Commission was ordered to discover the existing methods of dealing with defectives and the extent of the problem. It was impossible to do so for the entire British Isles, but fifteen areas were chosen, including Carmarthenshire and Carnarvonshire [sic] in Wales. They visited all public elementary schools, poor law institutions, charitable establishments, training houses, reformatories, common lodging houses, prisons, idiot asylums, hospitals and `any other establishment likely to harbour the mentally abnormal’.

 The 1904 Report of the Royal Commission for the Care and Control of the Feebleminded produced far higher numbers of “aments” than the aforementioned Charity Organisation Committee. It suggested a total of 138,529 for England and Wales. This included the feeble-minded, but even with these deducted the total for idiots and imbeciles was 33,750 or almost double that for 1877. In a more complex analysis allowing for regional variation, the two Welsh regions selected conformed with the British mean of three to four aments per thousand population, but the classification of these mental defectives showed that Carmarthenshire had fourteen idiots per one hundred “aments”, a far higher ratio than any of the other regions examined where the average was six per hundred, whereas Carnarvonshire showed the greatest number of feeble-minded adults.
 Furthermore, Tredgold stated that 

`in Carnarvon, Dr. Parry found that half the inmates of the maternity

 wards were mentally defective, nearly all the children being illegitimate.’
 

This finding is supported by the records for the maternity wards for the Valley workhouse on Anglesey, in which several mothers appear on the register with disturbing frequency, the newborns in many cases dead or dying within a few days of birth.
 Tredgold suggested that a higher incidence of the more severe degrees of mental deficiency was to be found in agricultural areas. There are a number of possible causes for this. Two forms of cretinism had been described by Edouard Seguin:

Endemic idiocy is interwoven with alpine or lowland cretinism...Alpine cretinism is due to locality and to intermarriage, and it is never isolated: it affects the skin with a bistre or maroon colour. Its action does cease after having produced idiocy, for if its victim be put in a locality where cretinism will aggravate, idiocy will do the same; and if placed in circumstances of climate, of hygiene, of exercise, where cretinism may improve, idiocy will also improve...The lowland cretinism of Belgium, of Virginia, etc., with its discrete goitre, its grey and dirty straw-coloured skin, bears the same relation to idiocy and imbecility as the more extensive alpine variety.

The causative factor of thyroid deficiency, and high iodine and radioactivity levels are now understood, of course; nevertheless there are areas, Anglesey for example, in which excessive incidence of hypothyroidism remains endemic.
  Rural isolation due to geographical features - mountains, lakes, inland seas, peninsularity - enforced intermarriage with a greater degree of consanguinity than elsewhere, exacerbating hereditary defects. Another factor may be the changing demographic patterns brought about by industrial development. Within Wales, as the coalfields to the south and to a lesser extent northeast of the Principality attracted and absorbed the fit and able workers, traditional communities changed also. The feebleminded who had been left behind in the rural counties were no longer seen as a communal responsibility. As the more able and ambitious moved away the societal ties that had traditionally protected the more vulnerable unravelled. The more isolated communities found their genetic pool parched, again contributing to the increase of hereditary disorders. Regardless of the legal definition of mental deficiency, it was the social impact that gave impetus to the push to provide care. However, this same depopulation of the less industrialised regions made provision of an institution too heavy a levy on the public purse to contemplate.

The recommendations of the 1904 Royal Committee stated:

That persons who cannot take a part in the struggle of life owing to mental defect...should be afforded by the State such special protection as may be suited to their needs...

That the protection of the mentally defective, whatever form it takes, should be continued as long as is necessary for his good. This is desirable, not only in his interest, but also in the interest of the community. It follows that the State should have authority to segregate and detain mentally defective persons...

...also that feeble-minded persons, moral imbeciles, and such inebriates, epileptics, and blind or deaf and dumb persons, as are mentally defective, and of any age, may be admitted to suitable institutions in the same way.

It seems impossible to dispute this evidence of eugenic intent, even as early as 1904 when the influence of Francis Galton on positive eugenics - encouraging the potential of the more adept, rather than limiting that of the less able - was still strong. As will be seen, by the 1920s the attitude was far less tolerant. There is considerable evidence that the government seriously considered sterilization as a means of controlling the growing idiot population.

The 1913 Mental Deficiency Act imposed a statutory obligation on local authorities to ascertain the numbers of mentally deficient within their county, and to provide institutional care for those that required it within the definitions of the Act. However, institutional care was required only for certain categories of idiots and imbeciles, and there was concern that the more mentally and physically able, particularly the “moral imbeciles” were not subject to segregation under the Act and would breed more mental defectives.

Articles were produced by The Eugenics Society and the Medico-Legal Society and were refuted or supported by a variety of “experts”. Draft Sterilisation Bills were produced, questions were asked in the Commons, and delegates from local authorities visited both the Board of Control and the Home Office. Segregation, even where provided, was not the solution. The issue seemed to be encapsulated in the rhetorical enquiry of Lord Riddell: 

`Can the community afford to spend so much on a section of the population obviously of the worst type? Are you going to penalise the fit for the unfit?’

Riddell presented his paper to the Medico-Legal Society on April 25th 1929 at the height of the sterilisation debate.    [Continue with Riddell paper]     

However, the broader question of a degenerative society had emerged some half a century earlier. Britain had escaped the revolutions of Europe of the nineteenth century, enjoying the spoils of her own industrial and territorial successes, but some feared that the cost to society was too high. Improved public health and medicine reduced mass morbidity rates from poverty and contamination. The Malthusian scythe was blunted, resulting in the survival of the less fit. New evils of insidious mental and moral disorders emerged to couple with urbanisation and a less God fearing society. There seemed to be an inescapable correlation between progression and degeneration. Contemporaneous fiction serves as a barometer for the ideas of the period.  Charles Dickens’ Bleak House juxtaposes the idea of inheritance of property and an unspecified disease that eventually kills most of the protagonists.
 Stevenson’s Dr.Jekyll and Mr.Hyde [1886]
 clearly reflects Darwinian notions of the beast within. Stoker’s Dracula [1887]
 explores degeneracy, pathology, mesmerism and psychoanalysis and refers to thyroid deficiency goitre. It is interesting to note that the Dr. Seward of Stoker’s tale had a real-life counterpart; he was the medical superintendent of Colney Hatch Lunatic Asylum. Wilde’s The Picture of Dorian Gray [1890]
 has parallels with Francis Galton’s efforts at composite photography, illustrating how deviant traits would leave physiognomic signs. In Wales however, no equivalent fiction is to be found, perhaps reflecting the spirit of positive self-regard of the time; only in Elizabeth Gaskell's mid-Victorian short story "The Well of Penmorfa" is there any mention of idiocy in the Principality.
 The tale, companion to "The Doom of the Griffiths'" includes a deformed bed-ridden child, a young woman whose life is ruined when a crippling fall makes her unfit to be a farmer's wife, and her adoption of a "half-witted woman", Mary Williams:

Mary is in Tre-Madoc workhouse. They treat her pretty kindly, and, in general, she is good and tractable. Occasionally, the old paroxysms come on; and, for a time, she is unmanageable. But some one thought of speaking to her about Nest. She stood arrested at the name; and, since then, it is astonishing to see what efforts she makes to curb her insanity; and when the dread time is past, she creeps up to the matron, and says, 'Mary has tried to be good. Will God let her go to Nest now?'

 Apart from this, there appears to be no other reference to mental deficiency in Anglo-  Welsh literature of the period. Caradoc Evans of course wrote many vitriolic short stories revealing his view of rural West Wales as a hotbed of hypocrisy, yet did not specifically write on mental deficiency.

In a fortuitous development of kinematography, many of these works found a wider audience and visual realisation in the 1920s and 1930s. Dracula [Universal, director Tod Browning, 1931] starring Bela Lugosi had previously been filmed silently as Nosferatu in Germany
; Dr Jeckyll and Mr Hyde appeared in 1921 and 1931
; Frankenstein famously starred Boris Karloff as the Monster in 1931
 The most unpleasant and sensationalist film of the period, subsequently banned in Britain for thirty years, was Tod Browning’s Freaks, which “starred” a cast of American side-show oddities, including three microcephalic
 women, who take apt revenge on the trapeze-artist whose morals are more monstrous than their deformities. Browning justifies his subject in a saccharine textual prologue:

The revulsion with which we view the malformed and the mutilated is the result of long conditioning...


Never again will such a story be filmed, as modern science and teratology is rapidly eliminating such blunders of nature from the world.

With humility for the many injustices done to such people (they have no power to control their lot) we present the most startling horror story of the ABNORMAL and THE UNWANTED.

  Returning to the theme of Victorian gothic literature, perhaps the clearest expression of the fear of the growth of two subspecies of human life is to be found in H.G.Wells’ The Time Machine [1894]
 in which two races evolve - the frail but beautiful Eloi and the baser but cunning Morlocks - which echoes Henry Maudsley’s caveat on the dangers of positive eugenics without simultaneous culling or curbing of the unfit. Britain may have lacked experts in the field of degeneration theory such as Bertillon
 and Lombroso
, but Dr Henry Maudsley added a professional respectability to the British fear of degeneracy. Maudsley was the medical superintendent of Manchester Lunatic Asylum and then moved to the South London institution that still bears his name. His work on Body and Mind [1870] was a persuasive and highly influential appeal for use of the physiological approach in the analysis of mental function and gave impetus to the reductionist model that eventually came to dominate psychiatry in the first half of the twentieth century. Nevertheless, for all its prescience, it still ratified the notion that Man was a superior life form and that any individuals who detracted from that superiority, particularly with regard to intelligence, were not human but a subspecies. With this notion, the parameters of care and duty to the mentally defective were confined to consideration of the greater good. With such guidance from the alienist experts it is little wonder that eugenics policies found support amongst the politicians and public.

Britain lacked an enduring or defined social theory of degeneration, and early eugenic efforts were always aimed at improvement and encouragement rather than restriction. However, as early as 1906 there were voices seeking a disturbingly clinical approach: 

Long lulled in laissez-faire, the British Public is now awakening to the consciousness that its constitution is not just what it ought to be, and that something must be done...Pick-me-ups will no longer avail; a systematic course of treatment is required.
 

Galton’s eugenics had been a positive aesthetic and intellectual movement, but by the 1920s it was undoubtedly a darker, more brutal drive for the suppression of the dysgenic elements of society. No longer was it a matter of education and reform. Segregation under the Mental Deficiency Act was a toothless saw, ineffective for pruning the wilder offshoots. It controlled only those whose very disability already limited their potential to breed. Moral imbeciles were seen as the greatest threat, particularly the female feebleminded. Tredgold explored the correlation between venereal disease the failure to control such girls, concerned at the risk posed to men taking advantage of the promiscuity of moral imbeciles who would actively seek dangerous sexual liaisons. Male moral imbeciles were, it seemed, fewer in number and less dangerous, if only on the assumption that it was the man who initiated intimate contact and a feebleminded man was unlikely to do so with success.


Demands became more overt. Despite the caution of churchmen that some experts were `far too ready to impose what they call Restrictive Eugenics on certain classes’
 the general mood was becoming less tolerant, less disposed to improvement and training and more towards imposing restrictions. An education conference in 1922 opened with the recommendation that mentally defective children be removed from elementary schools - `it is unfair to the teacher, to the child itself, and to the children with whom it has to associate’
 - and gained support for the expulsion of `a drag and an incubus’.
 In the same month a Labour Party Public Health Advisory Committee deplored the proposals of the Education Authorities in London to close Special Schools. They resolved that attempts to educate mentally defective children in mainstream schools `are a waste of educational effort and cause serious interference with the progress of normal children’. In more general terms, their report observed that `in areas where the existing powers of the Mental Deficiency Act are not being adequately used, it is possible that the numbers of defective persons are increasing’.
   Other authors were adamant that nature had gone awry:

“Civilisation” has done away with traditional culling of the unfit - the “savage” simply cannot afford to be a fool or to breed fools; the fool-killing agencies in his life are much too potent.

The inevitable consequence of continuing with a liberal society was self-destruction. In a move away from earlier theories that hereditary afflictions were self-limiting and would die out within several generations the same authors stated bluntly that

Weaklings, wasters, fools, criminal, lunatics are not a blessing to any society. If their number increases to more than a minute percentage of the whole, they not only impose an intolerable burden on the saner and sound elements of the society, but endanger the survival of the whole.

Perhaps ascertainment had resulted in a false reflection of the need, but the possibility of an increase in numbers was emerging as a political issue. A further Royal Commission on the feeble-minded was mooted, but parliamentary time was running out. Neville Chamberlain, the Minister for Health, was approached on the matter by several prominent eugenicists. However, while he admitted to Lady Askwith that he did not dissent from the view that a further enquiry was desirable, it was `too late in the life of the present parliament’.
 The change to a Labour government in 1929 meant that no Commission on sterilisation was ordered. Nevertheless, the question was considered, even if no conclusion was reached. The House of Commons Question and Answers sessions in 1928 featured two queries from MPs - Robert Thomas of Anglesey and Erskine of St. Georges - in the space of three months. The question of sterilisation was raised again in 1930 (Mander, Wolverhampton E., Labour), but the Minister of Health deferred any inquiry.

 In this political climate Leonard Darwin - President of the Eugenics Society and grandson of Charles - drafted his Sterilization Bill. He explained to his niece,  Ruth Darwin

It will come up for the first time for discussion on Wednesday February 9th and it is quite on the cards that they will turn it down altogether. Part III I know will be opposed although it is my opinion it is only in some such way that racial decay can be prevented.

Part III was concerned with pauperism and crime. Darwin sought a restricted welfare system for itinerant paupers frequently claimed public assistance of any sort. He stated that those men who had claimed public assistance frequently would be denied further outdoor relief, unless he was married with no more than two children or `it is reasonably believed that he is incapable of further procreation, whether as a result of sterilization or otherwise’.
  The drafting of the Bill was the subject of debate amongst the members of the Eugenics Society. Darwin himself was not against the marriage of two defectives; 

`if there is no chance of fertility, marriage in such cases may be highly advantageous, especially if both parties are somewhat below normal.’
 

Darwin discussed the wording of the Bill with Sir Frederick Willis, Chairman of the Board of Control, and met privately with him. He also provided notes which explained that his object was to `make illegal all the objectionable uses of sterilization in order that its use, whenever legal, might be freely recommended’ - but Willis pencilled in `but it is not now legal to sterilize anyone merely in order to prevent procreation’.
 Willis even drafted a Sterilization Bill for the Society, although he cautioned Darwin that 

`should you care to use this draft, I should prefer it that it should not be known that I have had anything to do with it; it does not, necessarily, represent my views.’
 

Willis’s draft was a shorter and more precise document, with Darwin’s grandiloquence and Part III omitted. Darwin accepted the revision, but the Bill did not proceed.  In 1929 Darwin wrote to Sir Hubert Bond at the Board of Control seeking an authoritative overview of law and practice concerning the mentally defective. The Eugenics Society were concerned with `the defective individual and the family often sorely handicapped by the irresponsible conduct of a member who cannot be certified and yet causes a devastating amount of loss and worry’. He was referred to the Board’s lawyer, W.H. Gattie, but did not pursue the matter further.

Bernard Mallet succeeded Darwin as the President of the Eugenics Society. He drafted a further Bill, a more concise version of Willis’s [see appendices] and sent it to Brock, chairman of the Board of Control with the comments

The sub-committee feels that clause one is the most comprehensive and also the most debatable clause. It has been inserted provisionally because the sub committee has been influenced by the findings of the Mental Deficiency Committee that the group of high-grade defectives who are most likely to be dealt with by guardianship and supervision and to whom clause two will therefore be most applicable, spring from the so-called “social problem” group. This group is estimated as comprising a tenth of the total population of the country, and from it are recruited the bulk of low grade persons in the community whose excessive fertility is highly dysgenic.

This unsolicited approach, despite its familiar and accepted echoes of Booth’s “submerged tenth”, was dismissed with a rebuke by Brock that Mallett should not expect him to ‘succumb to the temptation of expressing any opinion’.
 Undaunted, a month later Mallett invited Brock to attend the Eugenics Society summer dinner with `an open mind’. Surprisingly, Brock accepted quickly:

I hope I am still sufficiently unbiased not to hold your Society responsible for the preposterous claims made by some of the advocates of sterilization. Even if I were not much interested in the question, I should be tempted to come to show my appreciation of your novel and merciful method of propaganda.

Unfortunately there is no record of how Brock reacted to the after-dinner speech. 

Apart from a deputation to the Ministry of Health by a group of county councillors in 1932, the question of sterilisation of the mentally deficient faded away; possibly there were more pressing concerns. Nevertheless, the comments of Edward Cemlyn-Jones, the representative for Anglesey, were sentient: the numbers of mental defectives had doubled in the past twenty-one years.
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