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			Introduction

			On May 2, 2002, the governor of Virginia offered a “sincere apology” for his state’s “participation in eugenics.” In an effort to improve the genetic quality of its population, Virginia forcibly sterilized at least 7,450 “unfit” people between 1927 and 1979, more than any other state but California. “The eugenics movement was a shameful effort in which state government never should have been involved,” the governor declared. “We must remember the commonwealth’s past mistakes in order to prevent them from recurring.”

			Virginia’s apology came on the seventy-fifth anniversary of the United States Supreme Court’s ruling in Buck v. Bell. In that dark legal landmark, the court upheld eugenic sterilization and allowed the state to sterilize Carrie Buck, a young woman wrongly labeled “feebleminded.” The court that decided Buck v. Bell included some of the most distinguished men in the annals of American law. The chief justice was William Howard Taft, who had served as president before ascending to the bench. Louis Brandeis, the towering progressive who had made his name as “the people’s attorney,” signed on to the majority opinion, as did Oliver Wendell Holmes Jr., widely considered to be one of the greatest legal minds—if not the greatest—in American history.

			It was the legendary Oliver Wendell Holmes who wrote the 1927 ruling, and he included in it one of the most brutal aphorisms in American jurisprudence. Holmes, the Harvard-educated scion of several of Boston’s most distinguished families, was scornful of the poorly educated Carrie and her working-class mother. Based on scant information about the two Buck women—and about Carrie’s daughter, who was a small child at the time—he famously declared: “Three generations of imbeciles are enough.”

			Holmes’s opinion for an 8–1 majority did not merely uphold Virginia’s sterilization law: it delivered a clarion call to Americans to identify those among them who should not be allowed to reproduce—and to sterilize them in large numbers. The nation must sterilize those who “sap the strength of the State,” Holmes insisted, to “prevent our being swamped with incompetence.” In words that could have been torn from the pages of a eugenics tract, he declared: “It is better for all the world, if instead of waiting to execute degenerate offspring for crime, or to let them starve for their imbecility, society can prevent those who are manifestly unfit from continuing their kind.”

			 • • • 

			The United States in the 1920s was caught up in a mania: the drive to use newly discovered scientific laws of heredity to perfect humanity. Modern eugenics, which had emerged in England among followers of Charles Darwin, had crossed the Atlantic and become a full-fledged intellectual craze. The United States suddenly had a new enemy: bad “germplasm,” and those who carried it. The “unfit,” the eugenicists warned, threatened to bring down not only the nation but the whole human race.

			America’s leading citizens led the charge to save humanity. John D. Rockefeller Jr., the world’s wealthiest man, funded scientific research into how what he called the “defective human” could be bred out of the population. Alexander Graham Bell became chairman of the Board of Scientific Directors of the Eugenics Record Office in Cold Spring Harbor, New York, the leading organization advocating eugenic sterilization. And former president Theodore Roosevelt took to the pages of a national magazine to insist that the unfit must be “forbidden to leave offspring behind them.”

			Prominent scientists formed organizations to research and promote eugenics, with names like the Committee to Study and to Report on the Best Practical Means of Cutting Off the Defective Germ-Plasm in the American Population. Social reformers embraced biology as the fastest route to their goal of a better world. Some spoke gently of the need for laws to prevent the unfit from passing on their defects. Others were more severe, like the upper-class New York advocate for the mentally ill who warned her fellow philanthropists that they put society at risk when their well-meaning charity helped “men and women who are diseased and vicious to reproduce their kind.”

			In big cities and small towns, hereditary improvement was the intellectual issue of the day. Albert Edward Wiggam, a popular lecturer, traveled the country promoting the “New Decalogue of Science,” an updated version of the Ten Commandments based on eugenic principles. Women’s clubs filled their agendas with lectures on identifying the hereditarily defective and arranging eugenic marriages. Clergymen competed in national eugenic sermon contests organized on topics like “Religion and Eugenics—Does the Church Have Any Responsibility for Improving the Human Stock?”

			Eugenics permeated the popular culture. Bestselling books explained the concept of “race betterment” to an eager public, and mass-market magazines urged their readers to do their part to breed superior human beings. The “inspiring, the wonderful, message of the new heredity,” Cosmopolitan explained, was that it offered the promise of preventing once and for all the birth of the “diseased or crippled or depraved.” Hollywood released a feature-length horror movie, which filled theaters from coast to coast, showing the frightening consequences of allowing “defective” babies to live.

			Conferences and public events were held to promote eugenics research and education. New York’s American Museum of Natural History hosted the Second International Eugenics Congress—and the U.S. State Department sent out the invitations. The congress opened with a plea from the museum’s president about the need to “enlighten government in the prevention of the spread and multiplication of worthless members of society.” At the Sesquicentennial Exposition in Philadelphia, celebrating the Declaration of Independence’s 150th anniversary, the American Eugenics Society mounted an exhibit that explained the terrible threat with flashing lights. Every forty-eight seconds, the lights indicated, a mentally deficient person was born in the United States, while only every seven and a half minutes was a “high grade person” born, who would “have [the] ability to do creative work and be fit for leadership.”

			Universities were quick to embrace eugenics and give it their intellectual imprimatur. Eugenics was taught at 376 universities and colleges, including Harvard, Columbia, Berkeley, and Cornell. Prominent professors were outspoken in support, including Earnest Hooton, the chairman of Harvard’s anthropology department, who warned that educated Americans were selling their “biological birthright for a mess of morons,” and called for a “biological purge.” Eugenics was so popular on campus that F. Scott Fitzgerald, as a Princeton undergraduate, wrote a song for the college’s Triangle Show called “Love or Eugenics,” which asked the musical question: “Men, which would you like to come and pour your tea. / Kisses that set your heart aflame, / Or love from a prophylactic dame?”

			 • • • 

			The driving force behind the eugenics movement of the 1920s was, historians suggest, the collective fears of the Anglo-Saxon upper and middle classes about a changing America. Record levels of immigration were transforming the nation’s ethnic and religious makeup. And with increased industrialization and urbanization, community and family ties were fraying. These anxieties were being redirected and expressed in the form of fears about the unfit.

			The eugenics movement offered two solutions: one for the threat from without and one for the danger from within. Its answer to the foreign threat was new immigration laws to limit the number of Italians, eastern European Jews, and other non–northern Europeans admitted to the country. The eugenicists claimed the groups they wanted to exclude had inordinately high levels of physical and mental hereditary defects that were degrading America’s gene pool. They offered what purported to be scientific evidence, including intelligence tests claiming that between 40 and 50 percent of Jewish immigrants arriving at Ellis Island were mentally defective.

			Congress held hearings at which eugenicists explained the biological deficiencies of various nationalities. Their arguments were well received by senators and representatives who overwhelmingly shared the eugenicists’ prejudices. “Thank God we have in America perhaps the largest percentage of any country in the world of the pure, unadulterated Anglo-Saxon stock,” Senator Ellison DuRant Smith of South Carolina declared, in support of new immigration policies. Acting on these eugenic arguments, Congress adopted the Immigration Act of 1924, which opened the door to more immigrants from northern Europe and shut it on southern and eastern Europeans.

			The eugenicists’ answer to the internal threat was a set of laws designed to prevent the “unfit” from reproducing. They began in 1895 with a law prohibiting various kinds of people deemed to be hereditarily unworthy from marrying in Connecticut and got other states to pass such laws. Next, they promoted “segregation”: placing “defective” people in state institutions during their reproductive years to prevent them from passing their flaws on to a new generation.

			Finally, the eugenicists turned to sterilization, their favored solution. Marriage laws were weak: eugenicists feared defective people would simply reproduce out of wedlock. Segregation was expensive: states could not build enough institutions to house all the people the eugenicists wanted to stop from having children. Sterilization, however, was completely effective, and it could be carried out on a mass scale.

			Starting with Indiana in 1907, states adopted legislation authorizing forced sterilization of people judged to have hereditary defects. Within six years, twelve states had such laws. They called for sterilizing anyone with “defective” traits, such as epilepsy, criminality, alcoholism, or “dependency”—another word for poverty. Their greatest target was the “feebleminded,” a loose designation that included people who were mentally challenged, women considered to be excessively interested in sex, and various other categories of individuals who offended the middle-class sensibilities of judges and social workers.

			Fears of “the rising tide of feeblemindedness” rose to panic levels. Experts studied the problem intensively and issued reports on subjects like the “menace of feeble-mindedness” among California public school children. A leading psychologist published an influential study arguing that feeblemindedness “underlies all our social problems,” including crime, poverty, and prostitution.

			The eugenicists insisted society’s response had to be commensurate with the enormity of the threat. It was not enough for a few states to sterilize the inmates of their mental hospitals. A nationwide program was required, with each state doing its part. Every American had to be eugenically investigated—and evaluated for possible sterilization. The eugenic sterilization movement’s most prominent leader insisted that to remove the “lowest one-tenth” of the nation, fifteen million people would have to go under the knife.

			 • • • 

			Virginia was not in the forefront of the eugenic sterilization movement—quite the opposite. What set it apart was its relative cautiousness. Virginia did not enact its sterilization law until 1924, seventeen years after Indiana’s. Then, on the advice of counsel, the state’s mental hospitals decided they would not sterilize anyone until Virginia’s law was tested in the courts—all the way up to the United States Supreme Court. To accomplish this, the hospitals decided to create a test legal case.

			It was Carrie Buck’s misfortune to be at the wrong place at the wrong time. She had been sent to Virginia’s Colony for Epileptics and Feeble-Minded just when the superintendent was trying to find an inmate to put at the center of the test case. Carrie had precisely the personal attributes the eugenicists were looking for: she had been designated feebleminded, and as a woman who had given birth out of wedlock at seventeen, she embodied the eugenic nightmare of the feebleminded reproducing rapidly and flooding the nation with “defectives.” Carrie also came from the sort of family the eugenicists wanted to put in the spotlight. Her mother was also a colony inmate who had been designated feebleminded, and she had other relatives in the institution, which could help the state establish a hereditary pattern.

			There was more to Carrie’s story, but no one was interested in hearing it. She was not, in fact, feebleminded, despite what the state’s unreliable intelligence testing reported. Her school records, which the colony ignored, revealed her to be of perfectly normal intelligence. And the real facts about how Carrie had ended up at the colony—and how she had come to be pregnant—showed that she was not a threat to society, but its victim.

			 • • • 

			Nations rely on civil society—private institutions devoted to higher values—to promote truth and justice and to keep them on the right path. To maintain freedom of speech and religion, a just legal system, and equal rights for all requires not only good government officials but also enlightened and fair-minded professional classes, nonprofit organizations, and educational institutions.

			Four of the nation’s most respected professions were involved in Carrie Buck’s case—medicine, academia, law, and the judiciary—in the form of four powerful men. They were the kind of influential individuals who were in a position to put a check on the popular mania over eugenics, and to protect the people who were wrongly being branded a threat. In each case, however, these men sided forcefully with the eugenic cause, and used their power and prestige to see that Carrie was sterilized.

			Albert Priddy was the physician who selected Carrie to be the first person operated on under Virginia’s law. Dr. Priddy served as superintendent of the Colony for Epileptics and Feeble-Minded, where Carrie was an inmate. Before he chose Carrie, he had lobbied the legislature to pass the eugenic sterilization law, and he was a key part of the defense team that worked to get it upheld in court.

			In his campaign for eugenic sterilization, Dr. Priddy had much of the medical profession behind him. Across the country, doctors took a leading role in promoting eugenics and eugenic sterilization, lending their expertise and authority to the cause. Medical journals were full of polemical articles advocating sterilization, with titles like “Race Suicide for Social Parasites.” In the critical years, not every prominent doctor supported eugenic sterilization, but very few spoke out against it.

			Harry Laughlin, the head of the Eugenics Record Office, was the scientist who gave his expert opinion that the Virginia law should be upheld and that Carrie should be sterilized. Laughlin had been a key supporter of the Immigration Act of 1924, arguing that national quotas were needed to keep out genetically inferior Italians and eastern European Jews. He was the most prominent advocate for eugenic sterilization, and the author of a 502-page treatise on the subject. It was Laughlin who proposed sterilizing fifteen million people—and he was doing more than anyone else to make that vision a reality.

			Laughlin, a college professor who had a doctorate in biology from Princeton, was also, to a great extent, representative of his professional peers. Many of the nation’s leading academic scientists publicly supported eugenics and eugenic sterilization, and for decades those who opposed it largely remained silent. Scientific American editorialized repeatedly in support of eugenics, insisting society must tell its “unfit” members, “You may live, but you must not propagate.”

			Aubrey Strode was the lawyer who drafted the Virginia sterilization law, and he went on to defend it all the way to the United States Supreme Court. Unlike Dr. Priddy and Laughlin, Strode was not a pro-eugenics ideologue. He was, rather, a lawyer whose job it was to represent people who believed deeply in eugenic sterilization—and he was more than willing to advocate for his clients’ position.

			The legal profession provided critical support to the eugenics movement. Some of the nation’s leading lawyers endorsed the cause, including, early on, the president of the American Bar Association, who declared eugenic marriage laws necessary to protect “future generations from the evil operation of the laws of heredity.” The Municipal Court of Chicago, a national leader in law reform, conducted eugenics research and underwrote Laughlin’s sterilization treatise. The eugenic sterilization movement was fundamentally a legal undertaking, and lawyers like Strode were an integral part of it.

			Finally, it was the great Oliver Wendell Holmes who had the last word on Carrie’s fate, and who—with his broadside against society’s “imbeciles”—lent his enormous intellectual prestige to the sterilization cause. Holmes had long been a supporter of eugenics, and he had suggested years earlier that the best route to societal reform lay in “taking in hand life and trying to build a race.” Holmes was not a man who easily found enjoyment, but he would later say that upholding Virginia’s eugenic sterilization law and Carrie’s sterilization had given him real pleasure.

			Of all of the professions, the judiciary played the most disappointing role. Not all of the judges of that era were pro-eugenics. Indeed, over the years, courts around the country had struck down state eugenic sterilization laws. But America’s courts are hierarchically ordered, and when the issue reached the nation’s highest court, the legal analysis was shoddy, and the vote was not close. The institution established by the Founders to protect the American people from injustice became injustice’s loudest cheerleader.

			 • • • 

			When legal scholars rank the Supreme Court’s worst decisions, the competition is considerable. Throughout its history, the court has often—critics would say predictably—been on the wrong side of justice. Before the Civil War, when Dred Scott, an enslaved man transported to parts of the country where slavery was illegal, sued for his freedom, the court ruled that as a “negro whose ancestors were imported into this country and sold as slaves,” he had no right to sue in federal court. In the Jim Crow era, when Homer Plessy, a man of mixed race, challenged a Louisiana law under which he had been forcibly removed from a “whites only” railway car, the court rejected his complaint and upheld legally enforced racial segregation.

			During World War II, when Fred Korematsu contested an order that all Japanese Americans report to internment camps, the court ruled that the nation’s need to protect itself outweighed the civil liberties of Americans of Japanese descent. And midway through the modern gay rights era, when Michael Hardwick challenged a Georgia law that made it illegal for him to have sex with a man in his own home, the court upheld the law and insisted that one of Hardwick’s most important constitutional claims was “at best, facetious.”

			Of course, the Supreme Court does not always side with injustice or with society’s most powerful sectors. It ordered the South to end racial segregation and recognized the right of same-sex couples to marry. And it has corrected some of its worst mistakes: it reversed the ruling against Plessy after fifty-eight years, and against Hardwick after seventeen. Overall, however, its record is so deficient that a prominent law school dean recently concluded, “The Court has frequently failed, throughout American history, at its most important tasks, at its most important moments.” He made the observation after more than thirty years of teaching constitutional law in a book he called The Case Against the Supreme Court.

			There will always be differences of opinion over which rulings should be on a list of worst decisions, and how they should be ranked. But there can be no doubt that Buck v. Bell must have a prominent place. In its aftermath, not only was Carrie Buck sterilized against her will, but states across the country sterilized another sixty to seventy thousand Americans. Many of the victims were, like Carrie, perfectly normal both mentally and physically—and they desperately wanted to have children.

			The reach of Buck v. Bell extended beyond the United States. The Nazi Party, which was on the rise in Germany, used America as a model for its own eugenic sterilization program. The Supreme Court’s ruling influenced the Erbgesundheitsgerichte, the Hereditary Health Courts that decided who should be forcibly sterilized. And at the Nuremberg trials that followed World War II, Nazis who had carried out 375,000 forced eugenic sterilizations cited Buck v. Bell in defense of their actions.

			While many of the court’s worst decisions are now central parts of American history, Buck v. Bell is little remembered today. Even in constitutional law courses, it is rarely discussed or is mentioned only in passing. The second edition of American Constitutional Law, by the Harvard law professor Laurence Tribe, which weighed in at 1,778 pages, devoted just half a sentence and a footnote to the case. A recent 953-page biography of Brandeis, written by another respected law professor and hailed by some critics as “definitive,” did not try to explain why the legendary progressive joined the Buck v. Bell majority; it relegated the case to a single sentence in a footnote.

			Many of those who would airbrush Buck v. Bell from history offer a simple explanation: it is an anomaly. The Supreme Court, they argue, was briefly caught up in eugenics, but it was a short-lived, onetime mistake. Today there are rights that did not exist in 1927—including rights of liberty and privacy—that would produce a different outcome. The ruling can be dismissed in half a sentence, the argument goes, because it is outside the sweep of American constitutional law, and the issues it raises are ones the nation long ago put behind it.

			This rationale for consigning Buck v. Bell to the dustbin of history has serious flaws. The first is that there is nothing outdated about the case’s subject matter. Oregon ordered its last forced sterilization in 1981, and up until 1983 its Board of Eugenics was still functioning, though it had been renamed the Board of Social Protection. In 2013 investigative reporters discovered that nearly 150 female prisoners in California had been sterilized between 2006 and 2010, not always with the women’s consent.

			More broadly, the twenty-first century is being hailed as “the Century of Biology,” an era that experts say will be defined by “the new biology of genome research,” with a vastly deeper understanding of the genetic blueprint for individual humans. Questions at the intersection of genetics and law—including to what degree the state and private actors should be able to use people’s genetic markers against them—will become more common and more complex.

			Another reason Buck v. Bell cannot be left in the past is that unlike so many of the Supreme Court’s worst rulings it has never been overturned. In a later case, the court struck down an Oklahoma law providing for sterilization of certain criminals, but it did so because of its objection to the definition of which crimes would lead to sterilization. The court did not overturn or even limit Buck v. Bell, and after the ruling, states continued to sterilize thousands of people. In the twenty-first century, federal courts are still ruling that the government has the right to forcibly sterilize—and citing Buck v. Bell.

			Finally, Buck v. Bell remains critically important because its deepest subject is a timeless one: power, and how those who have it use it against those who do not. Carrie was at the bottom of the nation’s economic and social hierarchies. In her plea to the court, she was asking for protection from powerful people and institutions that threatened to do her harm. Throughout the history of American law, that position has not been a good one to be in.

			 • • • 

			The Code of Hammurabi is one of the world’s great legal artifacts. When French archaeologists discovered it in 1901, they learned that ancient Babylonia had a strikingly sophisticated legal system. The code, which was carved onto a black stone slab, included 282 distinct laws covering such modern-seeming doctrines as liability for negligent acts and the presumption of innocence. As significant as these individual rules was the code’s eloquent statement of its own purpose, contained in the preface: “to bring about the rule of righteousness in the land . . . so that the strong should not harm the weak.”

			That simple ideal remains, more than 3,500 years later, the law’s highest calling. It is a vision that the American legal system has failed to live up to all too often. Dred Scott, Homer Plessy, Fred Korematsu, and Michael Hardwick were all weaker parties unjustly harmed by stronger ones, who came to the Supreme Court seeking justice. In each case, the court sided with the strong.

			In fact, a tendency to favor the powerful could be said to be one of American law’s defining features. Legal historians note that American courts have had this predisposition since the nation’s earliest days—and even before. In the Massachusetts Bay Colony, judges were willing to try people for witchcraft, but their enthusiasm waned when accusations began to be made against prominent members of society, including the president of Harvard College. In modern times, there has been no shortage of cases in which the rich and well connected wrongly escaped unscathed, or in which the poor and weak were crushed.

			Legal sociologists explain that the justice system systematically favors the strong over the weak. The rich and powerful are less likely, all other things being equal, to be arrested, convicted, or imprisoned. The poor are, holding everything else constant, more likely to be incarcerated, institutionalized, and sterilized. The legal theorist Donald Black explains that American law is a great respecter of hierarchy—and that it operates most harshly on those at the bottom. “Law of every kind,” he says, “is more likely to have a downward direction than an upward direction.”

			There is a great deal about Buck v. Bell that is troubling. The Supreme Court got the most basic facts about Carrie Buck and her family wrong, and relying on those errors it allowed a terrible injury to be done to her. The court exhibited a shockingly narrow conception of individual rights. It gave its unqualified endorsement to a cruel procedure. And when a young woman came seeking to be protected from an immense wrong, the court showered her with insults and allowed her to be harmed.

			In the end, however, what is most disturbing is the worldview the court revealed. Buck v. Bell presented the court with a stark choice between Hammurabi’s ideal and its precise opposite. The ancient principle of justice teaches that the purpose of law is to ensure that the strong do not harm the weak. The state of Virginia, and the eugenicists who were in league with it, insisted that the strong must harm the weak—and that it was the law’s duty to help.

			Faced with this choice, the Supreme Court did not merely side with the strong: it enthusiastically urged them on by insisting it would be “better for all the world” if society’s strongest members simply finished off people like Carrie once and for all. Even the ancient Babylonians understood that helping the strong to obliterate the weak is antithetical to the purpose of law—and no way to bring about the rule of righteousness in the land.

		

	
		
			One

			Carrie Buck

			In early 1924 Carrie Buck, a dark-haired seventeen-year-old girl with a tomboy spirit, was living with a foster family in downtown Charlottesville, Virginia. John Dobbs, an officer of the peace, and his wife, Alice, had taken Carrie in as a toddler, from a single mother who had fallen on hard times. The situation seemed to offer Carrie the chance to grow up in a well-off, loving family, but that was not to be. In her years of living in the Dobbses’ tidy home on Grove Street, Carrie had been less a daughter than a housemaid. She would later recall the “endless work” and “servants’ chores”—and a wistful feeling of “never being a family member.”

			John and Alice Dobbs liked to tell people they had taken Carrie in as an “act of kindness.” If that had been their initial motivation, the wellspring of goodwill had long since been depleted. Carrie had always fit in well with the household, and had been working harder than ever since her foster parents decided to take her out of school. Recently, however, there had been trouble. The Dobbses said they could no longer care for their young charge, and they had decided it was time for her to leave.

			John Dobbs made an appointment with Mary Duke, the secretary of public welfare, whose job involved helping Charlottesville’s less fortunate—and helping the city’s better-off residents deal with the problems they posed. At their meeting, Dobbs confided the real problem in his household: Carrie had become pregnant out of wedlock. The Dobbses wanted help in sending her away to an institution. When Duke learned who the young woman was, she was predisposed to believe the worst. She had never met Carrie, but she had encountered her mother, Emma, while doing charitable work around town. Emma Buck, Duke had decided, was “of bad character.”

			Duke went to talk with Alice Dobbs to learn more. Mrs. Dobbs said she and her husband had done everything in their power to help Carrie. They sent her to church and Sunday school, but despite the instruction she had received, she could not be trusted to lead a moral life. Mrs. Dobbs told Duke she had left Carrie home alone a few days the previous summer, but Carrie had not behaved herself—and the result was her pregnancy.

			Under Duke’s guidance, the Dobbses began the formal process of having Carrie sent away. They did not try to place her in a home for unwed mothers. Instead, they petitioned Charlottesville’s Juvenile and Domestic Relations Court to have Carrie, “a white female child of the age of seventeen years,” declared feebleminded and epileptic. They told the court they could no longer have her in their home, and asked that she be committed to the Virginia Colony for Epileptics and Feeble-Minded.

			The term “feebleminded” was widely used at the time but only vaguely defined. There was no precise medical description. A catchall term that covered a wide range of purported deficiencies, it might mean that a person was of low intelligence, or that he or she behaved in ways that offended the middle-class sensibilities of doctors, judges, or social workers. In the case of young women, it often meant exhibiting what was regarded as an excessive or inappropriate interest in sex.

			In most cases, it did not take much evidence to have someone declared feebleminded and locked up—and so it was with the charges against Carrie. The Dobbses had no proof she was mentally deficient, and her grades from school, for as long as she had been allowed to attend, showed no lack of intelligence. Nor were there any medical records to support the claim that Carrie was epileptic—because she was not. The Dobbses’ petition was set down for an inquisition on January 23 before a Commission of Feeblemindedness. The commission, made up of a judge and two physicians, would take evidence and then decide Carrie’s fate.

			With her foster parents and the Charlottesville Department of Public Welfare aligned against her, Carrie would be on her own. Even though she was just seventeen and had limited education, there were no provisions for assigning her a lawyer or a guardian to look out for her interests. As a result, there would be no one at the hearing to argue that she was neither feebleminded nor epileptic. Nor would there be anyone to bring up the hidden facts the Dobbses did not want mentioned—such as just how it was that Carrie had come to be pregnant.

			 • • • 

			Carrie Elizabeth Buck was born in Charlottesville on July 2, 1906. Charlottesville was the seat of Albemarle County, a rural county in west-central Virginia that had some of the state’s best farmland, nourished by the Rivanna and James Rivers. Lying some 125 miles northwest of Jamestown, the first permanent English outpost in America, Albemarle County was settled early on by explorers who saw a bright future in its lush landscape.

			The English who arrived in the 1600s found that the region’s rich soil was particularly well suited to growing tobacco, which soon became the staple crop for exporting back to England. Other crops were no less successful: hemp, also for export; wheat, barley, and rye to sell locally; and the Albemarle pippin, which would become Queen Victoria’s favorite apple. In a letter back home, one gratified settler described land “so rich and so fertile that when a man has fifty acres of ground, two men-servants, a maid and some cattle, neither he nor his wife do anything but visit among their neighbors.”

			Plantations soon arose on the region’s lucrative soil, carved out of the land of the Saponi Indians and other tribes, and built on the backs of enslaved Africans and their descendants. The plantations, in turn, gave rise to an affluent and well-educated agricultural elite. The Virginia planters in the region around Charlottesville were in the forefront of agricultural science, military affairs, and, above all, politics, forming a significant part of the intellectual leadership of the emerging American Republic.

			The land produced great statesmen as readily as it did fine tobacco. Thomas Jefferson, the principal drafter of the Declaration of Independence, was born in the area and lived on Monticello, a five-thousand-acre plantation outside of Charlottesville. James Madison, the primary architect of the U.S. Constitution, was the master of Montpelier plantation, twenty-five miles north of Charlottesville. They and James Monroe—who lived on Highland plantation, near Monticello—would become three of the new nation’s first five presidents.

			The Virginia planters created something else that endured: the University of Virginia, known as “Mr. Jefferson’s University.” Jefferson founded the school in 1819, after retiring from public life. He designed its legendary campus, which a poll of leading architects and critics would one day call “the proudest achievement in American architecture.” When Jefferson was a student at the College of William & Mary, he had chafed at the role of religion and the clergy. Jefferson resolved to infuse his new university with the spirit of the European Enlightenment—one not “afraid to follow truth wherever it may lead.”

			The University of Virginia soon became one of the South’s leading institutions of higher learning. Its lecture halls, libraries, and student residences filled up with young minds pursuing Jefferson’s forward-looking ideals. By the early twentieth century, the University of Virginia had grown so large that Charlottesville was hardly recognizable as the agricultural and transportation center it had once been. It was now primarily a university town whose leafy neighborhoods were, as one guidebook observed, “undisturbed by the bustle of commerce.”

			Carrie had grown up in the shadow of this rarefied intellectual world, but her family had never been a part of it. She belonged to what one scholar of the region has called the “southern poor white caste.” Carrie’s people were a step up in the social hierarchy from blacks, who were relegated to the bottom as a matter of law. In the post–Civil War South, one study observed, class lines were sharply drawn and “the status of the white poor” was in most cases “fixed and rigid.” Carrie’s family, however, was an exception to the general rigidity of class lines in the South at the time. It had moved—downward.

			Before the Civil War, Carrie’s paternal grandfather, Fleming Buck, had been a property owner and slaveholder. His fortunes shifted after the Confederacy fell and slavery ended. When Fleming Buck died in 1868, he left his widow and two young sons with land but no free labor to work it. Carrie’s father, Frank Buck—who was one of these two sons—left the hardscrabble farming life behind to become a tinner. As it turned out, however, the prospects for tinners in the impoverished post–Civil War South were not much better than for hardscrabble farmers. With low-cost metal flooding in from the North, tin prices were low, and Frank had difficulty making a living.

			Carrie Buck’s mother, who was born Emma Adeline Harlowe, belonged to another family with a downward economic and social trajectory. Her father, Richard Harlowe, was a farmer who worked his own land. Emma’s mother, Adeline Dudley Harlowe, died in childbirth. While Emma’s father was alive, he eked out a modest living, but when he died after injuring his spine, Emma was left with little. She dropped out of school after the fifth grade, though she could read and write and had good penmanship.

			When Emma was turning twenty-four, in 1896, she married Frank Buck. They were still married ten years later, when Carrie was born, but the marriage ended soon afterward. There were rumors about what became of Frank, including reports that he had abandoned the family. Records at the Colony for Epileptics and Feeble-Minded would later say Frank had been “accidentally killed.” Whatever the reason, Emma was left to raise Carrie on her own.

			Emma’s opportunities for earning a living were limited. Times were hard in Virginia, as they were across the South, which still had not recovered from the Civil War. The job prospects for a single woman like Emma ranged, as one historical account put it, from “bleak” to “desperate.” Emma had the added burdens of a modest education and a small child to care for. The people who would later lock Emma away said she turned to prostitution, a line of work that would have been available to her in Charlottesville’s thriving red-light district, though the record is unclear. Emma did receive help from the city’s charitable organizations. Anne Harris, a nurse involved in outreach to the poor, recalled that Emma “was on the charity list for a number of years, off and on—mostly on.”

			Emma and her baby drifted through some of Charlottesville’s poorest neighborhoods. In the absence of a husband, she took up with other men, eventually giving birth to two more children, Carrie’s half sister, Doris, and half brother, Ray. Emma’s men no doubt provided her with financial help, though likely not enough. Harris recalled that during this period Emma and her young children struggled to survive and “they were on the streets more or less.”

			Emma’s life on the margins put her relationship with Carrie at risk. The Progressive Era, which began in the 1890s, had reshaped the nation’s social and economic relations—and, among other things, ushered in a new concern about the children of the poor. There was growing sentiment among child welfare advocates, who had taken to calling themselves “child-savers,” that children of the poor were best off not in their own families, or in state facilities, but in middle-class homes. Reformers had pushed for new laws to facilitate foster care and adoption and encourage better-off families to take in children from deprived backgrounds.

			Given this popular sentiment, it was not difficult for the Dobbses to take Carrie from her mother, with the offer of a better life. As an officer of the peace, John Dobbs had come across the Buck family in his travels around town and concluded that Emma was not caring for her children well enough. He and Alice decided to take Carrie home for themselves. When the municipal court gave its approval, Carrie joined a family that included John and Alice Dobbs and their daughter, who was slightly older than Carrie.

			Carrie’s life in the Dobbs household bore little relation to the idealized vision of adoptive families that the “child-savers” promoted. “I had good days and I had bad days,” Carrie would later say. The Dobbses treated Carrie much differently than their own daughter, offering her little in the way of parental love or support. Carrie called her foster parents by their last names, as a servant girl would—never “Mother” and “Father.”

			Carrie attended grade school, but her education was cut short, as her mother’s had been. The reason was not a lack of intelligence, contrary to the claims that would later be made. Carrie’s school records show that she performed well and was promoted at the end of each year. Though she occasionally got into trouble for writing notes to boys, Carrie was far from a delinquent. She had proceeded from grade to grade without incident, and had left school only when the Dobbses removed her, likely so she could do more housework. Her last teacher marked her down as “very good—deportment and lessons.”

			It was not unusual in the early 1900s for poor children to be put to work, particularly in the South. In some southern states, nearly 30 percent of textile workers were between ten and fifteen years old. Reformers had begun to mobilize against child labor. In 1906, the year of Carrie’s birth, the left-wing writer John Spargo had written a muckraking book, The Bitter Cry of the Children, which decried “the enslavement of children” and lamented that “this great nation in its commercial madness devours its babes.” But even as progressives fought child labor, the business and political establishments, especially in the South, defended it. Parents “should be left alone,” one southern governor insisted, “and allowed to manage their own children [and] . . . their own affairs.”

			With her education complete—or as complete as the Dobbses would allow—Carrie was freed up to do domestic work full-time. She had more time to help Alice Dobbs with chores around the house. She was also now available for the Dobbses to hire out during the day to do paid housework for the neighbors. With Carrie performing “servants’ chores” for paying customers, as well as for her own foster family, the arrangement that the Dobbses insisted had begun as an “act of kindness” was looking increasingly like a shrewd financial move.

			Carrie’s day-to-day existence was not entirely joyless. She found time for hikes on the hills around Charlottesville, and went fishing with boys from the neighborhood. It was a life with a great deal of responsibility and drudgery, but her basic needs were being met. From time to time, Carrie ran into her mother and half siblings on the street, and she could see that her family could not always say the same.

			In 1920, just as Carrie was about to turn fourteen, her mother’s life changed dramatically. Emma was taken in and deposited at the municipal court. It was not clear what she would be charged with. Emma could have been accused of vagrancy or prostitution, but on April 1 Judge Charles D. Shackelford convened a Commission of Feeblemindedness to consider claims that she had a “mental peculiarity” that caused her to exhibit “a lack of moral sense and responsibility.”

			Judge Shackelford probed Emma’s life history. Emma said she had been born in Albemarle County forty-seven years earlier and currently lived in Charlottesville. She was a widow with three children—none of them, she insisted, mentally defective. Asked her profession, she offered none, though she said she had inherited money from her father. Emma said she had been convicted of prostitution, though women in that era were charged as prostitutes for a wide range of activities, including vagrancy.

			After hearing all the evidence, Judge Shackelford ruled that Emma was “feeble-minded”—though she had not been given a formal intelligence test—and “without means of support.” The court directed that Emma be committed without delay to the Colony for Epileptics and Feeble-Minded. Five days after the hearing, a social worker traveled with Emma by train to Lynchburg, the nearest city to the colony. A hospital orderly was waiting to take her from the Lynchburg station to her new, court-ordered home.

			On her arrival at the colony, Emma was given a vigorous cleaning and a medical examination. The institution’s records described her as “well-nourished” and “fat” but “pale, nervous and restless.” She was found to be suffering from rheumatism, pneumonia, and syphilis. The examiner observed what appeared to be track marks on Emma’s arms, suggesting she might have used intravenous drugs. The records included a list of the belongings she brought with her: “$4.80, waist shirt, overshoes, 1 pr. shoes, 1 pr. hose, 1 coat, hat, undershirt 2, skirt.” The clothing, it was noted, was “in very bad condition.”

			In keeping with the colony’s standard practice, Emma was given an intelligence test. The colony used a version of the Binet-Simon, the leading test at the time and one that was highly unreliable. On the basis of her performance, Emma was judged to have an IQ of 50 and designated, in her intake records, as “Mental Deficiency, Familial: Moron.” As a result of the diagnosis, she would be locked up for the rest of her life.

			 • • • 

			Four years had passed since Emma’s arrival at the colony, and Carrie was now facing her own inquisition. The Dobbses’ petition was assigned to Judge Shackelford, the same judge who had sent Emma away. The Commission of Feeblemindedness that heard Carrie’s case was made up of Judge Shackelford and two Charlottesville medical doctors whom he had appointed: Dr. J. F. Williams and Dr. J. C. Coulter, who was the Dobbses’ family physician.

			In their petition, John and Alice Dobbs said they had taken care of Carrie since she was “three or four,” and she had not developed symptoms of being feebleminded or epileptic until she was “ten or eleven years of age.” Carrie’s symptoms grew progressively worse and she became “so affected” that they could “no longer control or care for her.” Though it should not have been relevant to the commission, the Dobbses said their only income was Mr. Dobbs’s salary, and they were “no longer able to care for” Carrie “financially.”

			The Dobbses submitted interrogatories with more information about Carrie’s condition. Taken together, the petition and interrogatories presented a picture that bore little relation to the truth. The Dobbses said Carrie was “feebleminded,” but that was contradicted by her academic records, which showed that she had reached the sixth grade, with generally good grades and comportment, before the Dobbses pulled her out of school.

			As to her medical condition, when asked “At what age was any mental peculiarity first noticed?” the Dobbses wrote “since birth,” even though they had only known Carrie from the age of four. Their answer to the question “At what age did epilepsy first appear?” was “since childhood.” But they answered no when asked “Is she now or has she ever been subject to epilepsy, headaches, nervousness, fits or convulsions of any kind ?” The Dobbses offered no medical or school records to support their claim that Carrie suffered from epilepsy. Years later, when Carrie was released from the colony, the superintendent, a doctor who had observed her closely for years, would flatly state, “She is not an epileptic.”

			There was more to the story than the Dobbses were telling the commission. In their petition, they did not mention that Carrie was pregnant—or how her condition had come about. Alice’s nephew, a young man named Clarence Garland, had come to visit the previous summer. During the visit, Carrie later said, Clarence, “forced himself on me.” According to Carrie, the pregnancy that Alice Dobbs had blamed on Carrie’s not being trustworthy had actually been the result of rape.

			Carrie was a sexually inexperienced young woman at the time of the attack. She played with neighborhood boys, she later recalled, but did not date any of them. “I didn’t run around,” she said, “I wasn’t allowed to.” She was, she insisted, a “good girl.” Carrie said that after Clarence forced himself on her he promised he would marry her, but he instead left Charlottesville.

			Carrie’s condition put the Dobbses in a difficult position. Pregnancy outside of marriage carried a considerable stigma, and having Carrie remain in the household would be an embarrassment for the Dobbs family. The situation was made far worse by Carrie’s account of being attacked. If she went public with her story, Clarence could be charged with rape. These problems might be solved, however, if Carrie were quickly and permanently sent away.

			In the 1920s it was not difficult to have someone like Carrie institutionalized as feebleminded. The nation was in the midst of a panic over feeblemindedness. The feebleminded, however the term was defined, were regarded as a burden on government and private charity, a menace to public safety, and a threat to the national gene pool. The Survey, an influential social workers’ journal, editorialized that of all of the matters facing state governments “none is more pressing than the care of the feeble-minded” who “involve every social problem.” The Georgia Department of Public Welfare was more blunt in warning about the feebleminded. “What shall it profit Georgia,” the department asked in a report, “if we stop the loss from the boll weevil and fail to stamp out the germs of dependency and delinquency that eat the heart out of the human family itself?”

			States had been building institutions at a rapid rate, and sending the feebleminded away in record numbers. In 1904, 17.3 feebleminded people were institutionalized for every 100,000 people in the population. By 1921 the number had nearly tripled, to 46.7. The main purpose of this drive to institutionalize—in state hospitals and specialized schools for the feebleminded—was not better care or training. It was to remove a group deemed to be a threat and to “segregate” them: lock them up in secure facilities where they could not reproduce. “The ultimate aim of the school,” said the head of the newly established North Carolina School for the Feeble-Minded, “is the elimination of feeblemindedness from the race by segregation.”

			Many factors were working against Carrie at her Commission of Feeblemindedness inquisition, starting with the fact that she was a woman. The campaign against feeblemindedness was focused on young women, who were deemed both a moral and a demographic threat. The medical establishment had long been sounding the alarm: Dr. Walter E. Fernald of Massachusetts, a leading authority, cautioned that “feeble-minded women are almost invariably immoral and if at large usually become carriers of venereal disease or give birth to children who are as defective as themselves.” Hastings Hart, the director of the Russell Sage Foundation’s child-helping division, warned states that feebleminded girls were “vastly more dangerous to the community” than feebleminded boys, and recommended that “every feeble-minded woman should be faithfully segregated for twenty years.”

			Feebleminded women were believed to have unusually strong sex drives and loose morals and, as a result, it was said that they bore more children than other women, a problem known as “differential fecundity.” Henry Goddard, the research director of the Vineland Training School for Feeble-minded Girls and Boys in Vineland, New Jersey, and a pioneer in the field, warned that everything possible must be done to “not allow native morons to breed.” Because of these concerns many states, including Virginia, gave women of childbearing age priority in admission to institutions for the feebleminded.

			Given the national panic at the thought of feebleminded women reproducing, Carrie’s greatest disadvantage at the inquisition was a simple one: she was pregnant. She was in her seventh month, which would have been noticeable to the commission’s doctors, who conducted a “personal examination.” Dr. J. C. Coulter, the Dobbses’ family physician who was one of the commission’s three members, would presumably already have been aware. As an unmarried, pregnant, feebleminded minor, Carrie embodied the worst fears of those warning against the rising tide of feeblemindedness.

			A final factor working against Carrie was the nature of the proceeding itself. Even though she could be locked away for life, she had no right to a lawyer or even an adult guardian to represent her. The Dobbses knew a great deal about the legal issues from the advice of Mary Duke, the secretary of public welfare, and Mr. Dobbs’s experience as an officer of the peace, but Carrie had no one to help her to understand or challenge the claims being made against her, or to introduce witnesses or academic or medical records to defend herself.

			The Commission of Feeblemindedness met, as scheduled, on January 23, 1924. The court had deputized Mr. Dobbs as a “Special Constable,” and directed him to serve notice on his wife; Carrie; Carrie’s parents, Frank and Emma Buck; and the two medical doctors on the commission. He completed most of his assignment, but he told the court that Frank and Emma Buck “were not found in my county or city.” Emma, who was by now living at the colony, was apparently not told about her daughter’s hearing or allowed to attend.

			Judge Shackelford explained to Carrie what the hearing was about. After considering the evidence, including the doctors’ personal examination of Carrie, the commission formally pronounced her “feeble-minded or epileptic,” a notably vague designation. In brief written findings, the commission said nothing about how it had evaluated her mental abilities or what, if any, evidence it had identified of epilepsy. Judge Shackelford then ordered Carrie to be delivered to the superintendent of the Colony for Epileptics and Feeble-Minded.

			Once Carrie was declared feebleminded, the Dobbses wanted her gone quickly. She was not only a source of embarrassment and possible legal troubles for the family, but a distraction. The Dobbses’ daughter was also pregnant, and would end up giving birth three days before Carrie. Mrs. Dobbs wanted to be able to leave home to be with her daughter without having to worry about Carrie.

			There were, however, delays in carrying out the court’s order. Mary Duke forwarded the court papers to the colony, but they were sent back for technical deficiencies. New papers were sent, and a lawyer representing Duke wrote to the colony urging it to speed up Carrie’s admission. It was long past time, the lawyer said, for “the girl” to be “placed upon the waiting list and taken into your institution, where she so badly needs to be as soon as possible.”

			Caroline Wilhelm, a Red Cross social worker assigned to supervise Carrie’s transfer, also asked the colony to move quickly. Wilhelm wrote her own letter to the colony’s superintendent about the “long delayed” commitment, explaining the urgency in more detail. Carrie was due to give birth in mid-April, Wilhelm said, and it was “very important” that she “be admitted to the Colony before that time if it can be arranged.”

			The colony, however, would not be rushed. The superintendent, Dr. Albert Priddy, informed Wilhelm that his institution made it a rule “to positively refuse admission of any expectant mothers.” He told her she would have to “make some provision to keep” Carrie “until the child is born and disposed of.” Only after Carrie had given birth and her baby was “disposed of,” as Dr. Priddy put it, would the colony be prepared to admit her.

			In the final month of her pregnancy, Carrie was in limbo. The Dobbses had secured a legal order to remove her from their home, and they were insisting she leave immediately. But her future home, the colony, would not take her in. Her own family was not available: her father was likely dead, and her mother was locked up at the colony. Wilhelm found Carrie a temporary home not far from the Dobbses’ where she could stay until she gave birth. On March 28, earlier than expected, Carrie’s baby was born—a girl, who was given the name Vivian.

			Wilhelm did not know what to do with Carrie’s newborn. She wrote Dr. Priddy to tell him that finding a home was proving “very difficult” because she and her colleagues believed “a baby whose mother and grandmother are feeble-minded ought not to be placed out in a home for adoption.” Wilhelm said there had been one offer to take Vivian in—from John and Alice Dobbs. They emphasized, however, that if the baby turned out to be feebleminded they would insist on institutionalizing her.

			Dr. Priddy did not care where the baby ended up or if she was feebleminded. He told Wilhelm that Vivian could not come to the colony, because the law did not allow state hospitals for the feebleminded to admit anyone under the age of eight. The only advice Dr. Priddy offered about Carrie’s baby was that Wilhelm could “place it in the City Almshouse.” In the end, she placed Vivian with the Dobbses.

			 • • • 

			On June 4, Carrie set off on the same trip her mother had taken four years earlier. Wilhelm escorted Carrie and a man named Walter Allen, who had also been committed to the colony. The Red Cross social worker and her two charges traveled by train from Charlottesville to Lynchburg, which was then a bustling metropolis of thirty thousand, with an economy that was shifting from tobacco to manufacturing. After disembarking at Union Station, the three travelers took a buggy ride over the James River and arrived at the colony’s front door.

			Despite its somber mission of locking away people society had branded defective and dangerous, the Colony for Epileptics and Feeble-Minded had an undeniable rustic charm. Like many such institutions, it functioned as a working farm. There were cows, pigs, and chickens, and orchards and gardens that produced rich harvests of fruits and vegetables. The landscape was dotted with newly constructed residence halls, recreation buildings, light industrial factories, and medical facilities.

			The “colony” system that gathered the feebleminded to live in settings of this kind served several purposes. The rustic surroundings were in keeping with the latest ideas about treatment of people with mental defects. Out in the country, the thinking went, far from the stresses of big-city life, inmates would be soothed by the “perfume of the pine and the cedar.” At the same time, having a working farm and factories allowed the colony to keep its inmates productively occupied.

			There were also financial advantages. Inmates were able to contribute to their own upkeep and reduce the burden on taxpayers. When states throughout the South first established colonies for the feebleminded, legislators and administrators hoped they would become financially self-sufficient, which would allow them to expand and take in ever-larger numbers of mentally deficient inmates, but none achieved that level of economic success.

			Carrie was admitted to the colony as patient 1692. Like her mother, she received a thorough examination, and the colony began to assemble a detailed file on her. The “History and Clinical Notes” drawn up on June 4, 1924, stated that Carrie was seventeen, in good general health, well nourished, and free of communicable diseases. She had no paralysis or deformity, talked distinctly, and had “good teeth and tonsils.” The next day, Dr. John Bell conducted a physical examination: Carrie was 5 feet 4¼ inches tall and weighed 134½ pounds. Dr. Bell noted her “low narrow forehead.” A few days later, a Wassermann test for syphilis came back negative.

			Carrie’s admissions records repeated the critical assessments the Dobbses and others had made about her. They stated that “nothing is known of her birth or early development,” but despite that lack of information the file went on to say that she “has always been subnormal.” In a section on “social history and moral reaction,” Carrie was described as “untruthful and dishonest” and labeled a “moral delinquent” for having given birth to an illegitimate child.

			In evaluating Carrie’s intellect, the colony noted that she had “attended school 5 years and attained the 6th grade,” though her file did not mention her grades or other evaluations. The colony also observed that she took “proper notice of things” and “recognize[d] colors.” The only mental assessment that mattered, however, was the Binet-Simon test that she was given on arrival, the same one her mother had taken. Based on it, the colony determined that Carrie had a mental age of nine, and it designated her a “Middle grade Moron.”

			 • • • 

			The Binet-Simon test that Carrie was given was not an accurate measure of intelligence, and its creators never intended it to be. It had been invented in 1905 when the Paris school system commissioned Alfred Binet, director of the Sorbonne’s psychology laboratory, to develop a way to identify mentally challenged children. Binet and another psychologist, Theodore Simon, devised a series of questions and tasks, such as describing how two objects were similar or repeating numbers from memory. Binet and Simon admitted to not putting a great deal of thought into deciding what to ask. “One might almost say, ‘It matters very little what the tests are so long as they are numerous,’” Binet said.

			Binet and Simon were attempting to create a test that would identify those children who could benefit from extra help in the classroom. They established a scale to rank children’s performance, identifying a “mental age” that could differ significantly from a child’s chronological age. Binet insisted that the test was not an intelligence test, and that it should not be used to identify students who were inherently less mentally able. He intended his scale “to identify in order to help and improve,” Harvard biology professor Stephen Jay Gould observed, “not to label in order to limit.” Binet was troubled when teachers wrote off students as inherently unintelligent. “They have neither sympathy nor respect,” he said, “and their intemperate language leads them to say such things in their presence as ‘This is a child who will never amount to anything . . . he is poorly endowed . . . he is not intelligent at all.’ How often have I heard these imprudent words.”

			When the Binet-Simon test arrived in the United States, it was transformed. The psychologists, academics, and institutional administrators who embraced it were not looking, as Binet and Simon had been, for ways to identify children who needed extra educational help. They wanted a method of sorting people into inflexible categories that could be presented with the trappings of science.

			The man who launched this transformation was Henry Goddard of the Vineland Training School for Feeble-minded Girls and Boys.Goddard discovered the Binet-Simon test in Europe and brought it back to America. He began administering the test at the Vineland School, hoping it would be able to instantly assess and categorize students in the same way Vineland staff did after getting to know them over time. When he reviewed the results, Goddard was convinced he had found what he was looking for. “The tests,” he said, “do come amazingly near what we feel to be the truth in regard to the mental status of any child tested.”

			Goddard championed the Binet-Simon and presented it as what it was not intended to be: a tool for measuring inherent intelligence. He used the test in its new, American form to create a “hierarchical, unidimensional vision of intelligence.” Goddard argued that intelligence levels were characteristics that people were born with—and limited by. “Each human being has a potentiality for a definite amount of intelligence . . . and beyond that point all efforts at education are useless,” he said.

			Goddard redefined the field of mental disability in 1910, at a meeting of the American Association for the Study of the Feeble-Minded, when he unveiled a three-part hierarchy of mental defects. At the bottom of Goddard’s pyramid were “idiots,” people whose minds were developed below the level of a normal three-year-old’s. Next were what he called “imbeciles,” people whose mental level fell between ages three and seven. At the top were “morons” (a term he coined from the Greek word for “fool”), people with mental ages from eight to twelve. Goddard was most concerned about this final category, because they were the hardest to spot. “Morons are often normal looking with few or no obvious stigmata of degeneration,” he said.

			Goddard also promoted the rigidity of mental categories in another way: by arguing that they were strongly hereditary. He was not much interested in whether individuals had been raised in a deprived environment, where there was little access to education or proper nutrition, or if they were not good at test taking. Intellectual deficiencies, he insisted, were innate, and “no amount of education or good environment can change a feeble-minded individual into a normal one, any more than it can change a red-haired stock into a black-haired stock.”

			The Binet-Simon test was reconceived again when Lewis Terman, a Stanford psychologist, created a revised version, known as the Stanford Revision. Terman added new questions and dropped old ones, and he administered the test on California students to get more information about the validity and difficulty of particular parts. Terman also introduced the idea of the IQ, or intelligence quotient, which was calculated by dividing mental age by chronological age and multiplying by one hundred. A ten-year-old who tested at ten years would have a score of 100, and one who tested at eleven years would have a score of 110.

			The Binet-Simon was presented as measuring innate intelligence, but many of its questions required specific knowledge or had class or cultural biases. It also left considerable room for examiners to make subjective evaluations. The unreliability of the Binet-Simon as a measure of intelligence was evident in the questions the colony posed to Carrie on her arrival. According to the “Record Sheet” in her files, Carrie was judged to be a “Middle grade Moron” on the basis of such questions as “What is the thing to do: (a) Broken something? (b) Danger of being tardy? (c) Playmate hits you?” Carrie was also asked questions about “Fables,” including “Hercules and wagoners,” “Maid and eggs,” and “Farmer and stork.” Her files do not reveal how she answered the questions, or what the colony would have accepted as intelligent responses.

			While the Binet-Simon test was rapidly being adopted to decide whether to lock people up as feebleminded, a few skeptical voices were raised. Cyril Burt, a prominent British psychologist, objected that scores on these new “intelligence tests” might reflect environmental factors like “a prosperous history” or “the want of a cultured home” more than innate ability, leading to “gross distortion.” Other critics questioned whether whatever it was the tests were measuring could be called intelligence at all. “Intelligence,” an article in Mental Hygiene objected, “is defined in terms of the subject’s ability to do the tests, which is exactly the point to be proved!”

			The most damning evidence against the Binet-Simon test and others like it was what happened when they were actually administered. Reports were emerging about just how off the results were. J. E. Wallace Wallin, a St. Louis psychologist, gave an account of administering the test to a group of Iowa farmers. “Not a single one of these persons could by any stretch of the imagination be considered feeble-minded,” he wrote. Yet based on the scores they received, “every one” of the people he tested “would be feeble-minded.”

			Goddard administered the Binet-Simon to newly arriving immigrants at Ellis Island in 1913 and got startling results. When he graded the tests, he found that 79 percent of Italians, 80 percent of Hungarians, 83 percent of Jews, and 87 percent of Russians were feebleminded. After reworking the results, he came up with figures that still defied belief: he reported that between 40 and 50 percent of these groups were feebleminded—with a mental age of less than twelve.

			At this point Goddard might have concluded that there were problems with the Binet-Simon test or with how it was administered. He could have considered the effect of weeks of travel across the ocean in steerage, or the disorientation of arriving in the chaos of Ellis Island, or the bewilderment many would have felt on being given a multiple-choice test by a stranger after, perhaps, never having taken a test before. He might have questioned the quality of the translations, or even how committed these preoccupied new immigrants were to correctly answering his questions. Instead, Goddard made a definitive pronouncement. “We cannot escape the general conclusion,” he declared, “that these immigrants were of surprisingly low intelligence.”

			The most infamous intelligence testing of all came in 1917, when Robert Yerkes, a Harvard psychologist, administered a Binet-Simon-style test to 1.75 million U.S. Army enlistees. Yerkes worked with Terman, Goddard, and other experts to devise special mental tests for this group. Yerkes found that in this largely native-born group, fully 47.3 percent of the white test takers were feebleminded.

			Yerkes’s results were broadly accepted, even though they were no less absurd than Goddard’s findings at Ellis Island. If more than 47 percent of white army enlistees were feebleminded that would make the United States, as one critic observed, “a nation of morons.” It was, of course, far more likely that the overwhelming majority of army enlistees and newly arriving immigrants were not feebleminded—and that it was the tests and categorizations that had failed.

			 • • • 

			Carrie was assigned to live in Ward FB9. Every colony resident received a work assignment on the farm, in manufacturing, or with the institution’s operations. Carrie was given kitchen duty, which meant making and serving meals for the roughly two hundred residents of her ward. Preparations for breakfast began early, and she spent much of the day cooking, serving, or cleaning
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“Imbeciles leaves you wondering whether it can
happen here—again.” —Minneapolis Star Tribune
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