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Author's Note

	This book grew out of a simple, stubborn question: when historians describe the eugenics movement as respectable science in its own time, what does that respectability actually consist of, in dollars and cents. It is one thing to say that eugenics enjoyed mainstream scientific and cultural acceptance during the first half of the twentieth century. It is another thing entirely to trace the specific checks, grants, and endowments that made that acceptance possible, and to follow them to their consequences in the lives of specific, named people.

	I have tried, throughout this book, to rely only on well documented historical facts drawn from primary institutional records, peer reviewed historical scholarship, and the reporting and archival research of historians who have spent careers on this material, several of whom are cited by name in the chapters that follow. Where figures are disputed among historians, such as the precise number of Americans sterilized under state eugenics laws, I have tried to present the range of credible estimates rather than a single invented certainty. Every dollar figure, every date, and every named individual in this book reflects the documented historical record as established by archival sources, court records, congressional testimony, and the published work of the historians who have done the difficult work of reconstructing this history from primary documents.

	This is not a comfortable story, and I have not tried to make it one. It is the story of how some of the most respected charitable institutions in American and German history spent enormous sums of money building the intellectual, legal, and medical infrastructure that authorized involuntary surgery on tens of thousands of ordinary citizens, and that provided both scientific vocabulary and legal precedent to a regime that would go on to commit genocide. It is also, in its final chapters, the story of how some of that same money, or its institutional and ideological descendants, persisted for decades after the world claimed to have learned its lesson.

	My hope is that readers will finish this book with a clearer sense of how philanthropic power actually operates: not usually through secret conspiracy, but through the ordinary, well documented, and rarely examined machinery of grants, endowments, and institutional prestige. Understanding that machinery is, I believe, the first real step toward recognizing it the next time it appears wearing a different, more current vocabulary.

	 


CHAPTER 1

	The Money Behind the Microscope

	In the autumn of 1910, a check arrived at a small farm office on Long Island. It was not a large sum by the standards of the men who wrote such checks in that era, the years when American industrial fortunes had grown so large that their owners needed entire departments simply to decide what to do with the interest. But the check mattered, because of what it made possible. With it, a biologist named Charles Davenport opened the doors of an institution that would spend the next three decades gathering the family histories, medical records, and personal details of hundreds of thousands of Americans, sorting them by traits its staff believed were inherited, and using the resulting archive to argue that entire categories of human beings should not be permitted to have children.

	The money came from Mary Harriman, the widow of a railroad magnate, and it was the first of many such gifts. Over the following decades, some of the wealthiest charitable institutions in the United States and some of the most respected scientific foundations in Germany would direct staggering sums toward a set of ideas that today sit uneasily beside the achievements those same institutions are proud to claim. The Carnegie Institution of Washington, one of the great engines of American scientific progress, funded the operation Harriman had started for seventeen years. The Rockefeller Foundation, whose name is now attached to public health triumphs across the globe, sent hundreds of thousands of dollars to a Munich psychiatric institute whose director would go on to help design the sterilization law that Adolf Hitler's government enacted in 1933. A citrus grower in Pasadena, California, built a foundation that trained the language an entire nation used to justify surgery performed on people who had never consented to it. A textile heir from New England created a fund in 1937 that continued distributing money to researchers making claims about racial hierarchy long after the Second World War had supposedly settled the argument.

	This is a book about where the money came from.

	It is easy, looking back at the eugenics movement from a comfortable distance, to imagine it as a fringe enterprise, a set of crackpot ideas confined to the margins of respectable science. That imagined history is false, and its falseness matters. Eugenics in the first half of the twentieth century was mainstream science, funded by mainstream philanthropy, endorsed by mainstream universities, and legislated by mainstream governments. It was taught at Harvard and Columbia and Stanford. It was published in respected journals. It received grants from the same foundations that funded the discovery of vitamins, the development of the yellow fever vaccine, and the eradication of hookworm. The people who ran these foundations were not, for the most part, cartoon villains twirling mustaches in the dark. They were businessmen, philanthropists, and scientists who believed, sincerely and with the confidence of their class and their century, that they were improving the human race.

	That confidence is the subject of this book, and so is its cost.

	Understanding how eugenics acquired the resources to reshape American law and German medicine requires understanding something about the nature of institutional philanthropy in the early twentieth century. The great fortunes accumulated by men like Andrew Carnegie and John D. Rockefeller during the previous decades of unregulated industrial growth had, by the years surrounding the First World War, been placed into a new kind of instrument: the modern charitable foundation. These foundations were designed to outlive their founders. They employed professional staff, set research agendas, and directed enormous sums of money toward causes their trustees judged worthy. In principle, this represented an extraordinary advance in the organization of scientific inquiry. Foundations could fund research that individual scientists, universities, or even governments could not or would not support. In practice, it also meant that the personal convictions of a relatively small number of wealthy men and their appointed officers could shape entire fields of study, deciding which questions were worth asking and which scientists deserved a salary.

	Eugenics benefited enormously from this arrangement. It offered foundation trustees a science that flattered their own position in the social order. The core claim of eugenics, stripped of its statistical apparatus and its borrowed vocabulary from Mendelian genetics, was simple: that the traits which produced success, intelligence, and moral character were inherited in the same manner as the traits that produced disease, criminality, and poverty, and that a society could and should manage its own evolution by controlling who was permitted to reproduce. For men who had built or inherited great fortunes, and who therefore already believed, more or less explicitly, that their own success reflected some form of personal superiority, this was not a difficult argument to accept. It offered scientific vocabulary for instincts many of them already held about immigration, about race, and about the poor.

	The historian who wishes to trace this money faces an unusual kind of archive. Unlike a criminal conspiracy, the eugenics funding network left behind an enormous paper trail, because none of the people writing the checks believed they were doing anything wrong. Board minutes survive. Grant letters survive. Annual reports, published for public consumption and intended to demonstrate a foundation's good works, describe in plain language the sums transferred and the purposes for which they were transferred. The Carnegie Institution's own archives record, without euphemism, its decades of support for the Eugenics Record Office at Cold Spring Harbor. The Rockefeller Foundation's records, now digitized and searchable, show the exact figures wired to Munich in the 1920s and the exact date, years into the Nazi regime, when the foundation's officers finally decided the relationship had become untenable. This openness is itself a kind of evidence. The men who financed race science did not believe they were financing something shameful. They believed they were funding progress, and they wanted their contemporaries and their descendants to know it.

	This is what makes the story more disturbing than a conventional account of villainy, and also what makes it more useful. A hidden conspiracy teaches us mainly to watch for hidden conspiracies. An openly funded, openly celebrated, openly institutionalized program of pseudoscientific racism teaches something else: that catastrophic ideas do not require secrecy to spread. They require funding, respectability, and an audience of powerful people willing to believe that the ugliest parts of an argument are simply the price of scientific honesty.

	The map this book intends to draw connects a set of institutions and individuals that rarely appear together in a single account, though their histories are deeply intertwined. It begins on a Long Island farm purchased with a widow's fortune. It moves through the marble halls of the Carnegie Institution in Washington, where trustees weighed the scientific merits of a project that would eventually be repudiated by their own successors. It crosses the Atlantic to Munich, where American philanthropic dollars built a research institute whose director would earn a place in the historical record as an architect of medical murder. It settles for a time in Pasadena, California, in the offices of a foundation funded by orange groves, where a small staff produced the propaganda that convinced state legislatures across the country, and eventually Nazi Germany's own Ministry of Justice, that involuntary sterilization was both scientifically sound and morally justified. It follows a fortune built on New England textile machinery into the twentieth century's second half, where money that had once funded eugenics research quietly renamed itself and kept working. And it ends, finally, in the more recent past, with the slow, incomplete, and still unfinished attempt by American state governments to acknowledge what their own laws, backed by this same philanthropic money, did to tens of thousands of their own citizens.

	None of this required elaborate concealment because, for most of the period this book covers, none of it needed to be concealed. Eugenics was not a conspiracy theory. It was public policy, publicly funded, publicly debated, and in more than thirty American states, publicly written into law. The conspiracy, if the word applies at all, was a conspiracy of consensus: an agreement among powerful people, reached gradually and never formally announced, that certain human beings were worth less than others, and that scientific language could be enlisted to make that judgment sound like biology rather than prejudice.

	The reader should expect, in the chapters that follow, real names, real dollar figures, and real institutions, most of which still exist today under names their founders would recognize. Some of the philanthropic bodies discussed in this book have since acknowledged their history, removed the names of eugenicists from their buildings, and issued formal statements of regret. Others have simply allowed the story to fade from institutional memory, hoping perhaps that time alone will do the work of forgetting that an apology would require doing deliberately. Both responses appear in these pages, because both are part of the historical record, and both tell us something about how institutions handle the parts of their past they would rather not discuss.

	The amounts of money involved were, by the standards of their day, immense. A single Rockefeller Foundation grant to a German psychiatric institute in 1928 exceeded, in a single check, what many American families earned across several lifetimes. The Carnegie Institution's support for the Eugenics Record Office spanned more than two decades and helped train a generation of field workers who fanned out across the country collecting the family histories that would later be cited in state legislatures and, ultimately, before the United States Supreme Court. The Pioneer Fund, established in 1937, continued distributing over a million dollars a year to academic researchers as recently as the final decade of the twentieth century, a fact that surprises many people who assume the story of eugenics funding ends neatly with the liberation of Nazi concentration camps in 1945. It does not end there. It barely pauses there.

	What follows is an attempt to trace that money from its source to its consequences, institution by institution, grant by grant, and, wherever the historical record allows it, life by life. The men who wrote the checks left detailed records of their intentions. The people whose bodies and futures were altered by the laws those checks helped write left a much thinner record, not because their experiences mattered less, but because the world in which they lived rarely thought to ask them what they thought. This book tries, in its final chapters, to correct that imbalance as far as the surviving evidence permits.

	It is worth noting, before that story begins, how visible this entire enterprise was to the American public at the time. Eugenics was not whispered about in private board meetings alone. In September 1921, the American Museum of Natural History in New York hosted the Second International Congress of Eugenics, an event that drew delegates from sixteen foreign governments and eleven American states, opened with a welcoming address from the museum's own president, and ran alongside a public exhibition that occupied the museum's Forestry Hall for a full month, displaying pedigree charts, statistical models, and plaster busts of Charles Darwin and Francis Galton for any visiting member of the public to see. Alexander Graham Bell served as the congress's honorary president. This was not a fringe gathering conducted in secrecy. It was staged in one of the most prestigious cultural institutions in the United States, covered approvingly by the American press, and attended by government officials who had been formally appointed by their governors to represent their states at the proceedings.

	The visibility of the movement matters because it forecloses one of the more comforting explanations a reader might otherwise reach for: the idea that ordinary Americans, and the government officials who represented them, simply did not know what eugenics research actually proposed to do. They knew. The proposals were debated openly in state legislatures, argued in the pages of respected newspapers, and defended before the United States Supreme Court by lawyers representing the government of Virginia. The philanthropic money this book traces did not need to hide its purpose, because for the better part of three decades, a very large number of educated, powerful Americans agreed with that purpose, or at least found it plausible enough to fund.

	That consensus would eventually fracture, unevenly and incompletely, under the weight of accumulating scientific criticism and, later, the moral catastrophe of Nazi Germany's own eugenic program. But the fracture took decades to widen into anything resembling a full institutional reckoning, and in some of the organizations this book examines, that reckoning would not arrive in any meaningful form until the twenty first century, if it has arrived at all. The chapters that follow trace both halves of that story: the building of an idea into international policy, and the very long, very slow process by which some of its architects were eventually asked to answer for what they had built.

	A word about method before the story properly begins. This book proceeds roughly chronologically but organizes itself primarily around institutions rather than strictly around dates, because the money in this story rarely moved in a single straight line. The same dollars that built a research station on Long Island helped write a legal brief in Virginia a decade later, and the same legal reasoning that persuaded the United States Supreme Court in 1927 was, within six years, being cited by lawyers drafting legislation in Berlin. Following the money requires, at times, moving backward and forward across these overlapping timelines rather than marching

	
	

