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INTRODUCTION: CONTEXT
AND METHODOLOGY

The history of eugenics, long viewed through the prism of Nazi racial
hygiene, has finally reached the level of conceptual maturity neces-
sary for a comparative and multidisciplinary examination. Over the
past decades, eugenics was seen as a biological theory of human
improvement grounded almost exclusively in ideas of race and class.
But eugenics was equally a social and cultural philosophy of iden-
tity predicated upon modern concepts of purification and rejuvena-
tion of both the human body and the larger national community. It
is only recently that scholars have begun to approach eugenics as a
cluster of diverse biological, cultural and religious ideas and prac-
tices that interacted with a variety of social, cultural, political and
national contexts.!

Apart from a continuous focus on the British, American and
German variants of a wider European eugenic discourse, current
interests have expanded both geographically by covering countries
asdiverse as Brazil, Russia, Romania, Turkey and China, and themat-
ically by unravelling the important connections between eugenics
and population policies, as well as its relationship with a number of
political ideologies, including nationalism, liberalism, social democ-
racy, anarchism, communism and fascism.? Given this innovative
conceptual framework, it is surprising to note that hardly any com-
parative research has been conducted into the relationship between
modernism and eugenics. Existing works largely concentrate on
how eugenic ideas permeated modernist literary culture (and par-
ticularly so in Britain®), leaving an important aspect of this relation-
ship unexplored: the modernist engagement with eugenic theories
of human improvement and eugenic visions of national perfection.
It is this insufficiently explored aspect of the history of European
eugenics that [ am pursuing in this book.

The current affluence of scholarship on modernity, and the inter-
disciplinary convergence it generated, has not only furthered an

1



MODERNISM AND EUGENICS

increased awareness of diverse traditions of eugenic thought, both
defunct and active, but also prompted scholars to carefully examine
established currents of thought shaping these traditions. Drawing
inspiration from this scholarship this book argues that eugenics
should be understood not only as a scientistic narrative of biological,
social and cultural renewal, but also as the emblematic expression
of programmatic modernism. That is, the form of modernism that
“encourages the artist/intellectual to collaborate proactively with
collective movements for radical change and projects for the trans-
formation of social realities and political systems.™ Roger Griffin
applied this broad conceptual model to suggest an eclectic interpre-
tation of fascism, seeing it as the main consequence of the European
society’s yearning for a new beginning. Racial improvement was an
intrinsic component of this generalised longing for new foundations,
with eugenics as the most sophisticated attempt to improve individ-
uals and societies through biological engineering. It is in this strict,
minimal sense, [ argue, that eugenics intersected political ideologies
like communism and fascism. To put it differently, and by alluding
to one of Walter Benjamin’s classical aphorisms, whereas commu-
nists politicised art and fascists aestheticised politics, eugenicists
biologised identity.

To substantiate the claim that eugenics is both a cluster of scien-
tistic narratives and an expression of modernity, this book looks at
debates and speculations on the nature of the relationship between
modernist thought and eugenics in various European countries
between 1870 and 1940. During this period, Europe went through
profound territorial, social and national transformations, and expe-
rienced a wide range of political systems in rapid succession: from
imperial to democratic, communist, authoritarian, and fascist. As
a corollary of this seismic transformation of the European political
landscape, eugenics became part of a larger biopolitical agenda that
included social and racial hygiene, public health and family plan-
ning as well as racial research into social and ethnic minorities. In
this context, eugenics was as diverse ideologically as it was spread
geographically, both advocated and adhered to by professional and
political elites across Europe irrespective of their political and intel-
lectual affiliation.

In order to capture the versatile nature of eugenics, this study will
draw upon two methodological clusters. The first of these clusters
highlights the broadness of eugenic thought as, like most modern
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political and social ideologies, eugenics comprised a wide range of
views. Rather than looking at eugenics as a rigid discursive struc-
ture centred on race, gender or class, one must approach it instead as
a polysemic system of thought.s As Lene Koch noted, eugenics was
“not a fixed, well-defined ontological entity with one definite pur-
pose,” but “a social practice that constituted a complex array of goals
and viewpoints that cannot be condensed into one single meaning.
As in the case with the concept of ‘science’, one single definition
would necessarily be arbitrary and of no use in a historic study.”

The second methodological cluster subscribes to the practices of
conceptual intellectual history (Begriffsgeschichte). As Melvin Richter
explained, “Begriffsgeschichte puts on the agenda of practicing histo-
rians questions about the significance of change and continuity, of
contestation and consensus about meaning in political and social
languages.” It is this understanding of eugenics as a contested his-
torical concept that underscores this study’s structural morphol-
ogy and points equally to the interrelationships between eugenic
theory and practice. The history of eugenics cannot, therefore, be
written without paying attention to the political discourses and the
specific national cultures in which eugenic ideas were formulated
and defined. Robert Nye intuited this when presenting the history of
eugenics as “cultural history, where biomedical ideas of various prov-
enance are mediated by the social influences of institutions, political
power and public opinion, the peculiarities of individual personali-
ties, and by the inexorable logic of geopolitics.”® By investigating the
main arguments of such diverse authors as those presented in this
study, it becomes possible to focus on the specific ways in which
broader cultural and political trends, such as the avant-garde, racism,
nationalism, fascism and Nazism, operated through the medium of
science and politics, gradually affecting the way eugenic thought
was defined in modern European history until 1940.

In terms of its geographical coverage, this book looks at particu-
lar eugenic trajectories in countries as diverse as Britain, Norway,
France, Germany, Czechoslovakia, Hungary, Romania, Italy, Spain
and Greece. These are countries with different historical, politi-
cal and cultural traditions as well as different dominant religions.
All are predominantly Christian, but some are Catholic, others
are Protestant, some are both, while a few are Orthodox. If one
adds Turkey to this picture, and the Muslim minority in interwar
Yugoslavia, a heterogeneous ensemble of countries and nations
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emerges, one where each advocates its own distinctiveness, yet sub-
scribes to the regenerative force of eugenic modernism. A number of
questions arise in this context: how was the nation defined in these
countries? Was it an “imagined community”, unifying individuals
and groups around shared linguistic, political, cultural and religious
characteristics; or rather — as the eugenicists argued —a community
of blood and genes, determined by heredity? Is there, furthermore,
something that unites these countries, in terms of their eugenic
quest for national regeneration?

Tobe sure, thelocal socio-economic specificities were also crucial
in determining how eugenic principles were perceived and translated
into practice, as countries like Britain and Germany, for example,
displayed a far higher degree of industrialisation and urbanisation
than the largely rural and agrarian case studies offered by Romania
and Greece. Yet the source of national rejuvenation was similar in all
cases, namely the natural environment and peasantry (in its various
permutations), both of which were deemed healthy and uncontami-
nated by the ills of modernity. The pursuit of a healthy national body
was consequently central to eugenic discourses across Europe, and
throughout the period under investigation here, irrespective of how
different eugenic movements appeared to be in practice. An analysis
of these highly diverse eugenic discourses offers new means through
which to explore the transformation of eugenics, from the product
of a particular national environment into a trans-national modern-
ist philosophy.

Moreover, while the Western European histories of eugen-
ics are well researched, little is known about eugenics in Central
and Southeastern Europe. Until recently, these regions have been
neglected by scholarship despite having much to offer in terms of
advancing our understanding of the connections between modern-
ism and eugenics in various political and cultural contexts.® There
is substantial literature on the relationships between British and
American eugenicists; the connections between German racial
hygiene and its Scandinavian counterparts; the impact American
eugenics had on German racial hygiene, the relationship between
German and Soviet eugenicists; and the attempts by Italian, French
and Spanish eugenicists to build a strong counter-narrative to what
they perceived as increasingly racist “Nordic” eugenics. Yet little is
know about the role Central and Southeastern European eugeni-
cists played within this international transfer of knowledge and
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exchange of practices and ideas. Scholars working on French and
Italian eugenics, for example, acknowledge the Romanian contribu-
tion to the “Latin” version of international eugenics. But what was
this contribution? Characteristically, even the existing scholarship
on Romanian eugenics has been unable to explain its relevance to
the larger, international, context. This is another aspect of the his-
tory of European eugenics that this book aims to illuminate.

An asymmetric comparison is, ultimately, needed in order to
evaluate different national contexts that nevertheless shared similar
eugenic ideas and practices. The main sources for this aggregated
comparative overview are primarily specialised journals, proceed-
ings of national and international conferences on eugenics, scholarly
works and books geared towards popularising eugenics amongst
the general public. This eclecticism is meant to reinforce the idea
that eugenics served not only to generate medicalised metaphors of
the social and national body, but to augment those technologies of
hygiene and health without which modern societies were allegedly
destined to immerse in barbarity and backwardness. To look at these
technologies closely is to confront what Alison Bashford describes
as the “political and cultural imagining of bodies and nations.”
This imagining is central to modernism and eugenics alike, as both
incorporate the new ideal of humanity into their revolutionary
programme of social and national purification.

This investigation’s ultimate purpose is not, therefore, to offer
an exhaustive history of European eugenics, but to examine how
eugenic movements influenced visions of national regeneration as
well as biopolitical ideologies and models of racial and social engi-
neering. To achieve this goal, the book is pursuing two conceptual
aims: first, it examines the methodologies through which the indi-
vidual body was re-defined eugenically by a diverse range of scien-
tists, intellectuals and politicians; and, second, it illuminates how
the collective body — the nation — was represented by the eugenic
and biopolitical discourses that strove to battle a perceived process
of cultural decay and biological degeneration.

By the end of the nineteenth century, nations were increasingly
being portrayed as living organisms, functioning according to
biological laws, and embodying great genetic qualities symbolis-
ing innate racial virtues transmitted from generation to genera-
tion." After 1900, especially, this shifting relationship between the
individual and the racial community to which he or she belonged
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contributed significantly to the emergence of a eugenic ontology of
the nation. As a result, the individual body became a synecdoche
for the collective national body depicted as an organism suscepti-
ble to the biological debilities that attend birth, growth, aging and
dying. As a quintessential modernist response to threats of cultural
and biological collapse, eugenics located the individual and national
body within a specifically scientific discourse, one whose legitimacy
stemmed from its preoccupation with improving the racial quality
of the population and protecting its health.

With the emergence of the science of genetics around the turn
of the twentieth century, a new sense of identity has been con-
structed around biology. In his inimitable style, Michel Foucault
termed this process of biological appropriation the “political tech-
nology of the body,” indicating the crucial importance modernity
bestowed on the relationship between political power and scien-
tific knowledge.”> Within this newly formed biopolitical epistem-
ology, eugenics emerged as one of the most convincing answers
to a series of social, economic and political crises characterising
European modernity since the late nineteenth century. Moreover,
the eugenic discourse — like modernism itself — was deeply embed-
ded in what Reinhardt Koselleck has termed the “Neuzeit,” that
is the beginning of a new historical time in European culture. By
“being able to begin history anew,” when troubled by the pros-
pect of racial dissolution and national defeat, the individual and
the community found in eugenics a persuasive strategy of how to
protect the past from a dissatisfying present, and how to guide it
into a redeeming future.

Yet, this development of eugenics impacted not only the rep-
resentation of the body in the modernist imagination, but also
transformed the nation into an object of scientific regulation and
expertise. This biologisation of national belonging was to have a
tremendous impact on the evolution of eugenics, especially after
the First World War. The nation was progressively portrayed as a
biological entity whose natality, longevity, morbidity and mortal-
ity needed to be supervised. At a time when theories of biological
destiny enthralled political elites and intellectuals alike, eugenicists
offered the possibility of national regeneration, combining scientific
dogmas with racial categories, thus illustrating what Roger Griffin
described as an “alternative modernity,” the essential condition to
the nation’s rebirth or palingenesis.™
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Eugenics embodied, in contrast to other modernist strategies
devised to salvage the community from cultural decadence and
biological degeneration, a fusion between the biological finitude of
the individual and the eternal existence of the nation. By demand-
ing that the state should aim for the purification of its racial body
through eugenic means, eugenicists thought of themselves as work-
ing towards a noble goal: the creation of a strong and healthy nation.
Therefore, they were not simply preoccupied with rescuing the
individual from the anomie of modernity; they geared their efforts
towards saving the nation and assuring it a luminous racial destiny.

It should be noted, moreover, that eugenics emerged not only as
a biological critique of a degenerative modernity, or as a process of
political, legal and institutional control over the population con-
tained within a delimited territorial space, but also as a defensive
strategy for a particular race. Prompted by the need to generate a
powerful sense of cohesion and shared identity in the wake of per-
ceivably profound structural social changes, modernist eugenicists
appealed to racial imagery in order to justify their biologisation of
national belonging. On the one hand, any race’s identity was deter-
mined by biological, social and cultural boundaries that separated
those who belonged to the community from foreigners and outsid-
ers who remained aliens or potential enemies. On the other hand,
however, eugenics also created a system of internal sanitisation
according to which those deemed “unhealthy,” “diseased” or “anti-
social” were separated from the “healthy” majority, segregated, and,
in some cases, subjected to radical measures such as sterilisation and
euthanasia. As the British sexologist and eugenicist Havelock Ellis
powerfully expressed it:

If in our efforts to better social conditions and to raise the level of the
race we seek to cultivate the sense of order, to encourage sympathy and
foresight, to pull up racial weeds by the roots, it is not that we may kill
freedom and joy, but rather that we may introduce the conditions for
securing and increasing freedom and joy. In these matters, indeed, the
gardener in his garden is our symbol and our guide.

So whilst different models of practical eugenics emerged in Europe
between 1870 and 1940, all were based on three principles: first, the
crucial role of heredity in determining the individual’s physical con-
dition; second, the link between biology, medicine and the health
of the nation; and, third, the politicisation of science. These three
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principles would subsequently be tested during the seismic upheav-
als of the First World War, prefiguring the emergence of new forms
of the biologisation of national belonging during the interwar period
and the Second World War.

The reconfiguration of the traditional private sphere along with
individual and religious rights was an important consequence of
this transformation. Essentially, the boundary between private and
public spheres was blurred by the idea of public responsibility for
the nation, which came to dominate both. Biological refashioning
of individual identity was another consequence. David Horn has
described the individuals resulting from these eugenic construc-
tions of the nation as “social bodies, located neither ‘in nature’ nor
in the private sphere, but in that modern domain of knowledge and
intervention carved out by statistics, sociology, social hygiene, and
social work.”¢ Ultimately, eugenics operated through investigations
of biological and social processes regulating the triadic relation-
ship between the individual, the nation and the state. Therefore, one
should not treat eugenics as an extraordinary episode distinct from
the progressive development of the natural and medical sciences, as
a deviation from the norm and a distorted version of crude social
Darwinism that found its culmination in fascism and Nazi policies
of genocide, but as an integral aspect of European modernity, one in
which the state and the individual embarked on an unprecedented
quest to renew an idealised national community.”

This exploration of the impact eugenic discourses had on national
cultures in Europe between 1870 and 1940 is structured thematically.
To briefly justify this decision, the sheer volume of sources pertain-
ing to each individual country makes it simply impossible to include
itallin one volume. I have, therefore, chosen the following themes as
they were particular prevalent and pronounced amongst eugenicists
from different European countries, in addition to their coalescing
into a recognisable narrative of modernism.

Chapter 1 investigates the birth of eugenics in its modern form,
and identifies a number of the most important eugenic themes at the
end of the nineteenth and early twentieth century. Much has been
written on Francis Galton’s contribution to the emergence of eugen-
ics. Following a series of publications during the 1870s and 1880s,
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Galton had embarked on the formulation of a new scientific philoso-
phy based on the theory of natural selection and inheritance, which
he termed eugenics, following an entrenched Victorian penchant for
ancient Greek culture. He had hoped that the old order, sanctified by
religion and outdated scientific dogmas would finally be replaced.
Galton had, in fact, hoped that with secularisation and the growing
acceptance of theories on evolution and heredity, eugenics would
become the scientific doxology of the future.

But how was Galton’s eugenics interpreted and adopted in Britain
and abroad? How did the Norwegian, Italian, Czech or Hungarian
supporters of eugenics react, for instance, to competing models of
eugenic thought, like the German ideas of racial hygiene and racial
improvement and the French theories of puericulture? This multi-
ple terminology suggests that doubts may have existed amongst
supporters of eugenics across Europe as to whether the concept of
eugenics was sufficiently illuminating to encompass competing
perspectives on social and racial improvement.

On the practical level, this process of conceptual negotiation,
appropriation and negation prompted two broader questions about
the role of eugenics in shaping views on the biological develop-
ment of society: How could scientistic paradigms, like eugenics, be
made compatible with the social and national particularities? And,
secondly, could biologists and physicians be trusted as a source of
scientific enlightenment amidst profound social and national trans-
formation? By simultaneously raising the question of scientific legit-
imacy and demands for practical action in the name of science, the
supporters of eugenics challenged the cultural and political estab-
lishment to react more resolutely to the social problems that, they
argued, had been troubling their respective societies since the late
nineteenth-century.

Chapter 2 sets out to explain the connection between eugenics
and modernist diagnosis of destruction and resurrection between
1914 and 1918. An analysis of the relationship between eugenics and
war offers us a far more insightful avenue through which to under-
stand how scientific ideas on health and hygiene were couched in
nationalist and racial idioms, and the means by which these idioms
became embedded in social-political agendas. If prior to the out-
break of the First World War eugenicists from various countries had
been united in a form of internationalism culminating in the First
International Congress on Eugenics convened in 1912 in London,
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many of them engaged in national politics during the war, devising
eugenic methodologies to serve the ideological imperatives of their
own countries rather than the proclaimed universalism of the pre-
war years.

After 1018, issues of public health, hygiene, eugenics, demog-
raphy and population control became paramount in the national
politics of European states. According to the post-war modernist
mythopoeia, the national community was to be fortified not merely
under the banner of a cultural and political ideology, but through a
new synthesis of biological and eugenic morality. The emergence of
national eugenics in a number of European countries was, in short,
the answer to a society searching for new foundations upon which
to base individual and collective improvement.

Chapter 3, therefore, looks at the relationship between modern-
ism and the practical application of eugenics to society. Since the
middle of the nineteenth century, prominent physicians, biologists,
social scientists, religious and political leaders have all consistently
expressed eugenic views and projects on how to protect the nation
and the race from an alleged biological degeneration; on how to
improve the health of the population; and on how to increase the
number of healthy families. Across Europe, eugenicists were inter-
ested in both positive and negative eugenics: where the former con-
centrated on policies encouraging those deemed healthy to have
more children, the latter aimed to discourage and prevent the “unfit”
from reproducing.

Between the 1930s and 1940s, laws authorising negative eugenic
practices like marriage regulations, sexual segregation, and sterilisa-
tion were introduced in most European countries. The debate about
eugenics also widened. Hitherto restricted to medical specialists,
eugenics now increasingly attracted other categories of professionals,
especially religious leaders, legal experts, sociologists and statisticians
and it was as passionately debated in Britain and Germany as in
Romania, Hungary and Greece, amongst others. In many respects,
support for practical eugenics was not simply a symptom of rac-
ism and anti-Semitism, but the expression of the desire to protect
the national body through controlling its biological foundations.
The ultimate eugenic goal was to create a new nation through an
all-encompassing act of both individual and collective regeneration.
Returning to Foucault’s “political technologies of the body,” eugen-
ics made it possible for a great number of politicians and intellectuals
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across Europe to speak of harnessing the national body; cultivating
and weeding out extraordinary individuals; and purifying the race.
The eugenic vocabulary thus overlapped with an adjacent set of fears
over racial and national decline, amplifying the vision of each indi-
vidual country perceived as “under attack” by internal and external
enemies.

Chapter 4, appropriately, engages with the relationship between
eugenics and biopolitical representations of the nation. The conclu-
sion of the war in 1918, and the collapse of empires and the creation
of new nation-states that followed only increased the potential frag-
mentation of European culture and politics. Eugenics was channelled
into a totalising and centralised heterotopia: the creation of an ideal
national community and state. Whether to substantiate British claims
of racial prowess, to restore Germany’s former historical prestige,
to give substance to the political project of Greater Romania, or to
assure the survival of the Hungarian nation, eugenics became a clus-
ter of ideas possessing multiple, fragmented and even incompatible
meanings. Racial nationalism, in its various forms, built the bridge
linking notions of biopolitical welfare with the eugenic imperative.

According to a particularly prevalent eugenic diagnosis, the nation’s
biological body was constantly threatened by the fear of contamina-
tion resulting from the dangerous mixing of different, often opposing,
ethnic and biological categories. Translated unto the geopolitical stage
of the interwar period, this perception created a certain biopolitical
dynamic where eugenic anxieties about the future of the nation and
race were intimately associated with fears of absorption by neighbour-
ing nation-states, and by the potentially detrimental impact of grow-
ing enclaves of domestic ethnic minorities. During the 1920s and 1930s,
eugenics aimed to sanitise this conflicting nationalised space, propos-
ing a new vision of the national community, one biologically purged
of all symptoms of Otherness. It is important to understand how this
vision of national perfection was constantly recycled and actively rein-
vented, reaching its climax during the Second World War.

As modern states became increasingly obsessed with their his-
torical mission, namely to create a rejuvenated nation which was
culturally, spiritually and racially homogeneous, they also resorted
to coercive mechanisms — such as stigmatisation, discrimination,
segregation, sterilisation, and ethnic cleansing — in order to protect
its chosen members and eliminate those deemed socially, cultur-
ally and ethnically damaging to the body of the nation. Eugenics,

1
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with its objectifying, materialising, clinical gaze, contributed to this
vision of human perfection in which individuals and ethnic groups
deemed dangerous to the nation were relegated to institutions and
marginal social spaces reserved for the elderly, the disabled and the
sick. Whether eugenicists thought in terms of purifying the nation of
“defective genes,” or protecting it from mixing with “racially inferior”
elements, there was widespread agreement that scientific thinking was
indispensable to legitimising and rationalising the social engineering
and the biopolitical transformation of the nation-state. It is this trou-
bled epistemology of modernity that needs a richer historical under-
standing if one is to make sense of the relationship between modern
political ideologies, like fascism and communism, and eugenics.

Finally, within current debates on “liberal” and “neo-eugenics,”
this book has the explicit purpose of charting unstable territories
in the history of science. Once the synergy between modernism
and eugenics is properly conceptualised, historically and scien-
tifically, a more nuanced interpretation of the general relationship
between science and politics will emerge. Not surprisingly, recent
debates on eugenics’ relevance to the post-modern world have not
merely served academic purposes. Aware of the general sensitivity
surrounding this subject, scholars have attempted to disassociate
current debates on genetic engineering from pre-1940 eugenics.’
In addition to contributing to new cultural and social histories of
modernity, this book, consequently, reflects these current, popular
and scientific, discourses on the role of contemporary science in
shaping individual and collective identities by suggesting that the
political and ideological history of eugenics is fundamental to any
informed assessment of modern-day debates on population control,
fertility, sexual reproduction and ideas of human perfectibility.

The history of modernism and eugenics powerfully illustrates
how seemingly universal scientific ideas about human improve-
ment were transformed through a convoluted process of negotia-
tion, refutation and appropriation. As we continue to investigate
the origins of twentieth-century totalitarianisms, the complicated
history of eugenics not only serves as an example of the exploita-
tion of science for political reasons, but also indicates that there was
something extremely appealing in the eugenic promise to design
and control human populations, a prospect which all political and
cultural ideologies found irresistible.



THE PATHOS OF SCIENCE,
1870-1914

The Allure of Scientism

At a time when biological theories of human nature were at their
zenith and endorsed by some of the most powerful political regimes
in Europe, the Spanish philosopher José Ortega y Gasset unhesitat-
ingly declared that “[m]an has no nature. What he has is history.”
This was a powerful critique of the biologisation of national identity
his contemporaries seemed to accept so eagerly. Indeed, by the late
19308, most cultural commentators and philosophers — not to men-
tion scientists — were building a consensus that human destiny was
determined by evolution and heredity. The French biologist Alexis
Carrel helped to popularise this conception of life by describing the
scientific achievements of the twentieth century in terms of the ulti-
mate transformation of man: “Science, which has transformed the
material world, gives man the power of transforming himself. It has
unveiled some of the secret mechanisms of his life. It has shown him
how to alter their motion, how to mould his body and his soul on
patterns born of his wishes. For the first time in history, humanity,
helped by science, hasbecome master of its destiny.” This widespread
biological understanding of culture was an essential prerequisite for
the emergence of a modernist version of eugenics, set to embark
upon ambitious policies of human improvement. However, in order
to understand the conceptual transformation within this scientific
knowledge about human nature, we must first attempt to grasp how
eugenics was formulated and disseminated during the end of the
nineteenth and at the beginning of the twentieth century.

13
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The new scientific ethos that emerged towards the end of the
nineteenth century, and which gained considerable influence during
the interwar period, was appropriately termed scientism. In 1942,
the social scientist Friedrich A. Hayek, for instance, considered it to
be “the slavish imitation of the method and language of Science;™
whilst the political theorist Eric Voegelin, a few years later, treated it
more appropriately as “a decisive ingredient in modern intellectual
movements like positivism and neopositivism, and, in particular,
like communism and national socialism.™ It is in this latter capac-
ity that the cultural philosopher Tzvetan Todorov used scientism,
whilst adding that science “or what is perceived as such, ceases to
be a simple knowledge of the existing world and becomes a genera-
tor of values, similar to religion; it can therefore direct political and
moral action.”™ According to this line of thought, scientism was a
surrogate for religion in an age of increased atomisation of the social
and political life and emerging totalitarianisms. A more nuanced
definition of scientism is offered by the historian of science Richard
Olson, who discusses it in terms of the “transfer of ideas, practices,
attitudes, and methodologies” from the domain of natural sciences
“into the study of humans and their social institutions.”

The common ground between these convergent arguments is
an emphasis on the fusion between scientific language and forms
of religious and political rituals. These authors have been able to
show how scientific discourses once restricted to a selected number
of practitioners and cultural elites had tunnelled galleries into the
religious edifice of European culture since the sixteenth century,
contributing significantly to the emergence of a hybrid form of
knowledge: one which demanded the same loyalty and sacrifice
from its followers as religion, but its promised immortality came
not from the heavenly church but from the temple of science. “It is
we who are, more immediately, the creators of men,” Havelock Ellis
wrote in his 1911 The Problem of Race-Regeneration; and in identifying
the scientists as demiurgic creators of man, Ellis emphasised the
wondrous connections between religion, history, social and biologi-
cal engineering in the eugenic aesthetics of the twentieth century:
“We generate the race; we alone can regenerate the race.” Science,
the English zoologist Edwin Ray Lankester added, had become the
most expressive medium through which to negotiate the boundaries
between a degenerated present and a healthy future. Most impor-
tantly, science offered the long-needed assurance for the “protection
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of our race,” affording solutions to its “relapse and degeneration.”
As incarnations of a new order, scientists were entrusted with safe-
guarding the community’s racial body.

Nineteenth- and twentieth-century nationalists added a new
avenue along which to integrate scientism into European culture,
namely the nation’s redemption and rejuvenation. If the messianic
vision of a technologically controlled society derived from sci-
entism, the idea of a purified national body it served belonged to
nationalist eugenics. These postulates are now central to the study
of fascism and communism,® but they still have to penetrate deeper
into the broader historiography of modernism and eugenics. Peter
Bowler’s description of eugenics as “the original political expression
of the ideology of genetic determinism™ and Michael Burleigh’s
assumption that eugenics “had evolved from primitive utopianism
into a secular religion with scientific pretensions™ are indications
that such a reading of eugenics is not only possible, but necessary.

In this book I intend to take these interpretations further, argu-
ing that scientism resituates the contribution of eugenics to the his-
tory of both European modernism and the revolutionary projects
proposed by fascism and Nazism in a number of ways. While we
may concur with Todorov that scientistic discourses were incited
and activated as instruments of power by totalitarian regimes in the
twentieth century we may add that, within this schema, it was the
eugenic vision of a healthy nation that entailed the actual transfor-
mation of both bodies and minds. Thus, while eugenics was indeed
designed to illustrate contemporary political ideologies, and did
so by remodelling the individual and the society, it also illustrated
something else, namely the implication of transcendence, accompa-
nying the knowledge of how man’s biological transformation could,
in fact, be achieved.

The language of eugenics was, from the outset, situated within
the climate of the late-nineteenth-century interaction between reli-
gion and science. In terms of science, this period was rather eclectic
with various diverse and intersecting hereditarian trends — of which
Lamarckism, Darwinism, Weismannism, and Mendelism were the
most prominent. One of the salient points of disagreement amongst
these theorieslay with the ongoing nature vs. nurture debate, namely
the preponderance bestowed upon the environment in shaping the
hereditary structure of the individual.”? Biologists in the nineteenth
century, following the theory of acquired characteristics developed
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by Jean Baptiste Lamarck, had accorded greater importance to natu-
ral and social environments than to heredity. Even the architect of
the theory of natural selection Charles Darwin accepted the role
played by environmental factors in the work of the natural selection
as paramount.

Another crucial moment was the rediscovery of Gregor Mendel’s
studies of inheritance in 1900. The largely ignored model of heredity
Mendel had published as early as 1865 —later known as the system of
Mendelian inheritance — challenged the theory of blending inherit-
ance (namely that an offspring’s makeup constituted a blend of his
her parents'’ traits), one which Darwin and Galton, in fact, defended.
Mendel’s research on the nature of inheritance proved, however, that
an offspring’s genetic structure was not simply a synthesis of that of
the parents, but that particular genetic traits could either be domi-
nant or recessive, and that these were passed on in accordance with
mathematical laws.

Some early twentieth-century eugenicists such as Francis Galton
andhis disciple Karl Pearson were uncomfortable with the Mendelian
laws of inheritance, offering a statistical study of the range of heredi-
tary variation across the population instead. Galton’s concept of
heredity — his “law of ancestral heredity” — rested on the assump-
tion that hereditary characteristics were not only produced by the
parents, but transmitted unaltered down the generations. In his 1865
paper on “Heredity Character and Talent” Galton argued that hered-
ity was influenced not by the parents but by the constitution of the
ancestral group established over many generations. With respect to
talent, his theory asserted that “if talented men were mated with tal-
ented women, of the same mental and physical characters as them-
selves, generation after generation, we might produce a highly-bred
human race, with no more tendency to revert to meaner ancestral
types than is shown by our long-established breeds of race-horses
and fox-hounds.”™

In his remarks here, as in his insistence elsewhere on the line of
an ancestral original racial type, Galton was careful to place limits
upon the incidental improvement brought about by better nurture
and education, social metamorphoses that he did not deem suffi-
cient to shape “the noble qualities” of future generations. “Can we
hand anything down to our children that we have fairly won by our
own independent exertions?” Galton asked. “Will our children be
born with more virtuous dispositions, if we ourselves have acquired
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virtuous habits? Or are we no more than passive transmitters of a
nature we have received, and which we have no power to modify?”
The answer provided encapsulated Galton’s renunciation of the
theory of acquired characteristics: “If the habits of an individual are
transmitted to his descendants, it is, as Darwin says, in a very small
degree, and is hardly, if at all, traceable.”+

For Galton, the biological determinist, the effects of education
and environment on the improvement of the race were therefore
negligible, while physical and social appearances of the individual
were often deceiving. “It is objected,” he noted in his 1873 article
“Hereditary Improvement” that “any prospect of improving the
race of man is absurd and chimerical, and that though enquiries
may be pursued for the satisfaction of a curious disposition, they
can be of no real importance.” Against these views, Galton pro-
posed a programme of racial improvement “entirely based on the
assumption that the ordinary doctrines of heredity are, in a broad
sense, perfectly true.” Elaborating on the necessity to synchronise
morality and science, Galton praised not only the importance of
heredity in determining the life of individuals, races and nations,
but also the role of the eugenicists, who “shall come to think it no
hardheartedness to favour the perpetuation of the stronger, wiser,
and more moral races.”® To improve the race should become a sys-
tematic, ritualised practice, Galton recommended. The eugenic
harmony of race will be restored after a few generations. “The ear-
lier results will be insignificant in number, and disappointing to the
sanguine and ignorant,” Galton concluded, “who may expect a high
race to be evolved out of the present mongrel mass of mankind in a
single generation. Of course this is absurd; there will be numerous
and most annoying cases of reversion in the first and even in the
second generation, but when the third generation of selected men
has been reached, the race will begin to bear offspring of distinctly
purer blood than the first, and after five or six generations, rever-
sion to an inferior type will be rare.””

Crucial to this narrative of racial improvement was, as Angelique
Richardson suggested, “genealogy, life history; historical records
which might overwrite or underwrite the stories the body could
tell. After all, hereditary taint might conceal or misrepresent itself.”
This singular focus on the history of the individual, on origins and
ancestry, was repeated habitually whenever the corporeality of the
eugenic subject was questioned. The body, for eugenicists, was thus
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a heterogeneous synthesis of physicality and history in which the
ephemeral biological condition of the present intersected previous
trajectories of inheritance. Correlatively, blood came to represent
not only the body’s most symbolic component, but also the biologi-
cal closure of eugenics.

Following Karl Landsteiner’s discovery of the blood groups
(A, B, O)around 1900, the Polish microbiologist Ludwik Hirszfeld
confirmed that the percentage of blood groups in a population var-
ied according to their respective racial origins. These authors not
only helped sustain the emergence of serology as a discipline preoc-
cupied with deciphering the chemical properties of blood groups for
the benefit of improving medical care (such as blood transfusions),
and the discovery of new vaccines, but also brought the fascination
with blood into the mainstream of the racial imagination. The idea
of “biochemical races,” as Hirszfeld called them, echoed particularly
widely and provided eugenics with a new method for classifying
human groups by more accurate, biochemical means rather than
the highly contested anthropometric characteristics advocated by
anthropology.”

Equally important, serology also demonstrated that blood groups
were inherited according to Mendelian laws of heredity, thus impreg-
nating the individual with one distinguishing attribute, one which
was impervious to internal or external influences. As racial meas-
urements have proven incapable of providing definitive answers
to historical questions about racial identity, eugenicists hoped that
heredity and serology could offer the scientific certainty needed to
legitimise theories of biological uniqueness. The eugenic aesthetics
that emerged thus had broader implications for the understanding of
programmatic modernist theories of the nation and race when cast
in terms of the dichotomy between the perennial nature of blood
and the ephemeral, atavistic impact of culture and history.

Considering these discoveries in the natural sciences and biology,
it is no surprise that numerous scientists bravely posed as creators of
new values and morality. In the place of the spiritual model of iden-
tity provided by religion one now found the progressive refashion-
ing of the biological identity provided by science and eugenics. As
the secretary of the Zoological Society of London, Peter Chalmers
Mitchell declared in 1903, “[iln every country, the new Order of
priests of science, in the vigils of the laboratory, is working for the
future of humanity.” In this sense, religion and science were not
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antithetical but complementary activities coupled in a synergetic
relationship, one upon which the eugenic ideal of the twentieth cen-
tury was based.

The Eugenic Ideal

Eugenics was, indeed, an intrinsic part of this scientistic ethos and
aspired to offer a doxology of racial development that embraced
humanity as a whole, and reconciled theories of particular, national
evolution with a commitment to a new future. Intellectual perse-
verance, in addition to the new scientific ethos, was equally neces-
sary for the transformation of eugenics from a specialised scientific
discourse into a topic of public interest. Accordingly, eugenicists
viewed themselves not merely as scientists in the narrow sense, but
as champions of a new form of intellectual and cultural activity that
sought to find a balance between scholarly detachment and political
activism.

No one exemplifies this characterisation better than Francis
Galton, the “founder of the eugenic faith.” Like many Victorian
scientists, Galton was interested in a wide range of subjects, from
geography to phrenology, and also impressed as an inventor. But
the passion for eugenics was central to this polymathic personal-
ity. Believing that heredity and not environmental influences could
explain the racial, cultural and social differences between popula-
tions, Galton applied quantitative measurements and analysis of
variants in the physical dimensions of the human body to explain
social class differentials in British society.

In 1869, Galton published Hereditary Genius, a book that prompted
his half-cousin Charles Darwin to exclaim: “I do not think [ ever in
all my life read anything more interesting and original.”* Without
referring to eugenics directly, the book discussed the origins of
natural ability in humans and various possibilities for racial bet-
terment at length. It was, however, in Inquiries into Human Faculty
and Its Development, a book published in 1883, that Galton engaged
with “various topics more or less connected with that of the culti-
vation of the race, or, as we may call it, with ‘eugenic’ questions.” A
more detailed explanation of his definition of eugenics was offered
by the note accompanying the text. Eugenics dealt with, “questions
bearing on what is termed in Greek, eugenes, namely, good in stock,
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hereditarily endowed with noble qualities.” Just as Darwinism may
be seen as challenging the hegemonic role of religion and the biolog-
ical fixity of the human species, eugenics may be seen as supporting
the very notion of humanity as defined in terms of a hierarchy of dis-
tinct social bodies, some better biologically equipped than others.
“We greatly want a brief word to express the science of improving
the stock,” Galton confessed,

which is by no means confined to questions of judicious mating, but
which especially in the case of man, takes cognisance of all influences
that tend in however remote a degree to give to the more suitable races
or strains of blood a better chance of prevailing speedily over the less
suitable than they otherwise would have had. The word eugenics would
sufficiently express the idea; it is at least a neater word and a more gener-
alised one than viriculture, which I once ventured to use.*

To create the appropriate social and national culture for each
individual was of particular concern to eugenicists, and Galton pro-
posed to invigorate the national organism and alleviate its existing
social pathologies. Eugenics was a new form of biological knowl-
edge which, from its inception, advocated interventions in both
public and private spheres. In the name of a healthy national body,
eugenicists greatly expanded on biological and social discourses on
health. But these discourses differentiated between “worthy” and
“unworthy” members of the community. In his seminal 1895 text on
racial hygiene, the German eugenicist Alfred Ploetz, thus, argued
against pursuing those methods of social selection that encour-
aged the “weak” to survive and reproduce. “Individual hygiene,”
Ploetz claimed, was to be subordinated to the “principle of racial
hygiene.”s

The remedies eugenicists proposed to improve the quality and
quantity of healthy individuals were linked to the representation of
eugenics as both secular religion and science. Galton emphasised
both aspects in his celebrated 1904 discussion of eugenics. The time
had come, Galton argued, to establish the groundwork for the general
reception of eugenics. First, he contended, eugenics “must be made
familiar as an academic question.” Eugenicists regularly complained
that the general public, and even numerous scientists, were yet to
be persuaded of the scientific importance of hereditarian theories
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of human improvement. One strategy to be pursued towards this
goal, Galton continued, was to have eugenics “be recognized as a
subject whose practical development deserves serious considera-
tion,” namely the convergence of the biological with the political
into a practical programme of social engineering. Building on these
achievements, then, one could hope to introduce eugenics “into the
national conscience, like a new religion.”¢ Set alongside his prefer-
ence for elite rule, his instinctive disapproval of the “lower” classes,
and his strong commitment to heredity, Galton’s eugenic religion
seemed as much an expression of traditional class protectionism as
of scientism.

Eugenics, consequently, had “indeed strong claims to become
an orthodox religious tenet of the future, for eugenics co-operate
with the workings of nature by securing that humanity shall be rep-
resented by the fittest races. What nature does blindly, slowly, and
ruthlessly, man may do providently, quickly, and kindly.”” In appro-
priating the authority of religion for eugenics, Galton ventured to
ponder what religion might be without the divine design whilst, at
the same time, demanding that eugenics be seen to challenge the
premises underlying other scientific disciplines dealing with the
body of the individual, such as sociology and anthropology. In his
1905 “Studies in Eugenics”, Galton reiterated his commitment to a
dynamically modernising theory of racial improvement, viewing
it within a new biological ontology. Incidentally, it was with this
occasion that the now familiar concise definition of eugenics was
offered, namely: “Eugenics may be defined as the science which deals
with those social agencies that influence, mentally or physically, the
racial qualities of future generations.”®

So, what did Galton’s characterisation of eugenics as the “religion
of the future” really amounted to? Its central message was that social
protection and assistance, including philanthropy and charity, had
developed at the expense of the nation’s racial qualities, and that this
imbalance needed to be remedied, urgently, and especially so with
regards to religious and moral education. But, more importantly,
this eugenic philosophy was predicated upon a view of individual
andsocial regeneration regulated by science. Eugenics, from this per-
spective, was not about encouraging the individual’s public involve-
ment as it had been in the individualist liberal tradition, but a means
of encouraging precisely the opposite: the fulfilment of individual
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aspirations within the collective realm. It is worth quoting Galton’s
ideas in their entirety:

Eugenicsbelief extends the function of philanthropy to future generations;
itrenders its action more pervading than hitherto, by dealing with families
and societies in their entirety; and it enforces the importance of the mar-
riage covenant by directing serious attention to the probable quality of the
future offspring. It sternly forbids all forms of sentimental charity that are
harmful to the race, while it eagerly seeks opportunity for acts of personal
kindness as some equivalent to the loss of what it forbids. It brings the tie
of kinship into prominence, and strongly encourages love and interest in
family and race. In brief, eugenics is a virile creed, full of hopefulness, and
appealing to many of the noblest feelings of our nature.>

What made Galton’s definition of eugenics a characteristic docu-
ment of programmatic modernism was its blend of the pathos of
science with the restraint of religion. If the “nineteenth century was
a golden age for incubating new dogmas,”° eugenics was certainly
one of them, resting on the scientific authority of the natural sci-
ences but aiming to forge a biological theology for the future.

The eugenic ideal was represented simultaneously in relation
to science and religion' Some eugenicists thus hoped to combine
the emerging eugenic philosophy with other modernist messages
of change. In the first volume of The Eugenics Review, for instance,
Maximilian Miigge unhesitatingly connected Francis Galton to
Friedrich Nietzsche: if to the former “belongs the honour of founding
the Science of Eugenics”, to the latter “belongs the honour of founding
the Religion of Eugenics.”* An even more categorical statement came
from another British eugenicist, Caleb Saleeby, who unambiguously
declared that eugenics is “at once a science and a religion, based upon
the laws of life, and recognising in them the foundation of society.”
Asaloyal supporter of Galton, Saleeby was a programmatic modern-
ist also in his conviction that eugenics could empower supporters of
ideas of national improvement to determine the relative degrees of
reciprocity existing between those scientific terminologies purported
by theories of biological perfection and the language of spiritual reju-
venation they utilised. “If the struggle towards individual perfection
be religious,” Saleeby concluded, “so assuredly, is the struggle, less
egotistic indeed, towards racial perfection.”*

The eugenic vocabulary crystallising from these statements
embodied a distinctive utopian vision, one that was not merely
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biological but also religious and historical. As Edgar Schuster, the
first Francis Galton Research Fellow in National Eugenics at the
University of London, put it:

the most important task before the apostle of Eugenics is the dissemina-
tion of the Eugenic ideal. By this is meant the co-ordinated group of sen-
timents, aspirations, and desires, based on a right appreciation of moral
and social values, which will lead those in whom they are implanted to
enter gladly, but wisely, and with a sense of responsibility, on the duties
and privileges of marriage and parenthood >

This was a promising attempt to clarify and systematise, one that
eugenicists across Europe and the US were to embrace enthusiasti-
cally over subsequent decades.

In many ways, the birth of eugenics expressed Galton’s con-
cerns with the evolution of British society. In others, eugenics was
a template for something that was much more universal. Across
the world, groups of physicians, biologists, sociologists and health
reformers helped establish eugenics as the ideology of the future,
and groups of activists helped define eugenics not only as a body of
ideas but also as a scientific community. The International Society
for Race Hygiene — established by Alfred Ploetz in 1907, and which
Galton honoured as “vice-president” — actively promoted this belief.
The Society wanted to advance “scientific, racial, and social biology,
including racial and social hygiene,” and applied its precepts, first
and foremost, to its members,

who are willing to regulate their own lives in accordance with the
motives of the Society — firstly, by earnest efforts to keep themselves
in good condition in body and mind; secondly, by pledging themselves
to ascertain before marriage, according to the directions of the Society,
whether they are fit for it, and if unfit, either to remain unmarried or
to refrain from parenthood; thirdly, by promoting the individual and
racial well-being of the rising generation.»

The extent to which eugenics was slowly spreading beyond the con-
fines of British academia is illustrated by Galton’s Herbert Spencer
Lecture entitled “Probability, the Foundation of Eugenics.” Delivered
at the University of Oxford in 1907, it was immediately translated
into Hungarian, thus providing a valuable example of the interna-
tionalisation of Galton’s theories of eugenics.”” But this lecture is also
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important for another reason: Galton was preoccupied with more
than just reinforcing his support for biometry, a cluster of statistical
methods which Galton’s favourite student Karl Pearson applied to
the study of biological problems (especially evolution and heredity).

An essential corollary of this endorsement was Galton’s strong
commitment to the cultivation of individual abilities, talents and
faculties; but he was equally adamant about the moral and religious
issues related to eugenics. He believed that the time for eugenics had
not yet come, and that advancing the public opinion’s favourable
reception thereof was a matter of targeting society at large instead of
individuals. In a visionary way, Galton concluded:

Considering that public opinion is guided by the sense of what best serves
the interests of society as a whole, it is reasonable to expect that it will
be strongly exerted in favour of Eugenics when a sufficiency of evidence
shall have been collected to make the truths on which it rests plain to
all. That moment has not yet arrived. Enough is already known to those
who have studied the question to leave no doubt in their minds about
the general results, but not enough is quantitatively known to justify leg-
islation or other action except in extreme cases. Continued studies will
be required for some time to come, and the pace must not be hurried.
When the desired fullness of information shall have been acquired then,
and not till then, will be the fit moment to proclaim “Jehad,” or Holy
War against customs and prejudices that impair the physical and moral
qualities of our race ’®

This was the kernel of Galton’s eugenic philosophy because public
awareness and scientific investigation were not only closely related,
but in many ways the entire edifice of practical eugenics rested on
as wide a dissemination of knowledge about racial improvement as
possible. However, and as so many eugenicists in Europe recognised,
there was no simple transition from seeing eugenics as an “academic
question” to implementing the “Holy War” of practical eugenics.

The Menace of Degeneration

Dedicating his1892 modernistindictment of degeneration to the Italian
criminologist Cesare Lombroso, Max Nordau reminded him that

[d]egenerates are not always criminals, prostitutes, anarchists and pro-
nounced lunatics; they are often authors and artists. These, however,
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manifest the same mental characteristics, and for the most part the same
somatic features, as the members of the above-mentioned anthropolog-
ical family, who satisfy their unhealthy impulses with the knife of the
assassin or the bomb of the dynamiter, instead of with pen and pencil

Characterising the European fin-de-siécle, and France in particular,
in terms of generalised decadence infused modernist epistemolo-
gies of displacement and fragmentation with a new sense of direc-
tion. Nordau recognised this situation perfectly when he depicted
Western civilisation as condemned to extinction. “In our days,” he
wrote, “there have arisen in more highly-developed minds vague
qualms of a Dusk of the Nations, in which all suns and all stars are
gradually waning, and mankind with allitsinstitutions and creations
is perishing in the midst of a dying world.™® But, from the vestiges
of the old world a new one was to emerge because, as Roger Griffin
noted, “an organic process by which degeneration is the prelude to
a regeneration in which the old is subsumed within a new form” is
intrinsic to the modernist palingenesis.*

Nordau’s apocalyptic vision echoed the concerns of many eugen-
icists disturbed by the alleged racial deterioration of the European
nations. Just a couple of years earlier, in his acclaimed Degeneration: A
Chapter in Darwinism, Edwin Ray Lankester presented his evolution-
ary theory of degeneration, insisting on the parasitic nature of his
contemporary society, which he believed — in Darwinist fashion —
“may be defined as a gradual change of the structure in which the
organism becomes adapted to less varied and less complex conditions
of life.** The exaltation of the genetic heritage and the hereditary
patrimony became a favourite topic for eugenic propaganda. Some
authors outlined degeneration in a variety of historical contexts,
universalising it. The Italian anthropologist and eugenicist Giuseppe
Sergi, for instance, visualised degeneration as the prevalent human
condition, as increasingly more individuals “survived in the struggle
for existence,” living in “inferior conditions” and parading the physi-
cal marks of their “inferiority. Sergi’s emphasis on the specificity
of degeneration as a signifying modern condition was echoed by
eugenicists across Europe.

In 1891, the German physician Wilhelm Schallmayer, one of
the founders of German racial hygiene movement, published
Concerning the Imminent Physical Degeneration of Civilised Humanity and
the Nationalisation of the Medical Profession, which Sheila Faith Weiss
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identified as “the first eugenics tract published in Germany.**
Schallmayer spelled out the negative effects that modern civilisation
had on the organic nature of humanity.* Modern science, through
medical expertise, scientific knowledge, penal and corrective insti-
tutions — in other words, the normative rationality of the state —only
contributed to the pathologisation of society. By conceiving degen-
eration in medical and epistemic terms, and situated within the
interstices of power and knowledge, Schallmayer found its modern
articulation in the discourse and practice of heredity and eugenics.
What this scientific treatment of degeneration marginalised and
penalised was the “unfit” and racially “unworthy” individuals seen
to be impeding the race’s improvement.

Alcoholism is one seminal example of this line of eugenic rea-
soning. Health and social reformers were divided between those
who explained degeneration in terms of inappropriate social envi-
ronment and those who saw it as caused by hereditary disposition.
Eugenicists largely adopted the latter view, specifically encouraging
abstinence, and not just for the sake of the individual’s health but
equally to ensure the racial survival of future generations. At the
[Xth International Congress against Alcoholism held in Bremen in
1903 both Alfred Ploetz and Ernst Riidin vehemently condemned
the consumption of alcohol, challenging other environmentalist
views on the topic and rationalising racial hygiene as the scientific
technology most appropriate to protect the individual and the com-
munity from the perils of degeneration.+

Dwelling on the same uneasy relationship between environ-
ment and heredity, Karl Pearson likewise argued in his The Problems
of Practical Eugenics that “the attempt to improve the racial fitness
of the nation by purely environmental reforms, the removal of child
and mother from unhealthy surroundings and the provision for the
weak and the suffering” has failed “in promoting racial efficiency.
His diagnosis was indeed pessimistic: “we find ourselves as a race
confronted with race suicide; we watch with concern the loss of our
former racial stability and national stamina.™®

Buteugenics could provide theantidote to degeneration. “Artificial
selection,” Sergi noted, “is regeneration.® The eugenic tropes of
rejuvenation and improvement were used as a counterweight to
racial and social degeneration, indicating the overlapping between
the protection of the individual body and that of the national com-
munity. The Spanish eugenicist Enrique Madrazo had proposed the
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creation of a Centre for the Promotion of the Race already in 1904,
expounding his conviction that “it is in our scope to be able to purify
the body and the soul of the human species, so that the black marks
which today sadden its existence are removed.” Madrazo also under-
scored the secular scientistic dimension of his eugenic programme.
“The religious ideal,” he instructed, “must be substituted by that of
science; in other words, the sentimental ideal must be substituted by
that of reason, which has already replaced the former in those soci-
eties which are in the forefront of culture.” This intermingling of
science and religion encapsulated for Madrazo the new eugenic ideal
that would ultimately transform and modernise Spain.

As a cluster of social, biological and cultural ideas, eugenics
centred on redefining the individual and its national community
according to the scientific laws of natural selection and heredity.
In the majority of cases, eugenics relied on the state’s intervention
to assure the success of its programme of biological rejuvenation.
Accordingly, Galton, Ploetz, Madrazo and other contemporary
eugenicists strongly believed that the regulatory functions of the
modern state ought to ensure not only social control and discipline,
but to also provide mechanisms enabling racially “valuable” indi-
viduals to flourish and reproduce in greater numbers. Confronted
with such difficult circumstances, Pearson, for instance, believed the
eugenicists’ responsibility to be twofold: they could either “follow
the easy course of appeal to popular feeling and untutored human
emotion, in which case they will create, like philanthropic effort,
immediate interest, have their day and their fashion, and leave no
progressive impress on racial evolution.” Conversely, they could
“take the harder road of first ascertaining the laws which regulate
the human herd, of creating a science which shall dictate an ultimate
eugenic art.”™

These anxieties about racial prowess were compounded by the
spectre of physical degeneration. In Britain, the Boer War of 1899—
1902 brought these fears to the general public’s consciousness, add-
ing to a general impression that the British population had began
to decline numerically. In fact, social commentators were not far
from the truth as, for instance, the birthrate more than halved
between 1871 and 19145 Authors like the Fabian socialist Sidney
Webb, in his 1907 The Decline of the Birth-Rate, and the eugenicist
Ethel Elderton, in her 1914 Report on the English Birth Rate, confirmed
these sombre predictions of social decline.’* No surprise, then, that
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an Inter-Departmental Committee on Physical Deterioration was
established in 1903, reflecting growing public and official concerns
with national degeneration* Such biological predicaments were,
however, not reserved for Britain alone.

New discourses on degeneration had emerged in Europe in the
wake of the publication of such classics as the 1857 Treatise on the
Moral, Intellectual and Physical Degeneration of the Human Species by the
French psychiatrist Bénédict August Morel, and the 1875 Heredity: A
Psychological Study of Its Phenomena, Laws, Causes, and Consequences by
the French psychologist Théodule Ribot. These discourses, as Daniel
Pick has persuasively demonstrated, were built on “various concep-
tions of atavism, regression, relapse, transgression and decline within
a European context so often identified as the quintessential age of
evolution, progress, optimism, reform or improvement.” If French
psychiatry provided one source for this anxiety about degenera-
tion, Italian criminal anthropology provided another. In a number
of books including The Criminal Man (1875) and The Delinquent Man
(1876), the criminologist Cesare Lombroso transformed the crimi-
nal body into an example of deviancy and degeneration’® At the
confluence of these intellectual endeavours was the need to identify
the individual body as an appropriate object of scientific knowledge
and regulation. Eugenicists adopted many of these arguments in
their crusade for racial improvement. Increasingly, the race’s alleged
degeneration became central to visions of national survival amidst
mounting international crises.”

Some authors such as, for example, the British physician Robert
Rentoul insisted in his 1903 Proposed Sterilisation of Certain Mental
and Physical Degenerates, and again in his 1906 Race Culture; or, Race
Suicide?, that the “white race” was in peril due to the low birthrate
exhibited by the better classes (as opposed to the high birthrate
of the lower classes), coupled with racial intermarriage and the
increasing number of feeble-minded individuals and asocial ele-
ments. “I have avoided entering upon the question of environment,”
Retoul emphasised, “as a cause for degeneration. Heredity is the
great cause.”® Of the social vocabularies available to eugenicists
to articulate their concern with the increased number of “unfit”
elements within society, one consistently used was the question-
ing of government welfare programmes or protective legislation
on the grounds that such social reforms enabled the hereditarily
unfit to survive, thereby weakening society as a whole. Practical
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eugenics was hence considered to be the best alternative to social
and racial degeneracy. Havelock Ellis shared these views when,
commenting on feeblemindedness, he stated that “by specially
training the feeble-minded, by confining them in suitable institu-
tions and colonies, and by voluntary sacrifice of procreative power
on the part of those who are able to work in the world —we shall be
able, even in a single generation, largely to remove one of the most
serious and burdensome taints in our civilization, and so mightily
work for the regeneration of the race.” In Germany, Alfred Ploetz,
together with dramatist Gerhard Hauptmann, established a League
to Reinvigorate the Race as early as 1879, with the aim of restoring
the German nation’s racial vigour.*® A few years before Ploetz pub-
lished his treatise on racial hygiene Hauptmann described the con-
volutions of scientism and the new biological morality emerging
in Germany at the end of the nineteenth century in his 1889 drama
Before Dawn, possibly “the first major public statement in Germany
on racial biology.”

Whether exposed through literature or science, there was,
around 1900, an increased anxiety about the nation’s physical
degeneration. Some authors, like Giuseppe Sergi, transferred the
locus of degeneration to a cluster of idiosyncratic historical and
cultural entities which he grouped into a new racial body, the
“Latin nation.” To others, the personification of degeneration was
accompanied by the formulation of rhetorical, institutional and dis-
ciplinary strategies of social and racial protectionism. To this end,
racial decline was consciously politicised. If in Germany debates on
degeneration augmented a revival of conservative and right-wing
ideologies, in France, some of the most vocal defenders of the race
came from the revolutionary Left. The birth control campaigner
and anarchist Paul Robin —to name the most conspicuous example
—placed the issue of fertility among the lower classes at the centre
of his neo-Malthusian programme of racial rejuvenation. If authors
like Georges Sorel and Charles Péguy predicated the regeneration
of France on patriotism and the Christian tradition,” Robin pre-
ferred a rational planning approach to motherhood. In 1896 Robin
established the League for Human Regeneration together with the
journal Regeneration, based on a programme of racial improvement
he had already outlined in his 1878 The Sexual Question, arguably
one of the most radical manifestos of anarchist eugenics. Here is
a characteristic sample of Robin’s scientific management of the
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human reproduction and its social implications:

Oh, you who are called proletarians (that is to say, makers of children),
you who are crushed by an excess of labour, you who are poorly housed,
badly dressed, poorly fed, if you sense your pains, if you aspire to things
the possession of which would permit you to struggle against the tyr-
anny so well organised by your oppressors, do not burden yourself with
a great number of beings more feeble, more powerful than you! Do not
encumber yourself with children! [...] Such prudence is as desirable in
the daily industrial battle as it is in the violent struggle of the day, very
close at hand I hope, of the social revolution.*

Opposing other eugenicists who sought to encourage the poor to
limit their reproduction in order to counteract the negative effects
of modernity, Robin argued for birth control as a technique through
which the poor could, in fact, control the internal dynamic of
change in society. As his Spanish disciples, Luis Bulffi, pointed out
whilst launching the journal Health and Strength in 1904, the purpose
of eugenics was

to make available biological and social scientific data so that future gen-
erations are not like our own and so that the ones about to be born are
not the result of hurried passions, of a chance sexual encounter. Instead,
they should be the result of the conscious decision of healthy parents,
who have vigorous bodies and minds, and who are perfectly aware of
the task they are undertaking.®s

The control of reproduction held the key to social and biological
regeneration.

That this was clearly the case can be seen in the developments of
discourses on degeneracy in Eastern Europe. In 1874, the founder of
Romanian psychiatry Alexandru Sutzu established a direct relation-
ship between heredity and the degeneration of nations,* whilst in
his 1876 Medical Philosophy: On the Improvement of Human Race the der-
matologist Mihail Petrini-Galatzi went even further in advocating
that members of communities suffering from hereditary diseases
should be discouraged from reproduction.”” Other intellectuals in
Eastern Europe, like Mladen Jojki¢, offered a historical explanation
of the current national degeneration, blaming centuries of Ottoman
domination for remorselessly encroaching Serbian communities
and thwarting their biological development.*
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The Czech sociologist Bfetislav Foustka, on the other hand, inte-
grated the issue of national degeneration within the larger ideal of
humanity, providing a sense of a biologically guaranteed physical
order and moral purpose.® In his 1907 Abstinence as a Cultural Problem
with Particular Consideration to Austrian Nationalities, Foustka provided
a further reading of the idea of resisting decay and degeneration
though an extensive programme of rebirth: “Everywhere one calls
for regeneration; and not only political, ethical, and religious but
also biological regeneration.””°

Within the emerging hygienic culture of the twentieth century,
the “lower classes” and “inferior individuals” found themselves at
once rejected and celebrated, decisively transforming not only rep-
resentations of societies and nations in terms of their racial quality
but also the eugenic discourse itself. As Saleeby warned in his 1911
The Methods of Race-Regeneration, “[i]t must be remembered that we
shall not raise or regenerate the race merely by purging it of dis-
eased elements, however necessary and desirable that process may
be.””* But with few notable exceptions, eugenicists were not inter-
ested in redeeming those deemed “unfit,” preferring to idealise the
healthy body of the nation and the race instead. The internal tra-
jectory eugenics followed might have differed between countries
like Britain, France, Germany, Romania and Spain, as scholars of
eugenics have repeatedly insisted,” but the modern technology of
the national body proposed by eugenicists was essentially the same
across Europe: the desire to control the population’s quality by con-
trolling its reproduction.” In this manner, negative eugenic practices
like segregation and sterilisation, synonymous with complete sub-
mission of individual liberties, could be conjoined with the ideal of a
healthy national community.

Internationalising Eugenics

The internationalisation of eugenics permitted its rapid absorption
into national and regional contexts. No longer an exclusive idiom,
eugenics became part of the general European discussion about the
racial future of the nation. As early as 1901, in Transylvania, Heinrich
Siegmund published the first eugenic treatise in Eastern Europe,
enrolling racial hygiene in the service of important Saxon institu-
tions of control, notably the church and the family. In 1905 the first
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professorial chair in eugenics was inaugurated at University College
London, based on Galton’s intention “to forward the exact study
of what may be called National Eugenics.” This concept was defined
as “the influences that are socially controllable, on which the sta-
tus of the nation depends. These are of two classes: (1) those which
affect the race itself and (2) those which affect its health.”s Eugenics
was, of course, open to various interpretations. Thus, and although
Galton and his school emphasised the social context, other readings
insisted on racial strength (for example German and Scandinavian
racial hygiene) and adaptation to a hostile environment (for example
French puericulture). All of these readings of eugenics were possible,
even within the same modernist narrative of national improvement,
and many authors highlighted these difficulties of interpretation.

In the first issue of the Journal of Racial and Social Biology, Alfred
Ploetz endeavoured to establish racial hygiene as a discipline within
its own right,”® rather than being a mere sub-discipline of social
hygiene as the influential social hygienist Alfred Grotjahn had main-
tained.”” Racial hygiene, according to Ploetz, Schallmayer and others
around them, was exclusively concerned with the hereditary quali-
ties of the population, and its aims were twofold: to increase and
further those hereditarily “superior” individuals, and to decrease — if
elimination was not possible — those considered racially undesir-
able. Contrary to social hygiene, which focused on the protection of
existing hereditary qualities, racial hygiene was future oriented as its
driving force was towards building a new racial community.

In 1908 another prominent figure of European eugenics, the
Norwegian Jon Alfred Mjgen divided racial hygiene into three the-
matic clusters. The first dealt with negative “measures for diminish-
ing undesirable racial elements,” namely “permanent segregation of
recidivists in working colonies and the sterilization of the unfit;” the
second cluster referred to positive “measures aimed at the increase
of valuable racial elements,” including “selective internal coloniza-
tion with schemes for diminishing the movement from country to
town;” “introduction of human biology in school and university
curricula” and “centrally controlled propaganda in knowledge of the
renewal, health and nutrition of the population, with bureaux for
giving information on questions of racial hygiene.” Finally, the third
cluster, which Mjeen termed “prophylactic race hygiene (protection
of the unborn child),” consisted of campaigns “against racial poi-
sons, venereal diseases, narcotics, etc.; certificates of health before
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marriage, including the discouragement of marriage with widely
unrelated races; biological assessment of the whole population;
immigration control based on biological standards, with powers to
prevent admission.”®

These definitional endeavours emerged in a context of creative
institutionalisation and professionalisation of eugenics. Encouraged
by the reception of Galton’s ideas in Britain, the Eugenics Education
Society was established in 1907 in London. Other countries followed
this example and in Scandinavia, for instance, a Swedish Society for
Race Hygiene was formed in Stockholm in 1909. American eugeni-
cists had established the Station for Experimental Evolution at Cold
Spring Harbor as early as 1904, followed by the Eugenics Record
Office in 1910. These initial efforts to popularise eugenics in Europe
and the US did produce the outcome Galton had anticipated, namely
the recognition of eugenics as “a subject whose practical develop-
ment deserves serious consideration.” The French Eugenics Society
was established in1912;in 1913, the Czechs founded “an institution for
research in eugenics” and the Viennese Sociological Society estab-
lished a section on Social Biology and Eugenics,” followed shortly
thereafter by the Hungarian Eugenics Society in 1914.5° Also in 1914,
an Italian Eugenics Committee convened at the Roman Society of
Anthropology.® By then, the German Society for Racial Hygiene,
established in 1905, was intensely involved in disseminating eugen-
ics to the general public, both at home and abroad, as illustrated by
the Hygiene Exhibition organised in Dresden in 1911.%

It is on this occasion that Ploetz defined “qualitative” and “quan-
titative” racial hygiene. In short, “qualitative” racial hygiene focused
on: a) the birth rate, both that of the general population and indi-
vidual mothers; b) the death rate; and c) the birth excess in relation
to the racial struggle for existence. “Quantitative” eugenics, on the
other hand, was preoccupied with: a) selection, itself divided into
1) non-selective elimination through death or infertility; 2) selec-
tive elimination and the elimination of the inefficient from the
race; 3) counter-selective elimination through, for example, war;
and 4) counter-selective selection such as marriage between blind
people). The other components of “quantitative eugenics” included
b) reproductive hygiene (Galton’s eugenics was considered as belong-
ing to this category); ¢) individual racial care in relation to reproduc-
tive strengths and, finally, d) the racial care of physical and mental
abilities.®
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Expressing the wide geographical diffusion of eugenic ideas
was another conference on eugenics organised in 1911 in Budapest
by the radical intellectuals grouped in the Sociological Society and
publicised in their journal Twentieth Century. The conference was as
much scientific as it was socio-political, illustrating more than just
the ambition of a new generation of Hungarian intellectuals to come
to terms with new developments in the social and natural sciences
before the First World War. Eugenics was seen as a mechanism capa-
ble of decoding social and national predicaments that —according to
the organisers — impeded the progress of Hungarian state and soci-
ety. The debate thus has a double significance: on the one hand, it
gave supporters of eugenics in Hungary the necessary opportunity
to synthesise their views on heredity and articulate common pro-
grammes of hygiene and racial hygiene; on the other, it added a new
dimension to general discussions on social and political transforma-
tion which characterised the evolution of political thinking in early
twentieth-century Hungary.®

Jozsef Madzsar set the theoretical framework of the confer-
ence with his 1910 article “Practical Eugenics.”s Hereditary factors,
Madzsar argued, were paramount to the creation of a healthy indi-
vidual, and biometry could help explain how certain hereditary traits
transmitted from one generation to another and differed in their
range of variability. Madzsar was even more critical of approaches to
hygienic improvement and social corrections attempted by state and
social institutions, and which he saw as working against “the goals
of natural selection.” Madzsar’s eugenic concepts opposed other
visions of public assistance and medical reforms based on humani-
tarian principles. “The present form of social charity,” Madzsar
claimed, “is even more dangerous because in most cases it obstructs
the perishing of elements which are most burdensome and danger-
ous for society and it encourages their proliferation.”®

Madzsar’s biological radicalism went well beyond simply criti-
cising policies of social charity, especially when suggesting radical
policies of negative eugenics including sterilisation. Invoking Plato’s
argument that the “disabled should be banished from the state,”
Madzsar maintained the necessity of reverting to this practice in
contemporary society. Eugenicists, he continued, should resist their
“pseudo-humanism,” and “at least pursue the goal of preventing the
proliferation of the unfit and promoting the proliferation of the fit.”
In such a context, the state was invested with biological prerogatives.
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Indeed, according to Madzsar, “[i]f the state has the right to deprive
citizens of their freedom, of their life even, it undoubtedly has the
right to sterilise as well, especially when this can be executed without
any other unpleasant consequences for the individual.”®” Ultimately,
Madzsar demanded the modern state aim to purify its racial body
whilst eugenically controlling the population.

According to another participant, the biologist Istvan Apathy,
degeneration was primarily an innate characteristic rather than the
effect of external causes: “The process known as racial degeneration
is actually a malady of the species, a malady which can be cured by
extremely special methods.” Well versed in hereditarian theories,
and a supporter of schemes for preventive hygiene, Apathy adopted
both as sources of inspiration for the “special methods” of com-
bating the “malady” of modern degeneration. Thus, he continued,
“[plublic hygiene is concerned with the improvement of public life
conditions and public health; racial hygiene fights against certain
maladies which endanger not only the survival of isolated individuals
but the survival of the entire species.” The science of hygiene, there-
fore, needed to adapt to the challenges posed by eugenics, especially
to the notion that benevolent hygienic schemes resulted in the mul-
tiplication of the “unfit.” The importance of eugenics for improving
hygiene was thus perceived to be substantial. As Apathy explained:

The endeavours of these two sciences are in many aspects similar; fur-
thermore, the improvement of public hygiene itself is one of the meth-
ods employed by racial hygiene. Yet the latter has also adopted methods
which originated in sociology, on the one hand, and in ethics, on the
other; and, finally, it adopted an entirely specific biological method as
well. This method is the deliberate selection of those elements that pro-
tect the race and the impediment of the reproduction of certain indi-
viduals who might have a damaging effect on the future generation.3’

Like Madzsar, Apathy also realised that the key to realising
“eugenic utopia” lay at the confluence between the interests of the
individual and the powers invested in the state. The eugenic policy
advocated by Apathy outlined new priorities for social hygiene,
and included these within his vision of state welfare. Biological
degeneration and images of deteriorating social conditions only
strengthened his conviction that the private sphere ought not to be
encircled by excessive individualism, but — when the protection of
the race was required — be authorised to endorse the monitoring
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of the biological capital of the nation by the state. “It is a great mis-
take,” Apathy noted, “to believe that the interest of the individual is
in conflict with state interest, or that private interest fights public
interest in the problems of eugenics.”® He was not the only eugeni-
cist to think in these terms.

In a lecture prepared for the 1912 International Congress of
Eugenics in London, the Czech eugenicist Ladislav Hakovec
described the “modern eugenic movement” as an endeavour to
apply to society “the new biological discoveries of human hered-
ity,” arguing equally that new systems of public health and public
hygiene were needed to accompany modern sanitary reforms. It was
important, Hagkovec emphasised, that eugenics focused not only on
the health of the individual but considered health and medicine as
factors in shaping a higher social condition. To illustrate his argu-
ments, Haskovec pointedly discussed the social consequences of the
laws of hereditary pathology, in the cases of tuberculosis and syphi-
lis. Defending the need for a eugenic pedagogy, Haskovec ultimately
wanted to promote the introduction of new hygienic and medical
principles as the accepted basis of the modern approach to marriage
and family. Inextricably tied to the health of “future generations, the
nation and the state,” eugenic marriage certificates certified both the
struggle against social degeneration and social deviance, as well as
the fusion of science and national progressivism.*°

Plans for a new social and national order based on scientific
knowledge, and in accordance with eugenic principles, were con-
stantly enunciated during these public debates and lectures on
racial hygiene and eugenics in Germany and Austria-Hungary.
Eugenicists like Ploetz, Madzsar, Apathy and Haskovec took a keen
interest in contemporary social problems, and their various percep-
tions of eugenics emphasised the biological rejuvenation of society
that was inherent in philosophies of social progress. Some of the
assumptions formulated during these conferences were based on
local, German, Hungarian and Czech experiences; others were
drawn from similar debates in other European countries, par-
ticularly in Britain. Karl Pearson’s synthesised this programme of
“national eugenics” thus:

Every nation has in certain sense its own study of eugenics, and what is
true of one nation is not necessarily true of the second. The ranges of
thought and of habit are so diverse among nations that what might be at
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once or in a short time under the social control of one nation, would be
practically impossible to control in a second. Eugenics must from this
aspect be essentially national, and eugenics as a practical policy will
vary widely according as you deal with Frenchmen or Japanese, with
Englishmen or Jews.”

Thisinterpretation of “national eugenics” encapsulates the objectives
set by the organisers of the 1911 Dresden Exhibition and the confer-
ence on eugenics in Hungary. It was in this context that participants
found the necessary concepts to identity the social and medical
problems afflicting their societies, and which they hoped to solve
through the development of a specifically German and Hungarian
form of eugenics. Again, Pearson must be invoked to provide the
essential ingredient necessary for these visions of national eugenics
to emerge as

within ten to fifteen years national eugenics will be everywhere a branch
of academic training, and that in less than twenty years legislators will
accept the fundamental results of the science of eugenics as indisputable
facts. What is more, the nation that favours these studies most heartily
and most readily accepts the knowledge gained as a guide to practical
conduct is destined to be the predominant state of the future.”

Yet these attempts at formulating a national eugenics tailored to
reflect the local realities of each nation did not preclude the ambi-
tion to formulate an international movement of ideas. By the time
the First International Eugenics Congress convened in London in
1912, Galton’s first commandment — the popularization of eugen-
ics “as an academic question” — had been embraced by more than
400 participants from most European countries and the US. In his
presidential address Leonard Darwin, the Chairman of the Eugenics
Education Society, phrased the hopes of the eugenicists along the
following lines:

The struggle may be long and the disappointments may be many. But we
have seen how the long fight against ignorance ended with the trium-
phant acceptance of the principle of evolution in the nineteenth century.
Eugenics is but the practical application of that principle, and may we
not hope that the twentieth century will, in like manner, be known in
future as the century when the Eugenic ideal was accepted as part of the
creed of civilisation? It is with the object of ensuring the realisation of
this hope that this Congress is assembled here today.”
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The concert of eugenic voices in attendance was far from homogene-
ous. Italian eugenicists like Corrado Giniand Giuseppe Sergi insisted
on coupling eugenics with demography and natality; French eugeni-
cists like Frederic Houssay and Adolphe Pinard criticised the incli-
nation towards negative eugenic practices like sterilisation showed
by some participants, especially from the US, and advanced their
version of puericulture instead,* whilst the German eugenicists
like Agnes Blum and Alfred Ploetz popularised their concept of race
hygiene.” Rather than being satisfied, Ploetz looked to the future, a
time when a new hygienic and racial order would be instituted. By
thinking in terms of the collective racial community rather than
the individual Ploetz aimed to create a eugenic programme ideally
suited to a culturally and biologically rejuvenated society:

We must instil in our children greater courage to undertake the respon-
sibility of life, a higher patriotism, a sense of devotion to our race which
must face the great combat of future, so that they gladly prepare for an
expenditure of energy beyond their own immediate and personal inter-
est. Only then, in the decision between self-centred individualism and
service toward a new generation and new forces for their race, will they
decide in favour of life.>¢

American eugenicists such as Bleeker van Wagenen, the chairman
of the Committee of the Eugenic Section of the American Breeder’s
Association, discussed the practical application of eugenics. In
fact, the first sterilisation law had been introduced by the US state
of Indiana as early as 1907, one targeting “undesirable” individuals,
especially those deemed to be physically disabled, mentally ill, and
criminal.” It became clear that eugenicists were not simply conjur-
ing up themes of racial and social decay.*® Eugenic redemption was
gradually explained in terms that overcame the contrast between
decadence and modernity to propose a regenerative political biology,
one centred on selective breeding and national purification. Thus
American eugenics combined programmatic modernism with a cer-
tain vitality and rationality, adding as much a spiritual as a collective
dimension to national regeneration that other eugenic movements —
apart from German racial hygiene — never entirely embraced.
Britain, the US and Germany were instrumental in establishing
eugenics as a topic of scientific debate in Europe during the first
decade of the twentieth century. Certainly, at the time, supporters
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and detractors alike praised Galton for his commitment to practi-
cal eugenic programmes of social and national rejuvenation derived
from theories of evolution and heredity. The emergence of eugen-
ics in other European countries, to be sure, must be connected to
specific historical circumstances, including economic growth, class
stratification, colonialism and racism; but also, vitally, to the wider
acceptance of theories of heredity by the scientific and political com-
munity as well as remarkable institutional networking.”®

As we shall see in the following chapters, with the outbreak of the
First World War, and especially during the interwar period, eugenics
became part of a nationalist culture, increasingly alienated from the
scientific realms within which it had originated. Coupled with the
increased biologisation of national belonging eugenics transcended
the field of medicine and biology; it gradually operated within a
new nationalist register, one unifying the physicality of the nation
with its resurrected spirituality. Subscribing to this axiom, eugen-
ics redefined the body politic according to the scientific standards
of the age, whereby the nation’s physical and spiritual qualities were
placed under close inspection by both state agencies and individuals
entrusted with the role of protecting them.
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WAR: THE WORLD'S ONLY
HYGIENE, 1914-1918

”y

“The Great War was a eugenics nightmare™ considering the astound-
ing casualties. Germany lost nearly two million people, followed by
Russia with an almost equal number and by France with approxi-
mately a million and a half casualties.> A military conflict of such
magnitude was certainly beyond the wildest imagination of those
who, prior to 1914, glorified war as a means to revolutionise the
stale condition of modernity. If the literary and artistic avant-garde
depicted war as a therapeutic response to a long process of cultural
malaise and degeneration, most politicians believed the time had
come for a rearrangement of Europe’s political order. All groups,
however, deemed the existing European system of power and politi-
cal alliances as unable to cope with the new forms of nationalism,
imperialism and political anarchism that arose in the early twenti-
eth century. Take, for instance, the Italian poet and founder of the
Futurist avant-garde, Filippo Marinetti who famously portrayed war
as “the world’s only hygiene” in1909.2 Modernists believed that when
all cultural values had proven themselves inadequate, the rejuvena-
tion of the national community could only result from the existing
order’s total transformation. Their longing for a spiritual renewal
grounded in the hope that the nation would ultimately be saved by
the violent transgression of all existing boundaries, as expressed
in Marinetti’s address to the Italian students: “[oJur ultra-violet,
anti-clerical, and anti-traditionalist nationalism is based on the
inexhaustible vitality of Italian blood and the struggle against the
ancestor-cult, which far from cementing the race, makes it anaemic
and putrid.™
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War was seen as the “Griinderzeit,” the founding historical
moment when empires disappeared and new nations were forged
from the vortex of universal barbarism. According to the Spanish
eugenicist Antonio Vallejo-Nagera, during the war, “[r]laces which
have rediscovered themselves, which have contemplated their his-
tory, the peoples which have struggled to recuperate their spiritual
values and revive ancient traditions, [were] those, which, like a phoe-
nix, have been reborn from the ashes and have been able to stand
up the whole world in order to maintain their racial personality.”
In this rejuvenating discourse, war symbolised a new beginning; it
transformed the race as much as it changed the life of ordinary indi-
viduals. It was a process of “self-transcendence through war,” one
which Emilio Gentile described as metanoia, the transformation of
“the old man into the fighter or the new man.”

But war provided more than just a mythology of violence and a
matrix for the sacralisation of the nation; many authors around the
turn of the twentieth century saw it in terms of a redemptive return
to a biologically superior condition, akin to the project of human
improvement prophesised by the eugenicists. It was, in fact, dur-
ing the war that eugenics first extended its reach beyond scholarly
debates and infiltrated public and political discourses, confirming
Kevin Repp’s comment that “[s]cience seemed poised to come to the
rescue of culture in the summer of 1914.”8 Some eugenicists deemed
war to be the pinnacle of human evolution, a mechanism through
which to regulate over-population and the demand for economic
resources. As the rhetoric of biological pessimism grew through-
out Europe and the US around 1900, these authors asserted that war
was the ultimate illustration of national potency; war was effective
in mobilising the racial abilities of the nation whilst simultaneously
counteracting physical degeneration and racial miscegenation; war,
ultimately, proved the superiority of one race over another in the
perpetual struggle for survival. Following the distressing impact the
Boer War in South Africa had on the British perception of national
health, Karl Pearson, for example, notably commended the positive
functions of war and its redeeming features of sacrifice and racial
purification.®

Moreover, war encouraged many eugenicists to attempt the nec-
essary codification of eugenics as they vociferously argued that
the state should control biological reproduction in the interest of
national efficiency and to counteract the effects of war. Theoretic
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and practical eugenic themes became increasingly intertwined as
control of the nation’s body politic brought the eugenicists in direct
contact with the political sphere. But eugenicists were divided over
the issue of whether war itself was beneficial or detrimental to social
and national progress. Some argued that war perfectly illustrated
processes of natural selection in social and national spheres, whilst
others argued that war led to the elimination of the physically and
psychologically healthy, thus allowing the “weak” to increase in
number and subsequently determine the biological destiny of future
generations. The British eugenicist J. A. Lindsay logically opined
that “[tlwo theories are possible regarding the eugenic and social
influence of war in general,” where in the first theory “war is, in
the main, profoundly dysgenic and anti-social, wasteful of the best
life of nations, destructive of capital and of the fruits of industry, a
propagator of disease, hurtful to the stock, a well-spring of interna-
tional hatred and alienation.” Alternatively, a second line of reason-
ing argued that “war is a tonic, though admittedly a severe tonic, to
the nations; that it promotes the virile virtues — courage, endurance,
self-sacrifice; that it imposes a wholesome discipline; that it is a great
school of patriotism, efficiency, and national solidarity; that pro-
longed peace leads to softness of manners and racial decadence.” In
this chapter, we will take a closer look at some of these eugenic theo-
ries to illuminate how eugenics hoped to combat the alleged racial
erosion of the national community caused by the war.

War as an Educator

The outbreak of the First World War in 1914 undoubtedly marked a
crucial shift in eugenic rhetoric and practice. Eugenicists everywhere
invoked themes of racial loss and disrupted birthrates, but, more sig-
nificantly, visualised these in terms of national virility and youthful
sacrifice. “Eugenics and war — the clash between ideals,” the Scottish
naturalist]. Arthur Thompson remarked sombrely. The eugenic rhet-
oric of national survival was invoked to describe the negative impact
war had on the race. From this standpoint, Thomson validated a bio-
logical interpretation of war. “Let us not seek to conceal the fact,” he
wrote, “that war, biologically regarded, means wastage and a reversal of
eugenic or rational selection, since it prunes off a disproportionately
large number of those whom the race can least afford to lose.™
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When analysed culturally and spiritually, however, Thompson
was hopeful that war would contribute to “a heightening of the
standard of all-round fitness,” as “forms of national weakness” will
be resisted and “the tare seeds in our inheritance” prevented from
“germinating.” Moreover, war was “a time of vivid national self-
consciousness and of freshened idealism,” which Thomson placed
at the centre of his vision of a regenerated future British Empire.
The transformation of each individual within the body politic of the
nation was one immediate consequence of the war: “We are going to
know and to like one another better, having fought together, rejoiced
and sorrowed together; we are going to see more of one another as
distance-annihilating devices increase and cheapen.”

Thompson used the unique conditions created by war as the locus
for the much needed eugenic palingenesis of society. “As eugenists,”
he remarked, “we are concerned with the natural inheritance and its
nature, which is fundamental, as men we are also concerned with our
social heritage, which is supreme.” The decidedly modern function
of eugenics as a source of biological renewal and sustenance meant
that war —its devastating effects notwithstanding — would create the
favourable conditions for new national values to emerge. “We cannot
end without expressing the hope,” Thompson concluded, “that even
if the natural inheritance in our race must suffer impoverishment
through the tragic sifting of this terrible war, we shall win through
in the end with our social heritage enriched.”

Thomson was not the only one to mythologise war as a meta-
phor for national regeneration. “War is a great educator,” concurred
J. A. Lindsay. The anomie of the modern age could be overcome, he
believed, as war “tends to enlarge our vision, to soften our prejudices,
to mitigate our self-sufficiency, to moderate that insularity of mind
which has so often, and not quite causelessly, been charged against
us as one of the foremost of our national failings.”* The perception
of war as the educator of the national spirit was shared by eugeni-
cists in other European countries as well. The Hungarian biologist
Lajos Méhely invoked war to foster nationalism, and praised it for the
biological rejuvenation it entailed. Patriotism, Méhely also believed,
was retreating in a modern society overwhelmed by decadence and
contemptuous of discipline and self-sacrifice. A new generation of
nationalists was being formed in the trenches, he believed, one that
was racially healthy and willing to sacrifice itself in the service of a
greater cause. Emilio Gentile has offered a potent interpretation of
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this view, arguing that, in the case of Italy, the “life of the trenches,
the sense of comradery, the soldier’s reciprocal dependence and loy-
alty in battle became the basis of a new sentiment of national com-
munion, imbued with lay religiosity.”s War, in other words, was an
opportunity for both spiritual and physical renewal, an antidote to
degeneration and the chance to enhance the nation’s biological qual-
ities. As Méhely insisted, natural selection prompted by war would
eliminate “the pale, the weak, the nervous and, from a military point
of view, a simply valueless generation.”® The result will, according
to Méhely, be “the breeding of patriotic, strong-willed, disciplined
and bodily strong generations of citizens.”” An essential corollary of
this strong commitment to the cultivation of individual abilities and
faculties was the process of selective breeding numerous eugenicists
advocated.

A “constructive eugenic policy in time of war,” according to the
British eugenicist Theodore Chambers, must concentrate on both
those actively engaged in warfare, such as the soldiers, and those
left behind, at home, namely their wives and families. By substitut-
ing war with eugenics in Galton’s definition of the term — “War is
shown to be an agency, under social control, which tends to impair
the racial qualities of future generations physically and mentally™® -
Chambers separated war from its gruesome context, and proclaimed
it to be a metaphysical force for national regeneration: “War may be
glorious in prospect. It may be inevitable. It may be justifiable. While
it lasts we may suffer, but the excitement is intense. Every nerve is
strained to bring to it but one conclusion: victory.”

For these authors war was the instrument of collective social
catharsis, the greatest of tests of the nation’s racial fitness and moral-
ity, and as such could be rationalised as the educator of the national
spirit. The centrality of national rebirth ensured that eugenic visions
of racial improvement operated across cultural, ideological and
ethnic divisions. Commenting on the Jews fighting for the German
army, Todd Presner remarked that “[ejmboldened by their heroic
fighting tradition and physically regenerated in the gymnastic-halls
of modern-day Europe, Jews would bravely serve the German father-
land and prove, once and for all, that they were a muscular, military
people.”® The German Jewish journalist Binjamin Segel exempli-
fied this attitude in his 1914 article “The War as Master Teacher,”
claiming that “[u]nlike any other historical event war answers the
question of how much bravery, contempt for death, discipline,
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organizational capacity, sacrificial courage, and physical strengths
lies within a people.”™ By participating in war, Segel believed, quali-
tative ethnic differences between Jews and Gentiles have at last
become de-essentialised. Patriotism transgressed the racial and
corporeal essence between German nationalism and Zionism, as
it was allegiance to the country that ultimately mattered. The war
thus occasioned Jewish leaders to equate national consciousness
with political assimilation, accentuating the need for collective pal-
ingenesis. It was, to quote the British suffragette May Sinclair, the
“Great War of Redemption.” When referring to the neighbouring
Austro-Hungarian Monarchy, Istvan Dedk similarly argued that
“World War I marked the apogee of Jewish participation in the life
of Central Europeans. In the delirious enthusiasm of August 1914,
Jews were amongst the greatest enthusiasts. They endorsed the war,
in part because the enemy was the anti-Semitic Russian Empire, in
partbecause the conflict’s outcome promised to bring their finaland
complete acceptance.” War, ultimately, exemplified how a degen-
erative present could be overcome through physical hardship and
military combat, whilst offering new models of social and political
renewal that would allow the nation as a whole to fulfil the task of
building new foundations for the future.

However, this is just one aspect pertaining to the relation-
ship between eugenic theories of human improvement and war.
Concomitantly, questions about the national body’s deteriorating
health at the hands of war became more articulate. As noted in the
previous chapter, eugenics operated within a conceptual framework
that allowed for the possibility of systematically classifying the
nation’s social composition according to racial strengths and their
cumulative impact on future generations. Due to this theoretical
malleability, there was a concurrent emphasis on social, biological,
and cultural categories upon which the health of the nation could
be modelled. Thus, there were many eugenic voices arguing against
views depicting war as the perfect gardener pruning the world
through natural selection and the survival of the fittest. For this cat-
egory of eugenicists, war was the symbol of racial destruction and
the perfect mechanism facilitating the weakening of the social fabric
of society.

To be sure, the healthy and strong race so often invoked by
eugenicists was an ideal to which many of those supporting war
adhered. But the task of realising this ideal was managed differently
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in European countries and cultures. War was complexly mediated
by the local variables shaping each country involved in the conflict;
but it was also eugenically conditioned by a generalised political
biology, one defined by the traumas, displacements and tragic reali-
ties of military conflict. Universally, eugenicists berated the state for
failing to recognise its biological duty to assist those sections of the
nation it deemed a source of racial wealth, namely to encourage them
to reproduce through social assistance and charitable work. The
Italian anthropologist Giuseppe Sergi openly called upon the state
“not only to maintain the high spirits of the nation and the power of
resistance to the harsh conditions of the war, but also to maintain
healthy and vigorous bodies for the present and the future.” Thus,
war offered the state the possibility to control the nation’s health and
identity. But with the number of military casualties rapidly increas-
ing, the role of the state — so the eugenicists maintained — should not
only be one of patrolling the racial borders of the nation but also one
of protecting the internal racial disintegration caused by war.

Nations Racially Damaged

Within this context, eugenic reasoning sought to address the impact
of military and civilian causalities in relation to hereditarian laws,
and more broadly, in the terms of Darwinist doctrine of evolution.
Discussing how natural selection affected the life of nations, Charles
Darwin lamented the counter-selective consequences of war already
in his 1871 The Descent of Man:

In every country in which a large standing army is kept up, the finest
young men are taken by the conscription or are enlisted. They are thus
exposed to early death during the war, are often tempted into vice, and
are prevented from marrying during the prime of their life. On the other
hand, the shorter and feebler men, with poorer constitutions, are left at
home, and consequently have a much better change of marrying and
propagating their kind.»

Alfred Ploetz had similarly pointed to the dysgenic effects of war in
his 1895 treatise on racial hygiene, and subsequently proposed that
the “worst individuals” be drafted into military service in order for
“healthy individuals to be saved.”?¢ A characteristic proposition
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of this view that war was ultimately detrimental to the biological
improvement of human societies is offered by an anonymous con-
tribution to The Lancet in 1916, in which the author bluntly declared:

War is antagonistic to eugenics. It is not like the storm that uproots
parasitic plants, the hurricane which purifies the atmosphere, but is
the whirlwind that shatters the forest trees, beats down the corn and
devastates the fields where nettles will afterwards flourish. War is not a
reviving blood-letting, but an exhausting haemorrhage, which blanches
the life-producing organs and prepares the soil for the development of
pathogenic germs. War scatters the seeds of disease, sorrow and hate,
and death, all of which cause the deterioration of the race.”

War was not just the epitome of national resurrection, but also
a mechanism of eugenic action, demonstrating a clear affinity
between eugenicists and other groups concerned with social and
population questions, including neo-Malthusians, feminists, social
hygienists and health reformers. Although their prescriptions were
often different, especially with respect to the issues of reproduction
and fertility, they all appeared to share a number of similar concepts
and approaches, notably the belief that the health of the community
was both a biological and moral issue.

With the intensification of the military conflicts in 1915 and 1916,
following the Dardanelles campaign and the battles on the Eastern
front and Verdun, it became obvious that war inflicted severe social,
demographic, and eugenic damage upon all nations involved. This
explosion of militarism was often accompanied by racial prejudice
and stereotyping.?® Concerned eugenicists were often enlisted, or
volunteered, to demystify such practices. Yet, these efforts were pow-
erless. As the Swiss eugenicist Max von Gruber remarked; “[w]hat
we [the Germans] believe to be the illogical predilection to pathetic
idle talk, the lack of the love for truth, and hysterical excitability is
perceived by [the French] as the beautiful power of the inspired souls
that overcomes all the earthly burdens.”

French authors, on the other hand, consistently negated German
claims of racial and cultural superiority, insisting — like the anthro-
pologist George Poisson — that miscegenation and a succession of
historical migrations had irremediably dissolved the “pure” Aryan
and Nordic nature of German racial type.° Louis Capitan, a profes-
sor of pathology at the Collége de France, went even further and
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connected a eugenic definition of inferiority to pathology and mor-
bidity. German and Austrian soldiers were, according to Capitan, in
vast proportions affected by criminal degeneracy and should con-
sequentially be regarded as morally irresponsible. In fact, Capitan
believed that the Austrian and German armies were, in fact, trying
to overcome their sense of degeneracy and inferiority by prolonging
the war, thus providing official propaganda with eugenic idioms.*

These allegations of racial deficiency illustrated not only a radi-
calisation of war, but also the emergence of a new eugenic language
to accommodate it. Eugenicists had many ideologically persuasive
sources with which to outline their new programmes of racial and
national survival. These sources consisted not only of detailed and
striking clinical descriptions of the enemy’s pathological body like
Capitan’s, but also of aggressively promoted demographic and medi-
cal statistics concerning what was perceived to be a decrease in the
racial quality of the population. According to one commentator,
“whatever argument may be adduced in favour of the preparations
for war as of eugenic value in our times, it must be generally con-
ceded that war itself, under modern conditions of mechanics and
mobility, is almost entirely dysgenic.”

There is an important corollary of this view. The assignment of
eugenic significance to war implied that the realities of military con-
flict, and its ensuing consequences, invariably also confirmed the
presuppositions advanced by eugenicists. Most Italian eugenicists,
for instance, recommended a negative hermeneutics of war. In his
1917 War and Population the demographer Franco Savorgnan offered
a convincing description of the qualitative and quantitative decline
of “the racial type” of Italian men, and their reproductive capacities,
due to their participation in the war. “The great majority will be,”
Savorgnan believed, “undermined by privations, venereal diseases
and tuberculosis, or, in the best hypothesis, will have brought home
from the war a nervous system strongly prejudiced by the ceaseless
fire of the artillery.”: It was thus realised that eugenics ought to have
an impact upon society at the national level, and that eugenicists
were not merely messengers of science, but guardians of the nation’s
biological treasure. That they — and, by extension, the medical sci-
ences — could treat and heal the wounds of the nation.

But eugenic readings of war changed according to author, and
the racial meanings attached to the nation were not fixed. The
process of interpreting the dysgenic impact on the population was
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consequently not a process of assigning fixed meanings to war but,
rather, that of reading the patters of structured modification of the
racial quality of the population. The Italian statistician Corrado
Gini was, illustratively, less inclined to wholeheartedly accept pes-
simist visions of racial destruction purported by war. Arguing that
“chances of destruction were better equalized amongst individuals
of relatively greater or less value,” Gini argued that one should look
at the positive eugenic consequences of war. “In practical eugenics,”
he contended, “the important thing is not to have a fixed eugenic
ideal, which can seldom be realized, but to have adequate criteria for
discriminating between favourable and unfavourable eugenic fac-
tors.”3+If some eugenicists were inclined to see the positive effects of
war in its early stages, especially with regards to fostering patriotism
and national solidarity, by the end of 1916 a consensus emerged that
war was dysgenic as it affected both the combatants and the civilian
populations.

Repudiating the restricted usage of biology by politicians and
intellectuals, eugenicists now embraced a broad racial protection-
ism. Leonard Darwin synthesised the main tenets of the new eugenic
politics needed during the war in his 1916 lecture “On the Statistical
Enquiries Needed after the War in Connection with Eugenics.” Four
questions preoccupied Darwin in this text: “(1) At the conclusion of
the war to what extent will the nation have been racially damaged?
(2) To what extent will this racial damage reappear in subsequent
generations? (3) In what ways will this racial damage injuriously
affect the nation as a whole? (4) And how can this damage best be
remedied?” Darwin viewed the nation as aliving organism in which
the family constituted a nucleus, and future generations figured as
an index of the nation’s overall vitality and prowess. Eugenically,
Darwin explained that the racial damage “must be measured not
only with reference to the qualities of the individual killed, but also
with regard to the extent to which those individuals would actually
have transmitted these qualities had they lived.”¢ In other words, the
racial damage depended on whether the soldiers killed were “on the
whole above — or below — the mean level of the whole community
in what Galton called civic worth.”” Nonetheless, Darwin acknowl-
edged that acquiring the necessary information for a thorough anal-
ysis of these patterns was difficult, if not impossible.

With respect to the second question, Darwin argued that “[i]f the
nation will be physically and mentally damaged by the war, these
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evil effects will certainly affect future generations because of the
check thus directly produced on intellectual and material progress.”$
Darwin was aware of the declining birthrates and spreading poverty
in addition to the economic difficulties caused by food shortages.
An important question persisted, nevertheless. If the environ-
ment played no significant role in shaping the biological future
of the nation, how could one quantify and interpret the casualties
war inflicted on the national body? “Our inborn qualities being
entirely unalterable,” surmised Darwin, “what can eugenic reform,
or the attempt to improve these inborn qualities, do [...], it may be
asked.”

As all concerned soon came to realize after 1914, the war had not
only reconfigured national politics and international relations, but
afforded the various contemporary theories of heredity a new sig-
nificance. Where some of his compatriots glorified war’s beneficial
influence on the race, the Hungarian eugenicist Géza von Hoffmann
discussed its detrimental effects. Drawing upon rising fears of racial
degeneration and declining popular health, Hoffmann offered pro-
vocative evaluations of the consequences resulting from drafting
the community’s healthy members. Echoing Leonard Darwin, one
eugenic trope in particular was used most insistently by Hoffmann
in his description of the dysgenic effects of war: the biological capital
of future generations. Protecting the racial quality of future genera-
tions constituted one of the key forces driving both quantitative and
qualitative eugenic policies:

The aim of eugenics is the greatest possible number and the best possi-
ble quality of people. Quantitative eugenics deals with numeric increase
whilst qualitative eugenics tries to improve individual value. Having in
mind the main laws of heredity, our objective should be to secure many
descendants for outstanding individuals and few for individuals below
the average. Quantitative and qualitative eugenics are practically impos-
sible to separate.*

These arguments were synthesised in Hoffmann’s 1916 War and Racial
Hygiene. His was a pessimist vision in that war, Hoffmann reiterated,
amounted to a “total annihilation of peoples. Having described
the counter-selective consequences of warfare, he lamented it had
also exposed the combatant states to various forms of biological and
racial extinction, obstructing population growth and having a dys-
genic effect on the hereditary constitution of the European nations.
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Using the statutes of the German Society for Racial Hygiene as an
example, Hoffmann assessed the “racial burden” and “degeneration”
war inflicted on the nation’s “genetic stock” towards arguing for
the protection of marriage, the introduction of prophylactic meas-
ures against venereal diseases and, especially, the discouragement
of “inferior people” from reproduction.# Hoffmann believed that
the “welfare of the race” necessitated an “unrelenting struggle for
existence,™ as it offered the only way to protect the race from the
destructive consequences of war.

This form of race protectionism required eugenics be given the
leading role in the process of national recovery, seconded by an
equally well articulated population policy. And, as the damages
caused by war increased, Hoffmann insisted that broader segments
of the political elite and the population should be made aware of
these policies’ importance. Without a significant improvement
of public awareness of these issues, the negative effects of the war
would, in turn, result in a profound national crisis.

With Europe facing a difficult present and uncertain future,
Hoffmann presented those racial hygiene measures he deemed nec-
essary for “the recovery of the race” after the war. He grouped them
into “quantitative and qualitative” categories, with the latter further
divided into “positive and negative” forms. Positive racial hygiene
promoted the “breeding of those superior,” whilst negative eugen-
ics “impeded the reproduction of those inferior.** Two countries
served as prominent examples, the US and Germany. If the former
was the herald of “qualitative” racial hygiene, having already intro-
duced measures to “prevent the reproduction of the inferior,” the
latter was largely preoccupied with “quantitative” racial hygiene.
Only recently, Hoffmann remarked critically, had German eugeni-
cists turned towards “qualitative” racial policies. Such assessments
were by no means atypical, but his contemporaries were often con-
fused by the synthetic range of eugenic views on racial preservation
and nationalism. Not surprisingly, the German physiologist Georg
Friedrich Nicolai attempted to illuminate these contradictory inter-
pretations in his 1917 The Biology of War. Not denying the importance
of the Darwinian struggle for existence, Nicolai nevertheless per-
ceived war as a destructive plague aggravated by national chauvin-
ism and ideas of racial preservation, especially in Germany.#

Within the more specific context of the theme of modernism
and war, eugenic ideas of demographic preservation are important
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because of their inherent eclecticism. The complex relationship
between quantitative and qualitative policies conjures up this eclec-
tic eugenic vocabulary, serving to highlight the interface between
the public’s involvement with eugenics and elitist hereditarian tradi-
tions. Especially worthy of note is the distinct prominence given to
the crucial process of biological reproduction which broadened the
social and political base of eugenics. For those eugenicists, like the
Austrian Julius Tandler, anxious to preserve national racial qualities,
appeals for a demographic increase were embedded in a plurality of
cultural and ideological contexts, and can be adequately understood
when set against these discursive backgrounds.*® Ultimately, one of
the important issues raised by eugenicists during this period was
about which biological strategy was more appropriate to counter the
negative costs of war. In discussing this issue, one needs to reflect on
the textual ramifications of eugenics, its embedded proclivity for the
practical construction of a new social and national order, one com-
mensurate with the conditions created by war.

The Eugenic Crusade: Quantity or Quality?

The previous section outlined various eugenic interpretations of
war, both positive and negative. One must, however, consider the
ways in which eugenicists related to, and interpreted, the effective-
ness of their theories. As we have already discussed, eugenicists did
not have a unified notion of what impact the war would have on the
racial qualities of the nation. As a result, two contrasting eugenic
conceptions were formulated: namely, the quantity model and the
quality model. The notions of quantity and quality were used as heu-
ristic devices by eugenicists, as a means of conceptualising the way
in which they perceived their doctrines operating in relation to the
racial damage caused by war.

But the acutely alarming descriptions offered by eugenicists
did not arise solely from the reality of war, but also from the pre-
sumed incongruity of hereditarian theories. Eugenics undoubtedly
emerged as one of the most articulate responses to the crises brought
about by the war between 1914 and 1918 —but it was an ideology torn
between its biological determinism (nature) and social protection-
ism (nurture). Historians have noted that several prominent eugeni-
cists, among them Galton himself, strongly sympathised with social
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protectionism and class elitism. As Richard Soloway remarked, the
war “brought to a head for the first time serious disagreements about
the relative contributions of nature and nurture which were endemic
to eugenics and which plagued it throughout its history.™

Eugenicists feared both the adverse consequences of declining
fertility rates and the equally detrimental effects of the increased
number, visibility and fiscal costs of disabled individuals on soci-
ety.In 1916, Leonard Darwin identified two practices through which
“the innate qualities of the nation” were to be preserved and which,
if adopted, “would produce racial results of enormous value.” The
first deemed it “immoral and unpatriotic” for healthy parents to
“limit the size of the family”; the second instructed that “parenthood
is immoral either when both parents are clearly defective in ways
rendering it highly probable that the cause is constitutional, or when
one parent is very markedly defective, or when there is not a reason-
able prospect of its being possible to maintain the child in mental and
physical well being without extraneous help being received by the
parents.*® The mounting human losses and their impact on Britain’s
demography and social structures were transparent in Darwin’s
argument, notably in the stipulation that “our nation is now assur-
edly either advancing or retreating in all the qualities which led to
well-being and renown; and to do nothing is not to be stationary, but
most probably to drift down the hill of racial decline.™

The relentless exposition of these anxieties during the war con-
tributed to the growing prestige eugenics and its solutions to demo-
graphic and social crises eventually enjoyed. Nonetheless, these
eugenic arguments, relevant as they were for countries afflicted
by war, were often couched in a nationalist rhetoric about racial
supremacy and survival. In addition to occasioning the introduction
of social and medical policies dealing with particular groups, eugen-
ics generated a resurgence of nationalist concerns about the deteri-
oration of the nation’s racial qualities. At the inaugural meeting of
the Hungarian Eugenics Society in 1914, Istvan Apathy passionately
declared: “We have to start a real eugenic crusade.”° Like in Britain,
Germany, Italy or France, the war constituted the greatest challenge
the Hungarian political establishment had faced in its modern his-
tory, and eugenics increasingly became part of a new nationalist dis-
course whose main concern was with the unfavourable effects war
would have on the Hungarian nation and state.s Other eugenicists in
Central Europe shared similar concerns with respect to the impact
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of war on the health of the population. Describing the aims of the
Czech Eugenics Society (established in 1915), the biologist Ladislav
Haskovec classified them into:

(1) the special study of biology; (2) the dissemination of knowledge of
the conditions of physical and psychic health amongst all classes of the
population, together with the conviction of responsibility toward future
generations; (3) the fight against hereditary diseases and those of early
infancy; (4) the encouragement of care for women in confinement, of
the new-born, and of nursing women; (5) the battle against alcoholism
and tuberculosis, against venereal diseases and against all the other fac-
tors which destroy the roots of the nation.*

Comparably, the French eugenicist Lucien March, considered “alco-
holism, tuberculosis, and venereal diseases” to be the “three fatal
enemies of eugenics and race hygiene.”

There were, however, national particularities, such as differ-
ent declining fertility rates and depopulation. The German Society
for Racial Hygiene expressed its dissatisfaction with the spreading
trend towards small or only one-child families, and insisted that a
new population policy centred on rural resettlement and opposi-
tion to birth-control were urgently needed. “The German Empire,”
Géza von Hoffmann insisted, “can not in the long run maintain its
true nationality and the independence of its development, if it does
not begin without delay and with the greatest energy to mould its
internal and external politics as well as the whole life of the people
in accordance with eugenic principles.”* Concerns over demogra-
phy in general, and the quality of the population in particular, were
accorded preferential status in the demands made by the German
Society for Racial Hygiene. Illustrative examples of these were:
“inner colonization (back-to-the-farm movement) with privileges
of succession in favour of large families”; “obligatory exchange of
certificates of health before marriage”; and “awakening a national
mind ready to bring sacrifices, and a sense of duty towards coming
generations. Vigorous education of the youth in this sense” was par-
ticularly recommended.’

These general eugenic prescripts were devised to reflect the
German Society for Racial Hygiene’s nationalist morality although
German eugenicists were far from united in their treatment of war.
Two dominant directions crystallised during this period. The first
was committed to social and welfare policies. The work on racial
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hygiene and heredity conducted by the dermatologist Hermann
Siemens was particularly important in this respect as it linked popu-
lation growth to national struggles for competition and resources.
Siemens argued that new eugenic policies were needed to strengthen
the populations’ hereditary protection’® Reflecting this trend, the
German Society for Population Policy was established in 1915 with
the aim of pursuing a quantitative eugenic policy.”

The other eugenic direction “saw racial hygiene as a means of
national salvation, justifying territorial conquests.”® For eugenicists
like Fritz Lenz and those associated with this current of thought,
qualitative measures to increase the worthy elements of the nation
were deemed paramount. The League for the Preservation and
Increase of German National Strength, also formed in 1915, was an
indication of this emerging nationalist eugenics. The gap between
quantitative and qualitative eugenic policies also indicated a cer-
tain incongruity between the eugenic rhetoric and its translation
into everyday practices. This was, in fact, a rupture between various
eugenic models.

Radical eugenicists, like Géza von Hoffmann, repeatedly criti-
cised the German eugenics movement for its timidity. He noted, for
instance, that German racial hygiene corresponded conceptually to
British and American eugenics, although the latter was concerned
with the hygiene of the race in a narrow sense. But instead of being
preoccupied with how best to protect and improve the race, German
racial hygiene focused on social issues like sexually transmitted dis-
eases and alcoholism. Additionally, Hoffmann was concerned that
racial hygiene, due to the war’s demographic aftermath, was becom-
ing unidirectional and restricted to quantitative campaigns. He
strongly opposed this orientation, arguing that qualitative measures
to improve worthy and healthy racial elements, and to eliminate
the unworthy and the unfit, were essential for a successful eugenic
programme.’®

The German legal expert and founder of the German and
Prussian Association for Infant Welfare, Carl von Behr-Pinnow, also
contemplated what he thought the most appropriate wartime legis-
lative population policies should be. The intensification of eugenic
propaganda efforts in schools and the media was, for example, con-
sidered essential towards heightening patriotism and the ambition
of reclaiming land from neighbouring countries where disabled sol-
diers and veterans could be settled after the war.% The quantitative
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model of eugenics pursued by Behr-Pinnow considered the body
of the nation to be composed of all individuals irrespective of their
alleged hereditary constitution or physical disabilities caused by
war. He had thus recognised that even as the quality of the popula-
tion was being constituted as the main source of social and racial
engineering, its hereditarian basis was bound also to suggest a deli-
cate anthropological relativism, one which then led not only to a
defence of the quantitative model of eugenics but also to an approv-
ing attitude towards those members of the community maimed or
disfigured by war. As Seth Koven has suggestively described it, when
looking at the “crippled children” and “wounded soldiers” resulting
from the Great War in Britain, “the tens of thousands of men who
returned home from the battlefronts of World War I permanently
disabled, many lacking arms and legs, were dismembered persons
in a literal sense but also in a social, economic, political, and sexual
sense.”

For the eugenicists, the wounded men were, undoubtedly, of
racial importance. For this reason, Behr-Pinnow and others argued
that no eugenic rejuvenation of the national body could be genuine
unless it considered all individuals of the community, whether diag-
nosed with physical impairments or not. A healthy nation was not
merely a matter of building social and charitable institutions from
above; it required the cultivation of a sense of racial virtues amongst
the population, and this goal could only be achieved through con-
stant moral and biological education. After the war, as we shall see
in the next chapter, this idea translated into an array of social and
national policies designed to encourage the regeneration of the
national body.

Political Biology

Attempts to regulate demographic changes, social predicaments
and health patterns during the war were paralleled by institutional
activities, especially in the military and health sectors. The popu-
larisation of eugenics benefited greatly from this intensive activity
and eugenicists used their official positions in various state depart-
ments to implement medical and health reforms. In Germany,
according to Sheila Weiss, “[p]rior to the outbreak of hostilities,
the government appears to have been completely indifferent to the
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warnings and pleas of German eugenicists; the numerous calls for
eugenics-related reforms, including proposals designed to promote
population growth, went unheeded.”* Eugenics was now invested
with a new power to supply remedy against the shock of war and the
realisation of national decline; it became an active, dynamic princi-
ple assisting the emergence of a racialised political biology.

Indeed, eugenic diagnoses of war proposed after 1916 were made
to obviate existing vicissitude, to banish the memory of the degener-
ated and weak nations, and to systematise the bio-political power of
the state. As Neil MacMaster observed, during the war, “[t]he state
assumed ever-increasing powers to intervene within the private
sphere of the family and maximize reproductive powers through
a range of interventions, from compulsory schooling, provision
of school meals and milk, family allowances and maternity leave,
to restriction on female and child labour, training of midwifes and
food hygiene legislation.”* Eugenicists shared this vision of the state
as the laboratory for the nation’s rehabilitation, assuming that only
the state could mobilise and manage the vast restructuring of soci-
ety needed during and, especially, after the war.

It was largely due to the demographic changes brought about by
the war that political elites turned to eugenics as a means of promot-
ing social and biological revivalism amidst a disillusioned political
environment. Social reformers and eugenicists, in turn, alerted the
government to the need for arigorous health policy integrating hygi-
enic and eugenic principles. What ensued was an intense debate not
only about national health and societal protection but, ultimately,
about national survival. For these measures to be adopted, eugen-
ics had to be institutionalised. The architects of this eugenic process
emphasised that society’s purification with a view to its biological
continuity depended upon the transmission of new racial codes and
morality to the general public.

To illustrate this eugenic activism, it may be worth discussing
some of most relevant eugenic theories on healthcare for mothers
and infants in greater detail. An increase in births was one of the
goals of eugenic welfare measures that were to assist those who
wanted to have more children. Yet was the state’s insistence on child-
bearing an appropriate eugenic measure? For feminist eugenicists,
like Helene Stocker, racial health was conditioned not only by selec-
tive breeding but also by the emancipation of women and the dis-
semination of a new sexual morality.* Although criticising the state
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for abusing its role as the protectors of women and children, this
new cult of motherhood dovetailed with the eugenicists’ promotion
of racial improvement and a sense of responsibility towards future
generations.

Considering how other eugenicists saw women as sources of
racial rejuvenation can help further to clarify this point. In 1915 the
prominent Hungarian gynaecologist Janos Barsony contributed a
study entitled “Eugenics after the War” to the Journal of Women Studies
and Eugenics, in which he claimed that the war had destroyed the
“healthy and strong men of the nation.” Racial fears were thus seem-
ingly justified by statistical evidence about the increase in number of
the “inferior individuals” in the population, and eugenics, Barsony
opined, needed to respond efficiently to wartime challenges and
traumas. Two techniques were drafted to ensure the “recovery of the
race.” The first course of action was to increase the birth rate. “In
Hungary for example, the family with six children is regarded as a
rarity in contrast to the past, and there are entire regions in which
the ‘one-child system’ dominates.”s Additionally, some of the fac-
tors contributing to “the stagnation of the Magyar race,” such as
“birth-prevention, abortion and abortionists,” were to be neutral-
ised by preventive eugenic measures. The second approach under-
lined precisely this point: “The new generation should be not only
large, numerically speaking, but also primarily healthy. The health
of the parents is the first condition for [the recovery of the race] to
happen.”® More generally, the reappraisal of the mother’s eugenic
role resulted in a nuanced evaluation of the relationship between
eugenics and maternity. There was thus a convergence of interest
between the nation’s future and the protection of the mother. In order
to raise the racial quality of future generations, Barsony advised the
Hungarian government to “begin by protecting women.””

In Italy, the project of protecting women, as with all other eugenic
schemes, involved mobilising the medical profession and state
resources. This is particularly well illustrated by the Italian journal
Modern Gynaecology’s special 1917 issue on the “protection of women
and race.” Its editor Luigi Maria Bossi problematised the protection
of women in terms of its social and legal consequences:

The defense, therefore, of women and race, in relation with
neo-Malthusianism, criminal abortion and the right to abortion of
women systematically violated by the Germans constitutes a great,



WAR: THE WORLD’S ONLY HYGIENE, 1914-1918

complex problem that must be resolved through three indivisible rela-
tionships: social, juridical and medical. And it is above all pertinent to
gynaecologists, because they are responsible, as is obvious, for the basal
concept of conservation of the species, of the present life and health, of
the mother, and subordinately, of the life and health that is the product
of conception. The social and juridical sides must naturally be subordi-
nate to the gynaecological side.®

The conflict between the role of women as racial guardians of the
nation and physical abuse created by invading armies became par-
ticularly evident in the eugenic propaganda directed at the future
generations. Unborn children not only served as the ubiquitous
emblem for the nation’s regeneration, but provided eugenicists with
a mobilising medical agenda. As Wilhelm Schallmayer insisted, the
existing political elite’s priority should be to use eugenic propa-
ganda to create a sense of social responsibility towards future
generations.®

Some of these practical activities were reflected in the social
agendas pursued by various organisations dedicated to the health
of mothers and infants, including the German League for the
Protection of Mothers (established in 1905); the Hungarian League
for the Protection of Children (established in 1906), the Czech
Provincial Commission for Child Welfare (established in 1908), the
British Association of Infant Welfare and Maternity Centres (estab-
lished in 1911), and the Turkish Child Protection Society (established
in 1917). Building on the reproductive role of women and various
strategies to decrease infant mortality, many of these associations,
like the eugenic organisations, provided a comprehensive catalogue
of nationalist virtues.”° The devotion of motherhood to the patriotic
cause contributed not only to the strengthening of nationalism but
also enabled states to control sexual reproduction and proposed a
normative ideal of femininity.” But, as Kristen Stromberg Childers
argued in the case of France, “[wlomen were not the only ‘gen-
dered’ beings” in interwar eugenic, natalist and hygienic discourses.
Beginning with the First World War, “French legislators made
every effort to cast men in certain gender-specific roles that would
enhance the protection of the family and, ultimately, the nation.”
As that biopolitical unit, the large family, was being carved out of
the social aggregate, eugenics reinstated the national extendedness
of family life.
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Towards the end of the war, the eugenic language, initially the
privileged property of physicians and biologists, was increasingly
being adopted by various authorities of social and cultural life as
well as by national propagandists. As the hereditarian vocabulary
increasingly shaped debates on fertility, children and their social pro-
tection, it also underpinned new nationalist discourses that equated
large families with a strong nation, and compared the one-child sys-
tem with outdated cultural traditions. Given such concerns, medical
experts viewed the protection of future generations both in social
and national terms. It justified not only immediate measures against
birth control, but also fed eugenic ideas of national rebirth. Under the
pressure of war, eugenicists believed that the nation’s demographic
potential would be seriously undermined unless the state provided
coherent policies towards the protection of mothers and infants.

The birth of healthy children was increasingly viewed less as an
exclusively private matter, and more as a matter of major concern to
the state. One such example is the introduction of a National Baby
Week in 1917 in England as a result of the efforts of the Eugenics
Education Society. This was an opportunity for eugenicists and other
health reformers to organise “meetings, exhibits and lectures on pre-
natal and postnatal care” as well as direct attention to “the need for
healthy children to fill the stilled cradles of the land.””* Moreover,
this general public’s growing interest in eugenics was reflected by
the abundance of eugenic organisations established during the war,
as well as the numerous national and international conferences on
health, hygiene and population policies.” In 1917, the Hungarian
Eugenics Society was transformed into the Hungarian Society for
Racial Hygiene and Population Policy” In several respects, this
eugenic society differed from similar organisations in Europe.
As Hoffmann proudly announced, “the double movement which
divided the efforts of race regeneration in Germany was united in
Hungary from the beginning.””® According to Hoffmann, a concep-
tual and practical delineation between eugenics and populations
policies, as was the case in Germany and Britain, was detrimental to
the evolution of the Hungarian eugenic movement. Reflecting this
symbiosis, the Hungarian Society for Racial Hygiene and Population
Policy had three main objectives. It campaigned for:

1. The scientific exploration of those damages that threaten the
body of the Hungarian nation, particularly the declining birth rate;
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2. Establishing the means and ways by which to increase the number of
births; 3. The support of those endeavours whose purpose was the crea-
tion of an environment in which the Magyar race could prosper.

Ultimately though, what counted was “that race-consciousness, the
consideration for future generations and the high estimation of pro-
ficient big families, was to be inculcated into all branches of the state,
social, economic, political and moral life.””” That this transformation of
the general public’s perception of eugenics was not effortless was fur-
ther accentuated by Istvan Apathy: “Eugenic measures often require
a strong heart and hard faith in human evolution, and this is nothing
but the self-abnegation, which the pusillanimous and the masses are
always inclined to condemn as callosity.””® This pragmatic eugenic uto-
pianism was based on firm moral principles but equally conscious of
the obstacles which lay ahead on the road to practical eugenics.

But governmental assistance was essential to eugenic work.
In Hungary, the Society for Racial Hygiene and Population Policy
received most of the institutional support it needed to spread
eugenic propaganda from the Ministry of War. So, for instance,
and in response to the serious problems affecting Hungarian civil-
ians during the war such as contagious diseases and mortality, the
Ministry created special commissions to promote the well-being of
the family, including marriage counselling and medical assistance
for venereal infections.” These objectives were pursued, to different
degrees, by most European nations, indicating how rapidly eugenic
ideas had spread towards the end of the war.®> New organisations
joined established ones, such as the Polish Society for the Struggle
against Race Degeneration founded in 1917, expressing not only the
struggle to build a new nation, politically and institutionally, but
also morally and spiritually.

Inmany ways, and as Modris Eksteins wonderfully demonstrated,
many European nations had considered war a “spiritual necessity;”
but for the eugenicists who marshalled to revitalise the nation it
was also a “rite of spring.” Modris’s inspired analysis of the modern
culture germinating during the First World War as the “exuberant
eruption of life that comes with the awakening of spring™ is also
extremely useful in understanding the complementary relationship
between modernism and eugenics. For where modernism valorised
war as a source of cultural rejuvenation, eugenics aligned its dyna-
mism with the moral and biological transformation of the nation.
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The Dawn of a New Era

The numerous wartime debates on the theoretical or practical merits
of eugenics are revealing. On the one hand they produced a diversity
of interpretations of eugenics and its immediate social and politi-
cal purpose that illustrate the importance the racial sciences had
acquired in national politics in various European countries between
1914 and 1918. On the other hand, and due to specific wartime cir-
cumstances that emphasised the importance of national survival,
these debates help explain how eugenics became politicised. The
war not only anchored eugenics in social and political fields but, and
equally important, created an auspicious environment for the idea
of the resurrected nation to take hold.

As one of the nations most severely affected by war, both terri-
torially and demographically, Hungary was certainly an exemplary
case. At the Third International Congress of Eugenics held in 1932,
the medical statistician Tivadar Sz¢él argued that the eugenic effects
of war mostly affected the “members of the Reformed Church”, of
pure Hungarian racial origin, as these were the individuals “burning
with patriotic zeal” and not “the Jews who avoided the war by means
of exception.”® Not surprisingly then, Sz¢él believed that

the Great War caused the re-awakening of the nation and developed its
race recognition, and that after the great afflictions the central power is
rising with renewed vigour to a consciousness stronger in many respects
than before, and taking measures to protect the nation and the race as
well as to improve the quality of future generations.®

Accordingly, eugenics not only claimed to represent the racial effort
of the wartime generation, it also embodied the spirit of the new
nationalism intrinsic to the resurrection of Hungary.

Szél explicitly claimed that the spiritual qualities forged by expe-
rience of war, albeit dramatic, supposedly endowed new generations
of Hungarians with the dynamism and willingness to pursue the
radical transformation of their national consciousness. “One thing,”
he concluded,

is certain: the numerical damage wrought to the population by the war
losses, plus the territorial losses by virtue of the Peace Treaty, were more
severe for Hungary than for any other country. Notwithstanding this
tremendous depopulation, the Magyars survive, with an unshakeable
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faith in a better future, trusting in the eventual revision of the unjust
Peace Treaty. Never was the Magyars’ position today, after their unprec-
edented war losses, better characterised than in the words of the great
Hungarian poet Michael Vérosmarthy: Diminished yet unbroken/Lives
the nation in this land.®

For Sz¢&l — lamenting the predicaments of a defeated nation — the
war embodied a new era that augured the emergence of a new revo-
lutionary community of Hungarian nationalists. This was a detail
succinctly captured by George L. Mosse as well when he noted that
“[tlhe memory of war was refashioned into asacred experience which
provided the nation with a new depth of religious feeling, putting at
its disposal ever-present saints and martyrs, places of worship, and
a heritage to emulate.”®

Comparing the various eugenic interpretations of war discussed
in this chapter, we do not find a clear consensus or linear pro-
gression, but a myriad of tensions, disagreements and, above all,
uncertainty. But this diversity and complexity were also sources of
strength, and they suggest that eugenics was emerging as a power-
ful ideology in war-troubled Europe through its capacity to hold
together, in a potent synthesis, a range of social, cultural and politi-
cal concepts whose coexistence, at first sight, may appear impossi-
ble. After the First World War, Europe faced a series of destabilising
moments, including revolutions in Central and Eastern Europe, the
collapse of multinational empires, civil wars and the emergence of
new nation states. As we shall see in the next chapter, subsequent
historical developments during the interwar period, most notably
territorial disintegration, population losses, political revisionism,
racial legislation and anti-Semitism, proved, however, that the call
for race regeneration voiced by many during the war was more than
mere eugenic rhetoric; it became an essential component of national
politics in many European states.
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EUGENIC TECHNOLOGIES OF
NATIONAL IMPROVEMENT,
1918-1933

This chapter concentrates on the practical application of eugenics
anditsrelationship to the idea of national regeneration, with a partic-
ular focus on the period between 1918 and 1933. According to Emilio
Gentile, “[d]uring the twentieth century, national regeneration was
presented as a total revolution to be achieved by one of two means: by
new culture or by new politics. Until the Great War, the first method
prevailed. After the war, with fascism, the new politics —totalitarian
politics —claimed for itself the task of regenerating the nation.” There
was, however, another method of national and racial improvement,
which Gentile does not discuss, namely science. It does not suffice to
explain modernist nationalism through the themes of rejuvenation
created by avant-garde poets, artists or novelists. As [ have argued
elsewhere, eugenics aimed to create a national ontology wherein the
nation as an object was paramount. By offering a physical represen-
tation of the nation eugenicists engaged in allegedly objective incur-
sions into the ethnic fabric of society, contrasting their diagnoses of
modernity’s troubles with those offered by literary texts or artistic
images.’

After the First World War, eugenics intensified its regenerative
content, verbalising its ambition to reconfigure the national com-
munity less with notions of egalitarian participation in public life
than with programmes based on the biological selection of valu-
able racial elements.? In the name of science, eugenicists synthesised
hereditarian determinism with the modernist political revolution,
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insisting that both pursued the same goal: to seal the societal and
cultural chasms torn open by modernity. Whether in the form of
national celebrations, as in the case of the victorious nations, or col-
lective mourning, as in the case of the defeated countries, eugeni-
cists heralded the reconciliation between state and nation, positing
science as a solution to a number of problems nations faced after the
war.* Bemoaning that the nation’s perceived decline was intensify-
ing, eugenicists called for immediate legislation to prevent the social
collective’s further deterioration. They campaigned vigorously for
the nation’s social and biological improvement and, as we shall see,
in many instances they were successful.

Eugenic Stigma

At the Fifteenth International Congress of Medicine gathered in
Lisbon in 1906, Ladislav Haskovec, the most prominent and influ-
ential Czech eugenicist of his day, presented his views on marriage
restrictions which he had already published ina Czecharticlein1902.
In Lisbon, he meticulously demonstrated the relationship between
heredity and disease, insisting on the importance of restructuring
social hygiene and public health around the developing ideas of
eugenics. “We must go down to the root of evil,” Haskovec sum-
moned his colleagues. “If,” he added, “in founding the family, con-
sideration is given to the consequences of pathological heredity and
to congenital maladies, one may absolutely affirm the diminution of
the number of feeble-minded persons, of syphilitics, of tubercular
persons, of criminals, and of children afflicted with nervous dis-
eases or otherwise degenerate.”

As eugenics’ popularity grew amongst European physicians and
intellectuals after 1900 so too, in similar fashion, ideas of normative
health and racially perfect communities matured amongst eugeni-
cists. With the growing acceptance of heredity as the main factor in
determining any individual’s physical and psychological evolution,
Haskovec and others could turn to the social and biological project
of improving the population according to the Mendelian laws of
inheritance. The Swiss psychiatrist Auguste Forel, for instance,
was renowned for his elaborate eugenic edifice designed to pro-
tect society from the danger of deviancy and biological malfunc-
tion. In his 1905 The Sexual Question, Forel entrusted the state with
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medico-legal powers over criminals and asocial individuals, resting
on the assumption that the most efficient method to regulate the
distinctions between “normality” and “abnormality” is the drastic
castigation of the latter. As a pioneer of sterilisation and castration
proposals, Forel's theories of reproductive sexuality and biologi-
cal protectionism were built on substantively eugenic foundations.
Arguing against those who might have criticised eugenics’ anthro-
pological project, Forel reiterated that “it is not our object to create
a new human race of superior beings, but simply to cause gradual
elimination of the unfit, by suppressing the causes of blastophtho-
ria, and sterilising those who have hereditary taints by means of a
voluntary act; at the same time urging healthier, happier and more
social men to multiply more and more.”

This vision of human perfectibility was central to representations
of the national body as incessantly under threat from various forms
of pathology and innumerable diseases. Relating these to themes of
heredity and degeneration, and to ideals of health and hygiene, Forel
described sterilisation as the regulatory mechanism to ensure racial
survival. The extent of his medical scrutiny meant that he recom-
mended the sterilisation of various “categories” ranging from “crim-
inals, lunatics and imbeciles” to “individuals who are irresponsible,
mischievous, quarrelsome or amoral,” or even “persons incapable
of procreating a healthy race owing to inherited diseases or bad
constitution.”

Having established a biological taxonomy dividing society into
two camps, health and physical beauty became the standards gov-
erning the nation’s racial welfare. The othering of those deemed
biologically “unfit” and “degenerate” was an essential component of
a campaign of eugenic stigmatisation driven by the state and eugeni-
cists to draw a new, biological map of the body of the nation. Eugenic
stigma highlights a flawed social and biological identity, an identity
that was marked in a specific cultural and national setting. Those
thus eugenically stigmatised were excluded from the rights and priv-
ileges of the nation. In his classic 1963 study on Stigma the sociologist
Ervin Goffman identified three different types of stigma:

First there are abominations of the body — the various physical deformi-
ties. Next there are blemishes of individual character perceived as
weak will, domineering or unnatural passions, treacherous and rigid
beliefs, and dishonesty, these being inferred from a known record of,
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for example, mental disorder, imprisonment, addiction, alcoholism,
homosexuality, unemployment, suicidal attempts, and radical political
behaviour. Finally, there are the tribal stigma of race, nation, and reli-
gion, these being stigma that can be transmitted through lineages and
equally contaminate all members of a family.®

One easily recognises the complete repertoire of medical and social
identifiers constituting the object of negative eugenic discourses
here. As early as 1873, Galton advised those belonging to “inferior
races” to maintain celibacy, but if they “continued to procreate chil-
dren, inferior in moral, intellectual and physical qualities, it is easy
to believe that time may come when such persons would be con-
sidered as enemies of the State, and to have forfeited all claims to
kindness.” But it is important to realise that eugenic stigmas were
not just the result of a medical terminology invading the social and
political spheres, but also the outcome of an essentially modern
process that I termed the biologisation of national belonging. In
order to protect the nation from those deemed “unhealthy,” “dis-
eased” or “anti-social,” eugenicists constructed “a stigma-theory,
an ideology to explain [...] inferiority and account for the danger
[it] represents.” The external attributes of physical or mental infir-
mity were accentuated in order to legitimise eugenic action against
individuals who did not conform to the normality of the national
community. The individual who was eugenically stigmatised was
an individual whose biological and social identity was called into
question and castigated accordingly. Take, for example, the follow-
ing descriptions of the mentally disabled collected by a Finnish
committee on sterilisation appointed by the government in 1926.
One woman was marked outasan “imbecile, twenty-seven-year-old
daughter of a butcher; peaceful, could be nursed in freedom at
home were it not for her eagerness for sexual intercourse; therefore
recently she had been cared for in a district lunatic asylum; at home,
gave birth to an illegitimate child.” Another person was described
as a “middle-aged insane man, who believed he would be cured of
his illness if he were allowed to have sexual intercourse with a vir-
gin or a pregnant woman.”™

But eugenic stigma was unsystematic. Social and biological
degeneration, and the danger it posed to the national community
was construed differently in each national context. Hygienic strat-
egies devised to secure national progress in Finland were often
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deemed inadequate in Romania. But however different such strate-
gies were, a universal component united them, namely the eugenic
power invested in the state. Eugenics and the state were mutually
maintaining agents in that eugenic reforms required both a proper
programme of social engineering and the means to implement them.
The Austrian eugenicist Ignaz Kaup explicitly connected welfare
institutions with racial protectionism when he criticised a political
economy that neglected the costs “inferior elements” burdened state
and society with. “Our healthy offspring have a right to protection
from corruption from the genetically damaged, and every progres-
sive nation has the duty to avoid the burden of the costs of inferiors
as far as possible.” Echoing Giuseppe Sergi’s call for state interven-
tion voiced during the war, Kaup hoped that the state would finally
mobilise and actively engage with the national transformation.
The state, he argued, should be transformed not only in terms of its
infrastructure, economic development and political institutions,
but also in terms of education, public health and modern hygiene
imperatives.

Eugenics, as one of the most efficient strategies of controlling the
biological purpose of the individual, pointed to a future homogene-
ous society in which the nation’s racial health became the dominant
principle of government. The 1913 Marriage Bill proposed by the
Swedish Marriage Commission is illustrative here:

With modern racial hygiene, eugenics, legislative precautions are
urgently recommended to protect future generations, and to preserve
and improve the human race. This movement wants to fight not only
such threats to the public health as emigration, industrialism or the
accumulation of people in urban centres but also racial poisons as
syphilis, tuberculosis and alcohol. Thus it wants to encourage society to
consciously work at increasing the marriage frequency among its better
citizens as it wants to prevent the propagation of the unfit.”

This political biology articulated new social and racial genealogies
of identity indicating, on the one hand, how eugenic discourses of
the late nineteenth and early twentieth century were transformed
after the First World War into a totalising national narrative about
biologically redesigned societies and, on the other, how this narra-
tive legitimised the projects of national regeneration to be imple-
mented on behalf of a new racial community.
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Post-War Reconstruction

Paralleling this process of eugenic stigmatisation was another one:
the process of national reconstruction after the war. “National and
social renaissance,” observed the Croat health reformer, Andrija
Stampar, in 1919, “is at the same time health renaissance.”* The
health of the population became the central component of new
national welfare programmes devised during the interwar period.
Yet this concerted focus on health not only transformed the signifi-
cance of population as a site of biological power but also systema-
tised an approach to eugenics that relied on state intervention in the
private and public sphere. Gradually, eugenics peeled away the layers
of culture to produce a political biology based on nature.

Moreover, eugenicists reinstated the sacred nationalist connec-
tion between identity and territory. They, like other professionals,
were deeply affected by the post-war rearrangement of Europe’s
political landscape.” Some rejoiced; others rebuked. In 1921, the
German geneticist Erwin Baur wrote a rejoinder to Harry Laughlin’s
overview of recent German trends in eugenics published in The
Eugenics Review.'® It was a sombre reflection on Germany'’s situation
immediately after the war and the evolution of eugenics in that coun-
try.” Lamenting the foreign occupation of German territories and
precarious economic conditions, Baur nevertheless found a number
of reasons why these calamitous circumstances did facilitate an
increase of eugenic awareness amongst Germans. “The very mag-
nitude” of Germany’s military humiliation, Baur believed, contrib-
uted to “a greater understanding of eugenic questions than before
the war.” Another factor was that “impoverishment” and “severe
distress” that had “acted favourably in a eugenic sense.” The terrible
famine that resulted from “the English blockade” in the winter of
1916—1917 was depicted as “an abomination [Scheusslichkeit], yet it
probably had a favourable influence” eugenically. Finally, Baur envi-
sioned an improvement of national morality assuming that pre-war
“contemptible luxury, the nauseating search for pleasure, the modes
of thought and ways of life directed solely towards superficialities
and coarse sensualities [Grobsinnliche] will probably dwindle on
account of the poverty of the people.”*

Heralds of new cultural and political landscapes emerging from
the war, eugenicists — like other modernists — reaffirmed their com-
mitment to a vision of society that was racially healthy and morally
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powerful, one able to withstand what Marshall Berman described as
modernity’s “maelstrom of perpetual disintegration and renewal, of
struggle and contradiction, of ambiguity and anguish.”® Although
Baur’s glossing over the modernist theme “all that is solid melts into
air” exemplifies the war’s profound impact on most Germans, his
view is also informed by a revivalist eugenic episteme. It is not going
too far to suggest that in addition to anticipating the widespread
acceptance of eugenics after 1918 in Germany and elsewhere, Baur
also visualised a new eugenic praxis, one exclusively geared towards
protecting one’s nation and race. The Czech eugenicist Vladislav
Riizicka concurred: “As the world is undergoing a regeneration and
everything is being organized and reorganized, it is imperative to
also improve the organization of Eugenics. This demand is espe-
cially justifiable as eugenic research is not only concerned with the
evils caused by the war, but also about the questions connected in
general with the substance of national and racial being.”

To some, this national rejuvenation was to be achieved by creat-
ing a system of public health that detected the prevalent social ill-
nesses and acted upon adequate racial laws to alleviate them. The
German eugenicist Hermann Siemens, for one, insisted that “[r]ace
hygiene must vigorously demand that ‘punishment’ shall cease to be
the purpose of criminal law. We much rather require an administra-
tion of justice that has for its purpose the protection of the race. To
render pathological natures permanently harmless and to prevent
the reproduction of other miserable creatures should consciously
become to goal of our courts.”™ Those afflicted with hereditary ill-
nesses were considered purveyors of various social and medical
maladies.

Although several governments proved reluctant to enunciate
negative eugenic guidelines for post-war reconstruction, eugenicists
were not discouraged. Whilst discussing Hungarian eugenics with
an American audience in 1920, the veteran supporter of sterilisa-
tion Géza von Hoffmann®* lamented that too “[m]uch stress is laid
upon the positive side of the question, i.e. the propagation of the fit,
and no steps have yet been taken to cut off the propagation of the
unfit.”» But the American biologist Raymond Pearl, commenting on
sterilisation’s genetic utility in the first post-war issue of The Eugenics
Review, prudently cautioned that “whilst compulsory sterilisation
is the only adequate means yet suggested for the prevention of the
reproduction of the socially unfit, striking immediate results in the
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reduction of the number of degenerates and defectives are not to be
expected to follow the inauguration of such a system. Many years
must elapse before the proportion of hereditary degeneracy in the
race could be substantially reduced.”

Without an international conceptual consensus to inform it, both
controversial and often condemned on moral and religious grounds,
negative eugenic theories of national improvement were rarely dis-
cussed during the First World War. But during the economic crises
and political instabilities characterising the 1920s, eugenic sterilisa-
tion began to attract considerable attention from both the medical
profession and social reformers interested in protecting the nation
from an alleged biological degeneration and social decline.” Albeit
contentious, negative eugenic theories were gradually granted a cen-
tral role in the modernist drama of national regeneration unfolding
in most of Europe during the interwar period.

In Germany, according to Paul Weindling, defeat in the First World
War “gave eugenics relevance with regards to national reconstruc-
tion. Virtually every aspect of eugenic thought and practice — from
‘euthanasia’ of the unfit and compulsory sterilisation to positive
welfare — was developed during the turmoil of the crucial years
between 1918 and 1924. In Italy, post-war social and biological
regeneration agendas coincided with the struggles to combat social
chaos and political disintegration. As the participants at the first
conference on social eugenics in 1924 indicated, the state must be
given new prerogatives if it were to ensure national reconstruction:

The experience of the war and the needs of reconstruction have put in
a new light the importance for a State of the physical and psychic quali-
ties of its citizens and have therefore called the attention of men of gov-
ernment and scientists to studies and measures directed to improve in a
permanent way the health conditions, labour efficiency, and the gifts of
intelligence and will of the population.”

Many eugenic justifications for social and biological engineer-
ing were then taken over by eugenicists and government officials
alike. Themes of economic sustainability were coupled with new
visions of society, ones that reflected the anticipation or desola-
tion many Europeans felt after the war. In Germany, for example,
the campaign for sterilisation took a new, more vigorous turn by the
end of the First World War. It was then that “German aggrandize-
ment and stability seemed at its lowest,” and that “sterilization was
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widely and passionately recommended as a solution to urgent social
problems.”® By the late 1920s voluntary sterilisation “had become
the ideological leading edge of the eugenics movement” in Britain
as well. Moreover, as John Macnicol noted, once scientific evidence
established the hereditarian nature of the mental defective, and their
voluntary sterilisation was pursued, “further negative eugenic meas-
ures could be implemented — ultimately (though there was much dis-
agreement on this), compulsory sterilization for other categories of
the unfit.” Quintessentially, supporters of practical eugenic meas-
ures, like matrimonial health certificates, segregation and sterili-
sation, maintained that they were rendering the utmost service to
society: by defending future generations from social and biological
degeneration.

Whether such authors thought in terms of positive or negative
eugenic policies, there was general consensus that collective eugenic
action to transform the nation was necessary. Indeed, as the wide-
spread support for technologies of social and biological improve-
ment grew during the interwar period, eugenic sterilisation was as
enthusiastically supported by nationalists in Romania as it was by
social democrats in Sweden, or by religious leaders and atheists in
Finland. It should not, however, be assumed that this consensus on
the practical applicability of eugenics obliterated the emergence of
particular national eugenic agendas. Both in theory and practice the
increased nationalisation of eugenics after 1918 points to racial fears
and national anxieties specific to the nature of various European
societies. Post-war national reconstruction efforts after the war
inspired a series of eugenic explorations of possible national futures
in most European countries, but these visions often competed with
each other, both domestically and internationally.

The Nationalisation of Eugenics

As discussed in the previous chapter, although the nationalisation
of eugenics intensified during the war, it was only with the political
and territorial transformations introduced by the peace treaties of
19191920 that eugenicists changed strategy by turning their atten-
tion to political agitation and aggressive nationalism. International
credibility was certainly very important to eugenics, but it was not
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an end in itself. Above and beyond the universal recognition of their
respective scholarly fields, eugenicists — like most scientists — were
driven by a genuine commitment to improve the health conditions
of their own countries and nations. The key to this practical form
of national medicine was health reform and hygiene education,
combined with the necessity of establishing a system of eugenic
schooling and research that would provide the population with the
knowledge of the scientific principles that governed their physical
and social existences.

Shortly after the establishment of the Czechoslovak state on
28 October1918, the Czech Eugenics Society petitioned the Republic’s
president, Tomas Garrigue Masaryk, with the following requests:

a) the creation of a national institute of eugenic research; b) the adop-
tion of special records for registering the health of the population; c) the
adoption of central eugenic stations; d) the creation of institutes for the
study of the development of human psychology, as well as a museum of
comparative genetics; e) the protection of infants; f) the reform of mid-
wifery; g) the reorganisation of the system of teaching modern hygiene,
especially in terms of sex education; support for eugenic instruction in
society by means of public discussions, theatrical and cinematographic
performances, and, in particular, the establishment of a Museum of
Hygiene as the centre-point of all instruction; and, finally, i) the com-
pulsory issuing of a health certificate before marriage >

Within this extensive eugenic programme, the nation became the
object not only of a rational pedagogy, but of a spatiotemporal
transformation, one that reflected the practical realities of post-war
Europe. Eugenicists had no more pressing problem than awakening
the nation to the practical necessity of a biological rejuvenation built
around the laws of heredity. Germany, again, is a resourceful exam-
ple, as it is in this country that interwar eugenic attempts to com-
pletely transform the role of the individual and the family within the
nation’s overall biological body enjoyed their greatest successes.*
The German League for National Regeneration and Heredity,
established in 1925, eloquently illustrates how eugenic ideals were
incorporated into post-war discourses on degeneration and its det-
rimental effects on the nation and future generations. The slogan
“Protect German Heredity and thus the German Type” symbolised
both eugenicscientism and the aspiration foraracially homogeneous
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national community. In addition to eugenic education, the League
supported demands that those deemed physically and mentally
degenerate should not be allowed to reproduce, and that regulat-
ing marriage practices could prevent those with hereditary diseases
from ruining future families. A similar association was established
in Austria in 1928 that, like its German counterpart, advocated edu-
cating the masses on the ills of social and biological degeneration,
and the preservation and improvement of national racial qualities.»

Although most eugenics societies survived the war, including
the Eugenics Education Society and the German Society for Racial
Hygiene, others, like the Hungarian Society for Racial Hygiene
and Population Policy, were left dismembered. Numerous oth-
ers were founded, including the Italian Society for Genetics and
Eugenics in 1919, the Swedish Institute for Race Biology in 1921,
the Czechoslovak Institute of National Eugenics in 1923; both the
Viennese Society for Racial Hygiene and the Estonian Eugenics
Society were formed in 1924. In Poland, a Section for Social Hygiene
and Eugenics was launched by the Society of the Health Protection
of the Jewish Community in 1918, whilst the Society for Combating
Venereal Diseases was renamed the Polish Eugenics Society in 1922.
In Romania, the Eugenics and Biopolitical Section of the “Astra”
Association was established in 1927, followed by the Bulgarian
Society for Racial Hygiene in 1928, and the Belgian Society for
Preventive Medicine and Eugenics in 1929.

As European states were slowly recovering from a devastating
war, it became apparent that a more dynamic eugenic strategy was
needed to meet current needs. It was also evident that counteract-
ing the increased number of physically and mentally incapable,
criminals, paupers and orphans was imperative. And, perhaps most
importantly, the state had to take preventive measures to stem what
many eugenicists saw as a frightening spread of degeneracy. To illus-
trate this new eugenic activism, it is worth quoting from the motion
presented to the King of Sweden by the Swedish Parliament, endors-
ing the creation of the Institute for Race Biology in Uppsala:

Race-biological investigation, which works to attain a high and noble
object: protection against genealogical degeneration, and the further-
ance of good racial attributes, grows daily stronger and stronger. The
motion is based upon the standpoint that there is nothing so precious in
a country as the racial material itself, especially if this, as is the case with
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the Swedes from ancient times, is of good quality. The task this scientific
investigation has to contend with is to explicate and elucidate all condi-
tions regarding heredity and environment which cause an elevation, or
debasement of the inherent worth of a race. Then, firm bases and guid-
ance can be given to a State in its endeavouring to enhance the develop-
ment of the race and people in the right way. Race-biology is, in other
words, the scientific study of all the factors which exercise influence on
the physical and spiritual structure of coming generations.

The organisation of these eugenics societies and institutes, in addi-
tion to popularising ideas of health and hygiene, was an integral
part of the development of what can be called the nationalisation
of eugenics, namely the transformation of eugenics into a “national
science” devoted to the protection of the specific nation’s health.
The eugenic conceptual framework continued to be based on uni-
versal principles like humanity, but its aims were now increasingly
directed towards transforming the geography of the national space.
As Vladislav Razi¢ka put it in 1923, eugenics must “become national
eugenics in the most literal sense of that word. [Its] aim is to maintain
and develop the biological individuality of a nation and prevent the
decline of its biological organization in whatever respect.”

The Serbian hygienist Vladimir S. Stanojevi¢ underlined this
argument in his 1920 Eugenics when he noted: “The hygienic refine-
ment and improvement of descendants — this is the future religion
for the individual and the family as well for the whole of cultured
humanity.” Through fixing the process of creating a new national
being in scientific language, eugenics enacted a new nationalist
platform, namely a cultural critique of modernity and its seditious
replacement. Eugenic attempts to create a new “Yugoslav race” from
the fusion of Croat, Serbian and Slovene nations exemplify such a
process, whereby eugenics effected the implications of a broader
national enactment of biological metanoia. As one contributor to
the Croatian journal New Europe explained in 1924: “According to the
laws of contemporary eugenics, progress is achieved by the process
of mixing differed but closely related tribes to produce a physically
superior type. [...] This mixing will be profitable to us. It is appar-
ent, for example, that the bony, stocky and militant Dinaric type will
strengthen the average Yugoslav person just as the strongly evolved
Slovenian women will.”*

The increased politicisation of modern technologies of health
facilitated the complex mechanism of translating scientific idioms
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into diverse national contexts. Inaugurating the new journal Annals
of Eugenicsin1925, Karl Pearson explained that Galton prefixed eugen-
ics with the adjective national because “he conceived that the nation,
not the family nor the individual, was the proper unit for study |[....]
Even if we allow that much eugenic thinking finds its application
through the individual and the family, it will still appear that the
mainspring of eugenic doctrine has national rather than individual
welfare as its motive; it aims at the betterment of future generations
rather than at the increased comfort of the individual.”

Pearson was not the only eugenicist aspiring to award the nation’s
biological identity the centre stage of the public’s imagination.
Different cultural and religious affiliations notwithstanding, virtu-
ally every eugenicist in interwar Europe aimed to build a national
eugenic paradigm. In his 1925 The Hygiene of the Nation, the Romanian
eugenicist Iuliu Moldovan conceptualised eugenics in exclusively
national terms by connecting it to biopolitical interventionism and
radical measures to regulate health.® Moldovan placed the family at
the centre of his theory of national eugenics, envisioning measures to
protect “acceptable” families from both social and biological threats.
However, Moldovan claimed that prophylactic medical methods
would not suffice unless the Romanian population —especially those
affected by hereditary diseases — acquired “a racial consciousness,
a sentiment of biological responsibility.” Similarly, the German
racial anthropologist Otto Reche’s opening address to the Viennese
Society for Racial Hygiene in 1925 emphasised the state’s responsi-
bility to sustain a healthy racial stock, whilst condemning individu-
alism, social deviance and inherited disease.*® This orientation was
also shared by the Hungarian economist Karoly Balas, who declared
that “[e]very state, nation or society which recognises its own high-
est interests devotes considerable attention to the question of racial
maintenance and racial protection.™

Although certainly motivated by national concerns, this inter-
est in one’s own national community has to be seen in context with
the broader ambition to ground social and institutional policies in
the laws of heredity and eugenics. As the Greek eugenicist Stavros
Zurukzoglu pointed out in his 1925 Biological Problems of Racial
Hygiene, modern eugenics should have the two central aims of instill-
ing racial responsibility towards the nation as well as ensuring the
harmonious growth of each individual’s physical, moral and intel-
lectual capacities. This two-pronged approach was fully consistent
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with the modern temporality of eugenics, which Zurukzoglu visu-
alised as an efficient antidote to the social and economic difficulties
of post-war daily life.

By setting out the various eugenic tasks vital to rebuilding post-
war societies, eugenicists like Pearson, Moldovan and Zurukzoglu
demonstrated that the quest for social and biological improvement
astailored to state prerogatives had to include both extensive eugenic
propaganda and programmes of racial nurturing. Practical eugen-
ics demanded that all social spheres be tied to the medical scrutiny
of the health technocrats supported by official laws. Applied to
national education, eugenics’ most important role was to promise
social improvement and inspire public confidence in the country’s
future. Outlining his vision of social improvement in 1926, the
German social hygienist Alfred Grotjahn, therefore, placed “practi-
cal eugenics” at the intersection of social hygiene and social politics,
connecting it to “the current questions about our country’s national
existence and prestige.”

Such a wide national project of social engineering demanded a
corresponding biological crusade against alleged degenerations of
the national body. The nationalisation of eugenics occurring dur-
ing the 1920s was as a result congruent with an intensification of the
biologisation of national belonging. But in its quest for the perfect
nation eugenics also promoted more extreme methods of biological
cleansing. In this climate, then, radical eugenicists reiterated their
desire to refashion the body politic, and to thereby drive the nation’s
rebirth. The Swedish eugenicist Herman Lundborg expressed this
clearly when he stated that:

The carrying-out of race biological research should be a State duty.
The desire for self-preservation will sooner or later lead the people of
all civilized countries to establish institutes of race biology. We may
then arrive at the firm conviction that the nations which early enough
realize the importance of inherited health and act upon this realization
will advance triumphantly; they will attain to a higher morality, a more
intelligent culture, a healthier and happier state of being.+

If eugenics was the art of achieving human improvement, and
accordingly involved the nation’s biological transformation, it was
obvious to eugenicists that the state’s ultimate supremacy in dictat-
ing, controlling and implementing this transformation was unques-
tionable. The eugenicists’ social role changed considerably, and
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correspondingly they became experts of the “socio-biological sci-
ences,” which in turn decided which parts of the population were
“racially” valuable and which ones needed correction. As Lundborg
remarked as early as 1904, “I dare hope that the time is not far dis-
tant, when one will be inclined, in public affairs, to allow the word
of the biologically educated physician to have as much weight at
least as that of the lawyer and soldier, and when sociologists and
statesmen awake to the significance of heredity-hygiene for the
future of mankind.” By the late 1920s, the physician had become
not only an esteemed social actor, but the key instrument of state-
sponsored biological engineering. As the Romanian health reformer
[uliu Hatieganu put it in 1925: “[t]hrough his career, a doctor is the
most useful and important social agent of the state.®® Physicians,
Hatieganu continued, would only be able to implement their eugenic
ideas when “governments will understand that no progress and
no prosperity are possible without seriously organising the state’s
hygiene and fighting against social diseases [in order to] favour cre-
ating a more robust human species and protect the race.””

Ultimately, the state’s instrumentalisation of eugenics produced
a new type of ideologue, namely the biological expert who wished
to not only interfere in the life of the individual, but to shape the
nation’s physical Weltanschauung. Nowhere is this ambition reflected
more accurately than in Eugen Fischer’s memorandum to Benito
Mussolini in 1929, occasioned by the meeting of the International
Federation of Eugenic Organisations in Rome. “It seems natural and
desirable,” Fischer assumed, “when considering eugenic problems,
that some expression of our hopes and wishes should be addressed
to the great statesman who, in the Eternal City, shows more than any
other leader today, both in deed and word, how much he has taken
the eugenic problems of his people to heart.™*

This moment was a turning point not only in the history of eugen-
ics and the state, but also of modernism and eugenics. The fascist
revolution and creation of the “new man” envisioned by Mussolini
dovetailed perfectly with the project of anthropological regenera-
tion advocated by the eugenicists. Fascist and eugenic aesthetics
were congruent, as both were centred on the ideal of a healthy, beau-
tiful body. As Pierre Drieu La Rochelle enthusiastically commented
in 1941, “the revolution of the body, the restoration of the body”
was the “greatest revolution of the twentieth century.” The signifi-
cance La Rochelle ascribed to this regenerated body within fascist
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aesthetics, however, accentuates another point repeatedly stressed
in this study: the normative purpose of eugenics was to not only
elate the prospects of producing healthy and beautiful bodies, but
offer the means by which these bodies were to be perfected.

Unworthy Life

Few authors of the period produced a more radical interpretation
of social improvement than the German jurist Karl Binding and
the psychiatrist Alfred Hoche in their ill-famed 1920 Permitting the
Destruction of Unworthy Lifes° Offering a legal and economic expla-
nation why euthanasia was to be preferred to other forms of arti-
ficial selection, Karl Binding also posed the following question:
“[a]re there human lives which have so completely lost the attribute
of legal status that that their continuation has permanently lost all
value, both for the bearer of that life and for society?”' He subse-
quently identified two main categories of individuals whose legal
status and value for society rendered them not merely insignifi-
cant, but an economic burden. The first group consisted of “those
irretrievably lost as a result of illness and injury,” whilst the second
included “incurable idiots, no matter whether they are so con-
genitally or have (like paralytics) become so in the final stages of
suffering.”>

Euthanasia was the extreme expression of the myth of biologi-
cal regeneration. Binding and Hoche, like others who shared their
precepts, expressed their commitment to a new society purged of
pathologies and various maladies by requesting the enthronement
of new moral principles. “In times of higher morality —in our times
all heroism has been lost — these poor souls would surely have been
freed from themselves officially. But who today, in our enervated
age, compels himself to acknowledge this necessity, and hence its
justification?”s* Further accentuating the hope for a new biological
worldview, Hoche concluded that “[a] new age will arrive —operating
with a higher morality and with great sacrifice — which will actually
give up the requirements of an exaggerated humanism and overval-
uation of mere existence.”*

Admittedly, Binding and Hoche’s narratives on economic and
social improvement through euthanasia and biological purges were
excessive, but certainly not unique amongst European intellectuals

79



80

MODERNISM AND EUGENICS

of the 1920s. Importantly, moreover, not all schemes of biological
renewal were designed to favour one particular race over others.
Eugenics has also inspired another vision of biological rejuvena-
tion than one based on the elimination of those deemed “inferior”
and “unfit.”s Though formed culturally and intellectually within the
same European environment, this vision was transformed by the
belief that sexual harmony and a healthy lifestyle were the found-
ing principles of a new eugenic intimacy. The Transylvanian-born
Edmond Székely, who in 1928 co-founded (together with Romain
Rolland) the International Biogenic Society, is an exemplary case.
Székely’s vegetarianism and his plea for metaphysical renewal
through meditation and medicine centred on the individual not on
the nation or the state. His idea of regenerating a fundamentally cor-
rupt humanity, although eugenic, was directed towards universal
not discriminatory spiritual improvement.’®

It bears repetition that eugenics occasioned a new understand-
ing of humanity that was reflected in a wide range of philosophical,
sociological and cultural speculations, often opposed ideologically.
Take, for example, the French anarchist and neo-Malthusian Manuel
Devaldés. “Sub-humans,” Devaldés believed, “were the excretions
of society.” His Romanian disciple Eugen Relgis similarly main-
tained that “[t]hese days, with the help of science, degenerates could
be exterminated through euthanasia. It is, however, preferable, from
all points of view, that degenerates should not be born, or, even bet-
ter, not conceived. And, this is possible with the help of science: by
sterilizing those who exhibit pathological characteristics or incur-
able diseases.”® Finally, the president of the New York Zoological
Society, Madison Grant, voiced the concerns of many Europeans
when he claimed in his oft-quoted 1916 The Passing of the Great Race
that: “[mlistaken regard for what are believed to be divine laws and
a sentimental belief in the sanctity of human life tend to prevent
both the elimination of defective infants and the sterilisation of such
adults as are themselves of no value to the community. The laws of
nature require the obliteration of the unfit and human life is valuable
only when it is of use to the community or race.”®

As the 1920s progressed, negative eugenics often accompanied
racial discourses promising a more auspicious environment for
the approaching national palingenesis. As the newly reformed
German Society for Racial Hygiene announced in 1922, “the reno-
vation of our whole outlook on life (Weltanschauung) is of decisive
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importance. The welfare of the family, even in distant generations,
must be recognised in the vision of all as a higher good than mere
personal comfort; and in governmental policies the needs of the
present must not obscure the future of our race.” In visualising the
nation racially, the Society claimed that it pursued the cultivation
of racially-aware and healthy citizens. But the proposals advocated
by the Society also exemplify how the task of creating a racially
conscious culture became intertwined with the desire to purify the
national body in accordance with the principles of negative eugen-
ics. To this end, the Society asked for the passing of legislation on
the “sterilisation of defective individuals by their own wish or with
their consent” and, “in order to prevent the reproduction of anti-
social and other very defective individuals, their segregation in
labour colonies.”°

Whilst there is a clear connection between the increased popu-
larity of eugenic technologies of human improvement and a trauma-
tised sense of national identity in most European countries following
the First World War, schemes of negative eugenics also appeared
regularly — and often more successfully — in countries unaffected by
military conflicts, as was the case in Scandinavia.® What, then, is the
rationale behind this enthusiastic embrace of the negative eugenic
repertoire in countries like Sweden, Denmark and Norway? The sci-
entific ethos described in Chapter 1, allowing eugenicists to estab-
lish and believe in their role as biological guardians of the nation’s
body generated a polysemic application of eugenics around Europe.
The Swedish psychiatrist Herman Lundborg justified the eugenic
involvement in shaping the national community’s future in his 1922
The Threat of Degeneration thus:

Of what avail are whole piles of gold, even all the riches in the world, if,
for their sake, we head for great disquietude and meet with degeneration
in a comparatively short time. It is not easy for an individual to resist
all the temptations that are evoked by wealth and luxuries. It is perhaps
even more difficult for a whole people to choose a course of self-denial,
to do without comfort, to forgo diversions and pleasures and instead
live frugally and work hard for the sake of improvement. Where, then,
is salvation to be found, one might ask. Surely the whole of mankind is
not doomed to destruction? The answer is: We must pay attention to
the genotype to a far greater extent than hitherto; that is, we must work
far more than is being done now for the lineage and the race, for good
families and healthy children.®
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Using the metaphor of degeneration, Lundborg singled out the com-
pelling need to explain the nation’s biological existence through the
protection of the individual and the race. Conscripting the eugenic
frame to emblematise and legitimise the protection of the nation
from degeneration became a regular practice amongst eugenicists.
In Romania, the physician Ioan Manliu similarly hoped that sterili-
sation would provide the antidote to Romania’s increased national
degeneration. In his 1921 Fragments of Eugenics and Social Hygiene,
Manliu proposed the following:

1) Every degenerate individual should be sterilised and, if possible,
returned to society. 2) Every degenerate and sterilised individual should
be kept in isolation in asylums and colonies until he/she can be returned
to society as a useful member. 3) Only those individuals who still pose a
danger to society after their sterilisation should be isolated for life, while
they should sustain themselves and society through work in gardens,
workshops, etc.

The only way to regain control, he concluded, was the “mass steri-
lisation of degenerates.”* In the same vein, the Austrian eugenicist
Alois Scholz noted that: “[o]nly if we promote the strong and that
which is able to live, and wipe out that which is unable to live, as
demanded by nature, are we going to promote racial hygiene.”s
Reading eugenic arguments phrased in such absolutist negative
terms substantiates Maria Bucur’s assumption about the relation-
ship between eugenicists and the state, namely that “[v]arious
forms of individual empowerment came to depend strictly on two
fundamental principles: collective (i.e. national) interests, espe-
cially of a multigenerational nature, always took precedence over
individual ones; and it was the responsibility of the state to protect
these interests.”¢

The convergence of these views on negative eugenics in various
European countries opened a new round of debates over the com-
ponents and boundaries of the modernity’s capacity for biologi-
cal change and improvement.” The collective desire to overcome
the tragedies of war created the need for new national values and
moral foundations on which to reconstruct society. Associating sci-
ence with national efficiency, eugenicists argued for a racial revolu-
tion specific to their own countries. This new style of eugenics, one
defined by the nation-specific political conditions, was illustrated by
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the numerous projects of national renewal and racial protectionism
that emerged during and after the 1930s.

Heavenly Foundations, Rational Planning

If “the secular city of the nineteenth century Darwinians was built
upon substantial if transformed heavenly foundations,” the garden
state of the twentieth century was planned according to the rational
principles of human improvement. Presenting the case for legalising
eugenic sterilisation to the general medical public in 1930, The Lancet
raised the issue of the state’s welfare, namely that “no one, even by
his own consent, should be allowed to undergo an injury that would
depreciate his value to the State as a fighting man, or as the procrea-
tor of fighting men.” Political economy, however, was no match for
political biology as “[e]ven if it be admitted that it is necessary for
the State to safeguard the breeding of warriors, the classes whom
the committee propose to allow to consent to their own sterilisation
are not those from whom such stock can reasonably be expected.”
Ultimately, reproduction was not only to be supervised by eugeni-
cists, but its ethical value was subsumed by its biological mission:
“The procreative instinct is the race’s most potent weapon against
death, and to fetter its freedom appears at first sight to be a dreadful
thing. It can be argued, however, that there are few things more really
dangerous, either to the race or to the individual, than an unfettered
instinct, and that indiscriminate multiplication in the community is
not less deadly than cancer in the human body.”

Until 1933, two issues dominated European debates on eugenic
sterilisation: what social and medical categories would be subjected
to sterilisation, and what legislative forms such policies would
require, namely, whether they would be voluntary or compulsory?
In 1928, the Canton of Vaud in Switzerland authorised the sterilisa-
tion of those suffering from hereditary mental diseases and those
deemed feeble-minded.”® A year later, the Danish Sterilisation Law
was introduced, aimed primarily at “[p]ersons who, on account of
the abnormal strength or nature of their sexual instincts are liable
to commit crimes and whose sexual instincts constitute a danger to
themselves and to the community.”” Sterilisation was conditioned
by the medical diagnosis provided by a physician and by the consent
of the individual, the family or the legal guardian.
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A Committee for Legalising Eugenic Sterilisation was formed
in Britain in 1929,2 and a bill for voluntary sterilisation of mental
defectives was introduced to Parliament in 19317 Its main argu-
ment rested upon the calculation that the institutionalisation of
mental defectives was too expensive compared to the considerably
more cost-efficient option of sterilisation. The economic argument
loomed large during the 1930s, and not only in Britain. At the First
International Congress of Mental Hygiene in 1930, Ernst Riidin codi-
fied eugenics in financially viable terms in order to persuade fellow
participants of eugenic sterilisation’s significance for the applica-
tion of modern norms of mental hygiene”* In Britain, the campaign
was, however, unsuccessful as British eugenicists were divided over
which preventive methods was most efficient, sterilisation or insti-
tutional segregation.

It was also argued that the general public was not suitably
informed of, and therefore persuaded by, the necessity of eugenic
sterilisation. The neurologist Laszl6 Benedek indicated the reluc-
tance with which eugenic sterilisation was discussed in Hungary,
remarking that “our land requires a wide-reaching preparation
before the conserving humanism will be replaced by the more active
health protection of our progeny by the sterilization of cacogenic
‘minus-variants.””” Undeterred, Benedek drafted a sterilisation
bill in 1932, but the Council of Social Hygiene declined to support
it. Nonetheless, Benedek’s psychiatrically grounded assertions lent
legitimacy to pro-sterilisation propaganda. Declaring that eugenic
sterilisation was necessary to ensure the race’s qualitative improve-
mentdidlittle to change Christian morality concerning marriageand
the individual’s private life, two characteristics of the national char-
acter Benedek considered to be particularly strong in Hungary.

Implicit in these comments is an aspect that was addressed in
Chapter 1, but is worth returning to: Galton’s characterisation of
eugenics as the “religion of the future.” As the increasing ideological
empbhasis on eugenics was given material form through legislative and
policy initiatives, these secular theories of human improvement came
into open conflict with the religious dogmas advocated by the main
Catholic, Protestant and Orthodox Christian churches in Europe.
Eugenic claims of national rejuvenation impacted directly on the care-
fully orchestrated staging of national identities associated with the
church in various European countries. Moreover, eugenics challenged
the Church’s supremacy over sexual reproduction and marriage.
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In most Christian Orthodox societies during the interwar period,
it was the church that controlled both the spiritual and the physical
body of the nation. When Greek eugenicists, for example, discussed
the possibility of introducing eugenic restrictions on marriage and
childbearing after the First World War, the Minister of Health and
Hygiene Konstantinos Filandros consulted with the Metropolitan
Church of Athens. Pointing out that “a series of hygienic measures
for protecting our nation from dysgenics and promoting eugenics
that are the fundament of every hygienic goal” is needed in Greece,”
Filandros asked for the Church’s approval. A similar attitude towards
religious authorities informed the public activities of Bulgarian and
Romanian eugenicists. The Bulgarian Law on National Health intro-
duced in 1928 may have stipulated that “[t|he nation and the state suf-
fer considerable material and spiritual damage caused by hereditary
defects, as a consequence of marriages concluded between physically
or mentally ill persons,”® but the law defined health and hygiene ina
way that was compatible with Orthodox religious faith.

Eugenicists, in general, did not discourage religious beliefs, and
many of them were also practicing Christians, postulating that the
state’s biological aims should reflect the transcendental aims of the
church. The Orthodox theologian and professor at the Theological
Academy in Sibiu (Transylvania), Liviu Stan, for instance, developed
a racial theology in accordance with both scientific and Christian
principles, presenting it as part of the glorious destiny that God had
planned for Romanians.”® Concurrently, the Spanish psychiatrist
Antonio Vallejo-Nagera maintained that “[t|he regeneration of the
race has to be backed up by the [regeneration of the family institu-
tion], because the family constituted in accordance with traditional
principles of Christian morality represents a storehouse of social
virtues, a bastion against the corruption of the social environment, a
sacred depository of traditions.” And he added further, “[i]f we reflect
a few moments on the bases of the family institution as Catholicism
understands them, we will soon be convinced of the solid basis
which it provides for the regeneration of the race.”®

In other circumstances, the church intervened directly in find-
ing a solution to demands for eugenic improvement of society. In
Bulgaria, as Gergana Mircheva has argued,

[w]hen the state authority did not provide for marriage restrictions and
prenuptial certificates, eugenicists addressed the Church. Its refusal to
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carry out the proposed eugenic undertakings, in turn, was natural in
view of canonical doctrine which would not legitimize them. Yet at the
same time, the Church did not strictly oppose them. On the contrary, it
referred their prospective legalization to the state, as a legitimate source
of power and thus, tolerated the strategies and instruments of state
biopolitics.®

The Romanian eugenicist loan Manliu also enlisted the Orthodox
Church to contribute to the biological rejuvenation of the Romanian
nation. The Church, Manliu suggested, should “use its overwhelm-
ing moral authority, declare itself in favour of biological purification
and act accordingly.”®* Furthermore, he encouraged the Church to
actively engage with the eugenic transformation of Romanian soci-
ety, arguing that:

The moment has come for [the Orthodox Church] to take part without
delay in this [eugenic] movement, in order to ensure scientifically and
biologically the happiness of its believers. If the Church firmly popular-
izes eugenic ideas and collaborates enthusiastically in their realization,
it could provide an invaluable service in our struggle against the degen-
eration and Asiatization of our race.®

Manliu had grasped the essential precondition for any project of
social and biological palingenesis to succeed in an Orthodox coun-
try: its embrace by the Church. As these countries lacked strong
civic traditions and functioning modern bureaucracies, the secular
state was supposed to work in harmony (the Byzantine principle of
“symphonia”) with the Church, symbolising the ultimate synchroni-
sation of religion and government. This politicisation of traditional
religions was aptly summarised by the Serbian Patriarch Rosi¢
Varnava when he refuted accusations of “bringing politics into the
Church! We do not bring the politics into the Church, but those who
have lost reason, patriotism and respect bring poison to the entire
national organism. [...] Who else will tell the truth to the people of
not the national Holy Church?”8+

Endeavouring to combine eugenics with religious dogma was,
however, stronger in Catholic and Protestant countries. Protestant
leaders in Germany, like Johannes Wolff and Hans Harmsen, and
the Innere Mission, the main protestant welfare organisation, were
favourably inclined to eugenics.® The social activism propagated
by the Protestant Churches was well equipped to embrace eugenic
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ideas of social and biological improvement. According to its founder
Johann Hinrich Wichern, the Innere Mission’s purpose was to work
towards “the voluntary charitable engagement of the awakened (heil-
erfiilltes) Volk in order to bring about the Christian and social rebirth
of the heilles Volk.”*¢ During the 1930s, the Innere Mission’s main politi-
cal activist, the demographer Hans Harmsen, re-enacted these
principles to reflect contemporary commitments to the racial revo-
lution prophesised by National Socialists. In 1928, he declared that
“[tlhe improved registration of the physically and mentally feeble,
the numerous army of the mentally ill, cripples, the deaf, the blind
and congenital criminals, who are fed and cared for at great expense
in asylums, madhouses and prisons, prompted the desire to rid the
totality of the nation of these harmful gene pools.”s

In Hungary, the Reformed Church was particularly dedicated to
programmes of racial resettlement meant to strengthen the ethni-
cally Hungarian character of those regions perceived to be either
depopulated or under threat by other ethnic groups. As the ethnog-
rapher Géza Kiss put it in a letter to his Bishop, Lasz16 Ravasz: “[t]he
ancient and pure Hungarian race, the Reformed community, is on
the verge of extinction, and an ugly mix of people is coming for their
place from the Gypsies, Romanians, Serbs and Germans.”® The same
racial activism animated sections of the Saxon protestant Church in
Transylvania during the 1920s and 1930s. Alfred Csallner, one of the
most eugenically inclined Saxon priests, had repeatedly called upon
the church to embrace the race-hygienic measures necessary for
the racial regeneration of the Saxon nation. The priest was not only
charged with his congregations’ spiritual well-being, but its biologi-
cal fitness. The Saxon priest must, according to Csallner, become a
“torchbearer” of the eugenic reinvention of the Saxon community.
“The Church itself,” as Tudor Georgescu convincingly argued, “was
to become a Staatsersatz of sorts, a substitute for the impossibility
of a politically independent and viable Saxon state.” Within this
environment, “race-hygienic ideologues had become the ‘prophets’
whose tenets the Church, along with its priests and teachers, were
duty bound to spread and manage.”®

As seen, if the Orthodox Church was supremely ambiguous
about its involvement with secular and political movements dur-
ing the interwar period, the Protestant Church, on the contrary,
was actively seeking to accommodate eugenic theories of human
improvement within its social and welfare programmes. Neither,
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officially, opposed negative eugenics. The Catholic Church, on the
other hand, was one the institutions that played a significant role in
opposing the introduction of negative eugenic policies. What Harry
Paul wrote about Catholicism and Darwinism can convincingly
be applied to the convoluted relationship between this religious
denomination and eugenics: “Although Darwinism per se was never
anathematized by the Roman lions of orthodoxy, many of the ideas
with which Darwinism was associated were condemned, especially
in history and philosophy, the two secular areas Rome regarded as
most dangerous.”® In the case of eugenics, “the domain of concern
was reproduction.”

It should not be assumed, however, that the attitude of the Catholic
Church towards eugenics was simply and unequivocally hostile.”
In France, for instance, Catholic leaders often looked favourably to
eugenics, and the Jesuit René Brouillard noted in 1930 that “[iJn prin-
ciple, Catholic morality does not condemn all eugenic science.”
Endorsing this view, AbbotJean Dermine, professorat the Theological
Seminar of Bonne-Espérance (in Belgium) and Monsignor Dubourg,
the Bishop of Marseilles, both spoke at the congress on “The Church
and Eugenics” organised in 1930 by the Association of Christian
Marriage, of family as the embodiment of Christian eugenics, and of
“true eugenics,” which can only exist in accordance with Christian
morality, respectively.®* Religious dogma conflated with the notion
of a eugenically purified family and society.

In Austria, the theologian Johann Ude and the People’s Watch asso-
ciation he had established in 1917, campaigned for eugenic popula-
tion policies, describing these as accordingly as “authentic patriotic
work” and the expression of “national morality.”s Although Ude was
ambiguous about negative eugenics, he very clearly linked the con-
cepttothe new politics emerging after the war, seeing racial improve-
ment as the pillar of the new system for the post-war era. In Germany
too, and as Ingrid Richer has demonstrated, Catholics looked affirm-
atively at positive eugenics deemed necessary after the demographic
devastation caused by the First World War. Representatives of the
Church often endorsed policies designed to improve society through
marriage counselling and hygiene education.”®

Negative eugenics was also deemed morally and religiously objec-
tionable. As Monika Léscher has noted, “[i]n the ‘Catholic milieu’,
the catalogue of eugenic measures was reduced to a moral appeal
to rationality. In this context, abortion, sterilisation and family
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planning were seen as morally unacceptable. Enlightenment and the
education of the coming generation according to eugenic principles
(eugenischen Verantwortung fiir das kommende Geschlecht) were limited
by the Catholic Church’s perception of morality (Sittlicheit).”” This
Catholic morality and its relationship to eugenics were theologically
debated by many religious leaders in Germany and Austria, includ-
ing Joseph Mayer, Hermann Muckermann and Albert Niedermeyer,
and in Hungary, by Tihamér Téth and Jézsef Somogyi.”®

Amidst the growing acceptance of negative eugenics amongst
Christian states in Europe and beyond, Pope Pius XI issued the
Encyclical on Christian Marriage, Casti Connubii in 1930. The encycli-
cal castigated the prevention of “unworthy” life advocated by eugen-
icists both as an expression of excessive secularisation and of the
state’s interference in the individual and family’s private sphere.

But another very grave crime is to be noted, Venerable Brethren, which
regards the taking of the life of the offspring hidden in the mother’s
womb. Some wish it to be allowed and left to the will of the father or the
mother; others say it is unlawful unless there are weighty reasons which
they call by the name of medical, social, or eugenic “indication.” Because
this matter falls under the penal laws of the state by which the destruc-
tion of the offspring begotten but unborn is forbidden, these people
demand that the “indication”, which in one form or another they defend,
be recognized as such by the public law and in no way penalized.*

Yet Catholicism’s traditional approaches to contraception, marriage
and family life were not seen necessarily in conflict with eugenic
teachings: “[w]hat is asserted in favour of the social and eugenic
‘indication’ may and must be accepted, provided lawful and upright
methods are employed within the proper limits.” But such accept-
ance did not condone the termination of life some eugenic pro-
grammes argued for: “to wish to put forward reasons based upon
them for the killing of the innocent is unthinkable and contrary to
the divine precept promulgated in the words of the Apostle: Evil is
not to be done that good may come of it.”*°

Condemning contraception and sterilisation as against Christian
morality, the encyclical enforced its view of marriage as essential to
the healthy functioning of modern society.

Finally, that pernicious practice must be condemned which closely
touches upon the natural rights of man to enter matrimony but affects
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also in a real way the welfare of the offspring. For there are some who
over solicitous for the cause of eugenics, not only give salutary coun-
sel for more certainly procuring the strength and health of the future
child — which, indeed, is not contrary to right reason — but put eugenics
before aims of a higher order, and by public authority wish to prevent
from marrying all those whom, even though naturally fit for marriage,
through hereditary transmission, bring forth defective offspring.'*

But if some form of eugenics was acceptable to the Catholic Church,
it was still targeted for its ambition to replace religious authorities
with scientific experts.

Casti connubii was a belated, but powerful, response to Galton’s
vision of eugenics as “the religion of the future.” But it would be a
mistake to assume that eugenic dedication was abandoned by the
Catholic clergy overall. Indeed, Hermann Muckermann, sensing the
importance of contextualising the papal position within his own
cluster of political beliefs asserted in his 1934 Eugenics and Catholicism
that, ultimately, “eugenics can be successfully reconciled with
Catholicism. Since Catholicism consistently adheres to a natural
ethic, in order to elevate it to the world of the supernatural, it would
actually be most surprising to say the least if it were not prepared to
accept the well-supported results of eugenic research, and to assimi-
late them step by step as they appeared.™ In fact, Muckermann
suggested that Catholicism and eugenics were not fundamentally
different as in both religion and biology certain absolute principles
could be found. This was a renewed affirmation of Muckermann’s
Catholic beliefs as well as his firm attachment to the growing appre-
ciation of the anthropological project eugenics pursued before cul-
minating in the racial beatitude of the revived national community.
“We are all of us,” he concluded,

working towards a national eugenics with the same sense of deep
responsibility that Galton himself felt for his own people. Different reli-
gious sects have different point of view, and each must respect the view
of the others. But all should work together for a national eugenics on
the basis of a natural ethic. There is no better way for us to serve the
future of our people than to work together, consciously and powerfully
for the progress of eugenics.'s

But it was not a new modern Christian morality, but the advent
of National Socialism in Germany after 1933 that fully confirmed
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Muckermann’s belief in a eugenic palingenesis. As we shall see in the
next chapter, the quest to create ethnically purged and homogene-
ous communities embarked upon by so many European countries
in the 1940s, whose functions were strictly limited and regulated
by the state, not only symbolised the decisive fusion of modernism
with eugenics, but also provided the rationale for the ultimate enact-
ment of the biological utopia centred on the nation and race.
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EUGENICS AND BIOPOLITICS,
1933-1940

The approach to the diffusion of eugenic ideas across the European
continent pursued in this book also illuminates the relationship
between eugenics and one of its most significant contemporaries:
modern biopolitics. The biological reconfiguration of state-wielded
powers over the individual was an important consequence of this
transformation. Especially after 1933 the boundary between private
and public spheres was increasingly blurred, with the idea of col-
lective responsibility for the nation and race dominating both. In
Germany, eugenics seemed to have finally found its grandiose role,
asthebridge between science and politics. Other European countries
and the US were admonished to learn about the practical applica-
tions of eugenics by a political regime that claimed to have an answer
to the pathological problems represented by Western modernity.
It is worth repeating, however, that as the ideology of an innately
biological connection between the individual and racial commu-
nity, sometimes dictating an effacement of the self in relation to the
race, something authorising an aggressive attitude towards other
members of society categorised as injurious to the race, Nazism was
both an assault on eugenics and submission to it. Eugenics emerged
not only as a scientific critique of degenerative modernity, or as a
process of political, legal and institutional control over the popula-
tion contained within a delimited territorial space, but also as the
expression of a particular race. The identity of any given race was
delineated by the boundaries that separated those who belonged to
the community from foreigners and outsiders who remained aliens
or potential enemies. Prompted by the need to generate a powerful
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sense of cohesion and shared identity amongst its adherents in the
wake of perceivably profound and structural social changes, eugeni-
cists appealed to racial imagery in order to justify their biologisation
of national belonging.

The racial eugenic iconography characterising the 1930s and
1940s was quite different from preceding eugenic discourses. In the
previous chapter we discussed how and why eugenics had gradually
become one of the most potent expressions of the modern scientistic
quest for national rejuvenation during the 1920s. Detailed scholarly
analyses of Nazi racially and politically charged demographic poli-
cies, of which eliminating the Jews was the most barbaric expres-
sion, had brought to light how restrictive reproductive legislation
and policies have also affected other social groups in Nazi Germany,
as well as the lives of women and children.! In this chapter, we will
not discuss Nazi racial anti-Semitism, Hitler’s racial war in Eastern
Europe or the Holocaust as these topics are well documented in the
current scholarship on the Third Reich.? Instead, we will investi-
gate how ideas of biological improvement professed by eugenicists
reached their fulfilment in the biopolitical states emerging in Europe
between 1933 and 1940.

Practical Applications of Eugenics

Reporting from Germany in 1933, the Romanian philosopher Emil
Cioran remarked that “[i]n order to understand the spirit of Germany
today, it is absolutely necessary to love everything that is exagger-
ated, everything that emerges out of an excessive and overwhelm-
ing passion, to be enraptured by everything that is [characterized
by] irrational élan and disconcerting monumentality.” Rather than
passively facing its historical destiny, the German nation, Cioran
continued, preferred instead to “live a life of mad enthusiasm and
admirable effervescence,” having the “courage of annihilation, the
passion for a fertile and creative barbarism, and especially a mes-
sianism that foreigners find difficult to understand.” Cioran’s infat-
uation with National Socialism was not unique amongst European
modernist intellectuals. Like many others within and outside of
Germany, Cioran was impressed by this “reborn Germany,” and the
Nazis’ messianic claim to create “a total culture, not just express-
ing the genius of the race, but embodying the sacred canopy and
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underpinning the organic community required to solve the problem
of modernity.™

On the one hand, the creation of this new Germany presupposed
an ideological transformation of the national community, or, to use
Peter Fritzsche’s salutary expression, to turn Germans into Nazis.’
On the other hand, however, it promoted a corporeal regeneration
of the body politic, the creation of a new man purged of degenera-
tive characteristics and decadent tendencies. As the Nazi ideologue
Richard Walther Darré insisted, a new racial nobility would be
created through rational selection and breeding: “[e]very available
means should be used to achieve the goal that the creative blood in
the body of our people, the blood of human beings of the Nordic
race, should be preserved and increased, because on this depends the
preservation and development of our Germanness.” For Gottfried
Benn, the expressionist poet, the anthropological transformation
brought about by the politics of the “total state” would ultimately
lead to the creation of a new German nation “half from mutation
and half from breeding.”

The regenerative power of eugenics was invoked as one of the
main vehicles for this anthropological revolution envisioned by
the biopolitical state after 1933 throughout Europe. If in 1929 Eugen
Fischer extolled Mussolini as the architect of the rejuvenated Italian
nation, by 1931 Fritz Lenz described Adolf Hitler as “the first politi-
cian of truly effective influence to make race hygiene a central goal
of all politics, and set himself to put that powerfully into effect.”® It
is easy to see why, after decades of public debate and persuasion,
eugenicists like Fischer would see in Nazism the long-awaited politi-
cal opportunity for the practical application of the principles of
racial hygiene.

The Law for the Prevention of Progeny with Hereditary Diseases
was officially announced on 14 July 1933, and became effective on 1
January 1934. In theory, it stipulated that “anyone with hereditary
diseases may be rendered sterile by surgical means, when, accord-
ing to medical experience, it is highly probable that the offspring of
such person will suffer from severe inherited mental or bodily dis-
orders.” In practice, however, several medical categories were out-
lined, namely: 1) hereditary feeble-mindedness; 2) schizophrenia;
3) manic-depressive insanity; 4) hereditary epilepsy; 5) Huntingdon'’s
chorea; 6) blindness; 7) deafness; and 8) severe hereditary malforma-
tion. Chronic alcoholics were also subjected to the law. Hereditary
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Health Courts were established in 1934 to supervise the implementa-
tion of sterilisation.” Marie E. Kopp, an observer for the American
Committee on Maternal Health, concluded her report by saying that
the German eugenic legislation was “a great step ahead as a construc-
tive public health measure, as a method of preventive medicine, and
as a contribution to social welfare.”

Evaluating the law’s importance to the shaping of the National
Socialist racial and demographic policy, Walter Gross remarked
in 1941 that the “German legislation on the prevention of progeny
suffering from hereditary disease is exemplary. It stands out from
the efforts made by other countries in this area for the lucidity and
pragmatism which makes sterilization dependent on a legally speci-
fied medical diagnosis, one that takes no account of biologically
speaking totally irrelevant factors such as economic situation, etc.”™
Darré, Gross and other eugenically-motivated Nazi theorists placed
consistent emphasis on the firm imbrication of racial politics and
national protectionism, and the role of science in the mythologisa-
tion of the race in particular.’? As one contemporary noted in 1937,
“[f]or the last five or six years, Germany has undoubtedly stood first
amongst the nations as the largest laboratory of eugenic experimen-
tation in existence.”® With these direct means of state intervention,
eugenicists saw many of their ideas of social and biological improve-
ment put into practice. In Nazi Germany, the omnipresence of the
state expressed, as Gisela Bock perceptively observed, “the fact that
race hygiene was now elevated to the status of an official doctrine of
the regime, which proclaimed the need for a ‘prevention of worth-
less life’ (Verhiitung unwerten Leben) and for its eradication (Ausmerze)
by means of sterilisation.”* In 1935, two additional racial laws were
adopted:the Law for the Protection of the German Blood and German
Honour, and the Law for the Protection of the Hereditary Health of
the German People. If the former was meant to assure the purity of
the race, the latter made marriage counselling mandatory and stipu-
lated the introduction of health certificates before marriage.

It became clear that between 1933 and 1935 Germany’s political
elite called upon eugenics to implement the population’s biological
regeneration,” and as a contributor to the journal Eugenical News
putit:

Germany is the first of the great nations of the world to make direct
practical use of eugenics. Other nations, at different periods of history,
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have assumed control of or sought to promote such matters of national
greatness as trade, military prowess, agriculture, education or religion.
It is a matter for the statesman to try out and for the historian to record
whether national perpetuity, the development of a high culture and
strong civilization can be promoted more practically by applied eugen-
ics than by the same national emphasis to other lines of culture or phases
of civilization.*

This was a model that other European countries sought to emulate.
In1932 the Spanish eugenicist Francisco Haro, for instance, proposed
a marriage law according to which sufferers from mental disease,
epilepsy, congenital feeblemindedness, leprosy, tuberculosis and
syphilis were not permitted to marry unless previously sterilised.” In
Britain, the Departmental Committee on Sterilisation (the so-called
“Brock Committee”) was appointed in 1932 and submitted a sterilisa-
tion bill to the Minister of Health in 1935, before introducing it into
Parliament. There were four categories of persons targeted for vol-
untary sterilisation: a) those with mental defectiveness; b) those who
have suffered from mental disorders; ¢) individuals with “grave phys-
ical disabilities deemed to be inheritable” and, finally, d) those “who
are deemed to be likely to transmit mental defectiveness or mental
disorder or a grave physical disability to a subsequent generation.™*
As with Britain, so too Switzerland placed the heaviest emphasis on
the last category of individuals because, as the Swiss psychiatrist
Hans Maier explained to the Eugenics Society in London in 1934,
“eugenically, this is all the more important because such defectives
frequently marry one another and the children produced by them
have a still less promising inheritance.”®

Reports on the German sterilisation law and discussions of
its applicability to other national contexts appeared in print in
Turkey, Greece, Bulgaria and Romania, including Sadi Irmak’s
Heredity and Its Social and Educational Consequences; Moisis Moisidis’s
Eugenic Sterilisation: Principles, Methods, Application; Ivan Rusev’s Basic
Principles of Eugenics (Racial Hygiene); and Eugen Petit and Gheorghe
Buzoianu’s Sterilisation from Juridical and Surgical Points of View, all pub-
lished in 1934. That same year the secretary of the Czech Eugenics
Society Bohumil Sekla, discussing the Czech Medical Association in
Prague’s assessment of the Nazi sterilisation laws, noted that “for our
country, also, the need of proper eugenic legislation becomes urgent.
The evolution of the population of the country shows that the same
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contra-selective agencies must be already at work here as they are in
the western countries of Europe.” The Czech Eugenics Society also
considered the issue at its general meeting in 1936, following which
it appointed a Committee to draft a sterilisation law.> Hungary also
contemplated the “adoption of a sterilisation law according to which
feebleminded, insane, alcoholic and criminal persons can be steri-
lized with the consent of the subject or that of the guardian.”:

Other countries, such as Sweden, emulated the German steri-
lisation model and introduced compulsory sterilisation of per-
sons suffering from insanity, feeblemindedness and other mental
disorders in 1934.% Similar legislation followed in Norway (1934),
Sweden and Finland (both in 1935), Estonia (1936) and Latvia (1937),
allowing for compulsory sterilisations on medical, social and
eugenic grounds.** The German government was particularly
interested in these developments, and even sent a questionnaire to
various European eugenics societies to test their commitment to
sterilisation:

Do laws or legal decisions exist with respect to the prevention of heredi-
tary diseased offspring, to the encouragement of those hereditarily
healthy, and especially of those hereditarily health with many children?
[...] What are the reasons for sterilisation? Are they eugenic, medical,
social? On what type of decision is sterilisation based: judicial, sanitary
policy, voluntary? Is sterilisation performed itinerantly [by mobile sta-
tions]? What methods are used? Are those sterilised kept under observa-
tion after their release? Do card indexes about sterilisation exist? When
was sterilisation introduced, and how many individuals were sterilised
by the end of 1934?*

The Romanian response was, in this case, “evasive, because, in real-
ity, in Romania systematic and co-ordinated measures to encour-
age healthy elements and prevent the development of unhealthy
ones, anti-socials, etc., had not been introduced.”® Undoubtedly,
Romanian eugenicists, like their German counterparts, believed
in the necessity of the biological advancement of the race, but,
their rhetorical ambitions did not always correspond to practical
accomplishments. Despite intense debates, lecturing and lobbying,
Romanian promoters of negative eugenic measures failed to secure
the widespread support necessary for a sympathetic government to
enact legislation for eugenic sterilisation.
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Turkey is another case in point. Prominent Turkish eugenicists,
like Sadi Irmak and Fahrettin Kerim Gokay, favoured eugenic sterili-
sation but doubted its efficiency in Turkey, a country technologically
unprepared for such a widespread form of social and biological engi-
neering.” Instead, pre-marital examinations were introduced, as
institutionalised by the 1930 Public Hygiene Law, prohibiting those
with sexually transmitted diseases, leprosy, mental illnesses and
tuberculosis from getting married.?® On the other hand, Estonian
eugenicists like the geneticist Theophil Laanes advocated “the pro-
motion of eugenic marriages,” not for the elimination of the heredi-
tarily defective, but for “the purpose of having a biologically (if not
numerically) stronger army for the defense of the borders in the
next Conflagration of Nations.” The Hungarian physician Gyula
Daranyi expressed a similar ambition at the inaugural meeting of
the Eugenics Section of the National Foundation for the Protection
of the Family in 1939, when he advocated the creation of Institutes
of Marital Counselling with the aims to protect and strengthen the
moral and biological values of the family.

In other countries — France being a good example — the Nazi
model of compulsory sterilisation was viewed with suspicion, as an
example of the individual’s obliteration by the totalitarian state.’°
The French eugenicist Georges Schreiber raised the issue of state
interference in the private spheres, asking if “the State [has] the right
to impose an obstacle to bodily integrity for the good of the nation?”
Schreiberbelieved that “[a] nation whose sentiment resents the power
of the state to interfere with the individual will not be converted to
obligatory sterilisation by reasoning of any kind; this is why steri-
lisation will probably never become firmly established in France.”
Schreiber, moreover, and akin to some Italian and Romanian eugen-
icists, distinguished between a “Latin eugenics” understood to focus
more on improving the social environment and education, and an
“Anglo-Saxon eugenics” seemingly preoccupied with negative pre-
vention, selective breeding and racial protectionism. At the first
International Latin Eugenics Congress convened in Paris in 1937,
the Italian eugenicist Corrado Gini expressed this alleged difference
between the two branches of international eugenics thus:

The variety of circumstances in the Latin countries, the balanced nature
and the moderation of their ruling classes, a consequence of their more
ancient civilisation and, perhaps also, a more pronounced faculty to
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detach their judgements from personal interests, allow us to believe that
amongst those Latin countries represented, the discussion of eugenic
problems will take place in the objective spirit which is the condition of
success in scientific works.

How successful the rhetoric of “Latin eugenics” was amongst other
participants is forcefully exemplified by the Romanian eugeni-
cist Gheorghe Banu, who elaborated on the dysgenic factors in
Romania and the necessity of a practical programme of eugenics.
He concluded by expressing his support for the voluntary sterilisa-
tion bill adopted by participants of the XIth Congress of Neurology,
Psychiatry, Psychology and Endocrinology in 1931, which stipulated
the “sterilisation of the hereditary feeble-minded by X-rays or vasec-
tomy. This sterilisation could be performed only on patients who
have been interned for at least five years in a mental hospital and
only after the advice of a commission of specialists and the consent
of the family [have been obtained].”s

In1939 Banu published L'hygiéne de larace, which offered both a solid
theoretical discussion of heredity, and proposed concrete solutions
to the race’s biological improvement. Regarding negative eugenics,
Banu claimed that whilst some of the objections raised by “moralists
and the representatives of the Church” were legitimate, the scientific
arguments justifying preventive sterilisation were overwhelming.
Eugenic sterilisation, by its nature, bore significant implications
for the state as it offered a means by which to cut expenditure and
re-invest in other public sector areas rather than offer treatment and
protection to perceivably dysgenic social groups. Ultimately, preven-
tive sterilisation was, “first and foremost, of biological importance: it
concerned the purity and the vital value of the race.”* The target, in
Romania, therefore, was to work towards a programme of biological
rejuvenation in which relationships between the individual and the
dominant racial community were mutually advantageous.®

More importantly, Banu’s programme of practical racial hygiene
illustrates how volatile the distinction between “Latin” and “Anglo-
Saxon” eugenics is. He, like eugenicists in Germany and Scandinavia,
embarked on a eugenic quest for comprehensive solutions to social
problems centred on the idea of the biopolitical state, seen as the
only authority capable of successfully orchestrating the projects
of national renewal. The Norwegian eugenicist Jon Alfred Mjgen
promoted the same idea at the XIIth Meeting of the International
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Federation of Eugenic Organisations held in 1936. Outlining the prin-
ciples of “a new state” based on “a biological basis,” Mjeen demanded
that “[i]n the new State the agencies for medicine and State care shall
not, as now, help the defective today so that two defectives shall arise
tomorrow; it will, on the other hand, simply work to make them
superfluous. The new biological State shall, in other words, be built
upon the leading principle: We must distinguish between the right
to live and the right to give life.”

This eugenic transformation of the national body was, as I
have explained above, becoming a customary component of the
representation of the new biopolitical state that emerged in most
European countries by the 1930s. It is in regard to this representa-
tion that we must look at another dimension of the relationship
between eugenics and biopolitics: racial vocabularies. Eugenicists,
like most other intellectuals and politicians engaged in the process
of national palingenesis, were amongst the most ardent supporters
of racial narratives of identity. “Knowledge of races,” claimed Banu
in 1940, “demands a racial hygiene. This is eugenics, which forms
the basis of the development of any community or nation. Nothing,
indeed, can be of greater importance than the investigation and
supervision of factors liable to injure the racial, physical and men-
tal qualities of future generations.”” But to understand what factors
may disrupt the nation’s racial existence one must first decide what
anation is.

Eugenic Entopia

The myth of national palingenesis was one central concept that
eugenics shared with political ideologies like fascism and Nazism;
describing the nation in racial terms was another. In the 1921 pre-
amble of the fascist programme, Mussolini described the nation
thus: “[t]he nation is not simply the sum of living individuals, nor
the instruments of [political] parties for their own ends, but an
organism comprised of the infinite series of generations of which
the individuals are only transient elements; it is the supreme synthe-
sis of all the material and immaterial values of the race.”® Fascism,
as Mussolini further declared at a fascist congress in Rome in the
same year, “must concern itself with the racial problem; [and] fas-
cists must concern themselves with the health of the race.”®
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If Mussolini aligned himself with the idea of national palingenesis
during crises experienced by theItalian society during the First World
War, its appeal to the leader of the Legionary Movement, Corneliu
Zelea Codreanu, was reinforced by the creation of Greater Romania
in 1018, and its subsequent nation-building project. As a defender of
the Romanian blood and soil, Codreanu spoke of the need to restruc-
ture the national mythopoeia according to a new natural ontology.
“Harmony,” Codreanu believed, “can be re-established only by the
reinstatement of natural order. The individual must be subordinated
to the superior entity, the national collectivity, which in turn must
be subordinated to the nation.™® The supreme entity, the nation, was
the succession of its generations through the centuries, uniting both
dead and living members of the national community in a racial con-
tinuum: “When we say the Romanian nation, we mean not only all
Romanians living in the same territory, sharing the same past and
the same future, the same dress, but all Romanians, alive and dead,
who have lived on this land from the beginning of history and will
live here also in the future.™

This form of nationalist mythology of redemption was on one
level clearly mystical; but on another it translated a form of scientism
characteristic of all fascist movements during this period. “The final
aim of the nation,” Codreanu persisted, “is not life but resurrection.”
These repeated references to the Christian model of suffering confirm
Codreanu’s narrative of redemption, in as much as they proclaim the
nation’s capacity to resurrect itself from its current moral and physical
decadence. In forging the new Romanian nation, then, Codreanu did
not create something entirely new, but re-enacted and thus reshaped
the eternal racial substance he identified as residing in the biological
flow uniting Romanians of the past with those of the future.

Attempts to revive national consciousness centred on allegories
of race and blood. If the Hungarian racial hygienist Lajos Méhely
reiterated the importance of blood purity for “the strict protec-
tion of racial borders, the philosopher Nichifor Crainic affirmed
that racial nationalism was both biological and spiritual, and that
Romania needed to embark upon her spiritual redemption having
already discovered her biological roots. Crainic proposed a corre-
sponding, anthropological, revolution:

The problem of regeneration should be addressed in terms of ethnicity
[although] this is discarded and denied by internationalist doctrines.
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[Ethnicity] is not just a general biological concept, but one specifically
anthropologic. Man is both body and soul, but he does not come into
the world with the body of just another animal and than later adds spirit
in order to differentiate him artificially from his animal body. From his
birth manisbothbody and spirit,and together they make the same being.
This is both an anthropologic and an ethnic being. The idea of regenera-
tion, as it is conceived of by the new ethnic nationalism, concerns man
in its integral, harmonious form, both morally and physically.+

Interwar racial anthropology endorsed the view that blood groups
were inherited according to Mendelian laws of heredity, thus impreg-
nating the individual with one distinguishing attribute impervi-
ous to internal or external influences. As the Italian haematologist
Leone Lattes declared in his 1923 Individuality of the Blood: “The fact
of belonging to a definite blood group is a fixed character of every
human being, and can be altered neither by the lapse of time nor by
intercurrent diseases.™

The 1938 Manifesto of Racial Scientists, written by the Italian
racial anthropologist Guido Landra and approved by Mussolini, not
only conceptualised the ideological components of Italian fascism
in racial terms, but also emphasised the importance attributed to the
principle of blood in determining the Italian nation’s identity. “There
exists today a pure ‘Italian race’” stipulated the manifesto, amongst
other things; but “[t]his announcement is not based on the confu-
sion of the biological concept of race with the historic and linguistic
concept of people and nation, but on the very pure blood relation-
ship that unites Italians of today to the generations that for thou-
sands of years have inhabited Italy. This ancient purity of blood is
the grandest title of nobility of the Italian nation.™®

In his 1940 Fascism and the Albanian Spirit, Lazér Radi applied this
Italian fascist model of national identity to Albania, arguing it needed
to acquire a new racial morality as “one of the many virtues of our
people is the particular concern for the upbringing of man, taking
specific care that the clearness of the race and maintaining the conti-
nuity of the family. I believe no other country believes in the force of
blood [as much as Albania].”” Radi also insisted on the importance
of defending the Albanian race, especially in those remote moun-
tainous regions where vital virtues had been preserved. Ultimately,
preserving the race meant ensuring that Albanian racial essence sur-
vived, according to which an Albanian was always brave, especially
on the battlefield where dying with honour was more important
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than life itself because “dying with honour brings relief in pain and
misery; Honour is more important than death.™®

Race, blood, soil and martyrs were some of the metaphors these
authors regularly used to convey their message of national regen-
eration. But another component was equally important. In Greece,
national regeneration was accompanied by an equally ambitious
cultural project: the creation of the “Third Greek Civilisation.”
As loannis Metaxas urged the Greek nation in 1936, “[r]egenera-
tion from a national point of view: because you cannot exist but
as Greeks; as Greeks who believe in the power of Hellenism, and
through it you can develop and create your own civilisation.™
Metaxas’s template for designing this civilisation was a dynamic
and teleological vision of Hellenism that would gradually unite the
classical Greek culture with the Byzantine Orthodox heritage.

There were also other politicians and thinkers, like the Slovak
philosopher Stefan Polakovi¢ and the Norwegian politician Vidkun
Quisling who envisioned the regeneration of the nation not within
their own borders but within the rising Nazi European Empire.
Exalting the creation of the Slovak Republic under the presidency
of Monsignor Jozef Tiso in 1939, Polakovi¢ invited “every member
of the nation [to] participate in this new order, because it is the
dictate of the epoch, which always asks for absolute adjustment in
matters of natural rights and natural morality. Those,” he warned,
“who do not understand the epoch will be overturned and crushed
in time.”® For Quisling, too, the “new Norway must built on
Germanic principles, on a Norwegian and a Nordic foundation.™
Under German occupation, the Czech politician Emanuel Vajtauer
similarly welcomed “the rebirth of the idea of a great European col-
lective. We can only welcome the fact that once again people talk
of the Reich as a great family of European nations, united by the
idea of European cultural tradition and once again setting itself a
great common purpose, worth of the former glory of a dynamic
continent. Only this development,” Vajtauer continued, “can rid us
of the anxiety we have never before been able to suppress. Only
in this new European unity can we rediscover our lost field of
national action.”?

In a typical biopolitical fashion, these authors portrayed the
nation’s historical mission as one of constant combat against the
injurious legacies of the past, invoking the need for an alternative
political order and, ultimately, temporality, both of which based on

103



104

MODERNISM AND EUGENICS

the rebirth and reinvention of the ethnic community. But this was
not the racial future envisioned by Nazi purists and some of their
supporters in the Scandinavian countries. Mussolini, Codreanu and
Metaxas, as known, did not accept the Nazi concept of racial purity
and supremacy even if they believed each nation had a racial nucleus
which was permanent. It was this racial nucleus that eugenics and
anthropology identified as “Italian,” “Romanian” and “Greek,”
respectively.ss

The Greek anthropologist and eugenicist loannis Koumaris
expressed this broad eugenic national philosophy, one based not on
racial purism but on syncretism, by formulating the theory of the
“fluid constancy” of the race. This meant identifying the various
characteristics of the race, their direct influences, and their inter-
active effects. Koumaris defined the Greek race as having “almost
uniform characteristics, physical and psychical, inherited in its
descendants; it has all the principal characteristics of the basic ele-
ments, which are all Greek and indigenous in spite of the variety of
types.”* Millennia of ethnic mixing notwithstanding, a Greek racial
essence survived miraculously into the modern times. “This race,”
Koumaris argued,

is distinguished today by a kind of “fluid constancy”, with its own soul
and especially with its own variety, dating from prehistoric times. Races
exist and will continue to exist; and each one defends itself. Because
every infusion of “new blood” is something different and because chil-
dren of mixed parents belong to no race, the Greek race, as all others, has
to preserve its own “fluid constancy” by avoiding mixture with foreign
elements.”s

If Romanian eugenicists suggested the existence of a “Dacian
racial type”, which was to be found especially amongst the inhabit-
ants of the Carpathian Mountains in Transylvania, Koumaris pos-
ited the Greek historical continuity and the permanence of its race
on the centre of the classical Greek civilisation, the Acropolis: “[t]he
Greek race was formed under the Acropolis Rock, and it is impos-
sible for any other to keep the keys of the sacred rock, to which the
Greek soul is indissolubly linked.”® Even the republican and secular
discourse of modern Turkish nationalism found the concept of race
appealing towards cementing the population’s allegiance to a newly
reborn Turkey. According to a 1934 biology textbook for secondary



EUGENICS AND BIOPOLITICS, 1933-1940

education:

The Turkish race, to which we are proud to belong, has a distinguished
place amongst the best, strongest, most intelligent and most competent
races in the world. Our duty is to preserve the essential qualities and
virtues of the Turkish race and to confirm that we deserve to be mem-
bers of this race. For that reason, one of our primary national duties is to
adhere to the principle of leading physically and spiritually worthwhile
lives by protecting ourselves from the perils of ill health, and by apply-
ing the knowledge of biology to our lives. The future of our Turkey will
depend on the breeding of high valued Turkish progeny in the families
that today’s youth will form in the future.””

To be sure, many prominent political leaders in1940s Europe, despite
their familiarity with heredity theories, never mentioned eugenics
as such. But, what Ayca Alemdaroglu noted on the case of Turkey —
namely that “in the eyes of the eugenicists some of [Atatiirk’s] famous
remarks such as ‘strong and sturdy generations are the essence of
Turkey’ and ‘the nation should be protected from degenerative
perils’ were the basis of Turkish eugenics discourse™® — certainly
applies to other countries as well, not least, of course, Germany,
where Hitler’s ideas were dogmatically adopted by many eugeni-
cists. In Romania, the general tendency within the government of
Marshal Ion Antonescu (1941—44) towards national homogenisation
and ethnic purification was consonant with the ideological goals of
Romanian eugenics emerging after 1940.

Dueto the widespread process of biologisation of national belong-
ing during this period, I have suggested that a continuous interac-
tion between political and eugenic discourses prevailed throughout.
Eugenicists anchored their ideas of biological rejuvenation into the
general programme of national transformation advocated by politi-
cal leaders. If the Romanian eugenicist lordache Ficdoaru assumed
that “eugenic ideas, in general, are outlined in the testament of our
captain [Corneliu Zelea Codreanu],” the Italian demographer
Corrado Gini equally believed that Mussolini’s policies were meant
to “strengthen the national organism and our country.”°

Thesesamples of racial characteriology are offered as explorations
of local eugenic modernist cultures, through which the boundary
between the national and the universal was enacted by virtue of the
recurring invocation of a racial collective identity transcending time
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and space. As one Greek contributor to the New State announced:
“[t]he Hellenic soul is in harmonious relation with the Hellenic race;
[...] the fact that we have been born in a certain place where that
race once lived which gave to humanity classical civilization — this
is not mere coincidence.” Artemis Leontis brilliantly described the
relationship between racial imagination, ideas of national rejuvena-
tion and the symbolic geography of the nation as entopia, namely
“the aesthetic principle of autochthony. It is the principle of native
authenticity. It is the principle that culture is native, that culture is
nature, that culture is autochthonous.”* Eugenic entopia was cen-
tral to the process of biologisation of national belonging during
the 1940s, as were claims to historical and racial continuity. As the
Romanian historian Petre P. Panaitescu declared: “We are not only
the sons of the earth, but we belong to a great race, a race which is
perpetuated in us, the Dacian race. The Legionary movement, which
has awakened the deepest echoes of our national being, has also
raised ‘Dacian’ blood to a place of honour.”3

But, Panaitescu did not nostalgically long for the recreation of
the Dacian past. He may have invoked a fantasised ancient empire,
like many another in Europe at the time, but looked forward to a
racial future defined by autochthonous allegiances to the nation.
Similarly, the state-oriented eugenic and racial policies to be enacted
throughout Europe in the early 1940s were defined by this auto-
chthonous definition of the dominant ethnic group, seen as the
repository of the racial qualities of the nation. When the Romanian
eugenicist Ficdoaru declared racial anthropology’s unique propen-
sity to determine the “right to leadership of those superior,”+ he not only
insinuated that the Romanians were destined to rule over other eth-
nic minorities, but also that biological, social and political methods
were needed in order to assure the dominant group’s political and
biological leadership. Race was, in this context, employed to legiti-
mate and rationalise the political geometry of a besieged Romanian
nation-state.

The minority groups were increasingly relegated to the margins
of the dominant group’s racial identity, but such a process was not
without consequences. Gradually, a counter-narrative emerged to
the state’s perception of its ethnic minorities. Often, ethnic minori-
ties proposed their own regenerative eugenic programmes, and
the adequate means to pursue it. Through their political organisa-
tions and churches, as we have seen in the previous chapter, ethnic
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minorities in various regions of Europe asserted their own eugenic
definition of the community, challenging the biopolitical topogra-
phy of the nation-state created by the dominant group.

Controlling the Ethnic Minorities

Eugenic discourses, as with many of the examples discussed in previ-
ous chapters, exclusively reflect the views and demands of the major-
ity of the population, of the dominant ethnic group within the state.
Yet, eugenics was articulated by ethnic majorities and minorities
alike, as both groups lamented alleged processes of decline, degen-
eration and extinction. As the biopolitical state presupposed, first
and foremost, the creation of an identical ethnic subject, it is worth
questioning the extent to which eugenics was employed in diagnos-
ing the ethnic minority’s sense of impending crisis and dissolution?

In the Tsarist Empire, for example, fears of national extinction
dominated Estonian eugenics since its inception. As Ken Kalling
argued, “[fJrom the outset, eugenics was concerned with demog-
raphy due to high rates of emigration (which became common in
the second half of the nineteenth century) and the denationalisation
of ethnic Estonians, who adopted the German or Russian language
as their own.”s Saving the race, therefore, depended upon educat-
ing Estonians on their own culture as well as the consequences of
their denationalisation. If the Estonians experienced educational
and political marginalisation under the Russian regime, in Finland -
another country which obtained national independence in 1918 — it
was the Swedish minority that felt vulnerable and frustrated. The
Society for the Promotion of Public Health of the Swedish Speaking
Population in Finland was established in 1921. According to one of
its main representatives, Harry Federley, the Society had both scien-
tific and practical sections. The goal of “promoting public health,”
Federley believed, “presupposed both eugenic and euthenic work.
Theleaders of the society are clearly aware that only through eugenic
discipline will they be able to bring about the real improvement of
the people.”®

The Society also issued a proclamation to the Swedish population
of Finland, calling for racial protectionism, familial cohesiveness and
safeguarding of property. It was a eugenic catechism based on the
following commandments: “On our own will, on our innate power
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ultimately depends the future of the Swedish race in our country. A
people mentally and physically strong can hold out even under hard
outward pressure!” Or, “[b]e careful therefore when you marry that
your chosen one has good health and belongs to a healthy family!
Be on your guard against strong drink and sexual diseases! They not
only undermine your own health. They can even do harm to your
children and their posterity.” Not only was the population’s health
at stake, but its political economy was similarly in danger of being
depleted by the combined effects of indifference and external pres-
sure. “Should you be the owner of a piece of ground do not sell it,”
the Swedish were summoned, “however tempting the offer may be!
Rather make it your glory and your pride as your fathers before you
to leave it in an improved state to your descendants!” Finally, urban
modernity was identified with racial corruption and degeneration:
“Above all, do not move into town! There temptations and dangers
threaten you, which may be the cause for your own and your chil-
dren’s ruin!™ The eugenic frontiers between the Swedish minority
and Finnish majority were thus established, indicating how the bio-
logical cartography of the nation-state existed as much to invent as
to record actual differences between ethnic groups.

The German minorities in Czechoslovakia and Romania pro-
vide further compelling examples of minority eugenic discourses
during this period. In 1924, the German Association for Local
Historical Studies and Local Development was established in
Aussig (Usti nad Labem) whose aim was to strengthen the tradi-
tional German identity in the region, but also to articulate new
responsibilities for the community’s social and racial welfare.*® By
the late 1930s, the leader of the Sudeten Germans, Konrad Henlein,
captured the eugenic importance of motherhood and healthy mar-
riages, which to him — like to other nationalists — also constituted
an essential component of the pronatalist propaganda among the
Sudeten Germans.*

Much of the eugenic and racial message was incorporated in the
newly founded, rapidly growing societies and institutes for historical
and racial research.”° In 1938, the Saxon priest and eugenicist Alfred
Csallner, whom we already encountered, established his National
Office for Statistics and Genealogy, whose purpose was not only
“to evaluate all statistical matters concerning the German national
community in Romania, to alert them to their national duties, and to



EUGENICS AND BIOPOLITICS, 1933-1940

guard their appropriate application, but, what is more [...] to ensure
that all other national- and race-hygienic duties are realized and
properly implemented by any other relevant departments.”” Indeed,
in 1940, this National Office was transformed into the Institute for
Statistics and Population Policy of the German National Community
in Romania, marking the political transformation of the biologi-
cally redefined Saxon identity, and its consequent integration into
the National Socialist plans for the racial reconstruction of Eastern
Europe.” Similarly, an Institute for Local Historical Studies was
established in 1941 in Kdsmark (Kezmarok) accommodating the
increased Nazi interest in the racial potential of the Zips and other
“Carpathian” Germans living in the independent state of Slovakia.”

If the Sudenten Germans and the Saxons in Transylvania embraced
radical politics as the natural route to implement their programme
of national survival and renewal, others, like the Lusatian Sorbs in
Germany and the Csangds in Romania, have absorbed the eugenic
narratives that others have projected onto them in order to create their
own version of ethno-national identity and national belonging. The
Csangd priests losif Petru Pal and loan Martinas, for example, internal-
ised the dominant Romanian racial narrative created about them, most
prominently by the anthropologist Petru Rimneantu, accepting that
the latter’s claim that racially the Csdng6s were, in fact, Romanian.
Contrary to other minority groups in Central and Southeastern
Europe, especially the Sudeten Germans, the Saxons and the Csangods
did not desire the territories’ incorporation into the German Reich or
Hungary (although many of them relocated outside Romania).

Yet these eugenic and racial discourse espoused by ethnic
minorities clearly indicates another aspect of the modernist quest
for national palingenesis. In accomplishing the ultimate eugenic
goal, a biopolitical state regulated by scientific norms of health and
hygiene, eugenicists assumed more than just cleansing the national
body of its alleged defective members; they meant, in fact, a com-
plete refashioning of society and the state based on principles of
racial homogeneity and protectionism. As the Italian zoologist
Marecello Ricci declared in 1938: “[i]t is necessary therefore to recog-
nise that, ultimately, the single greatest benefit for racial improve-
ment could come from the elimination of defectives.”” In keeping
with the reciprocal dependency between the biopolitical regime and
its subjects, his compatriot, the physician Giuseppe Lucidi proposed
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a “census of blood” in 1939, whose objective was twofold:”

1) For a scientific-racial end, an exact study of blood groups, beyond giving
documental substance to our racism, would determine the biological
characteristics of our race, placing our science at the avant-garde of all rel-
evant research, considering that abroad they are actively working while
here almost nothing is being done, nor is likely to be done, to develop a
solid basis for a racial science. [...]

2) For a practical end, for an optimization beyond the defence of our race,
as such research would permit us to know exactly the blood group of
any individual, which more than in time of peace, in times of war could
save thousands and thousands of lives, or to put it simply, make the
practice of blood transfusions more practical.

The Romanian legal expert Ioan Gruia articulated the same racial
philosophy in 1940 when he, occasioned by the introduction of anti-
Semitic racial laws in Romania, declared: “We consider Romanian
blood as a fundamental element in the founding of the nation.”” In
accordance to this position, eugenicists sought to reconcile racial
politics with the revolutionary transformation of the state, and to
promote a legitimising argument for it which, it was asserted, was
the basis for the much needed national rejuvenation. The Hungarian
demographer Karoly Balas had precisely this transformation in mind
when he posed the following question in 1936: “[w]ould it not be wor-
thier of future humanity, advancing in civilization and culture, if the
State were to proclaim its right to a regeneration in the interest of
the community against the right of destruction?””® All this suggests
that eugenic biopolitics contained its own contradictory dynamic: it
ritualised the importance of the nation but it sacrificed its members
for the possibility that the state was born anew.

The Biopolitical State

We have been exploring some of the ways in which eugenic dis-
courses drew on the modernist myths of regeneration, and used
them as sources of inspiration for a new form of politics. Whether
expressing a majority or minority point of view, eugenicists
throughout Europe strove to grasp modernity’s world changing
dynamic, to appropriate it for their own particular national pur-
poses and transform the chaotic post-1920 environment into new
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forms of meaning and solidarity and, finally, help their contem-
poraries become the subjects as well as objects of the biopoliti-
cal revolution prophesised by the fascist and Nationalist Socialist
regimes.

A month before the introduction of Law for the Prevention of
Progeny with Hereditary Diseases, the German minister of Interior
Wilhelm Frick reminded racial experts of the importance bestowed
on eugenics and biopolitics by the new regime:

The scientific study of heredity (based on the progress of the last decade)
has enabled us clearly to recognise the rules of heredity and selection
as well as their meaning for the nation and state. It gives us the right
and the moral obligation to eliminate hereditary defectives from pro-
creation. No misinterpreted charity nor religious scruples, based on the
dogmas of past centuries, should prevent us from fulfilling this duty; on
the contrary it should be considered an offence against Christian and
social charity to allow hereditary defectives to continue to produce off-
spring — having recognised that this would mean endless suffering to
themselves and to their kin and future generations.”

Casting the German scientists in the role of medical reformers and
pillars of the unfolding process of national regeneration, Frick asked
for the total commitment to eugenic research: “We must have the
courage to rate our population according to its hereditary value, in
order to supply the State with leaders. If other nations and foreign ele-
ments do not wish to follow us in this course, that is their own affair.
[ see the greatest aim and duty of the Government of our national
revolution in warranting the improvement of our German people in
the heart of Europe.”*° Eugenicists and other racial researchers hence
voiced not only their pathos for science (as explored in Chapter 1),
but equally their therapeutic methods to ensure national improve-
ment (as documented in Chapter 3). It was “no longer a question of
theoretic desiderata,” the doyen of European racism Georges Vacher
de Lapouge wrote to Madison Grant upon reading Frick’s lecture,
“but of an entire legislation concerning selection, realized through
decrees to be applied, and designed to rapidly extinguish undesir-
able stocks and to perfect the eugenical strains.” It was, ultimately,
“the birth of a new civilisation, replacing in Germany and soon in
the entire world — so we hope — the political ideals and the classic
and religious morals, the breakdown of which has upset the social
life of all peoples.”

1
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To be sure, there was nothing new about this biopolitical use
of eugenics. The modernist journal The New Age had published an
article entitled “Bio-Politics” as early as 1911. Its author, G. W. Harris,
defined the term as follows: “a policy which should consider two
aspects of the nation: in the first place, the increase of population
and competition; in the second place, the individual attributes of the
men who are available for filing places of responsibility for the state.”
The state was summoned to intervene to not only regulate the social
selection of worthy individuals, but also to legalise those procedures
meant to purify society of its unwanted members. Abortion, for
instance, was commended as an efficient way to limit “the produc-
tion of illegitimate children.” Equally radical measures were needed,
Harris believed, when dealing with “lunatics and criminal luna-
tics.” Thus, “[u]nless some practical use can be made of the causes
of their disease, then a State lethal chamber is the best way out of
the difficulty.” A new rationality was needed as the foundation of
the modern biopolitical state. “Once we do away with the pomp and
ceremony and ethical and moral lamentation over death, crime and
other evils,” Harris concluded, “we shall be able to treat them in a
rational way without endeavouring to extract self-satisfaction from
the failure of the ungodly.”®

During the decades following Harris’ incipient version of bio-
politics, the concept had, however, morphed into a cluster of diverse
eugenic theories centring on state’s direct intervention into all
spheres of life. It is, therefore, appropriate to consider the brand of
biopolitics that crystallised by the late 1930s, “not only as a project
of elites and experts, but as a complex social and cultural transfor-
mation, a discourse — a set of ideas and practices — that shaped not
merely the machinations of social engineers, but patterns of social
behaviour much more broadly.”® It is also necessary to take into
account that the biopolitical idea of the total state controlling and
administering the national organism was an intrinsic component of
eugenic discourses across Europe, and not just in fascist Italy and
Nazi Germany. As Edward Ross Dickinson aptly noted, biopolitics
was a “multifaceted world of discourse and practice elaborated and
put into practice at multiple levels throughout modern societies.”s

Take one of the most convincing discussions of biopolitics dur-
ing the interwar period, offered by the Romanian eugenicist Iuliu
Moldovan in 1926. Entitled Biopolitics, this book endeavoured to “mil-
itate for a state organisation and activity which are characterised
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and determined by the supreme duty to assure the biological pros-
perity of the human capital.”®® The biopolitical state was, there-
fore, invested with a specific national mission to direct disparate
narratives of historical experience and cultural traditions towards
the idea of improving the racial qualities of the nation. “The state,”
Moldovan maintained, “is a political structure, a collective organi-
sation whose aim is to guarantee the utmost biological prosperity
of its citizens. This prosperity can only be achieved by respecting
integrally the laws of individual and human evolution, in general.”®
The family was placed at the centre of this new biopolitical order
grounded in eugenics. Moldovan argued, first, that the family was
physically healthy and orderly and, second, that it was socially and
spiritually active. More importantly, the relationship between the
nation and the state was turned into a specifically crafted form of
scientific knowledge, based on heredity and eugenics.

Biopolitics thus operated through investigations of biological
processes regulating the triadic relationship between the individual,
the nation and the state. In the first half of the twentieth century,
biopolitics and eugenics have gathered widespread and enthusiastic
support, and numerous eugenicists have worked to systematise the
theoretical framework needed for the practical application of biopol-
itics to the life of nations. Yet, despite sporadic successes, Moldovan
concluded, no state has had the power to embark upon such radical
adeparture from the traditional forms of politics. No later than 1933,
Eugen Fischer postulated the same uncertainty about the adoption
of biopolitics when contemplating “the new time” inaugurated by
the “German ethnic state in its National Socialist form.” This was,
however, a state founded on the principles of biology, and “the selec-
tive and eliminationist hereditary and racial welfare.”®® Had eugen-
ics become national politics? Was the “ethnic state” more than just
“an ideal,” Fischer asked cautiously? To look at it closely, Fischer
concluded, was to confront not a political programme but a form of
biological knowledge that was taken to signify “the future and the
salvation of our German people and fatherland.”®

Like eugenics, racial welfare proved essential to the demographic,
social and expansionist policies of the biopolitical state. As the
Italian minister of education, Giuseppe Bottai explained in 1928: “a
state, like the fascist one, which enlarges its social base and extends
its roots deeply into the organic mass of the people must necessarily
conceive of welfare asa means to preserve the race.”° Taking this idea

113



114

MODERNISM AND EUGENICS

further, the president of the Hungarian Association of Biopolitics
Lajos Antal corroborated racial welfare with a new political biol-
ogy he termed “biologism.” The only way to achieve the “biological
fullness” of the individual and the national community was through
biologism, Antal claimed in 1940. Correspondingly, Hungarian bio-
politics was based on “the maintenance, care and increase of the bio-
logical values of Hungarianness and on the opening of new sources
of biological strength.” Complementing this biological ideal, Antal
also displayed new attitudes towards “the qualitative and quantita-
tive development of the biological values of the Hungarianness” as
these were to decide “the future of our nation in the Danube basin.”
Biopolitics, it was emphasised, was too important to be neglected
further; it must be employed to “promote the biological value of
Hungarianness,” to increase “vitality and biological breeding” of the
Hungarian nation. State leadership was summoned to contribute to
“the biological future of the Hungarian nation” by introducing eco-
nomic, social, medical and eugenic policies, thus creating a biologi-
cally powerful national body.”*

That same year, the sociologist Traian Herseni outlined his
version of Romanian biopolitics. “With the help of eugenics,” he
believed, “a nation controls its destiny. It can systematically improve
its qualities and can reach the highest stages of accomplishment and
human creativity.”* Herseni subsequently suggested the introduc-
tion of biopolitical laws, such as segregation and deportation, as
the basis for national regeneration. “The racial purification of the
Romanian nation,” he alleged, “is a matter of life and death. It can-
not be neglected, postponed or half-solved.” The scientific language
supplied by eugenics was fused with a racist vocabulary: “Without
doubt the decay of the Romanian nation is to be attributed to the
infiltration in our ethnic group by inferior racial elements; to the
contamination of the ancient, Dacian-Roman blood by Phanariot
and Gypsy blood, and recently by Jewish blood.™*

New biological elites, Herseni concluded, rather than social and
political institutions, would be the state’s foremost biopolitical mes-
sengers. In keeping with his scientistic conception of the national
life, Herseni reaffirmed his commitment to a eugenic biopolitical
programme in unambiguous terms:

Once the change in mentality concerning the physic-racial phenomenon
has occurred; once the evaluation and social selection based on racial
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qualities has been achieved, the most difficult action —but also the most
efficient through its qualitative and long-lasting results — must follow:
eugenics, which is the improvement of the race through heredity. We
need eugenic laws and eugenic practices. Reproduction cannot be left
unsupervised. The science of heredity (genetics) demonstrates clearly
that human societies have at their disposal infallible means for physi-
cal and psychical improvement — but for this to happen there can be no
random reproduction and thus the transmission of hereditary defects;
and those possessing qualities cannot be left without offspring. Those
dysgenic should be banned from reproduction; inferior races should be
completely separated from the [Romanian] ethnic group. Sterilisation
of certain categories of individuals should not be considered an affront
to human dignity: it is a eulogy to beauty, morality and perfection, in
general %+

The biological definition advocated by eugenics and biopoliti-
cal nationalism thus became the norm, rather than the exception
in 1940s Europe. This was confirmed by a series of anti-Semitic
racial laws introduced in Hungary and Romania between 1938 and
1942, the 1940 Bulgarian Law for the Protection of the Nation, the
1941 Legal Directive on the Protection of the Aryan Blood and the
Honour of the Croatian People, the 1942 Law for the Protection of
the Race adopted by the regime of Widkun Quilsing in Norway, or
the 1942 French Law for the Protection of Mothers and Children.
Undeniably, these laws advocated the same political protectionism
of the dominant racial group and the exclusion of ethnic minori-
ties, especially Jews, but they also, like in the Bulgarian and French
cases, introduced sanitary screening and mandatory premarital
examination, aiming at a general biotypological investigation of
the nation.

Facing a Second World War, the eugenic rhetoric of the 1940s
intensified in its racial tone. Eugenicists in Hungary and in France,
for instance, profited from this ideologically auspicious environ-
ment to establish racial institutes, like the Hungarian Institute for
National Biology (established in 1940) and the French Foundation
for the Study of Human Problems (established in 1941). Maintaining
the nation’s racial potential became of prime political importance
alongside instruments for eliminating the “dysgenic groups,” be they
defined socially or ethnically. The racial mythology, in addition to
a whole range of modern hygienic techniques aiming at improving
the health of the nation, thus helped create a new political biology
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whose purpose was to prepare the race, at the expense of ethnic
minorities, for the onset of the biopolitical state.

As seen, fusing eugenics with biopolitical projects of biological
engineering required the use of historical, linguistic and anthropo-
logical arguments as well as medical knowledge. This form of bio-
political knowledge was created equally by historical realities, most
prominently by the fascist and Nazi regimes, and by the racial sci-
entists that developed it. Eugenics and biopolitics can thus not be
separated from the national cultures they inhabited. And so too the
questions of race and nation eugenicists worked with, as well as their
interpretations extracted from empirical data and experiments, were
shaped by cultural attitudes, social needs and political possibilities.
The corollary to this development was that the distinctly modern
scientific ethos of eugenics (discussed in Chapter1) was transformed,
during the late 1930s and early 1940s, in a world characterised by a
total war, into the biopolitical project of building the perfect ethnic
state.

Michel Foucault notoriously defined biopolitics as a modern
discipline trying “to rule a multiplicity of men to the extent that
their multiplicity can and must be dissolved into individual bodies
that can be kept under surveillance, trained, used, and, if need be,
punished.” Eugenics made it possible to speak of controlling the
national body; cultivating and weeding out extraordinary individu-
als; and purifying the race. The eugenic vocabulary thus overlapped
with an adjacent set of fears over racial and national decline. During
the 1940s, especially, the eugenic morality invoked during the early
decade of the twentieth century succumbed to racial epistemol-
ogy as positive eugenic ideals were replaced by authoritarian poli-
tics. Illustratively, in 1941, Mihai Antonescu, the Romanian deputy
prime minister and minister of foreign affairs spoke of the “eth-
nic and political purification” of the population in Bessarabia and
Bukovina, namely “the purification of our nation of those foreign
elements foreign to its soul.” Yet, there is no documentary evidence
to suggest that the Holocaust in Transnistria was dictated by eugenic
considerations,” thus probing the assumption, most convincingly
argued by Zygmunt Bauman, that atrocities committed against the
Jews and the Roma during the Second World War can all be reduced
to modernist visions of eugenic “gardening.”*

Yet, what Galton had ultimately predicted did eventually happen.
Between 1933 and 1944 many European nations proclaimed “‘Jehad,
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or Holy War against customs and prejudices that impair[ed] the
physical and moral qualities of [the] race.” Eugenics had, finally,
become a form of biopolitical knowledge which reinstated the
supremacy of the laws of nature over culture and with it the subordi-
nation of the individual rights and interests to those of the totalising
state. Rather than seeing it as leading inexorably to the Holocaust,
adopting a perspective grounded in the modernist interpretation of
fascism and Nazism as movements of national rejuvenation allows
us to see eugenics not as pseudo-science, but as twentieth-century
eugenicists saw it, namely a scientistic model of biological and
national engineering.
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CONCLUSION: TOWARDS
AN EPISTEMOLOGY OF
EUGENIC KNOWLEDGE

This book has focused on how eugenics emerged and interacted
with European national cultures between 1870 and 1940. During this
period, eugenics became part of larger social, political and national
agendas that included social hygiene, population policies, public
health and family planning, as well as racial research on social and
ethnic minorities. As T have argued, eugenics widely served as a vehi-
cle for transmitting a social and political message that transcended
political differences and opposing ideological camps. Moreover,
eugenics was as diverse ideologically as it was spread geographically,
and adhered to by professional and political elites across Europe, from
West to East, irrespective of their political and cultural contexts.

Three overarching conceptual strategies have guided this discus-
sion of modernism and eugenics: first, the disentanglement of sym-
bolic eugenic geographies, such as the division between Western
and Eastern Europe, by looking at national eugenic traditions from a
regional and cross-national perspective; second, the introduction of
an asymmetric comparison to evaluate different national contexts
which shared similar eugenic practices or, in other words, the search
for conceptual and ideological meanings in the broader traditions
and frameworks of thought in which eugenic texts were produced;
and, finally, third, the formulation of a eugenic epistemology, namely
that scientific knowledge is a social construct, moulded onto images
of society and culture. L have discussed the first two strategies in the
Introduction, and I want to briefly elaborate on the third now.

In his Thinking with History: Explorations in the Passage to Modernism,
one of the most respected historians of Central European moder-
nity, Carl E. Schorske advised new generations of historians to look
at neighbouring disciplines for inspiration and encouragement. The
history of science, he believed, was one of those disciplines as it “lent
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itself most readily to a purely internalistic treatment on a progressive
premise shared by both the natural scientists and the public.” Such
academic intrusion is, by no means, unproblematic. As Schorske
further noted, “[h]istorians who sought to embed scientific insight
in a social matrix were resisted, in part justly, for their inadequate
scientific understanding, but also because they tampered with the
mythology of the autonomy of science and discovery prevailing in
the scientific guild.”

Challenging this “mythology of the autonomy of science” is pre-
cisely what I have attempted in this volume. Eugenic knowledge
was created by the social and intellectual contexts that informed it.
Moreover, eugenicists — like other professionals — were frequently
enveloped by their social and political existence, and often adhered to
dominantsocial and political practices. Eugenicists were not separated
from the culture they inhabited, and the questions they posed about
the individual, society and the state, as well as the interpretations they
extracted from their empirical data and experiments were shaped by
cultural attitudes, social needs and political possibilities. I believe that
in order to construct a convincing relationship between modernism
and eugenics one must also expose the cultural, social, political and
ideological factors that shaped the configuration of eugenic theories.

According to Peter J. Bowler, all scientific theories “have an ideo-
logical dimension that must be exposed if we are to understand why
these particular ideas about nature were proposed.”™ Recently, such a
perspective was forcefully enunciated by Gabrielle M. Spiegel in her
reflections on the “Task of the Historian” presented to the annual
meeting of the American Historical Association. “If we acknowl-
edge,” Spiegel argued,

that history is the product of contemporary mental representations of
the absent past that bear within them strong ideological and/or political
imprints —and it seems unlikely that any historian would today disagree
with this, whether framed in terms of discourse, social location, or some
other form of the historian’s fashioning — then it seems logical to include
within the determinants of historical practice the impress of individual
psychological forces in the coding and decoding of those socially gener-
ated norms and discourses.?

In attempting to decode various eugenic texts produced between
1870 and 1940 and their ideological ramifications, I came to realise
that modernism and eugenics should not be artificially separated
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but treated together as both have been intrinsic parts of modern
European history.

This approach entails the task of evaluating the degree and nature
of ideological transfers and of finding a trans-culturally acceptable
set of analytical categories enabling us to address the key compo-
nents of European eugenic thought as it was formulated on the
basis of their own environment. The relationship between modern-
ism and eugenics, according to this view, is rooted not only in the
Enlightenment myth of human perfectibility, but also in the heredi-
tarian concepts associated with the Darwinian and Mendelian
revolutions in science. But while it reveals much about the interdis-
ciplinary nature of eugenics, this approach should not diminish the
critical role, both theoretical and practical, performed by the mod-
ernist modes of conceptualising the individual, society, the nation
and the state, which were not biological.

Through its examination of the eugenic thinking and practices in
Europe between 1870 and 1940, this book dwelt extensively on the
ideological breath and creativity of modernism discussed by Roger
Griffin in his Modernism and Fascism. Yet Griffin's broad comparative
and conceptual approach was adopted here with precautions so that
the two overlapping areas of this book’s investigation were properly
highlighted: first, the connection between eugenics and theories
of national regeneration and, second, the extensive comparative
framework needed to explain the relationship between modernism
and eugenics. Together with Zygmunt Bauman, Tzvetan Todorov,
Michael Schwartz, Michael Burleigh, Peter Fritzsche, Mark Antliff
and Aristotle Kallis, Griffin has suggested that eugenics should not
be treated as an extraordinary episode in the history of biological
sciences removed from its social, political and national contexts, as
a deviation from the norm which found its culmination in Nazi poli-
cies of genocide, but as an integral part of European modernity in
which the state and the individual embarked on an unprecedented
quest for the renewal of an idealised national community.*

As I have also argued, the eugenic vision of the biopolitical state
pointed to the creation of an organic society in which social distinc-
tions, divisions between the social and the political, the individual
and the collective would be eliminated, and where biomedical
experts were elevated to the role of defenders of the national com-
munity. To substantiate this claim, I have suggested that eugenics
should be seen as a modernist response to the perceived degeneracy
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of modernity experienced not just as a cultural, political and social
crisis, but also as a biological one. Across Europe, eugenicists excori-
ated the futility of cultural and political without biological renewal.
To accomplish this renewal, it was necessary, however critically, to
embrace modern technologies and the modern world, and think in
international as well as national terms.

In this sense, the First World War was a defining moment in the
crystallisation of European eugenic thinking. By the opening years
of the twentieth century, the safety of race and empire had come to
loom large in European national obsessions. As seen in Chapter 1,
within ruling elites worries about national efficiency were fanned by
fears of degeneration and loss of military strength. The First World
War broke out in 1914 and, as we discussed in Chapter 2, augmented
concerns with the deteriorating health of the civilian population,
demographic losses, and the declining birthrates. Eugenics seized
the opportunity to become a central element within the newly
emerging political cultures forged out of the war. By offering solu-
tions to increasing concerns with the health of the nation, eugeni-
cists hoped to help the state and society through a reconfiguration of
its founding myths. Eugenic projects of national regeneration thus
located concerns with the race not merely spatially and temporally,
but also tried to mobilise individual and collective action, and assist
political movements towards the fulfilment of their goals.

By the 1920s, the Austro-Hungarian, German, Russian and
Ottoman Empires disappeared altogether, and a plethora of nation-
states took their place in Central and Southeastern Europe. For
eugenicists, especially in these regions, there were growing oppor-
tunities for education, proliferating career openings, and dynamic
intellectual and scientific environments. This provided the context
for the professionalisation of eugenics to emerge. Being intimately
connected to the development of the nation-state did not impede its
growth; infact, the opposite was the case. The need forwell-educated,
properly trained technocrats furthered eugenicists” self-definition
as useful instruments in perfecting society and state. An even more
complex process of appropriation of eugenic discourses occurred
in those European states characterised by fascist and authoritarian
regimes, like Italy, Spain and Portugal. By the early 1930s, as exam-
ined in Chapter 3, eugenicists gained influence in public and political
spheres across Europe, and played an important role in formulating
health laws, organising health departments and institutes of hygiene
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as well as improving medical systems. Two overlapping conclusions
about the interaction between modernism and eugenics during this
period thus emerged: first, eugenicists posited science as a solution
to the crises facing their countries after the war; and, second, they
called for eugenic legislation to prevent the further deterioration of
the nation and race.

The same sense of geographical breadth was evident when we
examined the internationalisation of eugenics. Eugenicists were col-
laborative professionals. The notion that eugenicists formed a com-
munity transgressing national borders was registered as early as 1912
at the First International Congress of Eugenics held in London, and
then reaffirmed at the congresses that followed, culminating in the
last, the Fourth International Congress for Racial Hygiene (Eugenics)
organised in Vienna in 1940. British, German, French and Italian
eugenicists dominated within these international meetings, but the
number of Central and Southeastern European eugenicists in attend-
ance grew significantly during the 1920s and 1930s. By meeting regu-
larly, and frequently visiting each other’s institutions, the eugenicists
mentioned in this book were intimately familiar with the different
aspects of eugenic progress in other countries, and sought to pro-
vide original solutions to the dilemmas encountered when attempt-
ing to apply external eugenic models to their own societies.

The perhaps most convincing illustration of the ideological
fusion between modernism and eugenics has come through our
discussion of theories of national improvement and the biopo-
litical state, as attempted in Chapter 4. During the 1940s, national
identities in Europe relied heavily on racial typologies and adhered
tightly to a selective mythology of glorious pasts. The eugenic and
biopolitical writings from this period abound in demands for the
containment of the nation’s endogenous pathologies as well as its
external enemies. As a result, the eugenic and racial stigma placed
onto the bodies of social, medical and ethnic communities displaced
the locus of national conflict from inside the nation to its vulnerable
boundaries. [lluminating the occluded similarities between vari-
ous racial and eugenic policies should not preclude, however, one
from also seeing the important differences amongst European states
in terms of implementing and accepting eugenics as a principle of
national politics.

In connection to this argument  have tried to argue that there are
different histories of eugenics, articulated and shaped by numerous
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cultural, political and national contexts, by scientific codes and rep-
resentations of reality whose empirical referentiality differed from
country to country. In analysing the eugenic models of modernity
these cultures developed from the 1870s until the 1940s, I have high-
lighted the necessity of proposing a new interpretation for the his-
tory of eugenics which takes the radical multiplicity of contexts as
well as the complex processes of ideological transmission and recep-
tion into account. Substantial comparative research and analytical
effort is still necessary to stimulate historiographic interest in these
topics from a comparative international perspective. I have here —
successfully I hope — only sketched the narrative in such a way so
that it reaches out to both academia and the general public, aspiring
to create new foundations upon which to build a solid and refresh-
ing approach to these controversial and unsettling episodes in the
history of European eugenics.

Between 1870 and 1940, furthermore, a system of eugenic com-
munication developed in Europe whose code we need to understand
if our discussion of modernist theories of human improvement is
to be enriched conceptually and comparatively. Rather than being
mere appendices to specific national traditions, histories of eugen-
ics must be restored to their place within the national histories of
European cultures. This recourse to historical memory is essential
if, on the one hand, these countries are to be reconciled with their
troubled past and if, on the other, the history of interwar eugenic
movements is to be systematically analysed through their appropri-
ate local, regional, national and international contexts.

“Eugenics,” as Nancy Stepan rightly pointed out, has the “advan-
tage of being contemporary and yet historical: contemporary in
that the problems of erecting social policies on the basis of new
knowledge in the field of human genetics and reproductive technol-
ogy are especially pressing today, yet historical in the sense that the
eugenics of the pre-1945 period can be viewed as a relatively closed
phenomenon of the past on which we can gain some perspective.”
Indeed, as recent debates on genetic engineering indicate, eugen-
ics has come to serve not only academic purposes. Currently, the
term offers a conceptual background for debates on cloning and in
vitro fertilisation amongst many more. Aware of the general sensi-
tivity surrounding these topics, specialists and lay observers alike
have attempted to disassociate themselves from the interwar his-
tory of eugenics.® Providing that the historiography on eugenics is
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constantly changing, this book is engaged with the task of evaluat-
ing the degree and nature of conceptual transfers of knowledge and
ideas, of finding a trans-cultural set of analytical categories as well
as new knowledge-production mechanisms. To answer questions
about the basic components of European eugenic thought, one must
then formulate them on the basis of a regional and trans-regional
comparative analysis. But this approach also necessitated the pos-
ing of two other questions: first, how far can one go in inserting spe-
cific historical experiences and analytical categories into European
circulation? And second, how can one test the value of the inter-
pretative models linked to such notions as race and nation in dif-
ferent historical contexts? By examining a diverse range of eugenic
ideas and authors as well as by linking state-oriented eugenics
with church or minority perspectives, I hope to have convincingly
answered these questions, as well as revealed the extent to which
eugenic philosophies of identity based on the modern biological
knowledge of heredity and evolution have influenced the nature
and practice of national politics.

Eugenics was furthermore understood as a cluster of social, bio-
logical and cultural ideas, centred on the redefinition of the indi-
vidual and the national community according to the laws of natural
selection and heredity. As such, eugenics promoted a regenerative
programme of the nation seeking to counter the negative conse-
quences resulting from the alleged social and biological degenera-
tion of the body politic. In the majority of cases, eugenics relied on
the state’s intervention to assure the success of its programme of
biological rejuvenation. Two directions were generally followed:
a) discouraging those individuals categorised as “inferior” from
reproducing and b) encouraging those deemed “superior” to value
their hereditary importance for the general health of the nation.
This state-oriented eugenics, therefore, defined a dominant ethnic
group as the repository of national racial qualities while pursuing
biological, social and political means to assess and eliminate the fac-
tors contributing to its degeneration.

To an extent that has not yet been fully acknowledged, there
was also a counter-narrative to the state’s perception of its ethnic
minorities. Churches, especially the Protestant ones, and ethnic
minorities benefited from the popularisation of eugenics in order to
propose their own modernist regenerative agenda, and the means
to pursue it. Some ethnic groups, like the Transylvanian Saxons in
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Romania, embraced radical politics as the natural route to imple-
menting their programmes of national survival and renewal; others,
like the Csdngds in Romania and Hungary or the Sudeten Germans
in Czechoslovakia, have absorbed the eugenic narratives that oth-
ers have projected onto them in order to create their own version
of ethno-national identity and national belonging. Therefore, whilst
most of the existing scholarship on eugenics in interwar Europe
has focused on nation-states, this book has also revealed its impact
on ethnic minorities, offering a new point of departure and com-
parative basis for how and why ethnic minorities in Central and
Southeastern Europe became a part of eugenic reconfiguration of
identity at both national and international levels. I can only hope
that this book will provoke other scholars to attempt to reconstruct
how a wider regional and international diffusion of eugenic ideas
and their implementation was possible in Europe and beyond; and
in some instances, how these ideas were obstructed and ultimately
rejected.

As we celebrated the bicentennial of Charles Darwin’s birth
in 2009 it may be appropriate to finish this book with the words
of a scientist who was revered by eugenicists and their detractors
alike, and whose impact on the modern scientific imagination is
still unrivalled. “It seems to me,” Darwin surmised in his 1871 The
Descent of Man,

that man with all his noble qualities, with sympathy which feels for the
most debased, with benevolence which extends not only to other men
but to the humblest living creature, with his god-like intellect which has
penetrated into the movements and constitution of the solar system —
with all these exalted powers — Man still bears in his bodily frame the
indelible stamp of his lowly origin.”

These reflections superbly illustrate the dense creative frameworks
into which eugenic theories of human improvement were later to
be absorbed. Any attempt, therefore, to recapture how twentieth-
century eugenicists imagined and experienced their ideas of biologi-
cal and national improvement must inevitably begin (and conclude)
by understanding how ideas of modern science like evolution and
heredity have battled traditional forces, like religion, for supremacy
over the human body. At the heart of all these conflicts there was,
in fact, a characteristically scientistic attitude, one whose various

125



126

MODERNISM AND EUGENICS

incarnations I have explored in this book, and which Francis Galton
described as “the religious significance of the doctrine of evolution.”
When Galton spoke of eugenics as the “new religion of the future,” he
not only hoped to convert the next generations to the new scientistic
faith, but also that these new converts would establish eugenics as a
universally recognised science. In no other period during the twenti-
eth century were his hopes nearer to fruition than in the wake of the
most devastating event in modern history, the Second World War.
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