COPING WITH A

“PUBLIC MENACE”

Eugenic Sterilization
in Minnesota

n n 1927, nearly two months
after the U.S. Supreme Court
issued Buck v. Bell, its famous ruling
upholding eugenic sterilization, 18-
year-old “Edna Collins” became the
ninety-eighth person legally sterilized
at the Minnesota School for the
Feebleminded in Faribault. Seven
other women, aged 22 to 36, and a
19-year-old man were sterilized the
same day. Edna had a difficult and
prolonged convalescence, but six
weeks after the operation she was
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well enough to be discharged to the
Harmon Club, a residence for “feeble-
minded” girls in Minneapolis. She was
readmitted to Faribault the following
year but eventually escaped and was
discharged into her mother’s care.!
Edna’s story is unique only
because her experience is better
documented than most. As many as
2,204 persons (77 percent of them
women) were sterilized under the
state’s eugenics law between 1925
and 1945—and the law remained on

the books for another 30 years. Most
sterilized Minnesotans were much
like Edna: they were “feebleminded”
or “mentally deficient” women of
childbearing age who got ensnared
in the welfare or juvenile-justice
system and were committed to state
guardianship. Ironically, Minnesota’s

BEeLOW: Postcard view of Skinner Hall,
Minnesota School for the Feebleminded,
Faribault, 1926
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sterilization program existed along-
side a liberal child-welfare system
and guardianship program for people
with disabilities that won national
praise.? The state’s history of eugenic
sterilization reveals the tragic con-
sequences of basing social policy on
righteous scientific certainty and the
belief that individual reproduction
can—and should—be controlled for
the greater good.

Eugenic sterilization has received
a great deal of attention in recent
years and, to date, five governors
have apologized to survivors. In Min-
nesota, however, the history of sur-
gical sterilization remains obscure.
This is partly because the state did
not have a central eugenics board
that made (and recorded) decisions,
and partly because most surgeries
were performed before World War II.
Although Minnesota had one of the
nation’s most active sterilization pro-
grams between the two world wars,
by 1963 it ranked far behind Cali-
fornia and North Carolina in total
number of sterilizations (2,350) and
even behind other midwestern states
such as Michigan and Indiana. In-
deed, Minnesota boasted fewer than
4 percent of the 63,678 sterilizations
performed nationwide.? Despite the
relatively small numbers, eugenic
sterilization was integrated into
Minnesota’s highly praised welfare
system for more than a generation
and caused harm to disadvantaged
families throughout the state.

he campaign to legalize the
sterilization of “defectives”
emerged out of two popular move-
ments of the Progressive Era: eu-
genics and social welfare reform.
Eugenics, the “science” of improv-
ing the human race through better
breeding, was founded in the early
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A child climbs toward the pinnacle that
selectively bred animals have already
reached in this sketch from the papers

of eugenics crusader Charles F. Dight.

1880s by British scientist Francis
Galton, a cousin of Charles Darwin,
and swept across North America

in the 1910s. Because it was a ver-
satile social ideology that promised
to prevent social problems such as
poverty and crime through scientific
intervention and rational planning,
eugenics appealed to people with
very different political and social in-
terests. “Positive” eugenics strategies,
such as the “fitter families” contests
held at many state fairs, encouraged
childbearing among the fit, while
“negative” eugenics, such as surgical
sterilization, attempted to reduce
the fertility of those deemed unfit.
Positive and negative eugenics were
two sides of the same coin, joined
together by the new Progressive Era
momentum in public health and so-
cial welfare.*

Support for eugenics developed
in tandem with the progressive re-
form movement that swept Minne-
sota and the nation in the 1900s and
1910s.” Like progressivism as a whole,

eugenics denoted an unwavering
faith in science, efficiency, and profes-
sional expertise and a firm conviction
that most social problems could be
averted through government inter-
vention. Although eugenic influences
are evident in a variety of progres-
sive reforms, their greatest impact in
Minnesota was on child welfare.
Like most states, Minnesota
modernized its child-welfare system
in the first decades of the twenti-
eth century. A juvenile court was
established in 1905 and a mothers’
pensions law was enacted in 1913.
Three years later, Governor J. A. A.
Burnquist appointed a commission,
chaired by juvenile-court judge
Edward F. Waite, to “revise and
codify” state laws affecting children.
In 1917 the Child Welfare Commis-

Judge Edward F. Waite, who
would soon chair the Child Welfare

Commission, about 1915
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sion issued its influential report that
affirmed the state’s role as the “ulti-
mate guardian of all children who
need what they cannot provide for
themselves and what natural or legal

guardians are not providing.”®

Minnesota was recognized
as “one of the leading
states as measured by its
children’s laws.”

The commission recommended
dozens of new laws to strengthen and
streamline the state’s child-welfare
system. Thirty-five laws were passed
in the pioneering Children’s Code,
and Minnesota was recognized as
“one of the leading states as measured
by its children’s laws.” The code cre-
ated an administrative apparatus, in-
cluding a state children’s bureau and
county child-welfare boards, which
extended the state’s responsibility
into rural areas. It set up a licensing
system for maternity hospitals and
boarding homes; revised Minnesota’s
mothers’ pensions and juvenile court
laws; and promised illegitimate chil-
dren the same support and educa-
tion as children whose parents were
married. Minnesota became the first
state to require that parental suit-
ability and a child’s adoptability be
investigated before adoption. Most
important to the history of eugenic
sterilization, the Children’s Code also
empowered county probate judges to
commit neglected, dependent, and
delinquent children—and any person
“alleged to be Feeble Minded, Inebri-
ate or Insane”—to state guardianship
without the approval of parent or kin.

The fact that a compulsory com-
mitment law for “defectives” of all
ages was a key recommendation of
the Child Welfare Commission is a
stark reminder of the influence of eu-

Arthur C. Rogers, the influential

superintendent of the Minnesota School
Jor the Feebleminded

genics on Minnesota progressivism.
More specifically, it demonstrates the
considerable clout of Dr. Arthur C.
Rogers, the highly respected super-
intendent of the Minnesota School
for the Feebleminded in Faribault
from 1885 to 1917. Although Rogers
died shortly before the commission
released its report (and seven years
before eugenic sterilization was legal-
ized), his commanding presence in
charitable and medical-institutional
circles helped to shape Minnesota
disability policy well into the 1930s.
As editor-in-chief of the Journal of
Psycho-Asthenics (later the Journal
of the American Association for Men-
tal Deficiency) and a leader in both
the state and national Conferences
on Charities and Corrections, Rog-
ers had been a longtime advocate of
compulsory commitment, which he
considered especially important for
women of childbearing age. He also
expressed cautious support for the
principle of eugenic sterilization.”
Roger’s greatest contribution to
Minnesota’s eugenics movement,
however, was in education and re-

search. In 1911 he arranged with

the prominent eugenicist Charles
Davenport for two fieldworkers from
the Eugenics Record Office in Cold
Spring Harbor, Long Island, to study
the families of inmates at the Min-
nesota School for the Feebleminded.
The result was the sensational-

ist Dwellers in the Vale of Siddem
(1919), published posthumously by
Rogers’s co-author Maud Merrill.
Like the better-known eugenics fam-
ily studies by Arthur Estabrook and
Henry H. Goddard, Dwellers was a
shocking exposé of the “appalling
amount” of hereditary defectiveness
in a Minnesota community called
Hog Hollow. It depicted Minnesota’s
feebleminded as the “gravest sort

of social menace” and described in
lurid detail the wicked misdeeds of
women and men who were so de-
praved that they lived beneath the
level of animals. Communities like
Hog Hollow provided an “inexhaust-
ible supply” of mental and moral de-
fectives, Rogers and Merrill warned.
The uncontrolled reproduction of the
feebleminded placed a huge burden
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on the state and rendered charity or
institutional care futile, “like trying
to stamp out malaria or yellow fever
in the neighborhood of a mosquito
breeding swamp.”

Rogers also brought psychologist
Frederick Kuhlmann, who became
one of the state’s most effective
eugenics advocates, to Minnesota.
Kuhlmann had been a student of
the legendary Clark University
psychologists G. Stanley Hall and
Edmund Sanford and a classmate
of Lewis Terman, whose revision to
the Binet intelligence test and vigor-
ous promotion of IQ testing shaped
both psychology and education for
generations. Appointed director of
research at the Faribault school in
1910, Kuhlmann rapidly emerged as
one of Minnesota’s leading psycholo-
gists. He designed and administered

BeLow: Classroom at the Faribault
school, 1910s

1Q tests to thousands of Minnesota
schoolchildren, assisted in develop-
ing special classes for the mentally
retarded in the public schools, and,
with Rogers, vigorously promoted
statewide testing so that “high-grade”
mental defectives—people not im-
mediately recognizable as retarded—
could be more easily identified and
controlled. Kuhlmann’s work con-
tributed to the substantial increase
in the numbers of Minnesotans who
were labeled feebleminded.®

By the time the Child Welfare
Commission set about its work, then,
Rogers’s contention that hereditary
feeblemindedness was a large and
growing social problem seemed im-
possible to dispute. “Almost every
community in the state furnishes
examples of hereditary feeble-mind-
edness,” warned the commission in
its 1917 report. There were many
“mentally subnormal children whose
presence in the community is a seri-

ous public menace.” Since little could

be done as long as parents had legal
control, the commissioners recom-
mended a compulsory commitment
law. Following Rogers, they stressed
the law’s particular importance for
“girls and women of child-bearing
age” The commission also com-
mented favorably on the principle of
eugenic sterilization but, finding no
state law worth emulating, called for
further study.’

ith its compulsory commit-
ment law, Minnesota took a
major step toward eugenic steriliza-
tion. The expanded powers of the
courts to make commitments, along
with the post-World War I growth
of intelligence testing and popu-
lar panic about the “menace of the
feebleminded” led to a startling in-
crease in the number of Minnesotans
labeled feebleminded and committed
to state guardianship. By 1924, 1,802
people had been placed under state




guardianship, with an average of 27
new commitments each month. The
state institution was crowded beyond
capacity.’’

Many new commitments—and
most of the people eventually ster-
ilized—were “high-grade” feeble-
minded or “morons,” who would not
be considered to have a disability
today. The statutory definition of a
“feebleminded person”—as someone
“so mentally defective as to be inca-
pable of managing himself and his
affairs, and to require supervision,
control and care for his own or the
public welfare”—was vague, and it
gave the county probate judge wide
latitude in making commitment de-
cisions. Although mental deficiency
theoretically was to be determined
by a board of examiners comprised
of the probate judge and two licensed
physicians, the judge was permit-
ted to dispense with the examiners
if he considered someone “obviously
feebleminded.” Most judges looked
at a variety of factors, including 1Q,
physical health, family background,
home environment, school or work
record, and general deportment. But
judges were elected officials. They
were not required to have any legal
or medical training, and they mainly
encountered people already in trou-
ble with welfare agencies or the law.
In practice, judicial commitment de-
cisions often had as much to do with
nonstandard behavior or lower-class
status as with a low IQ. For example,
“sex delinquency” and economic de-
pendency were considered symptoms
of feeblemindedness. Judges often
brought unmarried mothers under
state guardianship because they had
a child outside of wedlock and could
not provide support.

As the number of allegedly feeble-
minded Minnesotans swelled, eu-
genicists stepped up their campaign

for a sterilization law. In the early
1920s their most vocal and persistent
crusader was the idiosyncratic physi-
cian Charles Dight, who founded and
presided over the Minnesota Eugen-
ics Society. An outspoken socialist
who had served on the Minneapolis
city council before taking up the
cause of eugenics, Dight bombarded
Minnesotans with pro-eugenics
newspaper articles, letters to the edi-
tor, pamphlets, radio programs, and
a relentless lobbying campaign. The
socially unfit have become “a peril to
this nation,” Dight proclaimed in a
1922 pamphlet. They were increasing
at a “dangerous rate,” had a “strong
predisposition” to criminality, and
constituted a burden on society. Im-
migration from southern and eastern
Europe lowered the standards of
American citizenship and obstructed
efforts to improve social conditions.
Dight warned: “We will never recover
from it except by the use of eugenic

measures.”

With its compulsory
commitment law, Minnesota
took a major step toward
eugenic sterilization.

Historians have considered Dight
to be “largely responsible” for the
Minnesota sterilization law, for he
kept an extensive record of his activi-
ties and, in his 1935 history of the
Minnesota eugenics movement, gave
himself the leading role. In reality,
however, the bill would not have
passed without strong backing from
Kuhlmann and the social welfare
establishment. The State Board of
Control, which administered state-
wide children’s services, and its allies
in the social welfare field shared the
Eugenics Society’s concerns about
the menace of the feebleminded, but

Charles F. Dight, the indefaligable

promoter of eugenics

they objected to Dight’s “overzealous”
goal of sterilizing all of Minnesota’s
“unfit’—about ten percent of the
state’s population. Their interest in
sterilization was far more practical:

it would ameliorate high relief costs,
poor parenting, and serious over-
crowding in the state institution.'®

E n April 8, 1925, Governor
Theodore Christianson signed
a bill making Minnesota the sev-
enteenth state to legalize eugenic
sterilization. The law permitted the
sterilization of a feebleminded per-
son committed to state guardianship
or an insane person who had been
hospitalized for six months—but only
after careful investigation, consulta-
tion with three experts (a “reputable”
physician, a psychologist, and the
superintendent of the relevant insti-
tution), and the written consent of
the spouse or nearest kin. If no rela-
tive could be located, the State Board
of Control as legal guardian could
give consent. (In cases of insanity, the
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patient also had to give consent.) In
contrast to most states, Minnesota’s
sterilization law was “voluntary”™—
no operation could be performed un-
less consent was secured; it was not
administered by a central Eugenics
Board; and it did not necessarily en-
tail a period of confinement in a state
institution.™

As in other states, Minnesota’s
sterilization program was shaped by
the distinct professional perspectives
of medicine, psychology, and social
work. Physician-eugenicists such as
Dight, Walter E. List, superintendent
of Minneapolis General Hospital,
and surgeon George G. Eitel had
lobbied actively for the bill. Dight’s
unique contribution was recognized
when he was given the privilege of
attending the first six surgeries in
January 1926, but the responsibilities
of the other medical men were more
professional and longer lasting. The
law required two doctors—the insti-
tutional superintendent and another
“reputable” physician (in practice,
usually a member of the staff)—to
authorize the operation, and of
course a surgeon was necessary to
perform it. Eitel, the founder of the
private Eitel Hospital and a vice-
president of Dight’s eugenics society,
performed the first 150 surgeries; his
nephew Dr. George D. Eitel took over
the work after the older man died in
1928. Psychologists also had a cru-
cial role in the sterilization program,
as consultation with a psychologist
(usually Kuhlmann) was required to
authorize the operation. “Consulta-
tion” meant at least one IQ test.'®

Finally, social workers were re-
sponsible for administering the law
at the state and local levels. Key in
deciding who would be sterilized
was Mildred Thomson, who as di-
rector of the control board’s Bureau
for the Feebleminded and Epilep-

242 Minnesota History

- Tsiieee 2 PAlts
- Peasist Ta L] —
st faaial Leduianim
S8 DR il ek LTS
- ¥
BT HEERT
I R Ly pir.
aitar T Ly
- N lay EirTy P =1
rfsziel tn thaes L
i emarty, 0 feasds
§ = v gl o=
ant rery ahipenat=s 22ann
lesiitutione enEs a8 Ji

Lar=8 wiylesiaml i,

EBRERE NTTELE m.
=1

EITEL HOSPITAL

e

= HrY

MENEARLS RN,

Jasi. 2, LEES.

Falfars

" 5 i
Lo HlRssleta L& . iea iy

it & T L abeat te Ye drhe
& 37 .8k EEAZt & £ il L
1 Efendaal Fiasilinsil-n Mal ks
r effagring LB & = B
animd, ®pler; fiT =f Emacngy wed 12
LiEwdl ey = ks el mTostonate

f siziiders Thakt 111 wor ibdiie

fro

Yorlen, wExks jEieam,

Legislative lobbying by surgeon George G. Eitel, who hoped to limit the population of

“this most unfortunate and

tic from 1924 to 1959 was the de
facto guardian of most of the state’s
feebleminded charges. Thomson,
who had studied with psychologist
Terman while working on her mas-
ter’s degree at Stanford University,
worked with local welfare boards
and the superintendent of the Fari-
bault school, as well as feebleminded
individuals and their families. She
advised them about official proce-
dures, recommended placement in a
state institution, and decided on the

very expensive class of citizens”

appropriateness of sterilization. Like
other social workers involved with
Minnesota’s sterilization program,
Thomson was convinced that she
was implementing a humane and
unbiased social policy. Minnesota
officials solicited personal consent
from the patient, even though such
consent was not required by law.
They did not sterilize very young
children and rarely authorized op-
erations over the objections of family
members.®



he majority of persons ster-
ilized under Minnesota’s
eugenics program in the 1920s and
1930s were impoverished, sexually
active women who violated conven-
tional standards of morality and had
(or might have) children they could
not support. Although the wide
range of cases warns against over-
generalization, the intake records of
four women admitted to the School
for the Feebleminded in July 1924
(and eventually sterilized) reveal the
interplay of social, behavioral, and
physiological factors that could result
in a diagnosis of feeblemindedness.
Eighteen-year-old Kate, a farmer’s
daughter, suffered from polio, heart
trouble, and a stubborn disposition;
she had also had sexual intercourse
with her neighbor and a brother.
Sixteen-year-old Prudence had vene-
real disease and an “incorrigible” dis-
position, the result of sexual relations
with her uncle and several other
men. Twenty-nine-year-old Alice,
the daughter of German immigrants
(her father was deceased), had “slow
speech.” Another twenty-nine-year-
old, Lucy, came from a Swedish im-
migrant farm family. Her father was
disabled from rheumatism and her

brother had spent a year in a state
hospital for the insane. She had a
sixth-grade education. Lucy’s prob-
lems were said to have begun when
she contracted diphtheria at the age
of 12. She was “immoral” and suf-
fered from venereal disease.'”

As these examples illustrate, a
diagnosis of feeblemindedness in
women usually resulted from an as-
sortment of factors, and the infertil-
ity following surgical sterilization
was only part of a larger misfortune
that often included family violence,
sexual abuse, disability, and abject
poverty. Edna Collins, for example,
had serious family troubles as well as
alow IQ test. Her father, a laborer,
had deserted his family. Her mother
was described by social workers as
“a strange looking woman” with a
“crippled arm,” who was “very well
suited” to her filthy surroundings. By
the age of 14, Edna stayed out late at
night, disobeyed her mother, and was
known to have had sex with three
men, including a married man over
50 who paid her to have intercourse
in the back of his car. Brought before
the court on the charge of “sex delin-
quency,” she was committed to the
Sauk Centre Home School for Girls

Postcard of the Home School for Girls, about 1910

but later transferred to Faribault “on
account of her mentality” An IQ test
in 1925 found the girl, then 16, to
have a mental age of 10. Psychologist
Kuhlmann described Edna as “per-
sonally dirty” and “vicious morally”
and noted that she taught “immoral
acts” to other children. The fact that
Edna’s six-year-old sister had died
at the Faribault school led Mildred
Thomson to surmise that “possibly
the family stock is bad.” Edna’s hard-
luck experiences—a broken family
beset by poverty and disability, and
an early sexual encounter with an
older man—were not unusual for
a sterilization survivor. Indeed, a
disproportionate number of steril-
ized women were probable victims
of incest or sexual abuse. The state
archives document many sad stories
of women like the “coarse” and “self-
willed” Annie, who was the mother of
her father’s child. Sterilized at age 23,
Annie was discharged from the state
institution and sent off to work.®
Feebleminded women should not
be seen merely as victims, however,
for many vigorously resisted the
state’s efforts to label and control
them. A few petitioned the court to
be discharged from guardianship,
although most rebelled in more in-
dividual ways. When feebleminded
women demonstrated their resis-
tance to the state’s eugenics program
by acting “proud” or running away,
however, the authorities usually
viewed their defiance as further evi-

dence of mental defect.”?

fficials saw the sterilization
program as a way to reduce
overcrowding at the state institution,
and most survivors were discharged
within three months. About half
were released to parents, siblings,

or spouses. Before 1937, another
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one-fifth were sent to transitional
residences, such as the state-run
clubhouses that functioned as group
homes for feebleminded wards work-
ing in the community. Edna and
Annie, for example, were “paroled”
to the Harmon Club, a Minneapo-
lis facility established in 1924 with
the assistance of the Women’s Wel-
fare League. This residence, which
housed 20 women discharged from
the Faribault school to the Hen-
nepin County Welfare Board, was
conceived as an intermediate facility
between institution and community,
a way for feebleminded women to
become more independent and live
relatively inexpensively outside the
state institution.?°

Although the main objective
of sterilization was to reduce over-
crowding at Faribault, the steady
supply of low-wage workers who
could do “useful labor under supervi-
sion” was an added economic benefit.
Still, Thomson reflected years later,
at the time clubhouses were a “great
advance” for the mentally retarded:
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residents were “much happier than
they could be inside the institution.”
The Board of Control paid $20 per
month for each woman’s supervision,
but the residents themselves paid
room and board out of the wages they
earned working in laundries, restau-
rants, or domestic service. With the
rest of their earnings (and the aid

of the supervisor), they purchased
extra clothes, paid for movies and
vacations, sent money to their fami-
lies, and opened savings accounts.
Despite its early promise, however,
the clubhouse system collapsed along
with the economy during the Great
Depression. The Minneapolis Har-
mon Club and two other clubhouses
in St. Paul and Duluth all closed their
doors in the 1930s.

eanwhile, commitments
and sterilizations rose along

with the economic and social crisis

of the 1930s. Many social workers

believed that unemployment and
the depressed economy had ag-

gravated longstanding social prob-
lems, such as idleness; they thought
that the easy availability of movies,
automobiles, and men (transients
and construction crews roaming

the countryside) created more op-
portunities for misbehavior. At the
same time, the rapid increase in the
number of individuals and fami-

lies on relief strained the resources
of local communities traditionally
responsible for assisting the poor.
Since hereditary feeblemindedness
was seen as a cause of poverty, sexual
misconduct, and crime, the concept
of mental deficiency offered a con-
venient explanation for disorderly
families. The well-established proce-
dures for the economic support and
legal control of feebleminded people
thus offered a practical solution to
the mounting crisis. Nearly half of all
recorded sterilizations in Minnesota
took place between 1934 and 1940,
with the greatest annual number
(188) performed in 1937.%!

Commitments and
sterilizations rose along
with the economic and

social crisis of the 1930s.

Although the enormity of the
Great Depression eclipsed programs
for the feebleminded—both in terms
of resources and public conscious-
ness—dramatic changes to the wel-
fare system bolstered the ability of
state and county officials to meddle
in the everyday lives of Minnesota’s
poorest and most vulnerable resi-
dents. Early in the New Deal, the
State Board of Control—already the
legal guardian of the state’s feeble-
minded wards, with the power to
authorize sterilizations—was des-
ignated the State Emergency Relief
Administration. Children’s Bureau



Workers at the Model Launderers and Cleaners, Minneapolis, about 1930

field agents then took on the addi-
tional role of representing the relief
organization. In 1937 Minnesota’s
welfare agencies were reorganized

to meet the child-welfare provisions
in the 1935 Social Security Act, and
the child-welfare boards were trans-
formed into “county welfare boards”
with higher budgets and greater
investigative and economic powers.
These new agencies retained their
earlier responsibility for children and
“mental defectives” but acquired a
daunting new mission: administer-
ing all other forms of public assis-
tance. County judges, often driven by
political considerations, and welfare
agents, many of whom had heavy
case loads but little training in social
work, must have been overwhelmed.
In many cases, Thomson recalled,
they ordered IQ tests for parents and
children living in “deplorable” condi-
tions and committed entire families
to state guardianship as feeble-
minded. Subsequent testing proved
that many of these families were not
feebleminded, she observed, and

“their frustrating experiences made
them resentful” and “difficult” to
manage.”>

The 1930s boosted state control
over the feebleminded in two other
ways. First, Kuhlmann’s long-
standing dream of a statewide census
for the feebleminded was partially
realized when Governor Floyd B.
Olson signed a bill authorizing a
census on April 29, 1935—although

P

Dr. Frederick Kuhlmann, one of
Minnesota’s leading psychologists, who
eventually directed the division of

research at the State Board of Control

no appropriation or statewide census
was ever made. Four years later, after
a wave of sex crimes in St. Paul, the
state legislature enacted the nation’s
third “sexual irresponsibles” law, per-
mitting the indefinite commitment of
“defective” sex offenders. An Annex
for Defective Delinquents was estab-
lished at the St. Cloud Reformatory

in 1945. (It closed 19 years later after
) 23

a series of scandals.

Ithough state control over the
feebleminded intensified in
the 1930s, the decade also exposed
mounting dissatisfaction with state
institutions and bureaucracy. Par-
tisan disputes exacerbated by the
election of (and conflict within) the
Farmer-Labor Party and the nasty
political struggles over patronage
brought unprecedented publicity

to the failings of state agencies and
elected officials. Several high-

profile cases in the 1930s and 1940s
revealed a growing unease about
“mass sterilizations” at Faribault and
led to charges of mismanagement
and abuse in the state institutions.

A particularly dramatic case made
public as a result of a 1939 legislative
investigation concerned the appal-
ling treatment of a Faribault inmate
named Blanche Harkner. Harkner
had climbed out a window at the
school hospital in a desperate attempt
to escape a scheduled sterilization
operation and fell two-and-one-half
stories to the ground, shattering
both legs and injuring her spine. Six
days passed before Faribault officials
transferred her to a Minneapolis hos-
pital where she could receive the nec-
essary medical care. Significantly, the
ensuing political scandal concerned
the failure of institution officials to
provide medical treatment—not the
prospect of her sterilization.?*
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Minnesota’s program of commit-
ting, institutionalizing, and possibly
sterilizing “mentally deficient” citi-
zens faced two major legal challenges
in the 194.0s. First, in 1944 the state
supreme court overturned a lower
court’s commitment of Rose Masters,
an allegedly feebleminded mother
of nine. Mrs. Masters and her hus-
band were Catholic tenant farmers
who had fallen on hard times during
the depression, and their desperate
need for assistance led the county
welfare board to conclude that the
couple had too many children they
could not support. Mrs. Masters was
committed to state guardianship in
1940 and institutionalized two years
later. Three months after that, her
neighbors petitioned for her release.
The district court rejected their ap-
peal, but its decision was reversed
by the Minnesota Supreme Court. In
a powerful repudiation of eugenics
and the large numbers of compulsory
commitments in the past, the court
ruled that “human liberty is too pre-
cious, the family home too funda-
mental, and mother love too sacred”
to make Mrs. Masters prove that she
was not feebleminded, as the district
court had required. The burden of
proof should be on the welfare board
instead. Because the family was
Catholic, this precedent-setting case
focused only on compulsory commit-
ment and institutionalization, and
not sterilization.?

Sterilization was a larger issue
during a bitter election campaign two
years later, when former governor
and Farmer-Labor candidate Hjal-
mar Petersen charged the Repub-
lican administrations of governors
Harold E. Stassen and Edward J.
Thye of failing to investigate charges
of brutality and mass sterilization
at the Faribault school. Since Stas-
sen took power in 1939, the Petersen
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campaign alleged, Faribault patients
had been beaten, tied to toilets for 24
hours at a time, served food unfit for
human consumption, and forced to
consent to sterilization as their “price
of freedom” from the institution. A
grand jury investigated the charges,
and, in a report made public the
month after the election, concluded
that the charges of “wholesale and
unauthorized sterilization . . . were
unwarranted and not substantiated,”
according to Thomson. Sterilizations
were indeed performed, but they
were sanctioned by law.26

By the 1960s, support for
eugenics had waned.

Petersen’s political posturing
obscured a bitter irony: Minnesota’s
sterilization program was a bipar-
tisan effort that was, in fact, more
active under the Farmer-Labor gov-
ernment of the 1930s than under
the Republican administrations that
followed. The drop in sterilization
during the early 1940s, however, was
due not to moral or political convic-
tion, but to a shortage of medical
and nursing personnel. Sterilizations
were performed regularly, although
in reduced numbers, throughout
the 1950s.%7

E y the 1960s, support for eu-
genics had waned. Greater
knowledge of human genetics, a new
understanding of the capabilities

of people with mental disabilities,
and the changed philosophy of a
new generation of mental health
professionals began to challenge the
outdated views that were the basis of
Minnesota’s sterilization policy. Al-
though the longtime superintendent
of the Faribault school continued to
defend eugenic sterilization on the

grounds that specific operations were
authorized on the basis of “scientific
and objective findings” and patients
were not pressured to consent, the
future belonged to reformers such

as Dr. David J. Vail, who believed
that surgical sterilization should be
avoided. After Vail was appointed
medical director of the Minnesota
Department of Welfare in 1961, the
number of sterilizations dropped. Yet
attitudes were slow to change, and it
was not until 1975 that the law was
altered to provide greater protection
from unwanted sterilization. The
School for the Feebleminded (then
called the Faribault Regional Center)
closed in 1998 and was replaced by a
medium-security correctional facility.
Sterilization is still permitted upon a
court order.?®

ildred Thomson ended her

1963 memoir of “thirty-five
years with the mentally retarded” on
a high note. She looked back with
satisfaction on her long career and
was sanguine about new research,
educational programs, and social
services that made the prospects for
“retarded” Minnesotans increasingly
bright.?d Yet, as Thomson was aware,
the men and women who created
Minnesota’s eugenics program had
also expressed optimism about the
scientific discoveries and enlightened
social programs of their era. One can
only wonder how future generations
will look back on today’s advances
in medical genetics and welfare
reforms. Minnesota’s eugenic steril-
ization program may seem like the
product of a bygone era, but until its
history is better known, the mistakes
of the past will continue to cast a
shadow on the state. ©
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