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A Note on Language and Content
This thesis uses outdated and offensive language that was previously used to label
persons with mental disabilities in America in the early 20th century. Labels such as “mentally
degenerate,” “feeble-minded,” “unfit,” “defective,” “moron,” “idiot,” “imbecile,” and “mentally
retarded,” among others, were used to describe people who were presumed to have mental
disabilities or disorders. Many who were previously considered to be of the mentally disabled
type, would not be considered disabled today.
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Preface
My initial interest in the American eugenics movement began my sophomore year of
college when I was deliberating on a research topic to choose for my historical research methods
class. My research topic had to be from American history and I wanted to push myself to learn
about a topic I knew little about. That was when it was recommended to me that I look into the
topic of eugenics. Before my sophomore year of college, I knew virtually nothing about
eugenics, let alone eugenics in America. When eugenics is discussed today it is often associated
with Nazi Germany. However, it was in America that eugenics first blossomed as an applied
science. I quickly learned that my home state of Virginia was a leading state in the eugenics
movement. Virginia actually sterilized around 7,200 – 8,300, the second-highest number of total
people sterilized by a state in America. I was shocked to find this out and wanted to learn – Why
Virginia? I completed my historical research paper on the acceptance of eugenics in Virginia but
still wanted to learn more about the major players in the Virginia eugenics movement. I also
wanted to learn why the gap in the estimation of sterilizations performed in Virginia was so
wide- why was this number not agreed upon? Sources I read varied on the actual number of
eugenic sterilizations performed in Virginia by as much as 1,000 or more operations.
These questions drove me to want to further research the institutions that performed
eugenics sterilizations within Virginia. For my honors thesis, I chose to narrow my focus to the
three institutions that disproportionately performed the highest number of sterilizations; Western
State Hospital, Central State Hospital, and the Virginia State Colony for Epileptics and FeebleMinded. The number of sterilizations performed at these three institutions can be observed in
comparison with Virginia’s other state mental intuitions in the chart “Total Number of

5

Sterilizations performed from 1927 – 1964.” These three institutions also happened to have the
most plentiful available records regarding eugenic sterilization.
Virginia Institution

Total Number of
Sterilizations performed
from 1927 – 1964
2,781

Virginia State Colony for
Epileptics and Feebleminded
Central State Hospital
Western State Hospital
Eastern State Hospital
Southwestern State Hospital
The Petersburg Colony

1,634
1,701
393
364
246
Total: 7,119

Total Number of Sterilizations performed from 1927 – 19641

My goal was to understand how these institutions viewed eugenic sterilization and to gain an
understanding of where this discrepancy in the number of total sterilizations was coming from.
To do so, I examined the annual reports produced by these institutions and sources written by the
Superintendents of these three institutions.
When it comes to researching eugenics at these three institutions, there are varying levels
of difficulty. A good portion of the records concerning Western State hospital can be found
within the Library of Virginia’s Western State Collection. Many records concerning the Virginia
State Colony can be found at the University of Virginia’s Albert and Shirley Small Special
Collections Library. Records concerning the sterilizations performed at Central State Hospital
were not as plentiful. However, a database of records concerning Central State is currently being
constructed by Dr. King Davis, a history professor at the University of Texas at Austin. This

1

Julius Paul, "" . . . Three Generations of Imbeciles are Enough . . .": State Eugenic Sterilization in American
Thought and Practice" (1965), Buck v Bell Documents, Paper 95, http://readingroom.law.gsu.edu/buckvbell/95
512; Note: This table only documents sterilizations performed between 1927 - 1964. There were eugenic
sterilizations performed before 1927 and there is record of eugenic sterilizations being performed as late as 1973.
This chart does not account for all known eugenic sterilizations.
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database will hopefully be helpful in the further understanding of Central State’s role in the
eugenics movement. 2
While much has been written and documented about Virginia’s involvement with the
national American eugenics movement, it is a topic that is often ignored in history class.
Claiming the history of eugenics to be “secret” and “hidden” is a disservice to the many capable
historians who have taken it upon themselves to research and carefully record Virginia’s
intriguing history with the eugenics movement. The following are reputable sources that were
utilized during this research project to further my understanding of the context and history of
eugenics within Virginia.
Pippa Holloway’s book, Sexuality, Politics, and Social Control in Virginia, 1920-1945
follows the state’s concerns over creating sexual regulations in the 1920s and 1930s that would
protect “elite” white Virginians from procreating with “badly-bred” white persons or persons that
“had any blood other than Caucasian.” Segregation’s Science: Eugenics and Society in Virginia
written by Gregory Michael Dorr explores how eugenics became deeply ingrained in the circles
of elite Virginians in the early 20th century. Paul Lombardo explored the Supreme Court case
Buck v. Bell in his book, Three Generations, No Imbeciles, which effectively led to the forced
sterilizations of over 60,000 Americans after 1927. Public historian, Elizabeth Catte, takes a
unique look at the effects of eugenics within Virginia by discussing the legacy and revitalization
of Virginia’s Western State Hospital where approximately over 1,700 forced sterilizations
occurred between the years of 1927 to 1964.

2

See the work done so far by Dr. Davis King on “The Central State Hospital Digital Library and Archives Project:”
https://www.coloredinsaneasylums.org
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Sexuality, Politics, and Social Control in Virginia, 1920-1945 by Pippa Holloway
explores the process of implementing eugenic ideals into law within Virginia. During the 1920s
and 1930s, policies dealing with sexual behavior were put into place to control reproduction
between races. Two major state policies were the Racial Integrity Act of 1924 which banned
interracial marriage between races and the 1924 Sterilization Act which legalized statesanctioned sterilizations of persons deemed to be hereditarily defective. Pippa Holloway
discusses in length the measures that were taken to enact these two policies along with other
smaller policies in an effort to control sexual behavior in Virginia. These policies most directly
impacted black and lower-class populations as blacks and poor whites were seen as a threat to
preserving the “pure” bloodline of those considered to be “elite” white persons of the best
genetic stock. Holloway focuses on distinguishing white elite’s attitudes towards those
considered to be of a “lesser stock” and how those attitudes influenced politics and public policy
in Virginia during the early 20th century.3
Segregation’s Science by Gregory Michael Dorr is broken into two parts. The first half
examines what aspects of Virginian culture led for the state to be such fertile ground for eugenic
ideology. Dorr takes a close look at the work and ideas of prominent Virginian intellectuals who
contributed to the spread of eugenics within elite circles. Part two takes a look at how prominent
professors at the University of Virginia became advocates for the eugenic cause in the early 20th
century and how this led to eugenic laws being implemented within the state. Dorr believes that
examining the works of well-known professors at the University of Virginia can offer a

3

Pippa Holloway, Sexuality, Politics, and Social Control in Virginia, 1920-1945 (Chapel Hill, NC: The University
of North Carolina Press, October 9, 2006).
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particularly insightful glance into the world of American eugenic thought in the early twentieth
century.
Dorr begins his argument by explaining how Thomas Jefferson’s writings on inherent
differences between the races had influenced the success of the eugenics movement in Virginia.
He believes the core arguments many well-known eugenicists of Virginia made on behalf of
eugenics borrowed language from Thomas Jefferson’s writings on the inferiority of the black
race to the white race. Of course, the idea that there are superior races and groups of people has
been around for all of humanity, but these ideas became cemented and seemingly “justified”
when backed by legendary Virginian intellectuals such as Jefferson. Jefferson believed it was “a
dangerous and unnatural transgression” for white people to marry black people and he
emphasized the importance of “pure” bloodlines when he looked to the future of America. The
belief in “pure” bloodlines within America that were inherently superior to others solidified itself
in Old Dominion culture. In addition to the writings of Thomas Jefferson, Dorr also explains the
influence of Dr. Joseph Carrington Cabell and Dr. Paul Brandon Barringer who were early
influences on the success of the eugenics movement.
The second half of Segregation’s Science takes an investigative look at how eugenics
became one of the main topics of conversation at the University of Virginia very early in the 20th
century. Dorr goes into detail on the works of prominent UVA professors who made it their aim
to teach the importance of social control and “better breeding.” After learning of the apparent
genetic crisis from some of the state’s most respected members of academia, UVA students then
went out to become public policymakers and public health officials in Virginia, spreading
eugenic seeds into their professional spheres. Dorr concludes the book by discussing how
eugenics anointed “elite” Virginians as members of the “Old Virginian” race which needed to be
9

kept pure by good breeding. Dorr argues Virginian eugenicists, “conflated their own cultural
biases and scientific convictions in a distinctly “southern” fashion, reinforcing traditional social
hierarchies.” He explains that, “The similarities between the languages of eugenics and public
health reinforced the apparently interchangeable efficacy of their approaches to social problems.
Old words like ’stock’ ’kin’ and ’blood’ became closely associated in the public mind with the
emerging science of race, germ plasm, and genes.” Eugenicists found a way to uphold their
cultural prejudices through the science of eugenics and for years they did so.4
Paul A. Lombardo is a well-regarded American legal historian known for his work on the
legacy of eugenics and sterilization in the United States. His book, Three Generations, No
Imbeciles takes a look at the legalization of state-sanctioned sterilizations through the Buck v Bell
case. Lombardo claims his research aimed to uncover if Buck v. Bell was, “An honest legal test
of eugenical theory, or merely a charade put on by self-proclaimed ‘Progressive’ social
engineer?” To launch this research-based investigation, Lombardo interviewed Carrie Buck
herself as well as her half-sister Doris Figgins (who had also been sterilized but never told).
Lombardo based his research on interviews done with the Buck family and on collections of
primary sources that had to do with the case. 5
Lombardo gives a detailed analysis of all the primary sources he found having to do with
the court case and with Carrie. Based on the sources he compiled, he makes the argument that
Buck v. Bell was inherently rigged against Carrie and not an, “Honest test of euegenical theory.”
Lombardo claims Buck’s lawyer, Irving Whitehead, had no intention of defending her from

4

Gregory Michael Dorr, Segregation’s Science: Eugenics and Society in Virginia (Charlottesville: University of
Virginia Press, 2008), 225.
5
Paul A. Lombardo, Three Generations, No Imbeciles: Eugenics, the Supreme Court, and Buck v. Bell (Baltimore,
MD: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2008), x.
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forced sterilization as Whitehead was an open sterilization advocate who did not even bother to
offer a rebuttal to the state’s arguments for surgery, nor call witnesses to counter those who had
condemned Buck to the label “feebleminded.” In Three Generations, No Imbeciles Lombardo
explains the social and legal effects the case had both on Virginia and nationwide.6
Elizabeth Catte’s, Pure America, takes a unique look at the eugenics movement within
Virginia by focusing mostly on Western State Hospital, the mental institution that performed the
second-highest number of state-sanctioned sterilizations in Virginia. Catte gives a concise and
clear history of the eugenics movement gaining popularity in Virginia and how that led to actions
such as the eminent domain of Shenandoah Valley settlers. Today, Western State has been
converted into a hotel and luxury condos and is praised for its architectural pedigree. Catte
makes the argument that ignoring parts of the building’s history and just focusing on its
interesting architectural qualities is concerning. She argues for the importance of “identifying
these historical properties not just as architectural monuments, but as sites of trauma.” The
businesses that now occupy Western State’s buildings ignore its period of eugenic influence,
instead only mentioning the period before the eugenic frenzy when “moral medicine” was the
leading philosophy on treating the mentally ill and the period after eugenic influence when the
hospital was converted to a penitentiary. Catte argues that failing to memorialize and remember
the full histories of institutions that participated in performing eugenic sterilizations is a great
disservice to the many people who were institutionalized during America’s eugenic period.7
Lastly, an additional source is The Lynchburg Story, a 1993 educational documentary. It
features historian, Paul Lombardo. Additionally, the documentary includes a few patients of the
6

Lombardo, x.
Elizabeth Catte, Pure America: Eugenics and the Making of Modern Virginia (Cleveland, OH: Belt Publishing,
2021), 155.
7
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Virginia State Colony for Epileptics and Feeble-minded who were forcibly sterilized. The
documentary gives a voice to a few of the victims of Virginia’s sterilization program as they
recall the harsh treatment they endured at the Colony for years. The documentary also discusses
the “rediscovery” of Virginia’s eugenic history in the 1980s. During the 1980s a spotlight was
shed on eugenics within Virginia, a movement many were unaware of and several lawsuits were
enacted which ended in the compensation of a few victims.8
These sources among others built the foundation for my thesis, establishing the research
that has already been completed on the topic of eugenics in Virginia. In terms of organization for
this thesis, the first half of chapter one gives a brief summary of the eugenics movement
nationwide from its birth in England in 1883 to the acceptance of the science within America.
The second half of chapter one deals with eugenics within Virginia and examines key players
and events. Chapter two discusses the histories of Virginia’s six mental institutions that played a
role in eugenic sterilization. Chapter three examines how the topic of eugenic sterilization was
treated and applied in the State Colony for Epileptics and Feeble-mined, Central State Hospital,
and Western State Hospital before sterilization was legalized in Virginia. Chapter four analyzes
the same three institution’s reactions to the legalization of eugenic sterilization in 1924 and the
surge of sterilizations performed in the immediate years following Buck v Bell in 1927. Chapter
five examines the three institution’s relationship with sterilization after the initial boom of
sterilizations until 1973when the last recorded eugenic sterilization was performed. Chapter six
takes a look at the discrepancies present in the records concerning sterilization. Chapter seven is
a short conclusion of all topics examined in the thesis.

8

The Lynchburg Story: Eugenic Sterilization in America, directed by Stephen Trombley (New York: Filmakers
Library, 1995), https://search.lib.jmu.edu/permalink/01JMU_INST/1jlet4m/alma991000651949706271.
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Abstract
The science of eugenics, or classifying and grouping people into the categories of
genetically “inferior” and “superior” for the purpose of better breeding, thrived during the first
decades of the 20th century in Virginia. The first recorded instance of eugenic sterilization in a
Virginia Mental Institution occurred in 1915 by Dr. Albert Priddy. In 1924, the combined efforts
of Dr. Joseph DeJarnette and Dr. Albert Priddy resulted in the passage of a state-sanctioned
eugenic sterilization law that was later deemed constitutional in 1927 by Buck v. Bell. The 1924
law gave Western State Hospital, Central State Hospital, Eastern State Hospital, Southwestern
State Hospital, the Virginia State Colony, and later the Petersburg Colony the authority to
sexually sterilize patients with hereditary forms of insanity, idiocy, imbecility, feeblemindedness, or epilepsy. This thesis focuses specifically on Western State Hospital, Central State
Hospital, and the Virginia State Colony and how these mental institutions acted with regard to
sterilization before and after it was legalized. These three institutions were chosen because they
performed the overwhelming majority of sterilizations within the state. The number of
sterilizations conducted annually at each institution is recorded and cataloged. Gaps and
discrepancies in sterilization numbers are analyzed and possible explanations for these
discrepancies are given. However, the actual number of sterilizations in Virginia will never be
truly known due to inconsistent record keeping.
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Chapter One: The American Eugenics Movement
On May 2, 1927, the United States Supreme Court near-unanimously decided that
twenty-year-old Carrie Buck, a poor, white, rape victim with an illegitimate child, should be
involuntarily sterilized by the State of Virginia because she was classified as a “feeble-minded”
person. This case was the product of decades of work and promotion of the American eugenics
movement that argued it was necessary to sterilize people seen as “unfit to reproduce.” Virginia
was at the forefront of the eugenics movement in the 1920s as social acceptance of eugenic ideas
grew. Eugenics proponents promoted their ideas to the public as necessary for the future wellbeing of the country, motivated by their beliefs regarding racial hygiene and the genetic
inferiority of the poor. The eugenics movement of the 1920s culminated with the Supreme Court
decision of Buck v. Bell in 1927. This case opened the floodgates for state-sanctioned involuntary
sterilization with over 60,000 sterilizations performed between 1927 and 1980. Six state-run
institutions within Virginia performed legally sanctioned sterilizations on over 7,200 patients.9
Understanding how the eugenics movement became socially accepted requires an
examination of the origins of the movement. The term “eugenics” was coined in 1883 by British
naturalist, Francis Galton, the father of modern eugenics and half-cousin to Charles Darwin.
Galton was taken with Darwin’s study of heredity but his focus was applying the idea of natural
selection to the human race. Galton defined eugenics as “the science of improving stock,” and
advocated for what was later considered “positive eugenics,” the promotion of marriage between
those considered to be of the “best stock,” which, in essence, were typically healthy, educated,
and wealthy white members of society. He argued that qualities in a person such as intelligence

9

Gregory Michael Dorr, Segregation’s Science: Eugenics and Society in Virginia (Charlottesville: University of
Virginia Press, 2008), 2.
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and talent were fixed genetic traits that could be passed from parent to offspring. Galton believed
the practice of positive eugenics would breed a more intelligent class of people. The study of
eugenics was established in substantial part upon the rediscovery of Gregor Mendel’s plant
experiments. Mendel proved traits were transmitted unchanged through generations of plants.
The idea that certain traits were passed from parent to offspring continuously over generations
was used to support Galton’s teachings that intelligence and talent were hereditary traits passed
from parent to offspring. Beginning in 1900, Galton’s eugenicist followers began to refer to
Mendel’s Law as the “law of segregation,” and argued that Mendel’s Law made it clear that “bad
traits” could be eliminated by careful breeding. For a term first coined in 1883, eugenics’
influence and acceptance was incredibly fast and influential.10
Not long after the introduction of positive eugenics, negative eugenics became a
competing school of thought. Negative eugenics advocates essentially sought to prevent the
“unfit” from reproducing. Eugenicist Dr. Harvey Jordan explained the difference between the
two schools of thought, saying the goals of positive eugenics were mainly educational and the
goals of negative eugenics were legislative. Negative eugenicists believed the process of natural
selection would naturally weed out “genetically inferior” people had it not been for the
countervailing effects of charity and welfare programs. Negative eugenicists also believed the
mentally or physically degenerate were “genetically inferior” people who caused an ongoing
racial degeneracy of the United States.11 In 1916, American eugenicist, Madison Grant,
published his highly influential book, The Passing of the Great Race, which argued “inferior

10

Christine Rosen, Preaching Eugenics: Religious Leaders and the American Eugenics Movement (New York:
Oxford University Press, 2004), 5-6; Andrew Cohen, Imbeciles: The Supreme Court, American Eugenics, and the
Sterilization of Carrie Buck (New York: Penguin Press, 2016), 50-51; Dorr, 4-6.
11
The term “genetically inferior” will be used to indicate the whole scope of groups that eugenicists targeted as
being “unfit” for American society.
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races” were putting the “superior” Nordic race in danger of becoming “generalized.” Grant
believed the Nordic race was the superior race of people and proposed that negative eugenics
policies should be enacted to halt the best of the human stock from mixing with the “inferior
races.” Grant’s message was read and discussed by many, including Adolf Hitler, who wrote to
Grant to compliment his work saying, “This book is my bible.” Eugenicists posed the practice of
negative eugenics as the means to protect American society from becoming overrun by the large
and growing population portrayed as “genetically inferior.”12
The Progressive Era push for science to be implemented into daily life cleared the road
for the eugenics train to plow through society. The idea that science could now systematically
determine and solve social problems was a popular sentiment in the early 20th century as the
boundaries of what science seemed to explain and, based upon ‘the science,’ resolve. Eugenicists
used Progressive Era language to advance the eugenic cause, arguing that “social efficiency”
could be attained through better breeding. Progressive Era leaders were focused on efficiency
and determined to achieve it in all areas of society with science dictating the path. Advocates of
eugenics inundated the public with progressive propaganda between 1900 and 1929 that ranged
from the Eugenical News: Current Record of Race and Hygiene, a newspaper that printed
articles in support of immigration laws and sterilization, to “Better Babies” and “Fitter Families”
contests at state fairs. Better Babies contests ranked and judged babies on their health and
strength, and Fitter Families contestants on their health and background based on the families’

12 “Dr. Jordan on Eugenics,” The Daily Progressive, January 16, 1913, University of Virginia Library,
https://search.lib.virginia.edu/sources/uva_library/items/uva-lib:2100926; Diane B. Paul, Controlling Human
Heredity: 1865 to the Present: The Control of Nature (Atlantic Highlands, NJ: Humanities Press International Inc.,
1995), 5-6; quoted in Cohen, 123-124; Madison Grant, The Passing of the Great Race; or The Racial Basis of
European History, (New York: Charles Scribner's Sons, 1916).
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appearance and pedigrees. Also during this time eugenic ideas even took to the theater and
eugenic-inspired plays and pageants emphasized the theme of heredity and analyzed the reaction
of the audience.13
Eugenics propaganda had the “appearance of a typical progressive reform” and was
promoted as the only way America could be saved from the onslaught of “genetically inferior”
people. Eugenics was promoted as a valiant and necessary movement that needed wide social
acceptance and adherence. One Virginia anatomist proclaimed, “You are your brother’s keeper!
Your brothers are the human race. Even patriotism should move you to want to make the
American race the best and most virile of history.” He continued, urging Americans “Wherever
you go, whatever your profession in life may be, racial conservation, the eugenic ideal, needs
your guiding counsel, your valiant help.” Eugenicists promoted strategies such as immigration
restrictions, birth control, and sterilization as solutions to promoting reducing the rate of growth
of America’s “genetically inferior” population. The movement spread swiftly and grew to be
widely culturally accepted with powerful advocates like Theodore Roosevelt, Woodrow Wilson,
Andrew Carnegie, W.E.B. Dubois, and Alexander Graham Bell.14
There were many motivations behind who exactly was deemed genetically inferior and
therefore undesirable for breeding. It was not just one narrow group of people that were targeted,
but many. Essentially, eugenic ideology preached that anyone who was not an “intelligent”
descendant of the “pure” Nordic Anglo-Saxon race was deemed genetically inferior and
contributing to the degeneration of society. Race, gender, and class all played large roles in

13

Dorr, 7; Paul, 11; Tamsen Wolff, "Mendel's Theatre: Performance, Eugenics, and Early Twentieth-Century
American Drama" (PhD diss., Columbia University, 2002), https://www.proquest.com/dissertations-theses/mendelstheatre-performance-eugenics-early/docview/304791328/se-2?accountid=11667.
14
Dorr, 7, quoted in 2; Paul, 11; Donald K. Pickens, Eugenics and the Progressives (Nashville, TN: Vanderbilt
University, 1968), 50.
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distinguishing who was considered the ideal American. Eugenicists feared people of lower
genetic stock were overpowering the “best stocks” in America due to “careless breeding across
racial and ethnic lines.” With the 20th century came a wide acceptance that “human mental,
temperamental, and moral traits were determined by heredity.” Eugenicists argued only
favorable traits should be passed on in order to better the future and future human race. These
ideas were commonly promoted to the public at state fairs where the American Eugenics Society
would create exhibits selling their ideas. Posters displayed at the exhibits with phrases such as
“some people are born to be a burden on the rest” alongside displays that had three flashing
lights with explanations written underneath. One light flashed every 16 seconds, indicating a
person born in the U.S. Another light flashed every 7½ minutes to represent the birth of “highgrade person” capable of doing “creative work” and “fit for leadership.” A third light flashed
every 15 seconds to represent hundreds of American dollars going towards “the care of persons
with bad heredity such as the insane, feeble-minded, criminals, and other defectives.”

Flashing light sign used in eugenic fair exhibits15

Charts used at Kansas Free Fair16

Eugenicists promoted their ideas with a sense of urgency as seen in these posters. In only “three
generations,” eugenicists promised their agenda was capable of breeding out all “unfit human
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traits” with eugenically pure marriages. Eugenicists just needed the support and action of the
American people to achieve their eugenic ideal. A sense of urgency justifying quick action was a
driving force used to push many eugenic ideas and plans into fruition.17
As the movement gathered steam, concrete steps were taken to create a society with a
smaller genetically inferior pool of people. Eugenic ideas formed the basis for quota-based
immigration laws enacted in the 1920s. These immigration laws were enacted to combat mass
waves of immigration to America but also worked to implement eugenic ideas regarding who
should be let into the country. The Immigration Act of 1924 blocked Asian immigrants from
entering the United States and disadvantaged eastern and southern Europeans over Western
Europeans. Eugenicists saw eastern and southern Europeans as “inferior” to western Europeans.
Prominent eugenicist, Harry H. Laughlin, served as an expert advisor for the House of
Committee on Immigration and Naturalization and argued there was a necessity for immigration
restriction as “the character of a nation is determined primarily by its racial qualities.” Laughlin,
along with his fellow eugenicists, believed the future of America was in danger due to undesired
immigrants. Sociologist Edward A. Ross coined the term “race suicide” in 1901 to describe the
American “melting pot” culture and the dangers it posed for the future of the Anglo-Saxon race.
In 1920, prominent eugenicist, Charles Davenport, claimed: “The idea of a ‘melting pot’ belongs
to a Pre-Mendelian age.” In the eyes of racial purists, the lines between races needed to be very
strictly drawn and adhered to.18
Aside from restricting immigration, there were also eugenic attempts to control the
“genetically inferior” already within America. Marriage restrictions were enacted during the late
17
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19th century and early 20th century in an attempt to slow the spread of the “genetically inferior.”19
By 1912, thirty-four states prohibited marriage when one party was considered feeble-minded,
insane, epileptic, or to be a drunkard. The movement toward normalizing birth control, headed
by Margaret Sanger, started gaining traction in the early 20th century given its connection to and
potential to advance eugenic policies. The fight for “race betterment” heightened in the 1920s
with the passing of restrictive immigration laws, restrictive marriage laws, and state sterilization
laws that upheld eugenic ideals. Financial contributions to the eugenics movement from
influential figures such as John D. Rockefeller and Andrew Carnegie promoted more eugenic
research and institutions could be built to study the socially inadequate classes of people.20
In the early 20th century, personal intelligence came under attack by the eugenics
movement. Eugenicist Henry Herbert Goddard led the way for the “hard progressive” camp on
cognitive potential. Goddard’s argument, based on Mendelian genetics, was that a person’s
cognitive ability was an inborn trait that could not be improved. In other words, every person had
a set limit on their cognitive abilities that could not be improved by other non-hereditary
variables such as education. In 1912, Goddard published a “study” entitled The Kallikak Family:
A Study in the Heredity of Feeble-Mindedness. Its message spread across the country like
wildfire, appearing in newspapers, popular magazines, scholarly books and journals, and even
high school yearbooks. Goddard’s pseudoscience examined the convergence of two family lines;
the pure and wholesome Kallikak family (a name made up for the study) and a family of
“defective degenerates.” The two families merged when Martin Kallikak had a child with a
feeble-minded girl from a tavern. Martin Kallikak previously had children with his wife, and
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they all turned out to be of his and his wife’s “high quality.” However, the child he had with the
feeble-minded girl was, predictably, feeble-minded like her mother. Goddard presented fictional
family pedigrees of the Kallikaks and the feeble-minded girl’s, organizing family members into
the categories of feeble-minded, normal, or unknown. When the two families converged, the
Kallikak’s offspring, which had traditionally always been labeled as “normal,” grew to include
more members who fit into the feeble-minded category. His research was conducted by studying
family member’s intelligence (many of whom were dead) through the use of family pedigrees
and through examining letters and other records left by the individuals. Goddard virtually threw
science out the window, and supported his claim that these people were feeble-minded simply
with the observation that some members of a feeble-minded family had “the unmistakable look
of the feeble-minded.” From the results of this study, Goddard concluded feeble-mindedness was
hereditary, and he proposed feeble-minded people should be segregated and put into
institutions.21
Goddard’s 1914 book, Feeblemindedness: Its Causes and its Consequences, laid out a
very broad framework for what feeble-minded meant and the risks that feeble-minded people
posed to society. He studied the effects of feeble-mindedness being passed down through
generations through the use of pedigrees which highlighted cacogenic (causing degeneration in
the offspring) characteristics shown in family members.22 Goddard classified mental deficiency
into three categories. The lowest rank is the “idiot,” or people whose mental capacity cannot
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surpass that of a one or two-year-old. The middle rank is the “imbecile,” or individuals with the
mental capacity of three to seven-year-old. The highest rank is the “moron,” or those at the
mental level between eight and twelve years of age. Goddard expanded the definition of “feebleminded” to be more of a blanket term and included people that suffered from learning
disabilities, mental retardation, or mental illnesses. He claimed: “It is hereditary feeblemindedness that is at the basis of all of these [social] problems, and it is hereditary feeblemindedness that we must attack and attack hard if we would solve them.” Goddard upheld
eugenics as the key to solving all of America’s social problems, which he claimed stemmed from
people who were mentally deficient or inferior. He argued: feeble-minded people could not keep
up with modern society, stating that “Persons who constitute our social problems are of a type
that in the past and under simpler environments have seemed responsible and able to function
normally,” but now could no longer because “the present environment has become too
complicated so that they are no longer responsible for their actions.”23
Goddard claimed what made feeble-minded people different from normal people as they
could not tell right from wrong. Therefore, they could not be held responsible for their own
decisions or actions because the world of the 20th century was too complicated for them to
realistically handle. His view held that a person’s “immorality” or “bad character” was the result
of their family, not their situation. Goddard attributed all to nature and nothing to nurture.
Accordingly, he believed people who engaged in immoral activities such as prostitution or
alcoholism did so because of their bad heredity. He failed to consider the great influence that
environmental factors or lack thereof such as education, stability, and a nurturing environment
could have on someone who might engage in “immoral” activities. He also believed pauperism
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(being poor) was an inherently hereditary trait. Goddard inculcated public fear that crime,
poverty, and other social problems would worsen if people continued to mix with the feebleminded. He successfully and quickly disseminated the ideas supported by his research to both the
common man and those in positions of power who wanted answers to the social change taking
place in the early twentieth century.24
Most Americans easily received the science of eugenics because it was so simplified that
anyone could grasp its basics. Charles Davenport, the founder of the Eugenics Record office,
described the simple nature behind eugenics when he wrote “man is an organism - an animal;
and the laws of improvement of corn and racehorses hold true for him also. Unless people accept
this simple truth and let it influence marriage selection, human progress will cease.” In
Davenport’s view, the science of eugenics was as simple as growing corn or breeding animals.
One eugenicist even compared the science to weeding a garden, claiming “the state has as good a
right to remove undesirable citizens as a gardener has to weed his garden.” Comparing eugenics
to growing the best crop, breeding the best animals, or weeding a garden, enabled for the average
person to understand the logic of eugenic science.25
By 1915, the fear of an increasing number of mental defectives in America came to be
seen as one of the most pressing issues within America. Feeble-minded people were accused of
not possessing the ability to restrain themselves, and as a result had larger families with “little
power of looking into the future, or of seeing the consequence of their own acts.” This meant that
the feeble-minded population was growing at a faster pace than the rest of the population. The
idea that intelligence could be tested by a series of questions was relatively new in the early 20th
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century, but it caught on relatively quickly. Psychometrics, the Binet-Simon intelligence test, in
particular, became the routine method to determine someone’s intellectual capacity. Intelligence
tests combined with “conducting investigations into the family, economic, social and school
history of those the test indicated as feeble-minded were the two methods used to determine
someone’s mental age and abilities.26
During the First World War, the Army administered Alpha tests to English-speaking
American soldiers, and the Beta test to non-English speaking soldiers. The tests measured
intelligence based on the simple recognition of facts. For example, one question in the 1921
Alpha Army psychological exam read, “Velvet Joe appears in advertisements of: tooth powder,
dry goods, tobacco, or soup?”27 Most questions on the tests simply measured a soldier’s exposure
to certain information, requiring no thinking. These tests were not efficient in examining a
soldier’s intellectual capacity but rather in exposing the education level of many soldiers or their
contact with specific product advertising. American soldiers of southern and eastern European
descent scored lower than American soldiers of western European descent. This could be
attributable to relative levels of cultural exposure and education. However, eugenicists simply
took these results and used them as proof that southern and eastern Europeans were “genetically
inferior” to western Europeans. Eugenicist, Charles Davenport, even suggested officers should
be chosen based upon their family pedigree, arguing against resentful army officers who thought
rank should be given based on character and not intelligence. As intelligence tests became more

26

The Virginia State Board of Charities and Corrections, Mental Defectives in Virginia (Richmond, VA: D. Bottom,
Superintendent of public printing, 1916), HathiTrust Digital Library,
https://hdl.handle.net/2027/mdp.39015063077021.
27
Other questions from Test 9 of the “Psychological Examining in the United States Army” read: “The most
prominent industry of Detroit is: automobiles, brewing, flour, or packing?”, “Food products are made by: Smith &
Watson, or Swift & Co., or W.L. Douglas, or B.T. Babbitt?”, and “Mica is a: mineral, or a gas, or a liquid?” Paul,
66.

26

accepted, they were imposed upon students, prisoners, poorhouse inmates, Ellis Island
immigrants, and military draftees.28
Eugenics in Virginia
The American eugenics movement was born and cultivated in the northern Progressive
states; however, the state of Virginia was fertile ground for eugenic ideas because of the state’s
history of bigotry. Being a state still steeped with old southern customs and ideals, the belief
there were superior and inferior humans was likely nothing new to many Virginians. The
Progressive Era, however, gave racism and economic segregation [pejorative attitudes toward the
poor] a new scientific background. The blacks and “white trash” of Virginia were not being
discriminated against for the first time, but now on a scientific basis. Eugenics claimed people
born into the highbred educated white class were eugenically superior individuals. This was a
sentiment likely easily accepted by many wealthier white Virginians being consistent with ideas
many held about themselves. Consequently, most white Virginians socially accepted the ideas of
eugenics as the scientific and natural ordering of the world because they witnessed “science”
playing out around them through the southern cultural prejudices that ruled Virginian culture and
always had.29
Historian Gregory Dorr argues the eugenics movement provided Virginians with a
simple but scientific explanation of why certain social problems occurred. Dorr writes, “The
eugenics movement explained southern rural poverty (resulting from a shiftless, ‘unfit’
population) and the apparent rise of mental illness with urbanization (the marginally unfit, who
may have survived in rural areas, went mad under the pressures of urban life).” Eugenicists
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pointed their fingers at bad breeding for a range of contemporary social issues: the Great
Depression resulted from the country carrying the economic weight of the unfit, AfricanAmerican civil rights issues came from people of mixed races suffering from hereditary psychic
conflict, and white’s resistance to desegregation stemmed from their innate natural yearning to
preserve their race and conserve civilization. Eugenicists proposed the social problems and
struggles early 20th century Virginians faced all led back to one thing: poor breeding.30
Within Virginia, there were several highly influential intellectuals who helped propel the
acceptance of eugenics within the state. Thomas Jefferson was one such individual. Jefferson had
a significant impact on how race was viewed within Virginia. He believed it was “a dangerous
and unnatural transgression” for a white to marry a black, and he emphasized the importance of
“pure” bloodlines when he looked to the future of America. The idea of “pure” superior
bloodlines within America that had to be preserved and protected was supposedly supported by
the “natural science” of the time. Of course, the idea that there were superior races and groups of
people existed for all of humanity, but it was clarified in Virginia. Jefferson believed blacks and
whites to be “Two distinct peoples whose natural disposition…was a state of war.” The idea that
blacks and whites were different in nature was a huge piece of Old Dominion Virginian culture.31
Another influential member of the eugenics movement within Virginia was Dr. Paul
Barringer, who taught “hard progressive” eugenics at the University of Virginia. His 1901 book,
The American Negro: His Past and Future, affirmed with “science” what most white Virginians
believed to be true out of personal experience. He argued African-Americans were innately
brutal and savage because that was the way of their African ancestors, and only the institution of
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slavery contained them in America. Barringer took Jefferson’s stance on what should be done
with African-Americans who were not under the constraints of slavery, and that was send them
back to Africa. Barringer did not want blacks mixing with whites and tainting the Anglo-Saxon
bloodline. He believed one drop of black blood in a person that looked to be white caused a
genetic reversion to the “inferior” nature of Africans. The “negro problem” was a debate that had
raged within Virginia for seemingly its whole history, and the eugenics movement proposed a
solution to it.32
Many well-respected faculty members at the University of Virginia such as Dr. Paul
Barringer adopted Goddard’s “hard progressive” stance on eugenics and taught generations of
bright young students to think about the world with eugenics in mind.33 According to UVA
historian, Elizabeth Varon, UVA served as “an incubator for the Lost Cause Ideology” during the
first decades of the twentieth century, and the students were taught about the hereditary
superiority they held over most Virginians. Dorr believes that the influence of this generation of
eugenic-minded students was widely felt within the state and that “This new generation of
students championed public policy curtailing the individual liberties of blacks, poor whites,
women, mental patients, and the disabled, preserving social stability and elite power. As a result,
Virginians accepted the culture of segregation as the natural ordering of the world delineated by
biological law, not just cultural prejudice.” Dr. Harvey E Jordan, an anatomy professor and later
the dean of UVA’s school of medicine, believed “the idea of eugenics, based upon the science of
eugenics, will work the greatest social revolution the world has yet known…. It aims at the
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production and the exclusive prevalence of the highest type of physical, intellectual, and moral
man within the limits of human protoplasm.”34
The Anglo-Saxons Clubs of America, founded in 1922 in Richmond, reflected the
intolerance of the 1920s within Virginia. In reaction to racial miscegenation of the 1920s, the
Anglo-Saxon Clubs of America was born to protect Anglo-Saxon racial integrity. Richard
Powell, a former member of the Klu Klux Klan and a prominent eugenicist, and Earnest Servier
Cox founded the Club. Powell and Cox focused on promoting the superiority of the Anglo-Saxon
race by advocating for endorsed sterilization, permanent custody of the mentally ill, and
marriage restrictions. Blacks and immigrants (mainly southern and eastern European
immigrants) were the Club’s primary targets. Members believed that because blacks and
southern and eastern Europeans performed lower on the Simon-Bidet intelligence test, they must
be of an innate lower intelligence and therefore inferior to Anglo-Saxons. The club never
garnered much support past Virginia; however, it saw much success in its goals of implementing
racial integrity legislation. The Club advocated for and helped pass the Racial Integrity Act of
1924, The Massenburg Bill of 1926, along with a number of other bills that worked to separate
the races. 35 The success and influence of this Virginia-based club on implementing some of the
strictest racial legislation in the country highlights Virginia’s intolerance of racial
miscegenation.36
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However, just like the situation across the country, eugenics in Virginia was not
motivated solely by racial prejudices, but by a combination of social biases. Nevertheless,
Virginia’s century-old obsession with racial integrity was definitely a contributing factor to the
high level of eugenics’ success in the state. Virginia was also more willing to embrace some
northern ideals than other southern states. Virginia was the only southern state to avoid antievolution bills and their acceptance of evolutionary biology, and eugenics made them an outlier
in the South. From the Alpha-Beta Army intelligence tests, Virginia led the southern states in
intelligence; however, the average Virginian was classified in the “moron” range. Eugenicists in
Virginia began looking for a solution to stop the growth of Virginia’s mental degenerates, who
made up one-fourth of the state’s population. Progressive eugenicists advocated for
institutionalizing the feeble-minded in asylums and places called “colonies,” but this did not look
like a realistic goal for Virginia. Many Virginians argued the institutionalization of the feebleminded was an unrealistic and expensive solution that would end up encouraging mentally
degenerate individuals to continue their feeble-minded habits and actions. Consequently,
eugenicists saw sterilization of degenerates, whether compulsory or not, as the realistic and
viable answer to Virginia’s feeble-mindedness problem.37
In reaction to the state’s growing concern over “the menace of the feebleminded,” a 1915
a special report, Mental Defectives in Virginia from the Virginia State Board of Charities and
Corrections addressed the topical issue. The report sought to alarm readers about the state of
ever-growing feeble-mindedness in Virginia and included illustrations such as the one below to
better emphasize the message of the report. The Board of Charities and Corrections
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believed “Our hospitals for the insane are as good as any in the country, but mental disease is not
decreasing in Virginia. Our methods of dealing with criminals, paupers and other anti-social
groups have not resulted in the reduction of their numbers; the increase of anti-social classes
appears to keep pace with the growth of population.” Some believed the problem of the feebleminded was not properly addressed in Virginia and it was costing all Virginians.39
Mental Defectives in Virginia claimed $2,902,539 was spent annually on “dealing with
our anti-social classes other than insane and epileptic.”40 The state needed a more economicallysound option to deal with feeble-minded populations. Professor C. B. Davenport suggested, "If
the State were to segregate its feeble-minded, were to examine for mental defects all immigrants
settling in its borders and were to deport those found to be defective, there will be a constantly
diminishing attendance at State institutions for the feeble-minded, and at the end of thirty years
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there would be practically no use for such institutions.” If in turn, there were no state-run
institutions for the mentally unfit, millions of dollars would be saved by the state and social
problems would exponentially decrease, lightening the monetary and emotional load on the socalled “normal” citizens. Within the report, Dr. G. Frank Lydston expressed this sentiment of
resentment towards the “mentally unfit” receiving aid and help from the state and church when
he said, “Society has the same right as an insurance company to protect itself against loss”
because “taxing normal decent people for the support of degenerates is not only morally wrong,
but an economic farce.” The argument that it was immoral and economically catastrophic for
“normal” people to help pay for the burdens that the “menace of feeble-mindedness” brought on
to society was a common argument by eugenicists at the time.41
In regards to eugenics’ relationship to race, Virginian eugenicists took on the “white
man’s burden” role in sterilizing blacks. One Virginia doctor stated, “The negro, as a savage
race, cannot solve his social and sanitary problems, and he should not be blamed for it; it is a
responsibility which rests on the shoulders of the stronger race – the white man.” Another
Virginia doctor, Charles Carrington, began performing sterilization procedures on incarcerated
black men, often without a legal warrant. Carrington made assertions about his patients’
transformations as a result of being sterilized, claiming one man changed from “A notoriously
lusty, boastful sodomist and masturbator” to “A strapping, healthy-looking young buck.” Dr.
Carrington performed sterilizations on mostly black male rapists and criminals while continuing
to argue and advocate that “idiots” and “imbeciles” also needed to be sterilized along with
criminals and rapists to protect the future of society. He also openly advocated for “eugenic
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marriages,” and in 1915 Virginia clergy backed a plan that required health certificates of
bridegrooms in order to get married.”42
Eugenicists assumed women who were sexually promiscuous or unmarried mothers were
most likely feeble-minded, and consequently, their illegitimate offspring must also be feebleminded. Reformatories or colonies were created with the intention of protecting society from the
dangers they posed of continuing their “kind.” After a woman was sent to an institution for being
feeble-minded or epileptic, she would either be kept there until she was considered to have
“reformed,” had surpassed childbearing age, or was sterilized. In some cases, however, it was
suggested women who were deemed “incorrigibles” and not fit to be rehabilitated into society
should remain segregated from the outside world for the rest of their lives. One social worker at
the Norfolk “rescue” house described sterilization as “a wonderful blessing for the feeble-minded
girl who is bound to become a repeater.”43
The men and women who ran the colony system preached that they were saving both the
sterilized patients and society from the menace of feeble-mindedness. Sterilization was promoted
as the more humane and more economically wise option when dealing with a feeble-minded
person. Dr. Joseph DeJarnette, the superintendent of Western State Hospital in Staunton,
Virginia from 1908 to 1946, defended sterilization by arguing it “would not interfere with the
individual’s liberty, sexual gratification or pursuit of happiness but only with (the) power of
reproduction.” DeJarnette believed something had to be done about the people who were “unfit
to reproduce” in society, and he saw sterilization as the method that was most humane and
respectful of individual liberties. He claimed reproduction among the “unfit” was a “crime
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against their offspring and a burden to their state.” He advocated strongly for the passage of a
sterilization law so sterilizations could be performed more frequently within Virginia.44
Dr. Albert Priddy, the Superintendent for the Virginia Colony for the Epileptic and
Feebleminded, was a like-minded thinker to DeJarnette. In 1917, Priddy sterilized thirty women
for unspecified pelvic diseases. At the time, pelvic diseases were often treated through the
procedure of sterilization, but Historian, Paul Lombardo, believes that Priddy may have used the
excuse “pelvic disease” to sterilize women he claimed to be feeble-minded. Eventually, he faced
prosecution for his sterilization operations. One such case was a lawsuit between himself and
George Mallory in 1917– Mallory v. Priddy. Willie Mallory, George Mallory’s wife, and their
three daughters were involuntarily taken to the Virginia Colony for the Epileptic and
Feebleminded in 1916 after Willie Mallory was incorrectly accused of running a brothel. Nine of
the twelve Mallory children were taken to the colony for being subjected to “immoral
influences.” George Mallory fought against the colony, begging for his wife and children to be
released. Willie Mallory and one of the Mallory daughters were sterilized under the pretense of
“feeble-mindedness.”45
After six months, during which the Mallory family attempted to escape the colony, Willie
Mallory was released from the institution. Two Mallory daughters, however, one of whom was
sterilized, were kept in the colony. George Mallory demanded compensation from Albert Priddy
for the “pain and suffering” he caused his wife, and Priddy fought back saying the sterilizations
were not involuntary and he could use the Mallory family pedigree and have George Mallory
sent to a colony for being “feeble-minded,” just as his wife and children had been. Priddy
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believed the sterilizations were “therapeutic” for society and ultimately won the case, with the
judges arguing that he acted within the realm of his professional authority in sterilizing the
Mallory women. In less than a decade after Mallory v. Priddy, Albert Priddy was involved in
another court case centering around a woman’s sterilization. However, this time, the case would
go to the Supreme Court.46
In 1924, Virginia passed the Racial Integrity Act and the Virginia Sterilization Act which
both worked to preserve racial integrity in the state. Virginia’s Racial Integrity Act was one of
the strictest laws in the nation that prohibited interracial marriage. The act required citizens to
register their race with the state and made a willful misrepresentation of a person’s race a felony.
The act classified a white person as a person with “no trace whatsoever of any blood other than
Caucasian,” with the exception of those, “who have one-sixteenth or less the blood of American
Indian.” Walter Plecker, the Virginia Bureau of Vital Statistics’ head registrar, explained the law
aimed “at correcting a condition which only the more thoughtful people of Virginia know the
existence of…. It is estimated that there are in the State from 10,000 to 20,000, possibly more,
near white people, who are known to possess an intermixture of colored blood, in some cases to
a slight extent it is true, but still enough to prevent them from being white.” The Racial Integrity
Act’s aimed to carefully record each Virginian citizen’s race in an attempt to control the racial
demography and prevent any intermixing of the races.47
The Virginia Sterilization Act legalized state-sanctioned sterilizations of people “in the
best interests of the patients and of society.” The law claimed hereditary traits of “insanity,
idiocy, imbecility, feeble-mindedness, or epilepsy” caused people to “become by the prorogation
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of their kind, a menace to society.” Eugenics advocates claimed the sterilization of people who
possessed these traits would serve as a “benefit both to themselves and to society.” They argued
this law would act as a form of protection for the future society from the genetically inferior who
made up “the criminal class.” Instead of using incarceration as the costly method of containing
criminals, sterilization would lead to shrinking “the criminal class” of the future. Even though
the Virginia Sterilization Act had passed, eugenicists were hesitant to perform legal statesanctioned sterilizations at first and waited for a “friendly case” to test the legality of the act. A
number of states passed sterilization acts that were later vetoed or found unconstitutional, and so
Virginia wanted to be cautious in how they exercised their ability to sterilize at first.48
That “friendly case” Virginian eugenicists awaited was Buck v. Bell in 1927. Days after
the Virginia Sterilization Act passed, seventeen-year-old Carrie Buck was admitted to the
Virginia Colony for Epileptics and Feebleminded. Buck was raised by foster parents, the
Dobbses, after her mother was admitted to the colony under the claim she was feeble-minded
when Carrie was a young child. The Dobbses sent Carrie to the colony after she had been raped b
their nephew and fallen pregnant, claiming Carrie suffered from “some hallucinations and some
outbreaks of temper” and was guilty of “moral delinquency” because she flirted with boys.
Albert Priddy interviewed Carrie and the Dobbses, suspecting Carrie had the same feeblemindedness as her mother, who was known to be a sexually promiscuous woman. The Dobbses
claimed Carrie had never been “Subject to epilepsy, headaches, nervousness, fits or
convulsions,” but then later claimed her epilepsy had been apparent “Since childhood” when
asked, “At what age did her epilepsy first appear?” Priddy recorded he found the Dobbses’ report
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on Carrie’s “temper and hallucinations” to be inaccurate, as he found no sign of psychosis.
Carrie was capable of reading and writing and had completed the five years she spent in school,
achieving average grades. Suspiciously, the Dobbses never filed any problems or claims about
Carrie before she had become an unmarried pregnant woman.49
Despite no real sign of psychosis or epilepsy in Buck, Priddy saw Carrie as the perfect
test subject for Virginia’s 1924 Sterilization Act. Priddy saw a potential eugenic victory laid out
before him in the case of Carrie Buck: both Carrie and her mother were poor, feeble-minded, and
had been accused of sexual misconduct. It seemed obvious to Priddy the feeble-mindedness trait
had passed on from mother to daughter. After Carrie gave birth to a daughter, Vivian Buck, a
Red Cross worker claimed her daughter too had the trait of feeble-mindedness. She described
Vivian as “Not quite a normal baby” because she had “A look about it that is not quite normal”
although “Just what it is I can’t tell.” Vivian was taken away from Carrie after only two months,
as Priddy did not want any more children in the colony, and he planned to sterilize Carrie Buck,
an operation he argued would be, “Simple and comparatively harmless.”50
The argument was stacked against Carrie Buck. Her lawyer, Irving Whitehead, was a
friend of Priddy’s and an open sterilization advocate. Eugenicist, Harry H. Laughlin, jumped at
the chance to be a part of the case and wrote a deposition against Buck per Priddy’s request.
Laughlin could “not recall a single instance in which feeblemindedness appeared in the
grandmother, the mother…and the child (three generations), by environmental or accidental
causes.” Although he had never met Buck, it did not deter Laughlin from writing about her
“feeble-minded” nature anyway. His writings were all based upon Priddy’s observations of Buck
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that Priddy sent to Laughlin. Laughlin adopted Priddy’s description of Carrie and her family to
be of, “a shiftless, ignorant, and worthless class of people.”51

Buck Family Pedigree showcasing the feeblemindedness trait being passed down over generations and the
illegitimate mating of the Bucks Pedigree created by Harry Laughlin in 192952

Eventually, the case made its way to the Supreme Court, and when it did, respected
Justice Oliver Wendell Holmes, Jr. wrote the majority opinion and argued “The principle that
sustains compulsory vaccination is broad enough to include cutting the fallopian tubes.” Holmes
declared “three generations of imbeciles are enough” and observed that “her welfare and that of
society will be promoted by her sterilization.” The court announced the decision on May 2, 1927,
the final vote being eight to one. Carrie Buck’s state-sanctioned sterilization was deemed
constitutional because her sterilization would work “to prevent our being swamped with
incompetence.” The dissenting judge on the case was Pierce Butler, a devout Catholic who
offered no opinion on his decision to vote against the majority. While his faith may have been
the basis of his opposition, there is no record to provide insight. The almost unanimous decision
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of the Buck v. Bell case highlights the wide acceptance of the eugenic notion regarding the threat
of “feeble-mindedness” by the most influential elements of society.53
Carrie Buck was not aware of the procedure that Priddy wanted to perform on her and it
was not until years later that she found out what had been done. After Paul Lombardo, a leading
historian on Virginia eugenics, interviewed Carrie decades after the case, he wrote in defense of
Carrie’s mental capabilities. Lombardo believed Carrie was “not a sophisticated woman, and
lacked social graces,” but was convinced “she was neither mentally ill nor retarded.” When
asked about her sterilization, she lamented, “They done me wrong. They done us all wrong.”
Carrie’s daughter, Vivian, was raised away from her mother by Carrie’s stepparents, the
Dobbses. Unfortunately, Vivian died after completing the second grade. However, the Dobbses
claimed her to be a “very bright” child. In his research on the Buck v. Bell trial, Lombardo
located Vivian’s school report cards that reflected she had made the honor roll one year. Carrie
Buck’s younger sister, Doris Buck Figgins, was also sterilized at the Virginia State Colony at age
16 but was misled as to the true nature of her operation. After trying to have children for years,
she learned at the age of 67 from the director of the Virginia State Colony that she had been
sterilized during an operation she had been told “was for an appendix and rupture." Upon hearing
the news, she lamented, “I'm not mad, just brokenhearted is all."54
Following the Buck v. Bell decision, there were over 60,000 sterilizations legally
performed within America. According to state records, Virginia forcibly sterilized between 7,200
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to 8,000 people deemed “unfit to reproduce” from 1927 to 1973. 55 Virginia’s sterilization law
remained legal until 1979. Virginia came second only to California in performing the most statesanctioned sterilizations. With the decision of Buck v. Bell, Virginia proved to be some of the
most fertile ground for the American eugenics movement. The state-sanctioned sterilizations that
occurred in Virginia after Buck v. Bell were performed in six different state-funded mental
institutions.56
Virginia has historically been above the trend when it comes to the creation and
development of state mental institutions. Some specific achievements the state accomplished
include the creation of the first public hospital in the United States dedicated to the treatment of
mental illness opened in 1773, the nation’s first mental health facility created exclusively for
African-Americans opened in 1870, and being home to the nation’s the largest asylum (at the
time) in 1910. These three Virginia mental institutions along with three others participated in the
eugenic movement to sterilize patients deemed unfit to reproduce.
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Chapter 2: The State Mental Institutions of Virginia
In 1928 the Virginia General Assembly passed the Public Park Condemnation Act which
effectively resulted in the displacement of five hundred families who lived in the Blue Ridge
Mountains. Families were forced out of their homes and off their land so the Shenandoah
National Park could be created. The government portrayed the removal of these families as a
humanitarian act, claiming the inhabitants of the Blue Ridge Mountains were backward, inbred
people who needed the government’s help. Eugenic ideals drove the act into place, however, it
was praised by advocates of the New Deal as part of the government’s focus on creating a
welfare state and offering aid to the poor to alleviate poverty during the country’s economic
depression. Eugenic case studies, Mongrel Virginians (1926) and Hollow Folk (1933) about the
people living in this region circulated in the media, creating a narrative that these were
feebleminded people living in extreme poverty and who were unable to take care of their
property and themselves and consequently needed help. This “help” came in the form of forcing
families out of their generations-old family homes. In some instances, homes were burned down
if the families refused to leave.57
In 1935, photographer Arthur Rothstein was asked to photograph the remaining families
that lived within the park’s proposed boundaries to record their way of life before they were
forced off the land. In addition, the photographs were intended to document the “Mongrel
Virginians” transition from extreme poverty to modern living through the aid of the New Deal’s
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Homestead Policy.58 However, this transition did not occur for many of the displaced families
because only those that met certain federal government requirements could receive a homestead,
and most did not. Rothstein focused his photographs on two “mongrel” families who
unfortunately met a fate different than being granted a homestead. At least ten members of these
two photographed families were admitted to the nearby State Colony for Epileptics and
Feebleminded in Lynchburg and forcibly sterilized. Historian Daniel Keeves, in In The Name of
Eugenics, describes how “mountain sweeps” were performed within rural mountainous areas of
Virginia further south and beyond the park boundaries, as pockets of families were removed
from their homes. There is no telling exactly how many people were forced out of their mountain
homes and sent to institutions.59
America’s History of Mental Institution
To understand the grip and impact eugenics had on Virginia’s state mental institutions, a
history of mental institutions in America must be understood. During the colonial era, the
mentally ill and disabled members of society were treated the same way as the indigent, vagrant,
and chronically ill - they were often hidden away in a family basement or attic. However, if this
was not possible some communities built a shack-like structure to contain the mentally ill and
disabled. The goal of these shacks was to serve the community by hiding away individuals who
were considered dangerous and disturbing, and such efforts protected the community from these
people. Almost never were the individual’s issues and problems considered or addressed.
Eventually, local governments created almshouses, poorhouses, and jails to house the mentally
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and cognitively ill of early America. This shift of responsibility from community to institutions
run by the local government occurred gradually during the eighteenth century.60
In the late eighteenth century and into the mid-nineteenth century, “the cult of Asylum”
swept across America. Leading the way was Virginia’s Eastern Lunatic Asylum, the nation’s
first psychiatric hospital which opened in 1773. Asylums operated on the cultural belief of a
class hierarchy where the lower classes were considered inferior and “degenerate” when
compared to the upper classes. The late eighteenth to the nineteenth century saw an influx of the
physically disabled, the mentally ill, and the cognitively challenged in asylums, workhouses, and
jails. As population numbers continued to rise and cities and towns expanded, more state-funded
institutions were created to confine the marginalized populations. In addition, the number of
people placed in institutions increased as the range of symptoms expanded for individuals who
were considered for institutionalization.61
During the nineteenth century, the practice of “moral medicine” or “moral treatment”
reigned supreme in the asylums and state intuitions. A product of the European Enlightenment,
moral medicine sought to “cure” patients’ disabilities instead of incarcerating them and keeping
them from the rest of “normal” society for the rest of their lives. Moral Medicine stressed small
patient populations, therapeutic exercise, minimal restraints, and seclusion from stressful
environments. This period of treating patients humanely and with the intentions of curing them
and returning them to their communities if possible did not last. Beginning first in the South, the
number of admitted patients to asylums and institutions continued to rise and eventually
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surpassed the number of available beds. In the mid-nineteenth century the practice of “moral
treatment” quickly fell to the wayside as institutions were overrun with patients. Private asylums
could not handle the influx and states lacked the funds to expand upon their already existing
institutions and build more institutions. Humanitarian, Dorothea Dix, helped publicize the poor
conditions the mentally ill and disabled faced in state institutions at this time. Dix’s work
campaigning for better treatment for the institutionalized resulted in at least thirty new state
asylums. Despite the creation of many new asylums, numbers of patients only continued to rise
and by the end of the nineteenth century, public state institutions were again over-crowded.62
The Progressive Era was the next large cultural influence on state mental institutions.
Progressive legislators sought a solution to effectively deal with “the criminal, the delinquent,
and the mentally ill.” The solution was to incarcerate even more mentally ill and disabled people
than ever before. Scholar, Laura Appleman, claims the Progressive Era reforms on
institutionalizing the mentally ill and disabled resulted in the first case of mass incarceration in
America. Her research states that Progressive legislators focused on making three institutions
more efficient – the asylum, the prison, and the reformatory – where the number of patients
admitted to asylums grew the fastest. Appleman argues: “In a forty-year period, from 1880 to
1920, the number of asylum inmates skyrocketed, from around 40,000 in 1880 to over 263,000
in 1923. By 1923, asylums incarcerated more individuals than did all other types of custodial
institutions combined.” The dramatic increase in the number of asylum patients was due in part
to the mass closing of many alms-houses in the early twentieth century, the expanded definition
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of madness, and the heightened ease of admitting patients to institutions as well as the
Progressive push to have marginalized and “inferior” individuals segregated from “normal”
society.63
Eugenic theory offered a new scientific approach to the segregation and
institutionalization of all citizens who were considered to have any type of mental illness,
physical disability, or cognitive disability. The science of eugenics influenced local and national
law so “citizens categorized as “unfit,” “undesirable,” or “unemployable”” could be segregated
from society both for their own safety and the safety of the nation. Fear over mentally degenerate
women was particularly prevalent at institutions during this time. Eugenicists believed women
classified as “morons” could easily seduce or be seduced by men due to their immoral character
inherited from their bad genes. Eugenicists placed special emphasis on institutionalizing these
“mentally degenerate” women to prevent them from reproducing. However, institutionalizing a
woman for her entire child-bearing years was much more expensive than simply sterilizing her.
At many of the state institutions where young women were housed, they were often sterilized
and then leased out as maids so they could work and make money but with no risk of becoming
pregnant. Famed eugenicist, Harry Laughlin, explained the want for domestic help from
institutionalized girls was “So great that probably we could get rid of half of our young women
of average [moronic] intelligence” if they were sterilized. He added, “People don’t care to take
them when there is the constant chance of them becoming mothers.”64
The eugenic period also saw a rise in the fear against the “menace of the feebleminded”
and Virginia was no stranger to this trend. Between 1914 and 1923, ten southern states either
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opened new state institutions solely for the institutionalization of their feeble-minded populations
or completely changed the focus of their existing state institution to focus more on controlling
feeblemindedness. This shift in mental institutions reflected the southern push to deal with the
problems that came with modernizing society. By the mid-1920s, all southern states had an
institutional program designed specifically for the care of people classified as feeble-minded.
There was a different sort of population in northern mental institutions than in southern
institutions, and that reflected the major social issues the North and South were separately
addressing. The North was focused on the mentally degenerate population that was growing due
to urbanization and industrialization. These modern issues concerned the South; however, their
largest influx of patients came from rural and uneducated areas.65
The eugenic ideology influenced Virginia’s six major state-funded institutions during the
twentieth century and they were particularly obsessed with containing the feeble-minded
population within the state. Virginia officials claimed “Feeble-mindedness plays in the
production of those forms of degeneracy which constitute the greatest menace to social
advancement” in the state report, Mental Defectives in Virginia, which linked “feeble-minded”
degeneracy to crime, pauperism, prostitution, and epilepsy. The report laid out their study of
feeble-mindedness in the following six simple statements that ultimately argued for the
elimination of the feeble-mindedness trait:
1. That there is an abnormal mental condition precedent to most types of insanity and
forms of epilepsy, crime, pauperism, etc.
2. That this neurotic condition is, in the majority of cases, hereditary.
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3. That the form of mental abnormality known as feeble -mindedness is the most
dangerous, because it is directly inherited, and because from it spring many phases of
mental disease and defect.
4. That if we can prevent the reproduction of the neuropathic make-up from which mental
degeneracy springs, we will greatly reduce the anti-social classes.
5. Investigations in this and other States tend to show that the corrupt fruits of mental
degeneracy in any community will disappear in proportion to the reduction of feeble mindedness in that community.
6. And, therefore, that the most urgent need in the work of reducing degeneracy is the
elimination of the feeble-minded. 66
Virginia’s state mental institutions placed special emphasis on controlling and eradicating feebleminded as well as any class of persons that eugenicists considered to be inferior. As a result,
there was a push to institutionalize more people than ever in Virginia. A brief history of each
Virginia mental state institution and its relationship with the eugenics movement is included
below.
Eastern State Hospital (1773) 67
Eastern State Hospital originally opened in
1773 as the “The Publick Hospital for Persons
of Insane and Disordered Minds.” Not only was
Eastern State the first mental health facility
built in the Commonwealth of Virginia, but it
was the first public hospital in the United States
Eastern State Hospital circa 1773

dedicated to the treatment of mental illness.
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British colonial Governor, Francis Fauquier, petitioned for Eastern State in 1773 in
Williamsburg, Virginia when he saw a great lack of facilities that cared for the mentally ill.
Before the establishment of Eastern State, the mentally ill, or “lunatics” were housed in the
Public Gaol (pronounced “jail”) in Williamsburg alongside debtors, runaway slaves,
Revolutionary War spies, and military prisoners. In Great Britain, the mentally ill were placed in
government-funded institutions and Fauquier wanted to establish that practice in America.68
Eastern State was completed in 1773 with the goal of providing a place to house patients
for short-term care where they could be treated and eventually released. This original plan did
not pan out, as many patients were sent to the hospital for long-term confinement. From 1841 to
1870, the hospital was briefly racially integrated but re-established a whites-only policy when
Central Lunatic Asylum, Virginia’s (and the nation’s) first mental health hospital solely for black
patients opened. Eastern State’s brief period of integration was mostly overseen by Dr. John
Galt, who served as Eastern hospital’s superintendent from 1841 - 1862. Dr. Galt is remembered
today for his practice of moral medicine. Under his control, the hospital utilized therapeutic
activities and talk therapy. He believed the mentally ill "differ from us in degree, but not in kind"
and argued that all humans, no matter their cognitive level, class, or race, were entitled to human
dignity. In 1846, he allowed for the hospital’s acceptance of mentally ill slaves as patients. He
advocated that white and black patients should receive equal treatment, a sentiment not popular
in his day.69
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After its original name of The Publick Hospital for Persons of Insane and Disordered
Minds, the institution was renamed Eastern Lunatic State Hospital and then Eastern Lunatic
Asylum. In 1894, Eastern Lunatic Asylum had its final name change to Eastern State Hospital.
The hospital’s population grew until it could fit no more patients. Between 1924 and 1964, 393
involuntary sterilizations were performed at the Eastern State Hospital.70
Western State Hospital (1828)71
Western Lunatic Asylum opened its doors in 1828
to serve the mentally ill population of western Virginia
as the area became increasingly populated and Eastern
State was not able to meet growing demands. The
picturesque mountain-scape location of Staunton,
Western State Hospital

Virginia was chosen as an aesthetically pleasing and
calming environment for the asylum’s patients. Dr. Aubrey Stribling served as the asylum’s first
superintendent in 1836 when it treated only 79 patients. Stribling served as Western State’s
Superintendent for thirty-eight years and is seen today as one of Virginia’s most prominent
proponents of moral medicine. Dr. Stribling was a leader in the mental health field, who
advocated for increased state funding for the treatment of mental illness. Under Stribling’s care,
patients reportedly lived comfortable lives which included working on the asylum’s farm and
exercising. The Asylum was renamed Central Lunatic Asylum in 1861 for a couple of years until
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the original name was re-established in 1865. In 1894, the institution’s name was changed to
Western State Hospital.72
Western State’s other prominent superintendent was Dr. Joseph DeJarnette, who was
hired as a physician in 1889 and appointed superintendent in 1905. He served as Superintendent
for Western State until 1943 and as superintendent of the DeJarnette sanitorium until 1947.
DeJarnette followed a different medical approach to treating the mentally ill than Stribling’s
practice of moral medicine. DeJarnette was a prominent eugenicist who is still remembered
today for being a staunch advocate of forced sterilizations. He argued sterilization was “the most
humane and practical method for handling the unfit.” DeJarnette spent much of his career
advocating for sterilizations through publications, lectures, and studies. He performed over a
thousand sterilizations on patients himself at Western State Hospital and earned the nickname
“Sterilization DeJarnette” from his peers in his time. Between 1927 and 1964, over 1,700
patients were forcibly sterilized at Western State Hospital. These sterilizations did not require
patient consent and often patients were never even told they had been sterilized. However, it
must be noted that many of these “forced” situations looked differently. In some circumstances,
patients asked to be sterilized, in others patients to be sterilized were mentally impaired to the
point that they would not have the cognitive ability to comprehend sterilization. In other
circumstances, patients understood that if they were sterilized they would be released from the
hospital, and other times patients were told they needed to have an operation for their health, not
knowing what the operation was. In all circumstances, eugenic sterilizations did not require the
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consent of the patient. Whether the patient was aware they were to be sterilized occurred on a
case-to-case basis.73
In the 1960s, the location of Western State changed when a “new site” replaced the “old
site.” By the mid-1970s, Western State’s “old site” had been completely shut down and was later
converted into Staunton Correctional Center, which it remained until its closure in 2002.74
Central State Hospital (1869) 75
Historian, Dr. King Davis,
claims “Initially, African people
were considered not to have a
capacity for reason and if they did
Central State Hospital circa 1904

not have a capacity for reason—

they could not lose it. Therefore, Blacks were considered to be immune from problems of mental
illness.” King explains this logic stemmed from the belief that “The persons who were believed
to suffer most from mental illness in Virginia were white men of wealth. Because of the
assumption that the stress of trying to make a living and making a profit was such that a person
was likely to lose their mental bearings. The only people likely to have lost their mental bearings
were well-off white males.” Despite this mindset, Central State Asylum opened in 1869 in the
city of Richmond as the nation’s first mental health hospital solely for African-American
patients. The opening of the asylum was partially a reaction to the end of the Civil War as the
state anticipated a high number of recently freed slaves might have mental illnesses. Originally
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named the Central Lunatic Asylum for Colored Insane, the asylum first absorbed about 200
patients who were considered either insane or paupers from a Confederate facility at Howard’s
Grove in Richmond, Virginia. After this, the number of patients at the asylum quickly grew. The
asylum remained in Richmond until 1885 when it moved outside of the city, to Petersburg.76
Central State’s new location followed the Kirkbride plan, a popular mental hospital
architectural model that featured short connected pavilions arranged in a V-formation.
Superintendent of Central State, Dr. Randolph Barksdale warned in 1876, “The increase in
insanity in this race is amazing.... If the state intends to take proper care of insane colored people
she will either have to enlarge here or build another institution somewhere else.” Central State
did indeed enlarge itself from its inception onwards, from 1896 to 1924, Dr. Francis Drewry
oversaw Central State during a period of immense growth and expansion. In 1889, the hospital
was at its capacity, 600 patients. By 1915, the hospital grew to house 1,703 patients and only
continued growing. By 1950, there were 4,043 inpatients with 691 on parole or escape status.
Overcrowding was a constant problem. In 1894, the asylum was renamed Central State
Hospital.77
Central State received minimal state funding and consistently dealt with overcrowding
issues. In 1938 the Petersburg Colony opened as a satellite institution of Central for mentally
retarded black males between 8 and 21 years of age. Between the years of 1943 to 1952, the
Colony became a training school that emphasized occupation education. In 1960, the institution
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moved to its current 66-acre site across from Central State Hospital and its name changed to the
Petersburg Training School. In 1967 the facility was integrated, and in 1971 the facility received
an influx of clients with mental retardation from Central State Hospital.78
The eugenic movement greatly influenced both Central State and the Petersburg Colony
and played a role in forcibly sterilizing individuals. Central State performed at least 1,665
sterilizations and the Petersburg Colony performed at least another 246 sterilizations.79
Southwestern State Hospital (1887) 80
In the winter of 1883 to 1884, the serious need for a mental hospital in Southwest
Virginia became apparent. The closest hospitals for white patients were those in Staunton and
Williamsburg and they were both overcrowded in
the late 19th century. After its opening, the
institution continually expanded due to a steady
increase in patient numbers. In response to
overcrowding, Southwestern established a program
that would send their patients out on furlough for a
Southwestern State Hospital

period of time so more space would be available,
but patients could still be monitored before being officially discharged (or removed from its
books) from the facility. In 1894, the name changed from Southwestern Lunatic Asylum to
Southwestern State Hospital. In 1988, the name changed yet again to Southwestern Virginia
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Mental Health Institute. Between the years 1924 to 1964, the Southwestern State Hospital
performed at least 354 state-sanctioned sterilizations. 81
The Virginia State Colony for Epileptics and Feebleminded (1910) 82
The State Colony for Epileptics and
Feebleminded first opened its doors in 1910 in
Lynchburg, Virginia. At the time it was the United
States' largest asylum. One hundred epileptics were
transferred from other overcrowded Virginia State
The Virginia State Colony circa 1989

Hospitals as soon as the Colony opened. Soon after,

demand rose that the Colony also care for the feeble-minded and in 1913 the Colony expanded
and was ready to take on feeble-minded patients as well as epileptics. The Colony was known as
the State Colony for Epileptics and Feebleminded in 1919 and in 1940 the name was changed to
Lynchburg State Colony. In 1954 the name was changed yet again to Lynchburg Training School
and Hospital. Although the Colony was originally created to care for the epileptics of Virginia,
feeble-minded patients quickly outnumbered the epileptics. The Colony’s first Superintendent,
Dr. Albert Priddy was especially focused on the sterilization of admitted women of child-bearing
age, from twelve to forty-five years of age. He decided to test the legality of Virginia’s 1924
Sterilization law with one of the Colony’s inmates, Carrie Buck when she was admitted the same
year. In 1927, the Lynchburg Colony performed the first legal state-sanctioned sterilization under
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the Virginia Sterilization Act of 1924 on Carrie Buck. Of the first 447 people sterilized at
Lynchburg, 328 were female. Overall, the Lynchburg Colony for Epileptics and Feeble-Minded
performed around 2,847 forced sterilizations, the highest number performed by any Virginia
institution.83
One of those patients was Mary Francis Corbin Donald, a former resident of Corbin
Hollow, the group that Arthur Rothstein photographed before they were forced to leave their
homes within the Shenandoah National Park boundary. Mary’s family was one of the lucky ones
to be relocated to a new home after they were forced out of their home in the Shenandoah
Valley. However, Mary’s parents died soon after their relocation ,and she and her siblings were
left orphans. Consequently, they were sent to the State Colony in the 1940s, and at the age of
eleven, she was sterilized. The doctors at the State Colony told her the operation was “for her
health.” Reflecting back on the operation later in life, Mary claimed the operation almost killed
her and she ended up in a coma for two weeks. She remained an inmate of the Colony for the
next sixteen years and was put to work doing tasks including bathing other patients. In an
interview reflecting on her life at the Colony years later in the 1980s, Mary asserted that she was
punished for misbehavior by being placed in between two patients who would urinate and
defecate on her. Mary and other inmates spoke of a solitary confinement punishment at the
Colony known as the “blind room.” Mary said one woman went in with her arms tied behind her
and “The next morning, she was dead.” Mary eventually ended up working in the Colony’s
kitchen where she cut potatoes and made $1 a month. She was finally discharged from the

83

Noll, 24 -25; Department of Mental Hygiene and Hospitals, Sixteen Years of Progress 1938 -1954: supplement to
the one hundred and eighty-first annual report of the state hospital board for the department of mental hygiene and
hospitals for the fiscal year ending June 30, 1954, James Madison University Library, 72.

56

Colony in 1958 but never felt truly free from the control of the Colony as she worked as a maid,
cleaning homes for employers who would threaten to send her straight back to the Colony if she
failed to do her job well. She was terrified of the threat of re-institutionalization that hung over
her unfamiliar newfound freedom after growing up within the Colony’s confining walls and felt
very ill-prepared for the real world. Eventually, however, Mary met a man and got married. She
claimed her married years were the happiest of her life. Mary’s husband eventually left her after
ten years together. She believed the primary reason for his leaving was her inability to have
children.84
Mary’s story is just one of the thousands of people who were institutionalized and
forcibly sterilized in one of Virginia’s state-run mental institutions. The next chapter will
examine the history of sterilization within Virginia’s mental institutions beginning with the
advocation for sterilization in the early 20th century and the first sterilizations performed before
the passage of the 1924 Virginia Sterilization Act.
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Chapter 3: Before Virginia’s Sterilization Law of 1924
In 1915, the Virginia board of charities and corrections had committed to their care 628
children for juvenile delinquency. The board believed the two great causes of juvenile
delinquency to be “(1) lack of normal family life, and (2) feeble-mindedness.”85 The children’s
intelligence levels were all tested using the Binet-Simon intelligence test and placed accordingly
in homes, schools, or institutions based on their results. The test determined 430 of the 628
children to be feebleminded and consequently institutionalized them, arguing it was both a good
financial decision for the state and best for the child to be able to grow up in an environment
where feeblemindedness can be segregated from normal society. Their institutionalization would
include being taught a “useful” skill or trade to support themselves and prove useful to society.
The report reasoned the institutionalization of these children saved the state $115 a day, or
$400,000 a year, as the other options for them would have been jail or reformatories.86 The board
saw no possibility of the children’s intelligence improving due to environment, believing “It has
been shown that wherever environmental treatment has failed, it failed because the child was a
mental defective, and therefore incapable of responding to methods ordinarily applied to normal
children; for feeble-minded children can only be prevented from being the paupers and criminals
of the coming generation by being committed to institutions for mental defectives where they can
be segregated and trained to earn their own support.”87
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One year later, in 1916 the Board of Charities and Corrections created the special report,
Mental Defectives in Virginia, to further discuss the concern of the Board. They summarized
their apprehensions,
We have seen that the civilized nations of the earth awakened to the menace of feeblemindedness, and are taking steps for the elimination and prevention of this evil; that the
worst phase of the matter is that approximately 80% of mental defectiveness is
transmitted from parent to child, and for reason of lack of self-restraint, the high-grade
feeble-minded are producing 7 children to the normal family's average of 4 children; that
the principal things to be sought are identification and control, with the object finally of
elimination; and so we will have to rely largely on segregation and education for the
prevention of feeble-mindedness.
“Identification and control” through “segregation and education” was the proposed method by
the Board for dealing with feeblemindedness as sterilization was not seen as a plausible option
for Virginia in 1915. 88
Before the sterilization of mental defectives was legalized in Virginia’s mental health
institutions, Virginia institutions adopted and enforced a strategy of identifying and controlling
the feebleminded through institutionalization. From the Board of Charities and Corrections’
perspective, it did not appear the hospitals were at fault for struggling to deal with the seemingly
ever-growing number of degenerates in Virginia. Instead, the board claimed: “Our hospitals for
the insane are as good as any in the country, but mental disease is not decreasing in Virginia. Our
methods of dealing with criminals, paupers and other anti-social groups have not resulted in the
reduction of their numbers; the increase of anti-social classes appears to keep pace with the
growth of population.” The blame was placed on the increasing mental disease within Virginia.
The option of forcibly sterilizing degenerate inmates of institutions seemed a necessary and
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possible option for Virginia’s mental institutions, especially after Indiana enacted the nation’s
first forced sterilization law in 1907 and several other states quickly followed suit.89
In order to be confined to one of Virginia’s state mental hospitals or colonies, one had to
be declared insane, epileptic, feeble-minded, or an inebriate and live within the state of Virginia.
Mental hospitals and colonies only admitted Virginia citizens who were law conforming.
Oftentimes, a person would be sent to a hospital or colony after having been judged insane,
epileptic, feeble-minded, or inebriate, by local authorities and consequently sent to the closest
Virginia state hospital or colony if they were white. The superintendent would judge whether the
person had been correctly judged insane, epileptic, feeble-minded, or inebriate and would either
admit them to the colony/hospital they ran or they would be sent back to the county or city they
lived. The placement of people given such labels would depend on a variety of factors. Most
white patients deemed insane, feeble-minded, or as an inebriate would be placed in the closest
hospital or colony in proximity to them. White people deemed epileptic would be placed in the
State Colony for Epileptics and Feebleminded if there were vacancies, otherwise, they could be
placed at a different hospital. All black people deemed insane, epileptic, feeble-minded, or
inebriate would be sent to Central State Hospital. 90
Before Virginia’s 1924 Sterilization Act was passed, forced sterilizations within Virginia
did occur, however, doctors who performed sterilizations could get into legal trouble like Dr.
Albert Priddy in Mallory v Priddy in 1917. Although the Virginia Supreme Court of Appeals
ultimately upheld the sterilization of Willie Mallory and defended Dr. Priddy’s decision to
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forcibly sterilize her, the court decided to free his daughter from the colony in response to the
lawsuit. Out of fear of more legal challenges, sterilizations were seemingly put on hold within
the state, at least to the eyes of the general public.91
The Topic of Sterilization in the Hospital/Colony Annual Reports
The view and promotion of sterilization by Virginia’s state mental institutions can be
traced and examined through the annual reports the State Hospitals superintendents created. This
next section will examine the annual reports produced by prominent eugenicist superintendents
who ran such institutions in the years before the passage of Virginia’s Sterilization Act.
Particular attention will be paid to three of the six institutions that sterilized inmates: Western
State Hospital, Central State Hospital, and the Virginia State Colony for Epileptic and
Feebleminded. These three mental institutions performed the majority of sterilizations in the
state.
Superintendent Dr. Joseph S. DeJarnette of Western
State Hospital92
Opening to the public in 1828 in the scenic city of
Staunton, Western State Hospital was created in reaction
to Eastern State’s inability to house all of the state’s
mental patients. By the twentieth century, Western State
Hospital housed a little over 1,000 patients.
Dr. Joseph S. DeJarnette served as Western State’s
Dr. Joseph S. DeJarnette

Superintendent from 1905 to 1943 and played a significant
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role in the development of a successful eugenic program in Virginia. Of all the superintendents
of Virginia’s mental hospitals and colony, DeJarnette created the most propaganda advocating
the use of sterilization in Virginia and claimed himself to be the first within the state of Virginia
to recommend sexual sterilization.93
DeJarnette fought ardently for the legalization of sterilization and was met with pushback
for many years. He likened the pushback against the use of eugenic sterilization to the pushback
received by Edward Jenner’s smallpox vaccine, arguing some saw forced sterilizations as
criminal but in reality, it was, “The sole practical solution of the problem of the betterment of the
human race.” Years later, he remarked how it was “indeed surprising that this procedure could
have remained so long unthought of and unpracticed, when today it seems the only feasible way
to improve the mentality of our race.” Firmly believing that no person who cannot support
themselves due to an inherited mental condition had the right to be born, DeJarnette made it his
mission to legalize eugenic sterilization within Virginia.94
DeJarnette admitted he first introduced the notion of sterilization in Western State’s 1908
annual report “timidly” but was not afraid to write “boldly” on the subject by the 1909 report. In
the 1909 report, DeJarnette argued for “sound legislative prohibition of the marriage contract
between the unfit unless the woman is over 45 years of age; proper education of the laity on the
subject of heredity, and in some cases sterilization” as the best methods to prevent the diseases of
insanity and epilepsy. He acknowledged his proposed methods “may seem to be harsh, but by
allowing these classes to reproduce it not only multiplies the class, but makes them perpetual. It
is a crime against their offspring and a burden to their state for such to reproduce.” Quickly,

93

Annual Report of the Board of Directors and the Superintendent of the Western State Hospital, 1908-1909, Folder
112, Accession number 2011.0040, J.S. DeJarnette Papers, Augusta County Historical Society Archives, 5.
94
Joseph S. DeJarnette, “Sterilization Law of Virginia,” Folder 24, Box 88, Records of Western State Hospital,
1825-2000, State Government Records Collection, The Library of Virginia, Richmond, Virginia, 1.

62

DeJarnette was recognized amongst his peers as “one of the very first to advocate for
sterilization in Virginia.” He had his own experimental sterilization program at Western State
Hospital, but after the Mallory v. Priddy lawsuit occurred, DeJarnette claimed he and his
colleagues became “afraid to operate” until a sterilization law was passed.95
As a staunch advocate for sterilization, he gave talks and wrote papers on the subject in
an effort to convince as many as he could. In 1915, DeJarnette claimed he wrote a pamphlet on
heredity and sterilization in an effort to start an educational program on compulsory
sterilization. The State Board of Health refused to publish DeJarnette’s pamphlet, stating it was
“too radical.”96
In the Western State’s 1918-1919 annual report, DeJarnette explained there were three
major causes of insanity: “heredity, alcoholism, and syphilis.” He argued the best preventions
for hereditary insanity to be “1: sterilization and 2: segregation.” DeJarnette believed “There
should be a statute forbidding marriage to all individuals with a bad heredity,” but “Should
these individuals reproduce without marriage, sterilization should be resorted to at once, and not
wait for a second offense.” DeJarnette recommended sterilizing all who could be proven inferior
and believed it was not always within the right of the patient to know they were to be sterilized,
“In many instances the patient can be sterilized without his knowledge, and in this way prevent
all mental shock.” It became common practice from the start of the eugenics program to hide
sterilization from patients, and instead, simply tell them they had an appendectomy or some

95

Annual Report of the Board of Directors and the Superintendent of the Western State Hospital, 1909, 17;
DeJarnette “Sterilization Law of Virginia”, 1; Lombardo 76 -77; Letter from Dr. G.B. Arnold to Dr. Joseph
DeJarnette, March 12 1935, Folder 29 “Sterilization: Correspondence and Memorandums, 1930-1939”, Box 8,
Accession number 2011.0040, Records of Western State Hospital, 1825 - 2000, State government records collection,
The Library of Virginia, Richmond, Virginia.
96
DeJarnette, “Sterilization Law of Virginia;” This pamphlet may have been later published but I have not been able
to locate it.

63

other operation. Not telling the patient of their newfound sterility was seen as a humanitarian
measure in dealing with those forcibly sterilized who did not want to be.97
DeJarnette believed segregation to be an inferior prevention method to sterilization
because it was “very expensive” and required institutions, such as Western State Hospital, to
accept more patients when they were continually experiencing overcrowding. DeJarnette saw
sterilization as “a much more humane method of prevention since it leaves the individual all his
freedom and makes a much more useful and happy citizen.” Essentially, DeJarnette wanted the
ability to sterilize as many people as possible and then release the sterilized back into the world
with no risk of them reproducing.98
In Western State’s 1919-1920 report, DeJarnette promoted sterilization again as the most
“humane and practical” method over segregation because it “would not interfere with the
individual’s liberty and pursuit of happiness.” He argued “there should be a statute providing a
due process of law in each case before the operation could be performed” in order to “prevent
legal conflict.” In an effort to further express his view of the necessity of utilizing sterilization,
he included a poem he wrote on the subject:99
Mendel’s Law100
A Plea for a Better Race of Men
Oh, why are you men so foolish —
You breeders who breed our men
Let the fools, the weaklings and crazy
Keep breeding and breeding again?
The criminal, deformed, and the misfit,
Dependent, diseased, and the rest —
97
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As we breed the human family
The worst is as good as the best.
Go to the house of some farmer,
Look through his barns and sheds,
Look at his horses and cattle,
Even his hogs are thoroughbreds;
Then look at his stamp on his children,
Low browed with the monkey jaw,
Ape handed, and silly, and foolish —
Bred true to Mendel's law.
Go to some homes in the village,
Look at the garden beds,
The cabbage, the lettuce and turnips,
Even the beets are thoroughbreds;
Then look at the many children
With hands like the monkey's paw,
Bowlegged, flat headed, and foolish —
Bred true to Mendel's law.
This is the law of Mendel,
And often he makes it plain,
Defectives will breed defectives
And the insane breed insane.
Oh, why do we allow these people
To breed back to the monkey's nest,
To increase our country's burdens
When we should only breed the best?101
None of Western State’s annual reports signify any sterilizations were performed before
the legalization of sterilization via the 1924 Sterilization Act. However, in a statement written in
1926, DeJarnette admitted to sterilizing “a few” prior to 1917. It is not clear whether DeJarnette
meant the two or three by “a few,” or if he downplayed the number of sterilizations by using the
phrase “a few.” Regardless, DeJarnette’s admission to sterilizing “a few” while there is no record
of this in Western State’s annual reports, means the Western State Hospital annual reports did not
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include all sterilizations performed. This instance is just one of the many examples of spotty
record-keeping when it comes to recording eugenic sterilizations in Virginia.102
Superintendent Dr. William Francis Drewry of Central State Hospital103
Central State Hospital opened in Richmond, Virginia
around 1868. A mental health hospital solely for black patients,
Central State was created in reaction to the end of the Civil War
and the anticipation that many emancipated enslaved people
would require institutionalization for mental issues. In 1885,
Central State moved locations to Petersburg, right outside of
Richmond. By the early twentieth century, Central State
Hospital housed over 2,000 patients. Dr. William Francis
Dr. William Francis Drewry

Drewry served as Central State’s Superintendent from 1896 to

1924, during which time he argued for the necessity of using eugenic sterilization as a tool to
control the diseases of insanity and feeblemindedness from further spreading through Virginia’s
black population.104
While Dr. Drewry never explicitly stated that forced sterilizations were performed at
Central State before Virginia’s sterilization law of 1924, he wrote numerous times of his
encouragement for the use of eugenic sterilization in Central State’s annual reports. Drewry first
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wrote of his support in Central State Hospital’s 1912 annual report, establishing that he believed
the population of Central State Hospital to be “a rich field for the application of preventative
measures by way of eugenics, sterilization, segregation, etc.” One year later in the 1912 -1913
report, Drewry recommended that:
The progressive steps in preventative measures that should be taken are segregation of
defective and epileptics, and sterilization of certain defective classes …. There is a class
of defectives to whom attention has been especially directed in recent years. These
individuals are constitutionally inferior, that is, they are not endowed with a normal
ability.… They are known as morons, psychopaths, etc. Segregation is the first important
step. Sterilization and restricted marriage should be resorted to in suitable cases.105
Drewry was purposefully cautious with his sterilization recommendations and took care to add
that it should only be exercised in “suitable cases.” It seems he understood the dramatic effect a
sterilization law with loose language could potentially hold.
In Drewry’s 1917 annual report, in a section titled “The Mental Defectives,” extensive
statistics showcase that insanity and feeblemindedness was increasing twice as fast among blacks
as it was among whites. Drewry argued, “Segregation, sterilization, and restricted marriages
should be resorted to” to stop the spread of insanity and feeblemindedness. He believed
“conservative sterilization” was the best option to aid “More than half of the patients” at Central
State who suffered from “incurable physical and mental diseases, many of which can be traced
certainly to hereditary, venereal or alcoholic origin.” If these diseases could be eradicated,
Drewry believed treating mental diseases and defects could become “comparatively simple
problems.” He made the distinction of calling for the use of “conservative sterilization” of the
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“feeble-minded and epileptic,” which were different classifications from his previous suggestion
of the sterilization of “morons and psychopaths” in his 1913 report. 106
The year before the passage of Virginia’s sterilization law, Drewry urged stricter
marriage laws and legal sterilization of the unfit, “The laws now on the statute books in Virginia
regarding the inner-marriage of the mentally unfit should be more strictly applied and enforced,
and sterilization in many cases of the mentally afflicted should be legalized.” Drewry explained,
“Both these measures being for the purpose of checking propagation of such stock, thereby
adding to human misery in public expense, should receive more attention and support.” 107
Despite Dr. Drewry’s strong support for eugenic sterilization in his annual reports, there
has been no record found indicating forced sterilizations occurred at Central State Hospital
before the legalization of eugenic sterilization within Virginia in 1924.
Superintendent Dr. Albert Priddy of the Virginia State
Colony for Epileptics and Feeble-Minded108
The State Colony for Epileptics and Feebleminded
opened to the public in 1910 and Dr. Albert Priddy served
as its first superintendent. Dr. Priddy was a staunch
advocate for legalizing sterilization, making his first
mention of eugenic sterilization in the State Colony's first
annual report for 1910-1911. By 1926, the Colony housed a
Dr. Albert Priddy

total of 809 patients.109
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Before the official opening of the State Colony, Dr. DeJarnette wrote a report detailing
the creation of the colony. In the report, DeJarnette claimed to believe “the marriage relation
between the unfit, such as drunkards, tuberculosis, indeed, insane, epileptic, etc., should be
prohibited by law” and went on to mention that “Some writers recommend sterilization of this
class.” DeJarnette did not admit his support for sterilization as an option although he was
comfortable admitting it in the Western State 1909 annual report. DeJarnette’s unwillingness to
recommend sterilization in all reports he wrote demonstrates how forced sterilization was a
touchy subject in the first decade of the 20th century.110
Priddy, however, did not shy away from advocating for sterilization and would never
waver in his support for the issue. Priddy first recommended sterilization by asking Virginia
lawmakers to consider “the application of legalized eugenics” by “restricting the marriage of
epileptics, the insane, feeble minded, and confirmed alcoholics, and also to give thought to the
practicability of a law permitting the sterilization of inmates of our eleemosynary and penal
institutions.” In addition, he referenced the eugenic programs that were already underway in
Indiana and other states as examples that Virginia should follow.111
In his 1916 report, Priddy recorded that he sterilized “20 young, high grade, feeble
minded women of the moron type, who’s [sic] mental deficiency did not render them unfit for
earning their own living when placed under the control of the proper person.” Priddy also
reported the sterilizations of “four males showing vicious and dangerous tendencies.” In the
same report, Priddy concluded: “In nearly all of these operations diseased conditions were found,
for the relief of which alone the operations were justified.” There was no specific act of the

110

Annual report of annual Virginia State Epileptic Colony at Lynchburg, (Richmond, VA: Superintendent of Public
Printing,1907), J.S. DeJarnette Papers, Augusta County Historical Society Archives, 72.
111
Quoted in Annual report of annual Virginia State Epileptic Colony at Lynchburg, 1911 (Richmond, VA:
Superintendent of Public Printing, 1911).

69

Virginia General Assembly that authorized the eugenic sterilizations Priddy performed. Instead,
they were performed “on the broad and liberal interpretation” of an act by the Colony’s Board of
Directors which granted Priddy “necessary medical and surgical treatment for the inmates.”
Priddy claimed that in most of the twenty cases, “pelvic diseases” had been found that made
necessary the removal of fallopian tubes to relieve the women’s pain. Priddy considered these
sterilizations to be of a “therapeutic” nature.112
Beginning in the second decade of the twentieth century, the Virginia State Colony was
most focused on institutionalizing: “Those indigent white persons who would be most likely to
receive benefit from colony care and training, women of child-bearing age, from twelve to fortyfive years of age, and children not under eight years of age, to whom such training would be of
most benefit.” Women of child-bearing age that were deemed mentally deficient on any level
were seen as a threat and the State Colony’s main focus in the early 1900s was controlling that
threat. It was also emphasized that young mentally deficient children be sent to the Colony so
they could be removed from “normal” society at a young age and taught a skill with which they
could be beneficial to society. The idea that unintelligent child-bearing women were a danger to
society was so prevalent in Virginia culture that all feeble-minded women of childbearing age
were legally not allowed to be received as inmates of Almshouses in Virginia.113
Priddy had a clear double-standard when it came to his attitudes towards the sexual
activities of women versus men. Priddy claimed “over-sexed” or “man crazy” women must carry
some form of hereditary defectiveness. He argued this explained why so many feeble-minded
women ended up as prostitutes. It was much rarer that male candidates for sterilizations had
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sexual deviant characteristics that would be considered hereditary defects. In one case, Priddy
sterilized a girl on the grounds that her mother had been considered “immoral” and she had
written letters to men at the age of 13 that offended and shocked her probation officer. Priddy did
not think her to be feebleminded but sterilized her anyway on the grounds that she and her
mother's history of immorality must be due to hereditary defects. Priddy believed all it took for a
woman to be deemed feebleminded and later sterilized was a low-scoring IQ test and a “record
of immorality.”114
By 1917, Priddy reported that the state board had approved the sterilization of fifty
colony inmates, however, not all approved sterilizations ended up taking place. One boy who
had a cleft palate and was characterized as “physically defective” escaped his fate to be sterilized
after his mother protested. His mother proclaimed, “He is not crazy” and threatened to sue
Priddy if the operation was performed. It was agreed the boy was neither “feebleminded” nor
“defective” and in fact, tested one year ahead of his natural age. In reality, the boy had physical
deformities and his mother was poor. Since there was no concrete evidence that signaled a
mental deformity and the boy’s mother was ready to challenge Priddy, the boy was later
released, escaping his sterilization fate.115
Not all were so lucky, however. One such subject to Priddy’s early sterilization efforts
was Willie Mallorie and her two daughters. Willie Mallory was accused of running a brothel and
she and her eight children were taken into custody in 1916 while her husband was away on work.
Mallory’s mental abilities were tested as she was suspected of being feebleminded. She claimed
“Two or three people examined my mind. All the little children were standing around me. One
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boy was sitting in my lap and the others were all clung around me. Little Bertha had her arms
around my neck; the rest were crying.” She described the stressful situation of her children
crying and clinging all around her in the court case, Mallory v. Priddy during which she sued Dr.
Priddy for $5,000 for forcibly sterilizing her. During the mental examination, she claimed to
have been asked if she could, “Tell whether salt was in the bread or not, and did I know how to
tie my shoes. There was a picture hanging on the wall of a dog. He asked me if it was a dog or a
lady. He asked me all sorts of foolish questions which would take too long for me to tell you.”
She claimed the doctor then remarked “I can’t get that woman in'' due to her sound responses
despite the stressful situation, to which a juvenile court official, Sarah Roller, told the doctor
“Put on there, ‘unable to control her nerves,’ and we can get her in for that.”116
Willie and two of her daughters were admitted to the State Colony and listed as
hereditarily “mentally deficient.” When Willie’s husband, George Mallory learned that his
family had been uprooted and removed from their home, he quickly wrote to Dr. Priddy and
demanded they be released immediately.117 George’s pleas were unsuccessful and his wife and
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two daughters were both sterilized. In response to one of the many desperate letters George
wrote to Priddy, demanding that his daughter be returned and not operated upon, Priddy told
George he found his letter “insulting and threatening in its tone” and warned ,“Don’t you dare
write me another such letter or I will have you arrested in a few hours.”118
After six months, during which the Mallory family attempted to escape the colony, Willie
Mallory was released from the institution. Two Mallory daughters, however, one of whom was
sterilized, were kept in the colony. George Mallory demanded compensation from Albert Priddy
for the “pain and suffering” he caused his wife, and Priddy fought back saying the sterilizations
were not involuntary. Priddy ultimately won the case, with the judges arguing that he acted
within the realm of his professional authority in sterilizing the Mallory women.119
According to Dr. DeJarnette, Priddy’s lawsuit in 1918 “frightened all the superintendents
in the State and all sterilization was promptly stopped.” Priddy claimed to have learned “the
importance of complying with every technical requirement of the law” from the case.
Segregation and education again became the guiding lights when dealing with the unfit;
however, Priddy was not ready to give up on his dream to sterilize just yet.120
Despite DeJarnette’s claims that all forced sterilizations were promptly stopped,
historian, Paul Lombardo, notes Priddy continued to recommend patients for sterilization in the
years following the lawsuit. The reason was the general label of “pelvic disease.” Included with
his records to sterilize was a written request from the feebleminded women with undisclosed
pelvic diseases to be sterilized. After the lawsuit, Priddy’s language in his annual reports
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changed from emphatically urging the sterilization of all women classified as morons to only
carrying out sterilizations when it was necessary to relieve pain.121
____________________________________________________________________
Trying to calculate the number of sterilizations performed prior to the Sterilization Law
of 1924 is impossible because of the spotty records available. Just trying to pin down the number
of sterilizations Dr. Priddy performed is a game of guesswork that can be based on a couple of
sources. Following the death of Dr. Albert Priddy in 1925, DeJarnette claimed Priddy had
sterilized 60 women prior to 1925:
About ten years ago Dr. Priddy did more for the people of Virginia…than all the
superintendents for the last forty years. What did he do? He sterilized sixty women,
potentially mothers of feeble-minded children. When you remember that one couple in a
few years will bring six or seven feeble-minded, criminals, paupers or misfits into the
world you can see what he did for the State then. A patient upon whom he had operated
sued him for $5,000.00 for operating upon her and sterilizing her. This frightened all the
superintendents in the State and all sterilization was stopped promptly. I had sterilized a
few, but since then we have all been afraid to operate.122
The instance Dr. DeJarnette speaks of is the Mallory court case that happened after Priddy
sterilized under fifty patients according to the 1917 annual report. DeJarnette however, claims
that number was sixty.
Also in reaction to Priddy’s death, Priddy’s predecessor, Dr. John H. Bell included in the
State Colony’s 1930 annual report, a paragraph on Priddy’s sterilization work. Bell claimed
Priddy began practicing eugenical sterilizations in 1915 on epileptics and feebleminded and
continued to do so until his death in 1925. According to Bell, within that decade, Priddy
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“personally sterilized or caused to be sterilized about 125 people.” He defended Priddy’s actions,
claiming he was a pioneer, “operating on the frontiers of civilization.”123
While DeJarnette admits he and his peers were afraid to continue the operations without
legal protection, he also recommended sterilization without ever informing the patient of the
operation. In an effort to better document Virginia’s history with eugenics, Dr. DeJarnette asked
all the Virginia state mental institutions in the 1930s for all excerpts in their annual reports
before 1924 that discussed the topic of sterilization. Eastern State’s Superintendent responded, “I
do not think sterilization went into our annuals prior to 1924.” Whether “sterilizations” refers to
the topic of sterilization being discussed or sterilization operations performed at Eastern State is
unclear. 124
It is also important to consider there were eugenic sterilizations occurring outside of
Virginia’s state mental institutions as well. Dr. Paul Lombardo found evidence of twelve
sterilizations of inmates at the State Penitentiary between 1902 and 1910 performed by Dr.
Charles Carrington.125
In conclusion, determining the exact number of patients sterilized for eugenic purposes in
the years leading up to the legalization of sterilization in Virginia is not possible. With the
records available it can be reasonably assumed that within Virginia prior to 1924, at least fifty to
one-hundred-and-twenty-five were sterilized by Priddy, “a few” were sterilized by DeJarnette,
and twelve were performed by Dr. Carrington at the State Penitentiary. The number is likely
much higher, but as discussed in this chapter the existing record of pre-1924 sterilizations is
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spotty. In most sources that report on the number of eugenic sterilizations performed in Virginia,
sterilizations that occurred prior to 1927 are not accounted for, however, they should be included
as long as these numbers are pulled from reputable sources. The next chapter will take a look at
how the institutions viewed and promoted the use of sterilization directly after the 1924
Sterilization Law was passed as well as directly after Buck v Bell occurred in 1927.

76

Chapter 4: A Sterilization Law – A “Radical” measure
It is essential to distinguish that while the ideas of eugenics were widely dispersed and
understood within American culture by the early twentieth century, it was not a walk in the park
to establish a state sterilization law. In fact, Dr. Priddy and DeJarnette faced years of opposition
before they finally got the Virginia sterilization law passed in 1924. According to DeJarnette’s
account of the process, Dr. Priddy’s background of previously serving in the Virginia state
legislature before serving as the State Colony’s superintendent, “gave valuable assistance in
getting the sterilization law of Virginia passed.” In 1920, DeJarnette and Priddy attempted to
prepare a bill for the sterilization of Virginia’s unfit backed by the support of Governor E. Lee
Trinkle. However, Trinkle’s support apparently was not enough and the bill failed to pass the
legislature committee. Dr. William Franics Drewry of Central State opposed the bill before the
legislative committee, arguing “the citizens were not ready for such a radical measure.” In all,
the bill only received one vote of support and DeJarnette claimed he and Priddy “were laughed at
by the lawmakers who suggested they might fall victim to their own legislation.” DeJarnette and
Priddy did not let the discouragement from Dr. Drewry and the ridicule of the state legislators
deter them. Instead, DeJarnette remarked: “Ridicule is often an effective weapon; but this time it
did not kill, it only postponed, the passage of the sterilization law”126
DeJarnette asserted he and Priddy were re-inspired to try again for the passage of a
sterilization bill in 1924 thanks to the statistics Dr. Harry Laughlin of the Eugenics Record
Office created. According to Laughlin, by 1924 Virginia housed 15,000 feebleminded, 900
insane, and 600 epileptics in the various state institutions. To segregate Virginia’s 15,000
feebleminded, “Would cost the state (at $200 per year and estimating 10,000 at this age of one
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time) annually $2,000,000.” This time, Priddy and DeJarnette went to senator Aubrey E. Strode
for help in drafting the bill. Strode’s bill was presented before the House committee and
DeJarnette and Priddy pleaded for its passage. DeJarnette even read his poem, “Mendel’s Law”
aloud to the Legislature. The newly elected Superintendent of Central State, Dr. Hugh Carter
Henry, was “present and sympathetic” for the bill's passage unlike his predecessor, Dr. Drewry.
Due to the frightening statistics provided by Laughlin, Aubrey Strode’s legal advice, and the
continued efforts of Dr. Priddy and DeJarnette, the Sterilization Act of 1924 passed almost
unanimously by both houses, making Virginia the fourteenth state to pass a eugenic sterilization
law.127
Virginia’s Sterilization law authorized the Superintendents of Western State Hospital,
Eastern State Hospital, Southwestern State Hospital, Central State Hospital, and the State Colony
for Epileptics and Feeble-Minded to have the ability to sexually sterilize patients if they were
“of the opinion that it is for the best interests of the patients and of society.” Those considered
for sexual sterilization were patients “with hereditary forms of insanity that are recurrent, idiocy,
imbecility, feeble-mindedness or epilepsy.”128
The law required each patient to be judged insane, epileptic, or feebleminded by a
commission composed of two physicians and one justice of the peace. The superintendent of one
of the five state hospitals must also receive the patient and confirm, “In his opinion, that the
patient’s condition is caused by heredity, and can be transmitted to the offspring. He must
present him to the special board of directors of the hospital. A guardian must be appointed by the
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court, and the patient and his parents or next of kin must be notified if the special board decides
upon sterilization.” The commission would then give the parents of next of kin 30 days to object
to the sterilization by appealing to the court. If no objections were made, then the operation
would be done and no one involved in the sterilization could be sued for damages. The
Superintendents of Western State, Central State, and Virginia’s State Colony celebrated the
passage of the bill. DeJarnette praised Virginia’s law remarking:
“Our Virginia law is both humane and economical, and is destined to save millions in
dollars and more in accidents, crimes, disgrace, suffering and poverty and eventually to
raise our standard of intelligence. Under the Virginia law the sterilized individual can go
out into the world, marry and live his sexual life with no danger of adding to the burdens
of society or of lowering the intelligence of the nation.”129
In 1924, there were over a dozen states that had laws permitting sexual sterilization by
means of surgical operations; however, in every instance, the laws were declared
unconstitutional and void in the courts because they “infringed upon certain human rights and
liberties protected by either the state or federal constitution”. Consequently, when Virginia’s
1924 law went into effect, it did not trigger an immediate rise in sterilization numbers in Virginia
institutions despite the wills of Virginia superintendents wishing to begin their sterilization
programs once again. The Superintendents wanted to first make sure the law was “bullet-proof”
by testing it on a “friendly case” which ended up being Buck v. Bell. 130
Western State Hospital
In Western State’s 1925 report DeJarnette included a lengthy excerpt, capitalizing on the
state’s new sterilization law. The excerpt included the writing of the law itself as well as three
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pages written on its importance. Yet again, DeJarnette compared the natural selection that
happens in plants and animals to the reproduction of humans, writing that every other species
follows “nature’s great law of reproduction,” except humans. He explained:
When we come to the kingdom of man, God‘s last invest creation, he is left without
restraint to hand down physical and physical [sic] defects that could and should be
eliminated from the human race in my opinion, the most humane in particular method of
handling this unfit class is sterilization: for sterilization, unlike segregation, we’re not to
interfere with the individual liberty, sexual gratification or pursuit of happiness, but only
with his power reproduction. The feeble minded who are so from heredity, should all be
sterilized. In the male, cutting the vas is the simplest of surgical operations, and in the
female, the tying of the fallopian tubes is not a serious one in the hands of a good
surgeon. Sterilization can be done also by x-ray, which does its work silently, painlessly
and without scar.131
Sexual sterilization via X-ray did happen, but not as often as sterilization through
surgery. Compulsory sterilization was viewed as the most ethical and economically sound option
to stop the feebleminded from reproducing, which they did “two or three times as many offspring
as the average college graduate.” According to DeJarnette, the feeble-minded population of
Virginia outnumbered the college population, “probably in the proportion of two to one.” So, not
only were there twice as many feeble-minded individuals as college-suited individuals in
Virginia but the feebleminded bread two or three times as much. DeJarnette argued that
eventually, the enforcement of forced sterilization would lead to the improved intelligence of the
population of Virginia. 132
Central State Hospital
In 1924, Dr. William F. Drewry severed ties with Central State Hospital as its
Superintendent and Dr. Hugh Carter Henry replaced him. Dr. Henry was more supportive of the
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passage of the sterilization law than Drewry who previously stated that he thought the adoption
of such a law, “too radical.” Central State Hospital’s 1925 report summed up perfectly the
thoughts of Virginia’s prominent eugenicists during this these three years between the
Sterilization Law of 1924 and Buck v. Bell in 1927. Henry wrote, “The state of Virginia is to be
congratulated on the sterilization bill passed by the last General assembly, first placing us in the
front rank of the states in this progressive an important measure.” Despite the success of its
passage, it was clearly delineated that the constitutionality of the law must first be established.
By 1924, it has already been decided that the friendly case would be Buck v. Bell, which was
already decided favorably in Amherst County’s Court of Appeals. By 1925, it was just a waiting
game. The report established that as soon as their legal advisor gave them the green light to go
ahead with the operations, they would. Central State was first focused on the sterilizations of “a
large number of patients here who could be shortly thereafter discharged.” In particular, “those
of the immoral type, mothers of illegitimate children, whose mental condition is such that they
could adjust and maintain themselves with a reasonable degree of success outside of the
institution were it not for the danger of reproducing their kind.” In short, they wanted to sterilize
mainly women of child-bearing age with immoral tendencies and return them to society as a
means of reducing costs for the Hospital 133
Virginia State Colony for Epileptics and Feebleminded
Dr. Priddy remarked in 1925 that he had around one hundred feebleminded patients in the
State Colony, who, if sterilized, could then be “out in the world doing directed work without
danger to posterity.” Priddy explained that these hundred feebleminded people were costing the
state $20,000 annually so the sooner they could be sterilized and released from the colony, the
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better for the state. After being sterilized and released from the colony, he presumed they could
then “Probably be self-supporting, happier, and no burden to the state.” It is unclear how Priddy
believed the feebleminded population could become self-supporting after their sterilization
because the definition of feebleminded meant that one was incapable of being self-supporting.134
The Effects of Buck v. Bell
Once the “passage test case,” Buck v. Bell, was decided in 1927 and Carrie Buck was
successfully sterilized and “immediately returned to society and made good,” the
Superintendents of Virginia’s mental institutions were ready to begin sterilization operations en
masse. The goal of Virginia’s mental institutions shifted from segregation and institutionalization
of hereditarily defective inmates to the sterilization and release of all that could be applicably
sterilized. Western State, Central State, and the Virginia State Colony followed mostly the same
trajectory in how many they sterilized each year, with the State Colony always performing the
most annually, Western performing the second-highest numbers, and Central the third-highest
numbers. The chart, “Sterilizations performed annually at three of Virginia's Mental Institutions”
showcases the number of sterilizations performed at these three institutions during sterilization’s
heyday in Virginia, around 1928 to 1942.135
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Sterilizations Performed in Virginia between 1927 - 1944
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Dr. DeJarnette’s opinion on sterilizations at Western State Hospital
In Western State’s 1928 annual report, Dr. DeJarnette claimed he was, “Happy to report
that our sterilization law has been found constitutional by the Court of Appeals of the United
States…It would be impossible to estimate the blessing of sterilization to a family with a
mentally defective daughter liable to be over-sexed and at any time entail upon her family a life
of care and disgrace.” Even directly after Buck v. Bell confirmed the Sterilization Law’s
constitutionality, DeJarnette still held off on immediately sterilizing, instead he chose to wait
until after a rehearing had been requested. He believed, “In all probability the opinion will be
sustained,” but still chose to be cautious.136
In Western State’s1929 report, forty-nine sterilizations were performed successfully.
“Without a single serious symptom during or after the operation.” DeJarnette claimed they had
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“so perfected and simplified” male vasectomies that the sterilized males could be up and
“resuming light duties after 24 hours.” He remarked that many were anxious to have the
operation done, declaring “The majority of our patients and their friends are willing for the
operation and many are anxious to have it done…Anyone wishing the operation can have it done
at one of the hospitals of the State without cost.” He emphasized the quick and simple nature of
the operation, adding that after it was performed, patients could be sent back into society at a
relatively quick rate. One mother of a sterilized patient at Western State Hospital appreciatively
wrote to DeJarnette, thanking him for sterilizing her daughter: 137
Dear Dr. DeJarnette,
I feel that I owe you a debt of gratitude in bringing to pass the Law of
Sterilization for feeble-minded girls who are not able to care for themselves. I, as a
mother, feel that words are inadequate to express myself for relieving the dread that has
been hanging over me for years. I feel lifted up over it and that I can now pass on,
“knowing that she is safe from the responsibility that usually befall girls of her type.”
Again thanking you, I am,
Sincerely yours,138
In 1930, Dr. DeJarnette described the work of sterilization that had been ongoing for two
years at Western State and explained that he was continuing to witness many patients requesting
to be sterilized themselves: “Patients are coming to me who are not insane to be sterilized and
express themselves as being very much benefitted by the operation and the family very much
happier. They do not wish to reproduce for good reasons.” DeJarnette wrote paragraphs on the
necessity of sterilization in Western State’s annual reports until around the 1940s. Beginning in
the early 1940s, the number of sterilizations performed was simply noted in a chart and no other
additional information on sterilization was included. Of all the Mental Institution
Superintendents, DeJarnette was the most prolific in his advocation for the use of sterilization.
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DeJarnette wrote newspaper articles, gave speeches, and wrote essays for academic medical
journals. He also sent copies of his annual reports for Western State to different medical
societies, hospitals, and supporters of the eugenics movement. 139
In a newspaper article, “Preventing Insanity,” Dr. DeJarnette stressed, as he did many
times, that sterilization “does not affect in the slightest the sexual capabilities of the patient.”
Apparently, at the time it was a common concern that sterilization would prohibit the sterilized
from engaging in sexual relations or it would lead to emasculation. So much so that DeJarnette
felt the need to repeatedly state sterilization’s lack of effect on the sexual organ and sexual
gratification. He stressed, “If its nature (sterilization’s nature) were generally understood, it is
inconceivable that any person afflicted with the taint of insanity or feeble-mindedness would
object to it.” DeJarnette stated this while simultaneously preaching that it was easier to just not
inform the patient that they were to be sterilized to prevent mental shock.140
According to the 1924 law, after sterilization operations were performed, female patients
legally had to remain at the hospital or colony for at least two months. However, Dr. DeJarnette
proposed a plan to combat this lengthy stay at the Hospital so increased sterilizations could
occur. He proposed that feeble-minded girls be committed and then sent home for a month. After
a month, they could appear before the board and then wait another month for the appeal. After
the legal sterilizations forms were all completed and the period of 30 days elapsed, the girl could
then be brought back to the hospital, have the operation performed and then stay for just the two
weeks it took to recover. DeJarnette argued this method would allow for sterilizations to
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“proceed much more rapidly” as it would reduce the feeble-minded girls stay in the hospital to
last only two weeks. The hospital would be less crowded with patients, so more sterilizations
could be performed. DeJarnette argued: “If this plan is found workable, the work of sterilizing
this class of unfortunates will be speeded up and the day when Virginia will be comparatively
safe from this menace will be that much nearer. The State of the future will not be a rapidly
increasing army of feeble-minded which must be cared for at the public expense.”141
In a 1935 newspaper article, “Virginia has Already Saved 180 Million by Sterilization,”
DeJarnette boasted about the success of Virginia’s sterilization rates.142 By 1935, the Virginia
hospitals and state colony had performed 2,200 sterilizations, the second-highest number of
sterilizations performed by any state at the time and one-tenth of the 20,000 sterilizations that
had occurred nationwide. DeJarnette praised Virginia’s sterilization efforts, claiming the state
has saved hundreds of millions of dollars. He specified:
Assuming that each sterilized person would have 30 descendants in five generations, it
means that we have cut out potentially 60,000 mental defectives. Assuming that each of
these defectives would have 30 descendants and 20 years of life, it would equal
1,200,000 supported in Virginia one year during five generations and estimating the cost
of support at $150 per year, it means a saving to the state of $180,000,000.143
After the financial benefits of eugenic sterilization were explained, DeJarnette emphasized the
simple nature of eugenic sterilizations. To sterilize women, a salpingectomy was performed
which required the closing of the oviduct and required anesthesia and hospitalization for twentyone days. For men, a vasectomy was performed which could be accomplished in “only a few
minutes” under local anesthesia and resulted in hospitalization for one to three days. Not only
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were sterilization operations saving the state considerable sums of money but also “misery,
suffering, crime and accidents, and at the same time insurance to our State of a population with a
better grade of intellect.” DeJarnette concluded: “We are sincerely proud of what has been
accomplished, but we have only just begun.” The number of sterilizations performed annually at
Western State Hospital would peak just a few years later, between 1937 to 1938 when it rose to
138 annual sterilizations.144
DeJarnette went on to praise the eugenic sterilization practice in Germany which modeled
its sterilization law off of American eugenicist, Harry S. Laughlin’s, Model Eugenic Sterilization
Law. Coercive sterilizations in Germany could be performed for “Chronic alcoholics, certain
hereditary physical diseases, the hereditarily blind and deaf, the criminal insane, feeble-mined,
and epileptic.” As of December 31, 1935, Germany had sterilized 56,224 people. DeJarnette
compared Germany’s longer list of applicable defects deemed fit to be sterilized against
Virginia’s distinction of only three defects; feeble-mindedness, insanity, and epilepsy. Quickly,
Adolf Hitler’s regime began sterilizing at a rate the world had never before seen, causing
DeJarnette to proclaim “the Germans are beating us at our own game!” DeJarnette also praised
Germany for having legalized voluntary sterilization as well involuntary sterilization. Dr.
DeJarnette petitioned for the legalization of a voluntary sterilization law in Virginia but was
ultimately unsuccessful and it was not until 1963 that voluntary sterilization was legalized.145
DeJarnette defended eugenic sterilization as the most rational measure that could be taken
to control the hereditarily inferior, writing “It certainly seems against reason to allow for
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imbecility and then to punish it for its crime.” In December of 1935, DeJarnette visited a rural
mountainous town in Virginia where he claimed to have found:
One family numbering 16 children, 12 of whom I saw, and at a glance could grade their
mentality as imbeciles. This family was living in the direst poverty without any of the
decencies and comforts of life. I was told there were 50 other families living in the same
county under similar environment and with the same degree of mentality.146
Still, the fear of mental inferiority spreading in Virginia’s Shenandoah mountains remained.147
DeJarnette was quite the charismatic writer and speaker and left a strong impression on
his readers and listeners. Recipients of his speeches and those who read his articles on
sterilization would oftentimes reach out to him, praising him for his work on sterilizations in
Virginia. In reaction to his 1935 Richmond Times article “Virginia has Already Saved 180
Million by Sterilization,” readers wrote letters to DeJarnette admiring his work. One supporter
wrote to DeJarnette claiming, “I consider the problem of caring for those who are unfit for
parenthood, the greatest problem that confronts the people of America. There should be a
National Sterilization Law….” Another supporter, Geo E. Walker, went so far as to declare, “For
your work in this cause, a monument should be erected to your memory on one of the biggest
peaks along Skyland drive.” Walker offered full support in favor of DeJarnette and argued,
“When unintelligent, feeble-minded and epileptics are allowed to spawn at will. There can only
be one result - the spawn will be of a lower degree. It makes me sick to hear how supposedly
intelligent people say it is an act of providence for children to be born of this class”148
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After delivering a speech on sterilization to the staff members of Blair County Hospital
for the Insane, the Hospital’s superintendent wrote to DeJarnette, thanking him for delivering his
moving talk, claiming, “You Certainly Helped to wake up some people who were taking a
regular old Rip Van Winkle sleep.” Apparently, the speech DeJarnette was rousing enough that it
had given had gotten staff members “talking about human sterilization.” 149
After giving a copy of his eugenic inspired poem, “Mendel’s Law,” to a UVA student the
student wrote back to him thanking him for the copy, claiming one of the analogies DeJarnette
had used in the poem was, “One of the cleverest and most pleasing products of human reasoning
that I have ever come across. If I had thought of it I would almost feel as though I had justified
my existence!” The student thanked DeJarnette for inspiring him to research the topic himself
causing him to write a paper on “contemporary shifts in the birthrights” which ended up causing
such great discussion on the topic of eugenics that a debate on the topic of eugenics was
scheduled for the next week at The University of Virginia. The student ended his letter, with the
declaration “May truth Triumph! 150
There is a discernable difference between Western State Hospital, Central State Hospital,
and the Virginia State Colony in regards to who the institutions were focused on sterilizing. At
least for the years when sex was recorded at Western State (1932/1933 to 1957/1958), there was
an almost equal number of men and women sterilized overall; 677 women were sterilized and
640 men. In both Central State and the State Colony, the ratio of women to men sterilized is
much higher as can be seen in comparing, “The number of annual female and male sterilizations
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performed at Central State Hospital between 1928 to 1944” with “The number of annual female
and male sterilizations performed at Western State Hospital between 1928 to 1944.”
Male and Female Sterilizations at Western State Hospital
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Dr. Hugh Carter Henry’s opinion on sterilizations at Central State Hospital
Dr. Hugh Carter Henry became superintendent of Central State in 1924 after Dr. Drewry
stepped down as superintendent to become the city manager of Petersburg. Henry claimed he
was “sympathetic” and present when Priddy and DeJarnette advocated for the 1924 Sterilization
90

Law before the legislative committee. He, however, did not write explicitly on the subject
outside of mentioning it in Central’s annual reports from 1924 to 1935. In fact, it is difficult to
find records about Dr. Henry or written by Dr. Henry on most matters.151
Central State’s annual reports included minimal paragraphs of a couple sentences of or so
regarding sterilization. Often, the sentences were along the lines of: “It is our purpose to sterilize
a large number of cases during the coming year, as we feel that there are in the institution a very
considerable number who might be discharged from the institution, but for the danger of
propagating defective offspring. We have experienced practically no objection to the measure on
the part of their guardians.” Most of the patients sterilized at Central State were considered to be
mentally deficient and the decision was made to sterilize them so they could be discharged from
the hospital and sent home. In most cases, the appendix was also removed in women to avoid
future appendectomies.152
Central State’s annual reports were consistent in their description of focusing on the
sterilization of those labeled “mentally deficient” who were consequently sent home after their
sterilization. Unlike Dr. DeJarnette and Dr. Bell, Dr. Henry chose to write very little on the
subject of sterilization in Central State’s annual reports. His silence on his own opinion regarding
sterilization contrasts sharply with the many writings on sterilization that Superintendents Dr.
DeJarnette, Dr. Priddy, and Dr. John H. Bell produced over the years.
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The Petersburg Colony opened in 1939 on Central State Hospital’s campus as a
residential care facility for mentally deficient African-American males. By 1940 the Petersburg
Colony was adapted into the 1924 sterilization law which originally only granted the authority to
coercively sterilize to the five Virginia Hospitals and State colony.
Dr. John H. Bell’s opinion on sterilizations at the Virginia State Colony for Epileptics and
Feeble-minded153
In 1925 Dr. John H. Bell was appointed to replace Dr.
Albert Priddy as superintendent of the Virginia State Colony
for Epileptics and Feeble-minded. Bell was another prominent
player in the world of Virginian eugenics and will forever be
linked to the topic because of his involvement in Buck v. Bell.
Like DeJarnette and Priddy, Bell was also a prolific writer on
the topic of sterilization and wrote extensively on his
Dr. John H. Bell

supportive opinion on the matter in the State Colony’s annual

reports.
Bell’s 1929 pamphlet, “The Protoplasmic Blight,” for the Medical Society of Virginia
sums up his view on the topic of eugenics concisely. The pamphlet mainly used fear as a tool to
urge the use of increased sterilization. Bell argued that the reasons the civilized Greek, Roman,
and Egyptian Empires fell was due to defective germ plasma infiltrating their organized
civilization, causing racial degeneracy. He explained that due to the nature of benevolent social
order, defective people who are incapable of caring for themselves have been propagating at an
unnatural rate. Bell urged for, “A sound policy of eugenics should be adopted: this would
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involve better social control of defectives at large, the enactment of eugenical marriage laws, and
the temporary segregation in institutions for sterilization of as many defectives as possible.” He
believed America could avoid “such experiences as have befallen other enlightened nations in
the past” with increased sterilization rates.154
Bell often used Progressive era jargon when promoting the use of sterilization. He
emphasized how far the human race has come, saying man has learned to “Tread the earth
unafraid, to clothe his body in linen, and fine raiment, to travel league upon league under the sea,
to fly from ocean to ocean, and across the seas through the blue vault of heaven….” However,
according to Bell, humanity remained hindered by mental diseases and defects transmitted
through germ plasma which was, “Rapidly breeding a race of incompetent and socially
inadequate people.” Bell blamed the unsuccessful nature of state sterilization laws in America on
legislature that was “punitive in design,” making it unpopular.155
The Virginia State Colony placed an emphasis on the sterilization of women of childbearing age. By 1929, the youngest girl that had been sterilized was 14 and the oldest, was 33.
The pedigrees of those sterilized were examined if available, however, they were often not. After
being sterilized, almost all patients were successfully discharged from the colony or furloughed.
Bell claimed that besides being overall beneficial to the patient and society, sterilization also had
the additional benefit of acting as a protection against pelvic diseases for women as the tying of
fallopian tubes would prevent infection of the tubes of the pelvis. In males, he added that
sterilization could also prevent orchitis from developing following gonorrhea. 156
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Bell wrote pages on the sterilization procedure and why it was important in the Colony
Annual Reports leading up to Buck v. Bell and afterward. As soon as he could perform
sterilizations safely under the law, he did so, performing fifty sterilizations for the 1927 -1928
year, the most performed by any institution in the first year. In the Colony’s 1930 annual report,
Bell described the typical process patients would go through after sterilization: “Since October
19, 1927, up to and including June 30, 1930, 294 cases were sterilized and practically all of these
were returned to their families or placed out in foster-homes, and less than twelve out of this
whole number have, up to the present time, had to be returned to the institution for additional
training or disciplinary measures.”157
Bell believed “Virginia has placed herself in the forefront of civilization by this bit of
Progressive legislation, and no backward step must be taken.” In Bell’s 1931 report he included
an “Outline of Eugenic Progress Through Sterilization in Virginia, the United States, and
Foreign Countries” in which he laid out eugenic concepts in a concise manner that was easy to
understand as well as all eugenic accomplishments that had been accomplished up to 1931.
Included were the requirements to be considered eligible for sterilization at the State Colony;
“Practically all epileptics are considered suitable subjects for sterilization and all mental
defectives who fall below seventy-five percent ration of intelligence in the Stanford Revision of
the Binet-Simon tests and whose practical performances and social history back up the
psychometric findings.” The Binet-Simon Intelligence remained a relied upon source to provide
Bell with a number that to represent his patients fixed intelligence.158
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The counter-movement
While this thesis cannot do justice to the extent of the opposition against the science of
eugenics during the early twentieth-century, it is important to note that scientific reports were
done at this time that disproved the logic of using the Binet-Simon test to condemn someone’s
mental ability and consider them to have no chance of cognitive improvement. Dr. Bell
acknowledges this rival school of thought in 1929, considering them “psycho-analysts.” In Bell’s
words, psycho-analysists was were psychiatrists that upheld the belief that not all mental
disorders and defects stemmed from hereditary germ plasma. In a 1929 pamphlet exploring
varying opinions having to do with the cause of mental disorders, Bell explained that psychoanalysts believed in:
The Freudian theory of the motivation of human conduct and are wont to disregard in
large measure those basic biological laws of inheritance, which have so long and so
firmly been established by case histories, experimental research in the human family, and
by selective breeding in the animal kingdom. This rather brilliant society is disposed to
attribute the various mental disorders and mental defects to sexual disturbances, and
somatic and environmental conditions, rather than to the transmission defective germplasma from generation to generation.
159

Despite his knowledge of this contradictory scientific school of thought, it did not seem to
impact his views on the necessity of coercive sterilization for those deemed epileptic, insane, or
feeble-minded.
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The Catholic Church also lent strong opposition to the practice of eugenic sterilization, as
it goes against the core Catholic belief that every life has inherent dignity and was made in God’s
perfect image and likeness. Reverend John A. Ryan lays out the view of the Catholic Church
well in his essay, “Human Sterilization” which speaks directly on the morality of eugenics in
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Virginia. Sterilization was viewed by the Catholic Church as an action prohibited by natural law
like suicide or murder.

161

______________________________________________________
Virginia’s eugenic sterilization law was not accomplished overnight. The law was met by
opposition from Virginia’s legislative Committee and challenged by counter-scientific schools of
thought. It took the continued efforts of Virginia’s prominent eugenicists promoting eugenic
propaganda and spelling out financial doom for the state in order for the law to pass in 1924 after
a failed first attempt in 1920. The Superintendents of Virginia’s mental institutions understood
the heavy nature of the law and were content to wait until they had confirmation that the law was
bullet-proof to begin sterilizing patients deemed hereditarily defective by the hundreds. After
Buck v. Bell, sterilization numbers quickly rose in Virginia. The number of sterilizations began
declining around the end of the Second World War, however, sterilizations numbers later rose
again in the late 1940s. The next chapter will take a look at how these three institutions handled
sterilization from the 1940s until the last recorded instance of eugenic sterilization was
performed in Virginia in 1973.
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Chapter 5: Sterilizations over the Decades
Chapters three and four focused on how the superintendents of Western State, Central
State, and the Virginia State Colony regarded eugenic sterilization before and immediately after
the Sterilization Law of 1924 was passed and when the Buck v. Bell decision occurred in 1927.
This chapter examines the attitudes and actions of the Superintendents after the initial boom of
sterilizations following 1927 as sterilization numbers climbed within all three institutions,
peaking at around 1940.
A Re-organization of Virginia’s State Mental Hospitals and Colonies
In 1936, the special boards of directors of Virginia’s five mental hospitals and State
Colony were abolished and a single board of directors, the State Hospital Board (SHB) was
created. Before 1936 each mental hospital and colony in Virginia had its own individual board,
but due to increasing patient admission and patient resident population, the unified State Hospital
Board was created to make management of the state hospitals more efficient. At the time of
establishment, the State Hospital Board had “Full management, control, and supervision” of
Virginia’s hospitals and Colony. From 1937 to 1958 the State Hospital Board created annual
reports that included medical services, statistics, and financial data for all state mental
institutions. In 1942, the Department of Mental Hygiene and Health was created under the SHB
as an additional central management control of Virginia’s Hospitals and Colonies.162
In 1942, a report for the State Hospital Board distinguished the four main categories of
admission into the State Hospitals; the insane, alcoholics without psychosis, epileptics, and
feeble-minded (mentally deficient). The placement of inmates began to depend less on locality
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and more on the patient’s diagnosis. The largest category, the insane, were treated at four mental
hospitals; Eastern State, Western State, Southwestern State for white patients, and Central State
for black patients. A large proportion of all white alcoholics without psychosis were housed in
Western State. The Virginia State Colony housed white feeble-minded and epileptic patients. All
black feeble-minded and epileptic patients were housed in Central State. The number of black
inebriates at this time was extremely low in Central State. Black feeble-minded males were sent
to the Petersburg Colony after its opening in 1939.163
Western State Hospital
Dr. Joseph S. DeJarnette continued writing a couple of paragraphs on the necessity of
increasing sterilizations in Western State’s annual reports throughout the 1930s. Some of the
common themes he reiterated repeatedly included; The state is saving millions of dollars,
sterilization does not affect the sexual gratification of the sterilized, it is ultimately the moral
decision to sterilize the unfit for their own good and the good of society, and increased
sterilization will eventually lead to a more intelligent population, etc. Dr. DeJarnette served as
Western State’s Superintendent for thirty-eight years, from 1905 to 1943. He continued serving
as Superintendent of Western State’s DeJarnette Sanatorium until 1947. Superintendent Dr. D.L
Harrell Jr. succeeded DeJarnette in 1943, and in 1946 Dr. James B. Pettis replaced Harrell after
being transferred to the Virginia State Colony. In 1941, Western State was designated as the
institution to house white inebriates and drug addicts for the entire state. In 1946, Dr. James B.
Pettis was appointed Superintendent of Western State Hospital. 164
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Central State Hospital & The Petersburg Colony
In 1938, Dr. Hugh Carter Henry was appointed the first Director of State Hospitals when
the State Hospital Board was first established. To replace Dr. Henry in 1938, Dr. Meade S. Brent
was appointed Superintendent of Central State. In 1942, Dr. H.C. Henry was then appointed the
first director of the Department of Mental Hygiene and Hospitals. Dr. Henry was recognized at
this time as a leader in the welfare and treatment of the mentally ill.
In 1939, the Petersburg State Colony was opened on property owned by the Central State
Hospital. The Petersburg Colony was created to house black mentally deficient persons
transferred from Central State. The Colony’s first Superintendent was Dr. D. L. Harrell who
remained until 1942 when he was transferred to the Virginia State Colony. Dr. Harrell placed a
special emphasis on implementing a program at the Petersburg Colony that would focus on
effectively training the children of the Colony who would leave the Colony after their
sterilization. Harrell wanted to make sure that once they left the institution, they could “Make
some useful contribution to society in order to be happy and acceptable to the community.”165
Harrell served as both the superintendent of Central State and the Petersburg Colony until
he was replaced by Dr. M.S. Brent. Brent served as Central State’s Superintendent until 1942
when Dr. Harrell returned and remained until 1943 when he was transferred to Western State
Hospital. In all, Harrell ended up being Superintendent of Central State, the Petersburg Colony,
the Virginia State Colony, and Western State in a period of fewer than ten years. In 1943, Dr.
W.I. Prichard acted as Superintendent until 1952 when he was appointed Superintendent of the
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Virginia State Colony. Prichard was replaced by Dr. E. B. J. Whitmore Jr. in 1952. In 1954 the
Petersburg State Colony’s name was changed to the Petersburg Training School and Hospital.166
By 1954, Central State was overcrowded in large part due to the high number of mentally
deficient and epileptic children. Central State Superintendents continued to remain quiet on the
topic of sterilization although sterilizations continued to be performed.167
The Virginia State Colony
In 1933 Dr. John H. Bell resigned as Superintendent of The Virginia State Colony
due to ill health. He was replaced in 1934 by Dr. G.B. Arnold. Arnold was also an out-spoken
eugenicist who devoted pages of his first annual Colony report to the Colony’s sterilization
program and tracing hereditary defectiveness in his patients. Sterilization numbers were listed on
the first page of the report, demonstrating the Colony’s extreme focus on sterilization at the time.
“Sterilizations performed July 1, 1933, to June 30, 1934 at the Virginia State Colony” showcases
the focus of the Virginia Colony on sterilizations; eighty-eight of the out of one-hundred-and
twenty-one total operations performed at the State Colony were sterilizations.168

Sterilizations performed July 1, 1933 to June 30, 1934 at the Virginia State Colony. ‘Salpingectomy,’
‘Salpingectomy with appendectomy,’ and ‘Vasectomy’ are all sterilization procedures.169
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However, Arnold was not only focused on the sterilization of feeble-minded patients, but
he was also committed to helping the Colony’s feeble-minded be self-supporting after they were
discharged. He admitted, “For the past six or seven years we have endeavored to admit as many
high grade feeble-minded patients as possible for sterilization. During their residence at the
institution, we have done what we could to give them some education.” Arnold acknowledged
that despite the Colony’s previous efforts, their educational program was “so very limited” that
the schooling patients received included little more than teaching the patients figures and letters.
He recognized that when patients were returned to their respective communities, they were really
“Not one whit better off, economically speaking, than they were when they entered the Colony.”
In other words, Arnold believed Colony needed to devote time and energy to teaching these
feeble-minded patients a manual skill or labor that they could support themselves with and be
useful to society upon their release. Arnold proposed the teaching of simple skills to the
sterilized feeble-minded boys and girls:
If we had funds sufficient to construct a modern, adequately equipped vocational
training school, properly staffed, we could make useful citizens out of many of these
poor, handicapped individuals that are committed to our care. Given sterilization and
good vocational training, these patients could be returned to their communities with at
least a reasonable chance of being able to support themselves for the rest of their lives.
The girls, for instance, could be taught the fundamentals of housekeeping: cooking,
washing, cleaning, sewing, etc. The boys could be taught some form of mechanical work
or farm work - incidentally, it is worthy of note that quite a few of the high-grade feebleminded boys have a distinctly noticeable mechanical trend, which is worth
developing.170
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Arnold’s recognition of the Colony’s previous failure to prepare their patients for life in the real
world after being institutionalized separates him from the concerns and focuses of his
predecessor, Dr. John Bell.171
Under Bell, patients were sterilized, discharged, and left “More or less on their own.”
Bell, however, did recognize this problem in 1930 remarking, “In recent years we have been
getting a higher grade of feeble-minded boys and many of those could be trained in the simpler
handicrafts if adequate machinery for teaching purposes were available. These boys might thus
become an economic asset to the State, whereas without such training, they are often a liability.”
While he recommended the appropriation of a wood-shop and machinery for the boys, he made
no mention of what could be done to aid the feeble-minded girls of the Colony after their release.
Consequently, patients such as Carrie Buck often got married which allowed patients such as
herself to be kept afloat financially but then lived in extreme poverty for the remainder of their
lives. Arnold realized that after they are discharged, “We lose track of them, and they, in turn,
have no one whom they can turn freely for advice and aid.” He remarked that many of them
became “charged upon the state” so he wanted to focus on molding them into useful citizens.
Arnold saw this plan ultimately as “a good business proposition.” Contrary to Dr. DeJarnette
who advocated for keeping feeble-minded patients in the Hospital for as short a period as
possible to increase the number of sterilizations Western State could perform, Arnold proposed
keeping the feeble-minded at the State Colony for a few years so they could develop useful
skills. Arnold argued this was ultimately the more economically sound route to go down as
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feeble-minded individuals with no connection and no skills were bound to become a burden on
the State’s expense eventually.172
Arnold remained at the Virginia State Colony until his resignation in 1944. A new
permanent superintendent was not installed until 1946 when Dr. D.L. Harrell Jr. was appointed.
In 1952, D. W. I. Prichard was transferred from the Superintendence of Petersburg Colony to the
Virginia State Colony and replaced Harrell.173
In a Department of Mental Hygiene and Hospitals report published in 1954, it was
admitted that “In the early years the intelligence testing of the patients was done by physicians
and personnel not specifically trained for this purpose.” It was not until 1949 that a fully
qualified psychologist was hired by the Colony to assist in the diagnosis of patients. The Virginia
State Colony had a large focus on understanding the hereditary nature of their epileptic and
feeble-minded patients before 1949, however, it seems the process to determine and trace
hereditary defectiveness was an ever-changing process at the Virginia State Colony a permanent
psychologist was hired in 1949. In 1954 the name of Lynchburg State Colony was changed to
Lynchburg Training School and Hospital and then again to the Virginia State Colony.174
A Shift in Attitude toward Sterilization
Beginning in the earlier half of the 1930s, both Dr. Harrell who served as superintendent
of Central State, the Petersburg Colony, the Virginia State Colony, and Western State, and Dr.
Arnold, the superintendent of the Virginia State Colony proposed the development of mechanical
skills for their feeble-minded sterilized population. Based on sources, it appears that Dr.
DeJarnette of Western State and Dr. Bell of the Virginia state Colony were much more focused
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on accomplishing the highest number of sterilizations by admitting feeble-minded patients for a
short a stay as possible. This focus, contrasted with Arnold and Harrell who emphasized
implementing programs in the state hospitals and colonies that developed practical skills the
feeble-minded could utilize to support themselves upon their release.
By the 1940s, State Hospital annual reports and the annual reports of the State Hospital
Board did not discuss sterilization, they merely reported the number of sterilizations performed
annually at each state institution. The opinions of the Superintendents no longer filled pages
within annual reports, nor were the Superintendents writing as many publications and newspaper
articles advocating for the use of sterilization. Consequently, it is much more difficult to
understand fully the attitudes of Virginia’s superintendents from the 1940s onwards in regard to
eugenic sterilization. However, some perspectives can be gleamed from letters sent to and from
the superintendents on the topic of sterilization during this time.
According to letters sent to the superintendents from the State Attorney General in the
summer of 1948, some problems arose concerning the proper sterilization procedures to be
followed. In a letter to the seven Superintendents of Virginia’s four mental hospitals and two
colonies, Dr. Joseph E. Barrett, wrote: “Recently some problems have come up in connection
with the proper procedure to be followed in sterilization proceedings.” Barret believed the need
to stress that from now on all sterilization needed to be performed, “By a properly qualified
officer. In each case provide the officer with two copies of the petition and two copies of the
notice of hearing, so that proper report of service may be made to the hospital.” Apparently, the
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procedure set out by the Virginia State Law had begun to be ignored in part and all the state
Superintendents needed to be reminded of the proper procedure. 175
In January 1949 a Bulletin was sent to all Superintendents, requiring that a new form
titled “Sterilization Record” be completed so that the Department of Mental Hygiene and Health
would no longer have a “Lack of information in the sterilizations folders that come to the
department.” The form included dates for appointing the guardian and the hearing date for the
patient to be sterilized.176
Further questions and concerns were raised in March of 1949 in a letter from Attorney
General, J. Lindsay Almond Jr. to Dr. E.W. Opie of the State Hospital Board. Almond wrote to
request an opinion as to whether “The Virginia sterilization statute exempts a mental hospital
patient from being sterilized on account of religious belief.” Opie claimed he was, “Unable to
find anything in the Virginia law which would exempt a mental hospital patient from the
provisions of this law because of a religious belief.” Opie expressed however that it was his
opinion, “Upon a consideration of these statues of the above-cited case, that the religious belief
or tenet of a mental hospital patient does not exempt him or her from the provisions of the
Virginia Sterilization law.”177
In 1953 there was some concern at Western State Hospital over the wrong doctors
performing state-sanctioned sterilizations. When a patient was petitioned to be sterilized, there
was always an authorized surgeon ordered by the State Hospital Board to operate. However, in
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December of 1953, Dr. Barrett wrote to Superintendent Pettis to express his concern and
disapproval over different surgeons performing sterilizations than the ones that were designated
to do so:
Dear Dr. Pettis,
It is noticed that recently the sexual sterilization forms which have been received
from the Western State Hospital have had the operation performed by different surgeons
than those ordered by the Hospital Board Member. I am informed that in all cases
General Opie signed the order for Dr. Fulton on Dr. Gray, but the operation, according to
the typed information on Form 133-A was performed by a surgeon from the University of
Virginia Hospital, not always the same surgeon. Form 133-A was not signed by the
surgeon.
I certainly do not want to see us get into further difficulties in regards to this
procedure, and I know that the University people are anxious to do as many of these as
possible, so would suggest that you make provisions for them to be included on the
forms.
Dr. Barrett178
In response, Dr. Pettis admitted that the surgeons who had performed the hospital’s most
recent series of sterilizations were not those stipulated to do so in the sterilization proceedings.
Pettis explained this was because “By the time the patients could have the operation, the
University of Virginia surgical team was with us, and rather than delay the operations, they did
them.” He remarked that “In the future, we shall be most cautious about this, as you have
suggested. Rather than attempt to expedite the procedure so the patients can be released from the
hospital, we shall wait until the physicians named in the proceedings can perform them.”179
In a letter to Attorney General, Robert Y. Button in 1963, Honorable M. Watkins Booth
begged the essential question: ‘How do we know the defect in a patient petitioned to be sterilized
is of a hereditary nature?’ Booth asked whether “The State Hospital Board must have evidence
178
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before it that the parent or grandparent of an inmate was mentally deficient in order to direct the
sterilization of the inmate?” Button answered that the law is:
Silent as to the manner in which the Board is to arrive at its determination that, by the
laws of heredity, the mentally-ill inmate is the probably potential parent of offspring
likewise afflicted. This conclusion must be reached by the Board after considering the
evidence presented at the hearing…. In short, the Board should determine from all
available evidence that, as a matter of fact the inmate is the probable potential parent of
the mentally-deficient offspring by the laws of heredity.180
What constitutes the “law of heredity” was never established by the 1924 Sterilization Law. The
law’s failure to lay out a strict procedure that must be adhered to determine whether a person’s
mental deficiency is hereditary in nature allows for many loopholes and the subjective opinions
of doctors to interfere. The State Hospital Board had full authority on determining what they
considered to be evidence of hereditary mental deficiency.181
In 1963, the Virginia Sterilization Law was altered to allow for the operation of voluntary
sterilization of a consenting individual over 21 years of age. If married, the consenting individual
had to provide a request in writing stating that the spouse agreed with the sterilization. The
original 1924 eugenic sterilization law was not altered and would continue to be acted upon for
another decade. Virginia state hospitals did not forget about the law, and it was continually
utilized, although at a much lower rate in the 1960s. The Hospitals of Virginia were still holding
Sterilization Board Meetings at this time, but no literature was produced on the subject. The
minutes of these meetings are still restricted from Public Access due to HIPPA violations so it is
difficult to know what the Superintendents views on coerced sterilization were at this time.182
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Different views regarding what was best for the hereditarily deficient patient arose in the
1930s. Dr. DeJarnette fervently argued that the best thing the mental institutions could do for
their hereditarily-deficient patients was to sterilize them and release them for their own good and
the good of society. Meanwhile, Dr. Arnold and Dr. Harrell recognized that patients needed to be
taught self-supporting skills and have their stays extended in Virginia’s Colonies and Hospitals.
Public records concerning sterilization begin dwindling around 1940. The opinions and attitudes
of Virginia’s Superintendents regarding sterilizations becomes difficult to trace after the 1940s,
as eugenic propaganda became increasingly less popular. The paragraphs Superintendents had
previously written on sterilization in the 1920s and 1930s in their annual reports disappeared and
just the number of sterilization operations performed was included.
Sterilization numbers vary on the number of coerced sterilizations that were performed
within Virginia. The estimations range from 7,200 to 8,300 people sterilized from 1927 to 1973.
The next chapter will examine why the actual number is impossible to identify. Gaps and
discrepancies will be analyzed and possible explanations for these discrepancies explained.

Western State Hospital, 1825 - 2000, State government records collection, The Library of Virginia, Richmond,
Virginia.
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Chapter 6: How Many were Sterilized?
As discussed previously, it is difficult to identify the number of patients sterilized before
1924. It is also difficult to identify the exact number of patients sterilized after sterilizations
began in masse in 1927 as well. This is due to discrepancies in the annual reports. From 1927 to
1958 the reports recorded the events of the fiscal year, but they were inconsistent across the
institutions on what they reported. For example, Southwestern State Hospital only began
reporting the sterilizations that were being performed beginning in 1937 when sterilizations had
been performed before 1937 in Southwestern. Each of the six institutions would produce its own
annual report each year, but beginning in 1928 Western State Hospital began reporting the
sterilization operations performed at each hospital/colony. In a few instances, the numbers of
sterilizations reported by Western State Hospital do not match with the numbers found in the
annual reports of individual institutions. This is one instance of discrepancies among the official
annual reports.
Another discrepancy is numbers not matching up when comparing the institutions’
individual annual reports with the State Hospital Board’s annual reports which were produced
from 1937 to 1959. For example, in Western State’s 1953 annual report, there were thirty-five
reported sterilizations; however, the State Hospital Board reported twenty-three. There are also
instances where it appears the male and female sterilization numbers were swapped in some
annual reports. Many of the discrepancies are likely due to typos and negligence.
It must be also noted not all sterilizations performed at Virginia’s mental institutions
were forced and it is unknown whether all sterilizations were performed in Virginia’s institutions
because of eugenic reasons. As Dr. Joseph DeJarnette remarked in 1929, “Anyone wishing the
operation can have it done at one of the hospitals of the State without cost.” However, it is
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unlikely a voluntary sterilization performed for reasons other than hereditary defectiveness
would have been included in the annual reports, as the number of sterilizations labeled “eugenic
sterilization” was generally used in sections regarding sterilization numbers.

183

Julius Paul’s Study of Sterilization in Virginia
In the late 1950s and early 1960s, Scholar, Dr. Julius Paul conducted a nationwide study
on eugenics in America. He corresponded with the states with sterilization laws at the time and
was permitted visits for a closer examination of the sterilization programs in many of the states.
His compiled data which he derived from state records and archives through the help of state
bureaucrats became his 800-page manuscript, “Three Generations of Imbeciles Are Enough . . .":
State Eugenic Sterilization in American Thought and Practice on Eugenic Sterilizations
Performed.” Before 1970, there was “relatively little stigma attached to eugenic sterilization,”
giving him access to records that became difficult to locate and track over time.184
Edna M. Lantz, a statistician for the Department of Mental Hygiene and Hospitals,
gathered the records on sterilization in Virginia for Paul’s study. Lantz had worked previously on
the annual reports produced by the State Hospital Board which reported annual sterilization
numbers. The sterilization numbers included in Paul’s report are generally accepted as the closest
record that can be attained of sterilizations performed from 1924 to 1964.185 Historian, Dr.
Gregory Dorr, explains “It is notoriously difficult to obtain accurate sterilization statistics.
Currently, states closely guard these figures, embarrassed by their eugenic history.” Dorr and
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other scholars have chosen to put their trust in Paul’s numbers because of his, Unprecedented
access to Virginia’s records.186
However, there are some discrepancies between the numbers reported in Paul’s report
and the numbers found in annual reports for Virginia institutions. “Sterilization Discrepancies in
Julius Paul's annual sterilization chart” below highlights these discrepancies. It should also be
noted there were further discrepancies for the years 1961 to1963, but this may be due to different
time-frames used by Paul and the Department of Mental Health and Retardation (DMHR). The
DMHR was used as the primary source for all sterilization numbers between 1960 to 1973, as it
was the only available source to the author that had sterilization numbers for these years. The
DMHR reported sterilization numbers by the calendrical year while Paul reported sterilizations
by the fiscal year, so discrepancies between Paul and the DMHR sterilization statistics may be
due to overlapping time-frames.187

1927-1928

Annual
sterilizations
performed as
reported by
Julius Paul:
2

Annual
sterilizations
performed as
reported in Annual
Reports:
60

1928-1929

206

208

2

1929-1930

395

335

60

Year

Discrepancy

Source of Discrepancy

58

Virginia State Colony of 1927-1928
reported 50 sterilization’s, Western
State Hospital reported 2, and Eastern
State Hospital reported 8
Western State Hospital reported 208
annual sterilizations.
Western State Hospital reported 603
sterilizations had been performed
state-wide from 1927-1930. The
Numbers from both Paul and the
annual reports add up to 603 but differ
in how they are distributed over the
three years.

186

Gregory Michael Dorr, Segregation’s Science: The American Eugenics Movement, 1900 – 1980, (University of
Virginia Department of History, Charlottesville, VA, August 2000) 757 – 758.
187
Department of Mental Hygiene and Hospitals, Sixteen Years of Progress 1938 -1954: supplement to the one
hundred and eighty-first annual report of the state hospital board for the department of mental hygiene and hospitals
for the fiscal year ending June 30, 1954, James Madison University Library, 5.

111

1931-1932

309

308

1

1934-1935

293

292

1

1958-1959

62

71

9

Numbers differ in Paul’s chart and the
State Hospital Board report
Numbers differ in Paul’s chart and the
State Hospital Board report
Virginia Dept. of Mental Hygiene and
Hospitals reported 71 for the fiscal
year.

Sterilization Discrepancies in Julius Paul's annual sterilization chart

Adding up the number of sterilizations between 1927 to 1964 from the annual reports and
the report created by the DMHR equals 7,120 sterilization. This is a number similar to Paul’s
estimated 7,104 which is taken as the gold standard, but a number of discrepancies have been
determined. Paul also included in his report a chart that lists sterilization numbers performed by
all six institutions; however, as he did not have all the sterilization data at the time of publication,
the chart has been updated and can be seen below.
Total Number of
Sterilizations performed
from 1927 – 1973
422
1,665
1,719
364
2,847

Virginia Institution
Eastern State Hospital
Central State Hospital
Western State Hospital
Southwestern State Hospital
Virginia State Colony for
Epileptics and Feebleminded
The Petersburg Colony

246

Total Number of Sterilizations performed between 1927 - 1973 at each Virginia Mental Institution

Between 1965 to 1973, 119 sterilizations were performed within Virginia, bringing the
total to around 7,236 sterilizations being performed within Virginia from 1927 -1973. Poe v.
188

Lynchburg in 1981 established the number of sterilizations performed in Virginia as 8,300;
however, it is unknown how this number was calculated. As discussed in Chapter three, available
records indicate there were sterilizations that went unreported prior to 1927 and the number
proposed by the author does not include sterilizations performed prior to 1927. Further
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scholarship that identifies other sources may improve our understanding of the total number of
sterilizations conducted pursuant to the eugenics movement by the institutions of the state of
Virginia.

113

Chapter 7: Sterilization in Virginia’s Mental Institutions in the 20th Century

Annual Eugenic Sterilizations Performed in the Virginia State Colony, Western State Hospital, and Central State
Hospital. Note: Prior to 1960 sterilization numbers were reported for the fiscal year, July 1 – June 30.

The science of eugenics, or classifying and grouping people into the categories of
genetically “inferior” and “superior,” thrived during the first decades of the 20th century in
Virginia. Eugenic sterilizations began first in 1915 by Dr. Albert Priddy, Superintendent of the
Virginia State Colony for Epileptic and Feeble-minded, however, after Priddy ran into legal
trouble in 1925 with the case Mallory v Priddy, eugenic sterilizations halted within the state. Due
to the combined efforts of Dr. Joseph DeJarnette and Dr. Albert Priddy, a state sterilization law
was passed in 1924 and deemed constitutional in 1927 by Buck v. Bell. The 1924 law gave
Western State Hospital, Central State Hospital, Eastern State Hospital, Southwestern State
Hospital, the Virginia State Colony, and later the Petersburg Colony the authority to sexually
sterilize patients with hereditary forms of insanity, idiocy, imbecility, feeble-mindedness, or
epilepsy. This thesis focused specifically on Western State Hospital, Central State Hospital, and
the Virginia State Colony and how acted in regard to eugenic sterilization before and after it was
114

legalized. These three institutions were chosen because they performed the overwhelming
majority of sterilization within the state.
The superintendents of these three institutions all promoted eugenic sterilization,
although with varying degrees of support. Dr. William Francis Drewry of Central State Hospital
recommended sterilization in “suitable cases” and argued against the passage of a sterilization
law in 1920 as he believed it to be too “radical” an idea. His colleagues, however, Dr. Albert
Priddy of the Virginia State Colony and Dr. DeJarnette of the Western State Hospital were two
of the strongest advocates Virginia saw for the passage of a state sterilization law. Throughout
the first two decades of the twentieth century, Priddy and DeJarnette produced eugenic
propaganda in the form of newspaper articles, speeches, medical journal articles, and in pages on
the benefits of sterilization within their institution’s annual reports. Both Priddy and DeJarnette
were instrumental in the passage of the 1924 law. Dr. John H. Bell followed in Priddy’s footsteps
of making sterilization one of the main focuses of the Virginia State Colony. The numerous
Central State Superintendents over the years never promoted eugenic ideas in the fervent and
constant manner that Priddy, DeJarnette, and Bell did.
In the early 1930s Superintendent Dr. G.B. Arnold of the Virginia State Colony, steered
the attention of the Colony from just accomplishing sterilizations to accomplishing sterilizations
and teaching feeble-minded patients practical skills that could be used to support themselves
after being discharged from the Colony. Arnold recognized the sterilized feeble-minded patients
of the Colony had previously been discharged and sent off into the world with no means of
supporting themselves. Arnold pointed out this would just lead to further financial burdening of
the state. He began focusing on increasing the stay of the feeble-minded within the Colony so
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that skills could be learned that would benefit the feeble-minded individuals and society in the
long run.
Records regarding sterilization in Virginia begin to become scarcer after the 1930s.
However, it was not until 1944 that annual sterilizations sharply declined in Virginia, likely an
effect of World War II, as from 1942 through 1946, every available surgeon was enlisted in the
Army. Despite this decline, sterilization numbers then increased again in the early 1950s which
debunks the idea that the American eugenics movement died after eugenics became associated
with Nazi Germany. Although coerced sterilizations continued to be performed, it was never as
widely advertised again in Virginia as it had been in the 1930s.
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Sterilization numbers then began declining again after the early 1950s spike, never to rise
dramatically again. In his 1965 report on the American eugenics movement, Dr. Julius Paul
acknowledged the steady decrease in the number of sterilizations being performed in the United
States, however, he declined to propose a reason for this decline. Instead, he wrote, “It is not
known whether this (the steady decline) stems from doubts concerning the constitutionality of
the laws, public reaction, or a change in medical opinion.” It was likely a combination of all
three reasons that caused the steady decline of eugenics in Virginia.

190

As discussed extensively in this thesis, the number of sterilizations performed in Virginia
is impossible to calculate due to inconsistent record keeping when eugenic sterilizations were
first performed before the 1924 law and due to conflicting sets of data after sterilizations became
commonplace in Virginia’s Mental Institutions following Buck v. Bell. The best estimate the
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author can provide is at least 7, 236 sterilizations were performed between 1927 to 1973, with
the Virginia State Colony performing 2,847, Western State performing 1,719, and Central State
performing 1,665.
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Acronym Key for Appendices A - F

WSH
SHB

Western State Hospital Annual Report
State Hospital Board Annual Report

CSH

Central State Hospital Annual Report

DMHMR Department of Mental Health and Mental Retardation
Condensed Report
SC
Virginia State Colony Annual Report
ESH
Eastern State Hospital Annual Report

1927/1928
1928/1929
1929/1930
1930/1931
1931/1932

Appendix A: Western State Annual Sterilizations
Western State Hospital Annual Sterilizations
Female
Male
Total
Source
0
0
0
WSH
N/A
N/A
49
WSH
N/A
N/A
62
WSH
N/A
N/A
72
WSH
N/A
N/A
88
WSH

1932/1933
1933/1934
1934/1935
1935/1936

63
63
41
50

42
5
48
79

105
120
89
129

WSH
WSH
WSH
WSH

1936/1937
1937/1938
1938/1939
1939/1940
1940/1941
1941/1942
1942/1943
1943/1944

50
46
22
37
18
27
11
1

55
92
32
45
31
36
18
4

105
138
54
82
49
63
29
5

SHB
SHB
SHB
SHB
SHB
SHB
SHB
SHB

1944/1945
1945/1946
1946/1947
1947/1948

4
9
10
18

5
3
5
2

9
12
15
20

SHB
SHB
SHB
SHB

1948/1949
1949/1950
1950/1951
1951/1952

14
21
41
21

6
5
17
13

20
26
58
34

SHB
SHB
SHB
SHB
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Notes

1952/1953
1953/ 1954
1954/1955
1955/1956
1956/1957
1957/1958
1958/1959
1960
1961
1962
1963
1964
1965
1966
1967
1968
1969

16
22
15
17
15
25
N/A
N/A
N/A
N/A
N/A
N/A
N/A
N/A
N/A
N/A
N/A

7
13
24
21
10
22
N/A
N/A
N/A
N/A
N/A
N/A
N/A
N/A
N/A
N/A
N/A

35
35
39
38
25
47
11
30
6
6
5
3
1
2
1
0
2

SHB
SHB
SHB
SHB
SHB
SHB
DMHMR
DMHMR
DMHMR
DMHMR
DMHMR
DMHMR
DMHMR

1970
1971
1972
1973

N/A
N/A
N/A
N/A

N/A
N/A
N/A
N/A
Total:

0
0
0
0
1719

DMHMR
DMHMR
DMHMR
DMHMR

119

DMHMR
DMHMR
DMHMR
DMHMR

WSH says 35 total
sterilizations but
SHB says 23

Appendix B: Central State Hospital Annual Sterilizations
Central State Hospital Annual Sterilizations
Female
Male Total
Source
Notes
1927/1928
0
0
0
CSH
1928/1929
36
0
36
CSH
1929/1930
95
24
119
WSH
1930/1931
57
73
130
WSH
1931/1932
49
37
86
WSH
1932/1933
0
6
6
WSH
1933/1934
52
10
62
WSH
1934/1935
28
3
31
WSH
1935/1936
17
1
18
WSH
1936/1937
40
0
40
SHB
1937/1938
18
4
22
SHB
1938/1939
83
19
102
SHB
1939/1940
63
24
87
SHB
1940/1941
56
29
85
SHB
1941/1942
22
16
38
SHB
1942/1943
51
19
70
SHB
1943/1944
24
17
41
SHB
1944/1945
1945/1946

28
45

20
33

48
78

SHB
SHB

1946/1947
1947/1948
1948/1949
1949/1950
1950/1951
1951/1952

25
18
33
44
30
33

5
10
9
11
19
7

30
28
42
55
49
40

SHB
SHB
SHB
SHB
SHB
SHB

1952/1953
1953/1954
1954/1955
1955/1956
1956/1957

30
31
20
16
48

26
11
3
0
11

56
42
23
16
59

SHB
SHB
SHB
SHB
SHB

1957/1958
1958/1959
1960
1961

8
N/A
N/A
N/A

15
N/A
N/A
N/A

23
19
7
12

SHB
DMHMR

1962
1963

N/A
N/A

N/A
N/A

9
10
120

DMHMR
DMHMR
DMHMR
DMHMR

1964
1965
1966
1967
1968
1969
1970
1971
1972
1973

N/A
N/A
N/A
N/A
N/A
N/A
N/A
N/A
N/A
N/A

N/A
N/A
N/A
N/A
N/A
N/A
N/A
N/A
N/A
N/A
Total:

15
2
6
9
4
7
3
0
0
0
1665

121

DMHMR
DMHMR
DMHMR
DMHMR
DMHMR
DMHMR
DMHMR
DMHMR
DMHMR
DMHMR

Appendix C: Virginia State Colony Annual Sterilizations
Virginia State Colony for Epileptics and Feeble-Minded
female
male
total
Source
Notes
1927/1928

N/A

N/A

50

SC

1928/1929

N/A

N/A

94

SC

1929/1930
1930/1931
1931/1932
1932/1933
1933/1934

N/A
N/A
N/A
35
46

N/A
N/A
N/A
58
42

159
116
126
93
88

SC
SC
WSH
WSH
WSH

1934/1935
1935/1936

79
78

73
57

152
135

SHB
SHB

1936/1937
1937/1938

31
83

65
41

96
124

SHB
SHB

1938/1939
1939/1940

65
65

83
81

148
146

SHB
SHB

1940/1941
1941/1942

60
78

55
70

115
148

SHB
SHB

1942/1943
1943/1944

44
46

32
4

76
50

SHB
SHB

1944/1945
1945/1946
1946/1947
1947/1948
1948/1949
1949/1950
1950/1951
1951/1952

53
43
33
45
60
45
24
36

20
16
21
6
67
21
56
30

73
59
54
51
127
66
80
66

SHB
SHB
SHB
SHB
SHB
SHB
SHB
SHB

1952/1953
1953/ 1954
1954/1955
1955/1956

31
36
22
10

41
26
23
9

72
62
45
19

SHB
SHB
SHB
SHB

1956/1957
1957/1958
1958/1959
1960

13
13
N/A
N/A

12
4
N/A
N/A

25
17
11
27

SHB
SHB
DMHMR
DMHMR
122

1929 report says: "135
have been sterilized" when
it should be 144.
1930 report says 294 have
been done, when it is
really 304.

1961
1962
1963
1964
1965
1966
1967
1968
1969
1970
1971

N/A
N/A
N/A
N/A
N/A
N/A
N/A
N/A
N/A
N/A
N/A

N/A
N/A
N/A
N/A
N/A
N./A
N/A
N/A
N/A
N/A
N/A

2
5
14
3
21
14
4
2
6
6
0

1972
1973

N/A
N/A

N/A
N./A
Total:

0
0
2847

DMHMR
DMHMR
DMHMR
DMHMR
DMHMR
DMHMR
DMHMR
DMHMR
DMHMR
DMHMR
DMHMR
DMHMR
DMHMR
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Appendix D: Petersburg Colony Annual Sterilizations

1927/1928
1928/1929
1929/1930
1930/1931
1931/1932
1932/1933
1933/1934
1934/1935
1935/1936
1936/1937
1937/1938
1938/1939
1939/1940
1940/1941
1941/1942
1942/1943
1943/1944
1944/1945
1945/1946
1946/1947
1947/1948
1948/1949
1949/1950
1950/1951
1951/1952
1952/1953
1953/1954
1954/1955
1955/1956
1956/1957
1957/1958
1958/1959
1960
1961
1962
1963

Female

Male

0
0
4
24
18
18
1
6
6
24
18
22
0
1
0
10
0
0
0
10

0
0
0
23
13
0
0
0
0
0
1
14
0
7
0
3
0
0
0
4

N/A

N/A

N/A
N/A
N/A
N/A

N/A
N/A
N/A
N/A

Petersburg Colony
Total
Source
N/A
N/A
N/A
N/A
N/A
N/A
N/A
N/A
N/A
N/A
N/A
0
0
4
SHB
47
SHB
31
SHB
18
SHB
1
SHB
6
SHB
6
SHB
24
SHB
19
SHB
36
SHB
0
SHB
8
SHB
0
SHB
13
SHB
0
SHB
0
SHB
0
SHB
14
SHB
DMHMR
19
DMHMR
0
DMHMR
0
DMHMR
0
DMHMR
0
124

Notes

Petersburg Colony opens

1964
1965
1966
1967
1968
1969
1970
1971
1972
1973

N/A
N/A
N/A
N/A
N/A
N/A
N/A
N/A
N/A
N/A

N/A
N/A
N/A
N/A
N/A
N/A
N/A
N/A
N/A
N/A

Total:

DMHMR
DMHMR
DMHMR
DMHMR
DMHMR
DMHMR
DMHMR
DMHMR
DMHMR
DMHMR

0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
246

125

Female

1927/1928
1928/1929

N/A
N/A

1929/1930

N/A

1930/1931
1931/1932
1932/1933
1933/1934
1934/1935
1935/1936
1936/1937
1937/1938
1938/1939
1939/1940
1940/1941
1941/1942
1942/1943
1943/1944
1944/1945
1945/1946
1946/1947
1947/1948
1948/1949

N/A
N/A

Appendix E: Eastern State Annual Sterilizations
Eastern State
Male
Total
Source
Notes
Seven sterilizations performed.
Whether sterilizations were
performed for eugenic reasoning is
N/A
7 ESH
unknown.
N/A
28 WSH
Number is calculated by author. 42
sterilizations performed from 1927 N/A
7 WSH
1930; 42 - 35 = 7

N/A
N/A

2
22
11
16
15
14
8
11
8
11
1
2
6
11
10
8
6

2
14
9
8
8
9
2
7
5
4
12
1
0
3
0
1
0

10
8
4
36
20
24
23
23
10
18
13
15
13
3
6
14
10
9
6

WSH
WSH
WSH
WSH
WSH
WSH
SHB
SHB
SHB
SHB
SHB
SHB
SHB
SHB
SHB
SHB
SHB
SHB
SHB

1949/1950
1950/1951
1951/1952
1952/1953

9
15
5
6

1
3
0
0

10
18
5
6

SHB
SHB
SHB
SHB

1953/ 1954
1954/1955
1955/1956
1956/1957

15
4
4
3

4
0
0
1

19
4
4
4

SHB
SHB
SHB
SHB
126

Number is calculated by author. 52
sterilizations performed from 1927 1931; 52 - 42 = 10

1957/1958
1958/1959
1960
1961
1962
1963
1964
1965
1966
1967
1968
1969
1970
1971
1972
1973

2
N/A
N/A
N/A
N/A
N/A
N/A
N/A
N/A
N/A
N/A
N/A
N/A
N/A
N/A
N/A

0
N/A
N/A
N/A
N/A
N/A
N/A
N/A
N/A
N/A
N/A
N/A
N/A
N/A
N/A
N/A
Total:

2
9
2
1
2
0
0
2
1
2
3
7
4
6
0
4
422

SHB
DMHMR
DMHMR
DMHMR
DMHMR
DMHMR
DMHMR
DMHMR
DMHMR
DMHMR
DMHMR
DMHMR
DMHMR
DMHMR
DMHMR
DMHMR
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Appendix F: Southwestern State Hospital Annual Sterilizations

Female
1927/1928
1928/1929
1929/1930
1930/1931
1931/1932
1932/1933
1933/1934
1934/1935
1935/1936
1936/1937
1937/1938
1938/1939
1939/1940
1940/1941
1941/1942
1942/1943
1943/1944
1944/1945
1945/1946
1946/1947
1947/1948
1948/1949
1949/1950
1950/1951
1951/1952
1952/1953
1953/1954
1954/1955
1955/1956
1956/1957
1957/1958
1958/1959
1960
1961
1962

68
12
3
12
22
21
0
12
0
5
0
0
0
7
1
0
9
0
0
10
0
11
N/A
N/A
N/A
N/A

Southwest State Hospital
Male
total
N/A
N/A
N/A
N/A
N/A
N/A
N/A
N/A
N/A
91
2
7
4
1
0
0
2
0
6
0
0
0
8
0
0
3
0
0
0
0
1
N/A
N/A
N/A
N/A

159
14
10
16
23
21
0
14
0
11
0
0
0
15
1
0
12
0
0
10
0
12
2
17
10
6
128

Notes

All sterilizations performed
previous to 1937 reported
SHB
SHB
SHB
SHB
SHB
SHB
SHB
SHB
SHB
SHB
SHB
SHB
SHB
SHB
SHB
SHB
SHB
SHB
SHB
SHB
SHB
DMHMR
DMHMR
DMHMR
DMHMR

1963
1964
1965
1966
1967
1968
1969
1970
1971
1972
1973

N/A
N/A
N/A
N/A
N/A
N/A
N/A
N/A
N/A
N/A
N/A

N/A
N/A
N/A
N/A
N/A
N/A
N/A
N/A
N/A
N/A
N/A

Total:

2
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
355

129

DMHMR
DMHMR
DMHMR
DMHMR
DMHMR
DMHMR
DMHMR
DMHMR
DMHMR
DMHMR
DMHMR

Appendix G: State Hospital Annual Report Locations
This chart includes the locations of all the Annual State Hospital Reports the author located during the
research process of this thesis. Reports can also be found at locations not included in the chart below and
there are additional annual reports that are accessible but the author was not able to locate them all. Some
reports found were condensed versions that include the annual reports for a series of years. If a report is
condensed, it is noted. For years, the Annual reports covered the fiscal year
Annual Report Abbreviations:
Abbreviation: Annual Report:
Western
Western State Hospital
VA Colony
Virginia State Colony for Epileptics and Feebleminded
Central
Central State Hospital
P Colony
Petersburg State Colony
Eastern
Eastern State Hospital
Southwestern
Southwestern State Hospital
SHB
State Hospital Board (Includes information on all six Institutions)
Source Location Acronyms:
Acronym:
Location:
ACHS
Augusta County Historical Society Archives, Staunton, VA
LOV
Library of Virginia, Richmond, VA
UVA
University of Virginia Library, Charlottesville, VA
JMU
James Madison University Library, Harrisonburg, VA
HT
HathiTrust Digital Library
State Hospital Annual Report Locations
Year

Western

VA Colony

Central

P Colony

1901
1902
1903
1904
1905
1906

1907

ACHS:
1906 -1909
condensed
report
ACHS

1908

ACHS

1909

ACHS

ACHS

1910
1911
1912
1913
1914

130

Eastern

Southwest

SHB

1915
1916
1917

LOV

1918

LOV

1919

HT

1920

HT: 1919 1921
condensed
report
HT

1921

1922

UVA: 1921
-1929
condensed
report
UVA

1923

UVA

1924

UVA

1925

LOV

UVA

1926

LOV, HT

UVA

HT: 1925 1934
condensed
report
HT

UVA

HT

1927
1928

LOV

UVA

HT

1929

LOV

UVA

HT

1930

LOV, HT

UVA

HT

1931

HT

UVA

HT, LOV

1932

HT

HT, LOV

1933

HT

HT, LOV

1934

HT

HT, LOV

1935

HT

1936

LOV

LOV

1937

JMU,HT

1938

JMU, HT

1939

1940

LOV

LOV

1941

LOV

LOV

1942

LOV

1943

LOV

1944

LOV

LOV

JMU, HT:
1939 -1941
condensed
report
HT

LOV

HT
JMU, HT

LOV
LOV

JMU, HT
JMU, HT
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1945

LOV

LOV

1946

LOV

LOV

JMU, HT
LOV

LOV

1947

LOV, HT

1948

HT: 1946 –
1950
condensed
report
HT, JMU

1949

HT

1950

1951

HT: 1950 1953
condensed
report, JMU
HT, JMU

1952

HT

1953

HT, JMU

1954

LOV

1955

LOV

1956

LOV

1957

JMU

1958

JMU
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