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Preface

The inspiration for this book came from a graduate seminar on
comparative eugenics movements in the early 1970s at the Uni-
versity of Pennsylvania. I was working on a dissertation about
French views of Africans during the period of colonial expansion,
and I decided to study whether eugenics in France was connected
to racist attitudes at the end of the nineteenth century. This was
not to be the case, alas, and I returned to complete the dissertation,
publish it as a book, and take up my first teaching assignment.

When I returned to my investigation of eugenics, I uncovered a
vast interconnection of movements that quickly took me in sev-
eral new directions. Although race was not at the root of these
movements — demography and health were - it was always pres-
ent, and later became an important component. Of greater overall
significance was the fact that the various movements for the bio-
logical regeneration of France in the twentieth century typified
society's relation to science in the modern world that crossed na-
tional boundaries and continues to the present day. Because of the
interest in eugenics and the social relations of science, and the im-
portance of the comparative perspective, I have written this book
to set forth the French experience in its broadest context. Rather
than its being the last word on the subject, it will I hope prompt
others to add, correct, and above all complete the study of the
topic.

Work on this project has lasted for so long that it would be im-
possible to thank all of those who have helped. I would be remiss,
however, if I were not to acknowledge the generous support over
the years of grants from the American Philosophical Society, the
National Endowment for the Humanities, the National Science
Foundation, the Rockefeller Archives Center, the University of
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North Carolina at Wilmington, and the School of Liberal Arts of
Indiana University at Indianapolis. I would also like to thank Rob-
ert Nye and Mark Adams, who were present at the creation, as
well as Gar Allen, Toby Gelfand, Everett Mendelson, and Paul
Weindling, who have read the work and offered helpful com-
ments. I am grateful for Ronald Cohen's especially conscientious
editing work, and for the assistance of Barbara Christmas, Cathy
Johnson, Mary Gelzleichter, and Mary Frisby in preparing the
manuscript and index. In France, I owe special thanks to Jean-
Frangois Picard, who has helped make numerous research trips
very productive. I am also deeply grateful to Denis Richet, Gabriel
Richet, and Roger Couvelaire - descendants of some of the prin-
cipals in the story, who were kind enough to allow me access to
unpublished materials in family records.

Finally, I wish to thank my wife and children for "supporting"
me (in the French and English senses of the word) during the re-
search and writing of this book. Because the work coincided with
the founding of a family, I was provided with many personal ex-
amples of the broader themes I uncovered. For my family's un-
witting service as case studies, I am both grateful and apologetic.

William H. Schneider
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Introduction

In December 1941, Eugen Fischer, a leading anthropologist of the
Nazi Reich, visited the occupied city of Paris. As founder of the
Kaiser Wilhelm Institute for Anthropology, Human Heredity, and
Eugenics, Fischer delivered a lecture entitled "Problems of race
and racial legislation in Germany" at the Maison de la chimie, a
noted center of collaborationist propaganda.1 Fischer was not the
first who had come to spread the word to the French about the
National Socialist revolution in applied human biology. Earlier in
the year, Otmar von Verscheurer, the Frankfurt geneticist whose
pupils included the notorious Nazi doctor Josef Mengele, spoke
on human heredity and Nazi marriage laws, and others during the
year lectured on "Public health in the reich" and "Biology and the
organization of the state."2

Fischer admitted at the beginning of his talk that he had chosen
his topic because "racial problems and German racial legislation
are often the subjects of the greatest incomprehension by foreign-
ers."3 His aim was not only to explain the laws but also to per-
suade the French to join the Germans in their campaign to pre-
serve the "hereditary health" of the population. He did this in part
by flattery, telling his audience of the superiority of "the race called
'Nordic,' to which a great proportion of the French population
also belongs." Fischer also played on racial fears, warning that

French laws and institutions permit black blood to infiltrate the organism
of the French people . . . [producing] a regression of the intellectual and
cultural capacity of France that will have absolutely unavoidable conse-
quences if the mixing continues to spread on a vast scale.

He did not fail to mention another common enemy, the Jews,
declaring that their "moral tendencies and all the activities of Jew-
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ish Bolsheviks reveal a mentality so monstrous that one can only
speak of inferiority and beings of a different species than ours."4

Although the talk contained the usual Nazi race propaganda the
French had heard before, Fischer's conclusions addressed a specific
problem that the French themselves had recognized for decades -
their low birthrate. The German racial legislation, said Fischer,
did not focus solely on the undesirables. It would do little good to
eliminate them, he declared, "if the people no longer had the will
to survive." Hence, the people had to do their part by "the pro-
creation of large numbers of healthy children in all families." Fischer
did not, however, support the blind natalist policy that had been
attempted in previous decades in countries such as France, because
the result would be the "reproduction of inferior individuals, of
those at the lowest social level." Fischer's conclusion, therefore,
stressed that "it is not only the number of births that plays a de-
cisive role but the quality and the health of the race, without which
a people cannot perpetuate itself."5

Fischer and the other Germans spoke as if they were bringing
the first words of eugenics and biological regeneration to the French,
whom they had long considered decadent because of their low
birthrate and high incidence of disease and alcohol. Fischer was
correct in his assumption that for eugenics to work in France, it
had to address the natalists' concerns; but he ignored the fact that
for thirty years there had been an organized movement that ad-
vocated the necessity of improving both the quantity and the qual-
ity of the population: the French Eugenics Society. In fact, attend-
ing the Fischer lecture was Henri Briand of the Ecole
d'anthropologie who reported on the talk for the society in the
Revue anthropologique.6 It was to be the last official act of the soci-
ety, because the war had disrupted its organization, and the new
Vichy and occupation regimes had absorbed many of the interests
it represented. So, rather than heralding the beginning of eugenics
in France, the Fischer talk signaled the capstone of an era of French
eugenic thought and activity that had its own indigenous roots
and development.

This incident is very telling about perceptions of France and the
history of eugenics that persist to this day. For example, if one
mentions the word "eugenics" to a Frenchman, he will shake his
head either in ignorance or with a knowing disdain. "Yes," he will
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agree, if he knows the word at all, "those Germans and Anglo-
Saxons certainly did some nasty things in the name of eugenics.
Fortunately in France we did not succumb to such folly." This
view has been reinforced in recent years by scholars and those in
the scientific community who had taken a keen interest in the his-
tory of eugenics. Their conclusions generally support this popular
attitude.7 By and large, so the story goes, it was the English who
invented eugenics, but the Americans and Germans who were most
enthusiastic in giving it practical application, which in the case of
the Nazis was carried to the ultimate and horrible extreme of the
death camps.

France, in fact, enjoys a reputation for having been strongly
anti-eugenic in its history. Observers within the country and out-
side have boasted or complained (depending on whether they op-
posed or favored eugenics) that the strong egalitarian tradition of
the Third Republic, coupled with the tradition of Gallic opposi-
tion to things Anglo-Saxon, provided a strong opposition to the
English-inspired and German-perfected science of improving the
human race. Writing in 1933 for the English Eugenics review,
C. B. S. Hodson, secretary of the English Eugenics Society, noted
that "France has the reputation of showing little concern for ques-
tions of human biology and has an antagonistic outlook on eugen-
ics."8

Yet the record of French views on the subject (both scholarly
and popular) shows almost no evidence of opposition to eugenics.
There were occasional complaints about the Americans or Ger-
mans going to extremes. And some French proponents of eugen-
ics complained of resistance to their ideas. Otherwise, the single
organized attack came from the Catholic church, and then only
after the papal encyclical of 1930 forced French Catholics to aban-
don a decade-long attempt to define a Christian eugenics. The
reknowned French Ligue des droits de 1'homme, established to
protect individual rights during the Dreyfus affair, supported pro-
posals by eugenicists in the name of protecting "the rights of
unborn generations." And although this may have been for non-
eugenic reasons, the league certainly never attacked eugenics. Even
the French Communist party aligned itself with several eugenic
causes by the end of the 1930s.

On one level the characterization of eugenics as being Anglo-
Saxon is understandable. The United States and Germany were,



4 Quality and quantity

by all accounts, the countries where the most extensive eugenic
legislation was passed and applied.9 Although England, as will be
seen, is improperly considered to be the sole fount and inspiration
for all eugenics movements, the Englishman Francis Galton does
deserve credit (or blame) for first setting forth the new ideas and
coining the term that has come to be applied to the movements
and practices everywhere.10 But closer analysis simply of the ques-
tion of the naming of the new science suggests problems with this
common view of the history of eugenics. Ideas comparable to Gal-
ton's were developed simultaneously and independently both in
Germany and France, as reflected in their indigenous names, which
persisted well into the twentieth century: in Germany, "race hy-
giene," and in France, "puericulture."11

A major purpose of this book is to show that what the English
and Americans called eugenics was only one manifestation of a far
more pervasive trend at the time, and that there is a serious risk of
distorting the record by defining eugenics narrowly, based on pe-
culiar English or American circumstances. This broader view con-
siders eugenics as a widespread phenomenon found at the turn of
the nineteenth century in most industrial societies. Its roots lay in
the social class differentiation and conflict that was endemic to those
societies, as well as in the economic cycles, growth of govern-
ment, and increasingly scientific view of the world. Eugenics was
a reaction to the perception that society was in a state of decline
and degeneration.12 Its novelty was in the self-proclaimed scien-
tific means it proposed to resolve this decline, but this reaction
was common to a long list of countries in the world of 1900. This
book examines in detail how eugenics in France provided a broad
cover for a variety of movements that aimed at the biological regen-
eration of the population, such as natalism, neo-Malthusianism,
social hygiene, and racist immigration restrictions. Hence, it pro-
vides a thorough examination of eugenics beyond the Anglo-Saxon
context, and lends further evidence to the increasing number of
studies on other countries from Russia to Brazil and Norway to
Japan.13

The larger view of eugenics as a biologically based movement
for social reform also permits a better appreciation of the many
social and cultural cross-currents in each of the countries where
eugenics developed. The book demonstrates that if scholars take
this broader perspective, they can better discern the common fea-
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tures that defined eugenics. In addition, they can see eugenics as
much more of a worldwide phenomenon than is currently thought.
The early and regular international meetings of eugenicists have
long been a clue to this fact, which has yet to be thoroughly ex-
amined.14

One can immediately see both the need and value of this broader
perspective on the history of eugenics by considering the question
of its origins. The most common explanation for the beginning of
eugenics is that once humans were seen as part of the evolutionary
process, proposals were made to try to control it. According to
this view, Darwin's theory of evolution was the inspiration for his
cousin Francis Galton to propose a new science of eugenics. Gal-
ton's goals, as stated in an 1883 definition of eugenics, essentially
fit this explanation. He called eugenics

the science of improving stock, which is by no means confined to ques-
tions of judicious mating, but which, especially in the case of man, takes
cognisance of all influences that tend in however remote a degree to give
the more suitable races or strains of blood a better chance of prevailing
speedily over the less suitable than they otherwise would have.15

As with the naming of eugenics, this oft-repeated account of its
origins requires modification if it is to apply to the broader devel-
opment of the movement. For example, there was a delay of over
twenty years between Galton's definition of eugenics and the cre-
ation of the first eugenics organizations after the turn of the cen-
tury in England (1907), Germany (1905), and the United States
(1910). It has been argued that the reason for the delay was the
need for a better theoretical understanding of how hereditary traits
were passed on to subsequent generations; and the rediscovery of
Mendel's work in 1900 offered just such an understanding.16 His
laws, based on the assumption that discrete inherited traits were
not modified by the environment, represented an improvement on
Galton's and Darwin's idea of "blending" or averaging of inher-
ited qualities from each parent, opening up eugenics research to
the vast empirical experience of plant and animal breeders who
had developed many rule-of-thumb ideas similar to Mendel's.

This explanation of the delay is correct in its assumption that
there were important theoretical and practical problems in the ini-
tial attempt to follow Galton's dictum, but it goes too far in claim-
ing they were all resolved by Mendel's discoveries. Eugenicists,
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whether Mendelian or not, continually had trouble producing the
results they promised from their theories. It is therefore difficult
to claim that problems in hereditary theory alone were responsible
for the delay. More important, the French experience shows that
a Mendelian hereditary theory was not a necessary condition for
the development of eugenic thought. Mendelism did not come to
France until the 1930s, yet from the beginning of the century La-
marckian hereditary theory, which maintained that acquired char-
acteristics could be inherited, was the basis of a eugenics movement
with similar goals and some of the same programs as those in
Anglo-Saxon countries. Thus, although the spread of Mendel's
ideas may have been an important part of the beginning of eugen-
ics in England and the United States, Mendelism was by no means
a prerequisite.17

There are other equally plausible reasons why eugenics organi-
zations were not immediately established in the 1880s that look at
broader social and intellectual developments at the time. Support
for this view comes from the fact that the delays transcended sig-
nificant local differences from country to country. Nowhere in
Europe or the United States was a eugenics organization created
before 1900; and thereafter, such organizations were established
both in places where Mendelism was accepted and where it was
rejected. In fact, one feature of eugenics movements showing the
most consistency was the timing of the establishment of formal
eugenics societies. Only a few years lapsed between the founding
of the German Race Hygiene Society in 1905 and the French Eu-
genics Society in 1912. And in between, more than a dozen such
organizations came into existence across Europe, the United States,
and eventually Japan. It might be argued that the simultaneity was
simply the result of imitation and the spread of English ideas to
other countries. But although it is true that in France the imme-
diate impetus for the creation of the French Eugenics Society was
the First International Eugenics Congress held in London in 1912,
as I will show, the deeper inspiration came from developments in
French science and society that began at the same time as in Eng-
land and the United States. A closer examination of the delay in
establishing a eugenics organization in France shows that it came
not just from theoretical problems in explaining hereditary causes,
but for more mundane reasons such as the personalities of individ-
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uals and the difficulty in drawing together the people working in
the diverse fields that comprised eugenics.

It is very curious that until recently the French have virtually
ignored the history and impact of eugenic thought in their own
country. Despite the understandable desire to allow the Anglo-
Saxons and Germans to have the dubious distinction of excelling
in eugenics, lack of interest in France is all the more striking be-
cause French scholars have been among the pioneers during the
last twenty years in recognizing the relationship between biologi-
cal and medical thought on the one hand, and society and politics
on the other. The work of Michel Foucault in particular has in-
spired a whole generation of researchers to see the ever-increasing
social and political power of the state during the nineteenth and
twentieth centuries as having extended to physical control over
individuals, with a justification in biomedical terms.18

Foucault's work offers an even broader perspective on the his-
tory of eugenics, because it views Darwin's theory as just another
tool with which the state and society could order human biologi-
cal resources. Already by the end of the eighteenth century, ac-
cording to Foucault, humans were seen as a species whose repro-
duction was to be measured and assessed to determine the "bio-
power" of the state. Another aspect of this development was the
state's need to "discipline" the population physically for military,
economic, and political purposes. Sexuality, which had previously
been a private matter, now became a tool of the state and society.
Procreative behavior was thus considered to be a legitimate area
of state concern, to be protected from pathogenic influences, and
to be increased, limited, or regenerated according to the needs of
the state.19

The eugenic thought that tied together the movements for the
biological regeneration of France and elsewhere beginning at the
end of the nineteenth century can clearly be seen as manifestations
of Foucault's bio-power. Eugenicists may not have been overtly
motivated by power and control as ends in themselves, but their
goals involved the state more broadly and deeply in matters pre-
viously left to the individual, going beyond a concern for individ-
ual or collective health to the quality of future generations. Studies
of this phenomenon in France have usually focused on particular
biologically based reform movements, such as those against alco-
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hoi and prostitution or in favor of birth control. Despite the fact
that Foucault considered eugenics along with female hysteria,
childhood masturbation, and sexual perversion as central ex-
amples (or "strategies") of the exercise of bio-power, his country-
men have yet to produce a full history of eugenics in France.20

This book examines the specific reform movements in the context
of broader eugenic thought, thus taking a position midway
between Foucault's sweeping overview and the more limited
case-study perspectives. At the same time, the book will show the
relevance of the biosocial writings of the French school to the ex-
tensive research on Anglo-Saxon eugenics.

The thesis of this book is that eugenics in France provided a
theoretical framework linking together several different move-
ments for the biological reform of society in the late nineteenth
and early twentieth centuries. Eugenicists were able to do this be-
cause of their promise to improve the hereditary quality of the
population. Moreover, because of the widespread belief in France
in the Lamarckian theory of the inheritability of acquired charac-
teristics, many would-be reformers saw great advantages in a the-
ory maintaining that any physical improvements in the population
would be passed to subsequent generations. If eugenicists in other
countries were critical of French neo-Lamarckism, they hid it well.
For, as will be seen, the French were always prominent at inter-
national conferences, including some at which they served as hosts.

A greater difficulty for eugenics in France was the problem of
declining birthrate that Eugen Fischer mentioned in his 1941 talk.
The fear of depopulation made it difficult for French eugenicists
to propose negative measures to eliminate undesirable elements in
the population. Natalist organizations, among others, opposed any
action that might restrict procreation. Yet French eugenicists were
able to maintain a coalition with these groups for a surprisingly
long time by stressing positive eugenics and the need to improve
both the quality and quantity of the population. This position was
in direct contrast to the neo-Malthusian eugenicists of the English
Malthusian League who in the early twentieth century adopted as
their slogan, Non quantitas sed qualitas.21 The strikingly different
French position was possible in part because of neo-Lamarckian
hereditary theory, which assumed that if one could improve the
undesirable conditions of one generation, it would make the next
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generation better. Toward the end of the 1920s, however, French
eugenicists found it impossible to continue the alliance with the
natalists, and the result was a greater emphasis on negative eugenic
measures in the 1930s and 1940s, much like their Anglo-Saxon and
German counterparts.

This book is not meant to be the last word on French eugenics.
On the contrary, it is a first attempt to set forth the major com-
ponents of French eugenics, both for comparison with other coun-
tries and to show the interaction of the various movements that
comprised it. Some of these, such as the neo-Malthusian and anti-
venereal disease movements, have already been examined in de-
tail, whereas others, such as the history of statistics or French an-
thropology, are just beginning to be studied.22 For virtually all of
these the twentieth century has received the least attention.

The first two chapters give an overview of French perceptions
of decline and proposals for regeneration that were typical of turn-
of-the-century Europe. In many ways the decline was seen as more
pronounced in France than elsewhere, not only because of French
political instability and economic stagnation in the nineteenth cen-
tury, but also because of the fear of demographic decline stem-
ming from recognition of the slowing French birthrate. Among
the proposals for reversing the situation were ideas for biological
regeneration out of which the French eugenics movement sprang.
The most important of these were the natalist, birth control, and
social hygiene movements, the latter of which aimed at eliminat-
ing the so-called social plagues of alcoholism, tuberculosis, and
venereal disease.

Chapter 3 examines the immediate precursors of the French Eu-
genics Society - that is, proposals stemming from the eugenic
thought of the late nineteenth century that failed to produce an
organized eugenics movement. This includes an examination of
why it took over thirty years before an organization was created
that embodied these eugenic ideas. And because there was also a
delay in other countries, the answers for France help to shed light
on the experience elsewhere. Chapter 4 examines the people and
existing organizations that came together to form the French Eu-
genics Society in 1912. It analyzes the background of the principal
leaders, the goals and institutional framework of the organization,
and compares the society with organizations in other countries
before the First World War. The impact of the war on French
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eugenics is covered in Chapter 5, which also looks at related na-
talist and social hygiene programs during the 1920s. When eugen-
icists lost control of the social hygiene movement, they began a
campaign for a premarital medical examination law, which is the
subject of Chapter 6. That was not only a turning point as a move
toward negative eugenics, but also a tactic that tested the influence
of eugenics in the country.

Chapter 7 presents an overview of eugenics during the 1930s, a
period of change in France as in other countries.23 It produced, for
example, the first organized opposition to eugenics by natalists
and the Catholic church, and at the same time brought new sup-
port, at least for some eugenic ideas, from the French left. The
most dramatic development, however, was an increasing call for
harsher, negative measures - birth control, sterilization, and im-
migration restriction. These were only partly the reaction to the
new circumstances of the Depression, because they also coincided
with a change in the way the French Eugenics Society was orga-
nized. The result was that by the end of the decade a significant
body of writing and ideas existed in France to support such mea-
sures, with a seemingly scientific justification offered by eugenics.
Chapters 8 and 9 provide a more detailed consideration of the
questions of race and immigration that grew in importance during
the 1930s and have continued up to the present.

Chapter 10 looks at the Vichy period from the standpoint of the
changes Vichy brought to eugenics as part of its new call for the
biological regeneration of France. The regime provided opportu-
nities to carry out some of the older racist and social hygiene pro-
posals, and in addition established the Foundation of Alexis Car-
rel, which set forth some new ones. Many of these developments
survived the end of the Second World War, despite the abrupt
change in the French government in 1944. Hence, the book con-
cludes in Chapter 11 with some observations on the continuity of
eugenics up to the present.



Degeneration and regeneration

Proponents always presented eugenics as a progressive move-
ment, a viewpoint that carried over into the work of early histo-
rians of eugenics. In light of the Nazi Holocaust, however, most
scholarship of the past two decades has stressed the conservative,
right-wing nature of eugenics, and occasional efforts to redress the
balance have been loudly shouted down.1 The history of eugenics
in France reveals the existence of both progressive and conserva-
tive elements, but eugenics can be better understood from the start
as being fundamentally conservative in nature.

Eugenics in France grew out of several movements for biologi-
cal regeneration at the end of the nineteenth century such as neo-
Malthusianism and social hygiene, which at first glance appear to
be progressive. But the beginnings of these movements cannot be
fully understood separately from the perceptions of degeneration
that they sought to correct. From this perspective, French eugen-
ics was reactionary - that is, it attempted to restore a previous
status quo or reverse negative trends. It was, therefore, less in-
spired by Utopian visions of a shining city on a hill than by a fear
of regression and decline. What Garland Allen has said of the
American eugenics movement and Progressivism, can also be said
of developments in France:

It was in large part a reactionary, return to the "good old days" philos-
ophy which looked backward rather than forward. Its only consistent
"progressive" (forward looking) aspect was a belief that social ills could
be cured by some form of community or governmental intervention in
otherwise laissez-faire processes of the world.2

To understand this point of view, one must therefore begin the
story of French eugenics with an analysis of the perceptions
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of degeneration that were widespread in the United States and
France as well as the rest of Europe at the end of the nineteenth
century.

The concern with decline was perhaps an inevitable conse-
quence of overexpectations growing out of the belief in progress
that had existed since mid-century. During that time, England in
particular and Europe in general had just led the world through an
industrial revolution that had increased economic production to
unprecedented levels, making the benefits of progress available to
more people than ever before. Despite growing socialist rhetoric,
the threat of revolution in the streets that had been common in the
period up to 1848 was for most countries a thing of the past.3 In
the realm of international relations, after 1871 and into the twen-
tieth century there was no war between major European powers,
despite signs of growing national rivalry. Scientific discoveries
promised to reveal the innermost secrets of the physical universe
and life itself, thanks to the work of publicly recognized geniuses
such as Darwin, Maxwell, and Mendeleev. The venerable histo-
rian Carlton Hayes, whose best-known epithet for the period was
"a generation of materialism," also called it the "climax of the
Enlightenment" because of its belief that progress had been ren-
dered automatic.

What then was there to be pessimistic about, and was not this
progress so evident as to overshadow the fears of even the most
concerned observers? The list of perceptions of decline ranged from
reflexive fears prompted by short-term, minor wars and political
scandals to theories of broad historical trends such as Spengler's
idea of the rise and fall of civilizations. In Britain, growing eco-
nomic competition from the new German empire and the United
States heralded the end of the era when Britain could claim to be
"the workshop of the world." In addition, continuing British em-
igration and the slowing of the birthrate were seen as signs of
degeneration and decline that the problems of the Boer War seemed
to confirm after the turn of the century.4 In the United States, the
rising number of immigrants from southern and eastern Europe
was pointed to by some as a threat to the Anglo-Saxon popula-
tion, while studies showing a rise in the number of criminals, al-
coholics, and the insane were used as additional proof of the over-
all degeneration of the population.5 Germany, poised in the heart
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of Europe between a revanchist France and a rising "Slavic peril"
to the east, was always sensitive to any indication of a decline in
the birthrate, to the increased incidence of disease, or to threats to
the social order that might be exploited by hostile foreign pow-
ers.6 Despite variations from place to place, these perceptions were
so widespread toward the end of the nineteenth century that they
cannot be attributed simply to peculiar local circumstances. In
England, Germany, and the United States as well as in France,
alarms were sounded and complaints made about the decay and
degeneration of society.7 As I will show, eugenics movements arose
in all these countries, promising solutions to these problems.

In France, perceptions of decline were also in evidence by the
end of the 1800s. For example, one frequently cited indicator that
seemed to be more prominent in France than elsewhere was its
record of political rule - it had been the least stable of major Eu-
ropean countries in the nineteenth century. By 1871 the list of
regimes that had been in power in the preceding century included
two empires, three republics, and two different royal houses.
Moreover, the prospects for an end to the instability looked dim
after the 1871 uprising of the Paris Commune.8 Monarchists ar-
gued that the civil strife that followed the defeat at the hands of
the Prussians only demonstrated a greater need for the stability
and order of the old regime, and the ideas and actions of the Com-
munards suggested that the nature of the new regimes, rather than
moderating, was becoming increasingly radical. The Third Re-
public that succeeded the Commune was, in the opinion of all,
only a temporary arrangement of convenience, worked out under
the guns of the Germans. Even after the institutions of the new
government became more permanent in the 1880s, the republic
was under constant attack both by aristocratic elements whose po-
sitions of power and authority were being usurped and by con-
servative intellectuals who protested the leveling effect of democ-
racy. This was only in part the result of the mediocrity and
demagoguery these groups saw at work in the Third Republic.
More fundamental was their opposition to the egalite of the French
Revolution, a theme that was embellished by such groups as Ac-
tion Franqaise,9 and later picked up by eugenicists faced with the
problem of justifying the elimination of undesirable elements of
the population. The strengths as well as the limits of these critics
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of the Third Republic were demonstrated by the Dreyfus affair -
which the government survived, but only after an extraordinary
struggle.

There were also concerns in France about the economic condi-
tion of the country at the end of the nineteenth century, indicating
that fear of decline went beyond political critics of the republic.
Economists who looked at international matters saw Britain as
having surpassed France economically in the first part of the nine-
teenth century thanks to its industrial revolution. With the eco-
nomic growth of Germany and the United States after mid-century,
these economists warned that France was in danger of becoming a
fourth-rate economic power.10 Their warnings were reinforced by
the Depression of 1873 and subsequent aftershocks, most notably
the crash of the Union Generate in 1882, which indicated that the
decline might not just be relative, as absolute figures for unem-
ployment rose and those for trade dropped.

The economic rivalry with Germany was only one of several
reasons for concern by Frenchmen looking across the Rhine. The
growth of Prussian military and diplomatic strength in the 1860s
produced a tension between Bismarck and Napoleon III that reached
a climax in the war of 1870—71. The resounding victory of the
Germans, which settled the question of continental supremacy,
also touched off a wave of soul-searching in France about the cause
of the debacle. More will be said later about the far-reaching con-
sequences of this examination, which left few aspects of French
life untouched - from army organization to industrial production,
and from the quality of scientific education to the demographic
pattern of birth and death rates.11 Suffice it to say now that Ger-
many's rise was seen by most French as having been at France's
expense.

One final indication of the decline in France at the end of the
nineteenth century came from a group of intellectuals who ex-
pressed their ideas in literary form through a movement called the
Decadents.12 Their immediate roots were in nineteenth-century
Romanticism and such mid-century writers as Flaubert and the
Goncourts; hence their inspiration was not the economic, mili-
tary, or political events of the 1870s. Their perspective was much
broader, involving a comparison of bourgeois nineteenth-century
society with other times at least as far back as the Age of Louis
XIV, but more typically the Renaissance or ancient Greece, which
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were considered the high points of the human spirit. As if to flaunt
their view, Paul Bourget and other leaders of the Decadents used
the name not to describe French society but themselves. Their ironic
use of language indicated a preference for their own irrational and
"uncivilized" decadence over the complacent, self-satisfied middle
class world around them. They were anti-modern, however, seeking
a more natural expression of humanity than the scientific positiv-
ism that had reigned since mid-century. Hence, they were not a
direct influence on eugenicists and others seeking scientific reform
of society. They were more directly the inspiration for such phi-
losophers as Nietzsche and Bergson who made anti-rationalism
the cornerstone of their work. Nonetheless, they were sympto-
matic of the times, and added to the mood oifin-de-siecle malaise.13

BIOLOGICAL DECLINE

The eugenic view of decline at the end of the nineteenth century
was different from that of the Decadents because of its scientific
perspective.14 Its roots were biomedical, and as many recent stud-
ies have shown, they can be traced back to well before Darwin.
By far the earliest and most important of these views in France
was demographic, for in an age of industry and statistics, progress
and power were seen increasingly in numerical terms.15 As the
French and other countries began compiling vital statistics during
the nineteenth century, the overall size of the population became
another indicator of national well-being that was watched very
closely. Ironically, at the beginning of the century the rapid rise of
population was a source of alarm, inspiring most notably Mal-
thus's famous essay on population. The rapid growth of cities added
to the perception of population increase; and as late as 1851 the
Academie Franqaise offered a 3,000 franc prize for the best work
on the following subject: "Happy the country where public and
private wisdom unite to prevent the population from growing too
rapidly."16

After 1850, statistics began to show that the French birthrate
was dropping. Rather than considering the decline as a reason to
rejoice, some saw it as an augur of impending "depopulation."
The years 1854 and 1855 were the first in which the total number
of deaths in France exceeded the number of births; and although
this quirk (due to a cholera epidemic and the Crimean War) im-
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mediately corrected itself, it was duly noted by critics of Napoleon
Ill's empire who were eager to find any signs that his regime would
meet the fate of previous imperial regimes. These concerns about
the decline in the birthrate were greatly heightened after the Franco-
Prussian War, because the smaller size and slower growth of the
French population were seen not only as general symptoms of de-
cline but also as direct impediments to future military recruitment.

The nineteenth century also saw the medical profession develop
a new language to describe the quality of individual life.17 It is a
common notion that physicians rose in social esteem and impor-
tance in France during the nineteenth century, even taking the place
of the religious confessor for many important and troubling prob-
lems that people faced. In Balzac's words, "Today the peasant pre-
fers to listen to the doctor who gives him a better prescription to
save his body than to the priest who sermonizes him about the
salvation of souls." Although some have questioned the universal
applicability of this observation, it is generally agreed that there
was growing concern with health rather than with mere subsis-
tence, thanks to the rise in the standard of living during the cen-
tury.18 As medical ideas spread to the general populace, biological
language was used increasingly to describe not only diseases such
as smallpox, cholera, and tuberculosis, but how people felt - that
is, their fears, obsessions, anxieties, and boredom.19 New terms
such as neurasthenia, hysteria, and even degeneration itself were
coined to describe the manifestations of decline in individuals.
Quantifiable signs of this decline were seen in rejection rates as
high as 60-75 percent for prospective military conscripts in some
regions of France.20

By the late 1860s, these criticisms had become so widespread
that Paul Broca, founder of the Paris Anthropological Society,
presented a report to the French Academy of Medicine entitled
"On the so-called degeneration of the French population." Broca
sought in particular to refute the charge, widely publicized in the
French and foreign press, that there was "an ever increasing num-
ber of ill and stunted individuals, making army recruitment more
and more difficult."21 According to these accounts, not only was
the number of recruits declining but their average height was smaller
and their complexion paler, as well as there being more frequent
manifestations of "general weakness." The causes cited included
the growth of urban industrial centers at the expense of the rural
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areas, and a whole list of specific noxious causes ranging from
"the eating of potatoes and abuse of tobacco and alcohol to uni-
versal misconduct." Broca, ever the positivist, took exactly the
opposite view, claiming that "the French population is better
nourished, better clothed, better housed and incidentally less ig-
norant than it has ever been before in any period."22 Despite his
protests, Broca's population figures and statistics on the height of
army recruits could not sway the public mood nor match the im-
pact and influence of popular literary characters such as Emile Zo-
la's Rougon-Macquart family - the embodiment of decadence and
degeneration.

It is not unusual for scientists to have difficulty competing with
novelists for the attention of the public, but Zola's influence was
extraordinary - even for a writer. As one scholar has said, Zola's
novels were so widely read that for most of his contemporaries,
"the mine of the 60s is Germinal, the condition of the proletariat is
L'Assomoir, retail commerce is Au bonheur des dames."23 UAssomoir
went through thirty-eight printings in nine months, selling over
100,000 copies within five years of publication.24 By extension,
one may just as legitimately add that decadence and degeneration
in turn-of-the-century France was the Rougon-Macquart family.
The appeal of Zola's writing was not just the result of the lurid
details of decadence, incest, and alcoholism, or the sheer length of
the series — which eventually ran to twenty volumes. A key ele-
ment was the scientific form and structure he used to tie the ma-
terial together. Zola used the tools of his day, which themselves
were transforming medicine from an art to a science.

While Zola was giving literary form to the idea of degeneration,
medical and scientific work also continued on the problem. The
physician most closely identified with the theory of degeneration
was Benedict-Augustin Morel, who first spelled out his ideas in
the 1850s.25 It is important to note that Morel was neither as pes-
simistic nor as broad in his application of the idea of degeneration
as his followers were in subsequent years. For one thing, he con-
sidered it to be normal for humans to change and adapt to the
environment; degeneration was only an "abnormal modification"
that at least carried with it the resolution of the problem of pre-
venting its spread to the rest of the population: sterility. In later
years, however, the concept of degeneration proved to be too po-
tent and attractive to be applied so narrowly. What began as a
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limited description by Morel of one example of evolutionary change
became by the end of the century, as the biologist Etienne Rabaud
described it,

blurred, taking shifting and confused outlines; it is frequently nothing
more than a vague label which is attached, depending on need, to the
most varied and notoriously incompatible phenomena, which engenders
extreme interpretation, as removed from common sense as from real-
ity.26

In the course of the nineteenth century, one influence that be-
came increasingly associated with degeneration was the city. Though
the dirt and stench of urban centers had been notorious since Ro-
man times, the growth and overcrowding that accompanied the
industrial revolution made the contrast between city and country-
side much more striking by the second half of the nineteenth cen-
tury. Numerous examples can be found in the work of the nov-
elists of the day. Consider first this picturesque description of the
markets in the Halles quarter of Paris at the beginning of the nine-
teenth century:

It has an abundance of everything, vegetables, market-garden produce
and orchard fruit, sea and fresh-water fish; all that contributes to the
comforts and luxuries of life . . . a market, a fair that never closes and a
storehouse, garden and fishpond and the royal furniture repository. It is
the most bustling and the wealthiest district on earth.27

By mid-century, Balzac described the same quarter as follows:

This unhealthy pile hemmed in on all sides by tall houses is the center of
the black passages which meet here and join the quartier des Halles to the
quartier Saint-Martin by the notorious rue Quincampoix, damp thor-
oughfares on which thronging people are stricken with rheumatics.28

In the second half of the nineteenth century, public health statis-
tics added more information to the literary descriptions of Balzac,
Eugene Sue, and Victor Hugo. Although some studies, such as
those by Louis Villerme in the 1820s and 1830s, classifying the
height and frequency of rejection of Parisian army recruits accord-
ing to arrondissement, suggested that degeneration might be tied
to poverty rather than the effect of the urban environment itself,29

the idea persisted that all the inhabitants of Paris suffered from
living in this largest of French urban agglomerations. Employers
regularly showed a preference for hiring newcomers to the city
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over Parisian-born workers, whom they considered to be inferior
in physical strength. This negative view of the urban environment
was perhaps most graphically expressed in a variety of schemes
that occasionally resulted in the creation of new factory-cities (yille-
usine) such as Creusot and the mining centers of the north.30 There
is reason to be suspicious of the objectivity of these expressions of
concern about urban degeneration. Although industrialists argued
that these new towns would avoid the crowding and chaos of the
older urban centers, employers would also benefit from the docil-
ity of the non-urban or newly arrived workforce with no tradition
of organization or resistance to employers' demands. The ability
to control workers better was a more compelling reason for the
preferences of industrialists and employers.31 Nonetheless, the
employers' use of these negative views of the urban environment
testifies to the currency of such ideas.

In England, Charles Booth and others developed this line of
thought into an elaborate theory of "urban degeneration." As one
scholar has put it, the poor represented no idle threat:

Herded into slums where religion, propriety and civilization were im-
possible, interspersed with criminals and prostitutes, deprived of light
and air, craving drink and "cheap excitement," the "residuum" was large
enough to engulf civilized London.32

In France, however, no such broad and elaborate theory was pro-
pounded, perhaps because there was no comparable urban inves-
tigative movement in the 1870s and 1880s that "rediscovered pov-
erty." There was no French equivalent of Booth, or Alfred Marshall,
or Llewellyn Smith. In addition, because of the revolutionary tra-
dition in France, there was no lack of graphic examples - as in
1789, 1830, 1848, and most recently in the Commune of 1871 -
of the urban residuum taking drastic action. But if the threat was
more real, so too was its perception clearer. The Communards,
after all, were defeated, and the surviving leaders exiled. Degen-
eration had a role in explaining the causes, but not in the vague
sense of urban degeneration. The metaphor in France was still
medical, but the analysis was more specific. It focused on crowd
psychology and specific causes of irrational, criminal degenerative
behavior. Of all the causes mentioned, the one receiving the ear-
liest and most frequent attention was alcohol.
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THE SOCIAL PLAGUES: ALCOHOL, TUBERCULOSIS,
AND VENEREAL DISEASE

The credit for identifying alcohol as a medical problem is usually
given to the Swedish doctor Magnus H'uss in 1852. Although French
doctors did not immediately follow his lead, the experience of the
Commune sharply focused attention onto the question of the de-
generative effects of alcohol.33 Even before the declaration of the
Commune, while Paris was under siege by German troops, a group
of upper-class Parisians formed a "Patriotic Temperance Society"
whose purpose was to curb the apparent increase in wine and spirit
consumption they noticed when food became scarce.34 After 1871,
bourgeois opinion was quick to seize upon alcohol as an explana-
tion for "working class irrationality" during the events of the
Commune, and French physicians set up study commissions that
were able to compile evidence from mental hospital admissions
and the family trees of Communards that purported to show a link
between drink and revolution. The oversimplification and self-
contradiction of these explanations can be seen in the conclusion
of one such study:

Now one can understand the bestial and savage faces of the workers in
the uprising, the thefts, the massacres, and the arson; the insanity, im-
becility and idiocy which affected such a large number of them; their
vicious instincts, their lack of morality, their laziness, their tendency toward
crime, and in the long run, their reproductive impotence. In short, it is
not surprising to see that each new revolution brings an increase of atroc-
ities and degeneration.35

These observations were accompanied by the creation of new
organizations in France that attempted to correct the problem of
alcohol. In 1872 a French Temperance Society was founded along
the lines of the English and American movements. The organiza-
tion was largely ineffective during the next two decades, but it did
contribute to the passage of a law in 1873 prohibiting "public
drunkenness." Although hardly striking at the root of the prob-
lem - its sponsors complained as much of having to share the
streets with drunks as they did of alcohol's contribution to the
Commune - the law was a first step toward government recog-
nition of the problem, and by the mid-i88os public drunkenness
had become the most frequently cited cause for arrest in Paris.36
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The anti-alcohol movement generally failed to persuade the public
that the Commune was anything but political in origin. Among
physicians and psychiatrists, however, the Commune clearly
marked the beginning of a long-term study of the problems of
alcoholism. Moreover, in the next twenty years, these medical
professionals broadened their perspective from seeing alcohol as a
specific cause of working-class revolution to viewing it as a larger
cause of the degeneration of the whole population.37 They were
aided in their task by the rising rates of admissions to insane asy-
lums and the increasing numbers of suicides along with the arrests
mentioned for public drunkenness. Paralleling these was a rising
rate of alcohol consumption.38

Of all those studying the problem, no one gave it more scien-
tific legitimacy than Valentin Magnan, head of admissions at the
Sainte Anne mental asylum from 1867 until the First World War.
Given his post, Magnan was in an ideal position to collect statis-
tics, conduct tests, and publish the results of his work extensively.
In the process he not only produced findings that became grist for
the temperance movement's mill, but he sought to establish the
central role of alcoholism in most cases of degeneration and men-
tal illness. This latter work was not without larger significance to
the history of psychiatry. In fact, Magnan has been credited with
establishing a whole new paradigm of psychiatric diagnosis in the
last quarter of the nineteenth century based on medical and biolog-
ical disorder - thus replacing the "moral" model established by
Philippe Pinel in the 1830s.39

One example of Magnan's work is the influential book Les de-
generes, written in 1885 with his pupil Paul-Marie Legrain, who
shortly after became leader of the French temperance movement.
The authors saw degeneration as part of the overall process of
evolution that assumed that "normal" humans had developed in a
range between a primitive "type A" and a perfect "type O." Hu-
man evolution could move in either a progressive or regressive
direction along the line between the two types. Degeneration,
however, according to this view, was a detour from the line toward
a "type Z," which might be similar to the primitive A in some
respects, but which ultimately ended in extinction and was not
reversible. Thus, one of the major assumptions of this analytic
framework was the distinction between the primitive and degen-
erate. Alcoholism was seen as a cause, along with poor nourish-
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ment and living conditions, for the detour from the normal evo-
lutionary line. Much more vague was the role assigned by Magnan
and Legrain to the hereditary predisposition to alcoholism, al-
though they more clearly assumed a link between environment
and heredity:

The hereditary influences are necessarily a complex product, formed by
an accumulation of defects of diverse orders, acquired from ancestors
during an indefinite series of generations. These defects would be, for
example, misery, alcoholism, malaria, tuberculosis, insanity, etc.40

This view of degeneration makes clear how other noxious influ-
ences besides alcohol could be accommodated into the theory.
Concern with problems such as venereal disease and tuberculosis
generally developed later than the concern with alcohol. In the
case of venereal disease, this was partly the result of the state of
medical knowledge and partly the delicate questions raised by the
means of transmitting venereal disease. Before the 1890s, discus-
sion was confined to marginal and special segments of the popu-
lation usually associated with the problem, such as prostitutes and
military personnel. The discovery in 1879 of the bacterial cause of
gonorrhea sparked a more general medical interest in the problem,
but there was no equivalent of a Magnan for venereal disease in
France until Alfred Fournier's work around the turn of the cen-
tury.

Tuberculosis was even slower than venereal disease in arousing
medical or public interest. One reason may have been that the
disease was less widely reported; another was the general fatalism
toward the problem. Alcoholism and venereal disease were seen
as caused by a failure of will or morality; hence, they were seen
by many as psychological problems that could be prevented by
abstinence from drink or sexual activity. Tuberculosis, on the other
hand, offered no such obvious course of remedial action. Thus,
there was little the public could do while medical science searched
for the cause and cure. One problem hampering this work was the
difficulty in collecting data. There were no special dispensaries or
clinics for tuberculosis until 1888, and the general apathetic accep-
tance of the disease resulted in the failure of many to seek treat-
ment. One indication of the task facing the anti-tuberculosis leagues
once they were established was that their first goal was the man-
datory reporting of cases by doctors.
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Even with better reporting of cases, the search for the cause of
tuberculosis, let alone its cure, was not an easy one. For example,
after Koch's discovery of the tuberculosis bacillus in 1882, the idea
persisted that the organism grew better in the dark than the light.
Hence, researchers saw the dark, damp corners of narrow twisting
city streets or stair corridors of slum dwellings and tiny cramped
rooms with no windows as the ideal breeding grounds for the
disease. Statistics showing that the poor residents of slums had a
higher incidence of tuberculosis than those of the more fashionable
arrondissements of Paris lent support to this idea, and elaborate
studies were done of room size, window openings, street width,
and building height to supplement these findings.41 A Paris study
commission in 1906 recommended slum clearance of six "islands"
where a significantly higher incidence of tuberculosis was found
in the IVth, Vth, Xlth, Xllth, XlVth, and XlXth arrondissements.

Although the recommendations were not carried out, the search
for an environmental cure for tuberculosis - especially fresh air
and sunshine - continued in France well into the twentieth cen-
tury. At the same time, another line of inquiry attempted to show
the hereditary cause of tuberculosis, as in a 1912 study by Charles
Leroux and W. Grunberg of 442 working-class families. Their
analysis of family trees suggested a much higher frequency of the
disease in successive generations of the same family, thus adding
the concept of heredo-tubercular to the already existing heredo-
alcoholic and heredo-syphilitic.42

FROM DEGENERATION TO REGENERATION

The scientific and medical theory of degeneration was well devel-
oped by the end of the nineteenth century, even if it still lagged
behind the literary and popular conceptions of degeneration. But
as the scholarly studies and analyses compiled evidence that showed
the extent of degeneration in graphic form, there was a shift in
scientific and public sentiment that took a more optimistic view.43

The reasons for the change in the public mood were many - rang-
ing from specific and immediate diplomatic events such as the res-
olution of the Tangiers crisis of 1905, to century-long trends in
social and economic development. There was, for example, the
stubborn fact that the regime of the Third Republic refused to go
away. Although more the product of convenience than design, the
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institutions created in the 1870s passed the tests of the ensuing
decades. By the turn of the century the survival of the new repub-
lic had at least disproved one notion current in the 1870s: "If the
Republic isn't the right system for France, the surest way to get
rid of it is to establish it."44 The fact that the Dreyfus affair pro-
duced the harshest criticism yet of the regime made its.survival all
the more significant.

Meanwhile, by the end of the 1890s the economy began to re-
cover, and French trade, unemployment, and production figures
greatly improved. Problem areas remained, and of course Ger-
many and the United States continued to outdistance France eco-
nomically, but the immediate concerns about economic decline
were calmed as business revived in the late 1890s. In foreign affairs
the shadow of the defeat by the Germans continued for a long time
and reached into many areas of French life, but on the military and
diplomatic level French leaders were able to offer at least some
hope for redressing the imbalance when the Russian alliance was
signed in 1894. Moreover, in another area of international politics
the French could find additional clear-cut evidence of success: co-
lonial expansion. In the 1880s and 1890s, large territories were
acquired in north and west Africa as well as Madagascar and In-
dochina, holding out the promise of new economic resources, and
at the same time demonstrating the ability of the military to con-
duct operations at great distances and under extraordinary circum-
stances.45

The revival was manifested perhaps most noticeably in nation-
alistic terms,46 but there was also a significant change among in-
tellectuals. Writers as diverse in background as Georges Sorel and
Charles Peguy offered optimistic promises of regeneration in France
by social or religious means. In addition, the 1900 World's Fair in
Paris was a self-proclaimed turning-point in the shift of popular
mood in the French capital. Held despite threats of boycott be-
cause of the Dreyfus affair, the exposition not only took place, it
set attendance records that lasted until the 1960s. The exhibitions
and displays were specifically designed to convince the public of
the great strides that had been made over the course of the cen-
tury. This included the standard technological marvels to be found
at World's Fairs such as a moving sidewalk, public demonstrations
of x-rays, extensive automobile exhibits, a Palace of Electricity,
and the usual machine and manufacturing exhibits. Evidence of
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French diplomatic progress was found in the particularly extrava-
gant Russian exhibit, which included railroad cars from the Trans-
Siberian Railway, a project under construction and largely fi-
nanced by the French. Exhibits of colonial expansion occupied the
whole of the Trocadero hillside across from the Eiffel Tower and
were especially popular with the crowds, though as much from
their exotic appearance as their educational appeal.47 The fair even
offered an opportunity for internationalists and social reformers to
gather, congratulate themselves on the progress they had made,
and plan for the future. International meetings in Paris during the
fair year discussed problems from postal unions to public health,
education to hypnotism, and photography to philately. There were
127 official international congresses in all, as well as meetings of
many "unofficial" groups such as neo-Malthusians and several so-
cialist organizations.48

The turn of the century also inspired many retrospective/pro-
spective analyses of the state of humanity. One assessment more
directly relevant to the question of decline was made a few years
later when the Parisian journal L'Europeen conducted an opinion
survey on the question, "Is France decadent?" The editors' reasons
for posing the question reveal much about the shifting mood of
opinion about France in the previous years. The opening article of
the series began:

For fifteen years dating from 1875 to 1890, a cloud of pessimism weighed
heavily on France. Ideas, customs, the arts, all were affected. A literature
was born from it. . . . All talk was of the decadence of the Latin race and
that of France in particular.49

In the ten years following, the article continued,

things changed dramatically. The alliance with Russia, the visits of heads
of state, two brilliant World's Fairs, colonial expansion, greater minis-
terial stability, and finally the recent treaties of intervention with neigh-
boring powers, have restored a healthier outlook.

"Still," the article concluded, "the talk of decadence persists.
Critics of the continuing low birth rate, those fearful of the spread
of socialism and pacifism, and popular novels keep the concept
before the public, most recently in a play with the very title Deca-
dence."

As a result, L'Europeen sent the following question to 100 lead-
ing authorities:
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Considering the preponderant place that France previously held in the
world, many contemporaries consider that having fallen somewhat in
rank, she has passed the peak in her evolutionary ascent, and since her
period of glory is behind her, she can only continue to fall to the point
where a people dies, much like an individual. Others, however, while
admitting that from several pomts of view, especially economically, France
has lost the top rank, contest the fact of decline and think that if other
nations have surpassed her by accelerating their pace, she has not ceased
to progress and can hope to regain in the future a new period of gran-
deur.

We have thought that it would be interesting to open the columns of a
journal like L'Europeen to an international inquiry. We have concluded it
would be useful to know what people in other countries think of France
and what some of her own representatives think of her.

We, therefore, pose to a certain number of people - politicians, thinkers,
scholars, writers and artists - this question: Is France decadent?50

The journal aimed high in its selection of respondents, although
not all of them took the inquiry seriously. George Bernard Shaw,
for example, responded curtly, "Is France decadent? It must be, if
the editors of its journals are beginning to pose such a stupid ques-
tion."51 Shaw's exasperation was the exception; most other re-
sponses, though brief, were to the point. Some were quite pro-
phetic. Vilfredo Pareto ignored the question of decadence for lack
of an adequate definition, and instead went on to predict a revo-
lution in France "as violent and murderous as 1789" unless it was
"impeded by some general European war."52 Pacifist Frederic Passy
chose to describe France's status as one of relatively slower prog-
ress that only "seems to retreat the way a moving train appears to
go backwards when next to a faster moving train." Passy's diag-
nosis of the cause of France's slower progress was, among other
things, "the weight of the excessive demands of the armed peace,"
a problem for most other countries, he added, except perhaps the
United States.53

Most of the other responses, both foreign and French, were
positive, offering the familiar list of accomplishments in all aspects
of French life. Yves Guyot, a deputy and former minister, found
something positive to say about virtually everything in France:

Militarily - if I compare our army to others, I am reassured. Intellec-
tually - compare the ignorance of the population thirty years ago to the
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number of people today who can read and write. Politically - she has
undertaken an experiment which no other great European nation has
dared to do. Economically - in spite of the protectionism and financial
fantasies of her deputies, she remains the greatest reservoir of capital in
the world.

Guyot's Pollyannaism sank to blatant chauvinism when he con-
cluded, "I am very proud to be a Frenchman," citing as his reasons
the elegance of French women, the quality of French food, and, in
the end, "we always have Bordeaux, Burgundy, Champagne and
Cognac which can never be rivaled in all the world."54 The more
serious foreign observer and expert on degeneration Max Nordau
did not differ greatly from Guyot in his assessment:

France is in rapid ascension and is experiencing at this moment one of
the most brilliant periods of its history. . . . Economically she enjoys a
marvelous prosperity. . . . Politically she has regained the prestige of her
most glorious days. . . . From the standpoint of territory she is as large
and rich as the time when Napoleon was at the height of his power. Her
colors fly over the most beautiful part of Asia, and her African empire
. . . can only be compared to the Asiatic possessions of Russia in impor-
tance and facility of access. Morally and intellectually she is in the first
rank of civilized people. Her science, her art, and her literature are su-
perior to most of her emulators.55

The question of whether France experienced a revival prior to
the First World War is not just another riddle such as resolving
whether the half glass of water is half empty or half full. Percep-
tions of degeneration and hope for revival obviously could coex-
ist. Logically, if pessimism were all-pervasive there would be no
hope for regeneration; likewise, if all were well there would be no
need for reform. If, as the evidence suggests, there was a turn in
the mood toward a greater sense of progress in economic, social,
and intellectual terms, it would make all the more glaring those
elements in society that were not in step with the rest of the pop-
ulation. This was particularly true of the well-being of the popu-
lation. Questions of taste and morality aside, those people con-
sidered to be criminal, poor, and unhealthy became relatively more
"abnormal" as their numbers decreased compared with the pros-
perous, healthy remainder of society. They represented, in the words
of one scholar, "a countercurrent in an age that became increas-
ingly satisfied with itself. "56 These people thus were problems that
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were neither incorrigible nor to be ignored. Most important, they
were generally seen as just that - "problems" - and as such they
were to be corrected. Hence, eugenics and other proposals for re-
form and regeneration were precisely the product of the confi-
dence and optimism that something could be done. Resignation
and paralysis were not to be the responses to perceptions of deca-
dence and degeneration.

BIOLOGICALLY BASED POLITICAL REFORM! EDMOND
PERRIER AND SOLIDARISM

Although it is useful to separate degeneration and regeneration
initially for analysis, the dichotomy between the two can be over-
emphasized. Most earlier criticisms, even by the Decadents, had
been part of broader plans for reform that writers had in mind, if
not from the start, then usually by the time they completed paint-
ing their gloomy pictures of society. Nietzsche had his superman,
and Zola, after spending over twenty-five years and publish-
ing twenty novels describing the misfortunes of the Rougon-
Macquarts, promptly set off in a new series, the Four gospels, to
present his view of the path to renewal and regeneration. Like-
wise, criticisms of French military and economic decline, popula-
tion stagnation, or increased incidence of disease generally carried
with them implicit, if not explicit, calls for reform and improve-
ment. This is not to minimize the importance of the negative views
in themselves, but rather to show that when eugenics emerged as
a formula for regeneration, it was very much in line with other
thinking of the day.

Eugenicists were very conscious of the broad range of these
proposals, because their aim was to incorporate many of them into
their own program. That there were more biologically inspired
reform movements than eventually entered French eugenics is a
testimony to the great impact of biology on social and political
thought rather than to the limited scope of eugenics. For example,
the sport and physical education movement, largely imported from
England, developed separately from eugenics in France until the
Vichy government's program of national regeneration in 1940.57

Another example of the far reach of biologically inspired reform
was the political doctrine of solidarism, which is worth examining
further not only because of its substantial influence, but also be-
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cause one of the major figures involved became a leader of French
eugenics - the biologist Edmond Perrier.

Whether solidarism is seen as a shallow expedient to distract the
masses from calls for more fundamental social revolution, or a
genuine effort to find in science an alternative resolution to the
class conflict presumed by both socialists and social Darwinists,
most observers of France from the 1870s to World War One agree
that solidarism merits the epithet that J.E.S. Hay ward coined -
"the official social philosophy of the French Third Republic."58

Similar to Bismarck's state socialism in much of the legislation it
called for - regulation of working conditions, establishment of
insurance and pension programs, as well as the more radical but
unsuccessful attempt to pass a progressive income tax - French
solidarism was much more coherent than its German counterpart
both in its theoretical justification as well as in the political spec-
trum from which it drew support. After all, social reform was
much more compatible with a republican French government than
an imperial German one. "No enemies on the left" hardly de-
scribes the policy of Bismarck and his successors. Yet this was the
slogan coined by Leon Bourgeois, the politician most strongly
identified with solidarism, who with this opening to the left swept
into power with his Radical group in 1893. Bourgeois held various
ministries over the next ten years, including prime minister in 1895-
1896. In fact, for over twenty-five years Bourgeois exercised con-
siderable influence both nationally and internationally. He refused
the French presidency in 1902 and again in 1912, preferring to
serve in the Senate and in international organizations such as the
new World Court that he helped form. As will be seen, Bourgeois
also became first honorary president of the French Eugenics Soci-
ety in 1912.

Solidarism was an attempt to reconcile state intervention on be-
half of social justice with classic liberal notions of individual free-
dom. Bourgeois drew heavily upon the writings of Alfred Fouille,
who had set out to create an alternative to the social Darwinist
writings of the 1870s.59 The doctrine was quickly applied to a va-
riety of problems and programs, including the previously men-
tioned social reform legislation, mutual aid societies, public health
laws, and the cooperative movement in economics.60

The most obvious appeal of solidarism was its emphasis on co-
operation rather than competition or conflict in human affairs. It
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was this that Bourgeois offered, not in the socialist or Rousseauian
sense of the communal general will superseding individual rights,
but as an alternative to the rugged individualism of the social Dar-
winists. Obviously, Bourgeois did not need a scientific theory to
justify this alternative, but given the scientific claims of social Dar-
winism that competition in nature not only extended to human
affairs but was the motor that drove all progress, an alternate view
of nature would be a great help in making the case for solidarism.
Bourgeois found such a different view in the concept of "associa-
tion" championed in France by Edmond Perrier and others. In one
of the founding tracts of solidarism, Bourgeois repeated the fol-
lowing quote from Perrier to support the new doctrine:

In establishing in the living world whether competition is the precondi-
tion of progress, as has been so quickly learned by those who dream of
social upheaval, progress has only been realized by the association of
individual forces and their harmonious coordination. The natural sci-
ences constitute not only the highest philosophy, but the only one capa-
ble of furnishing to governments the light necessary to clarify and heal
the profound plagues of the present time.61

Perrier, who held the chair of anatomy/zoology at the Museum
of Natural History, was obviously not shy about drawing broad
general conclusions from his scientific research. More will be said
later about the background of this biologist; for now, it is primar-
ily of interest how he came to the theory of association which, like
eugenics later, applied science to questions of social reform.62

Perrier's ideas stemmed from his research on hydra, coral, and
other coelenterata - organisms that had fascinated biologists at
least since the eighteenth century, when the regenerative capacity
of polyps was studied in detail. Among nineteenth-century zool-
ogists, Henri Milne-Edwards, one of Perrier's teachers at the Mu-
seum of Natural History, developed the idea of the physiological
division of labor as an explanation of the growth and complexity
of hydra.63 Perrier went much further in developing a theory that
not only explained the diversity but the formation of whole, new,
more complex organisms. In fact, he claimed, "all higher organ-
isms are nothing other than associations, or to use a scientific term,
colonies of simpler organisms grouped diversely."64 The implica-
tions of the theory for solidarism were made clearer in the two
laws Perrier formulated to describe his ideas. The first, which he
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called the "law of association," was based on Perrier's interpreta-
tion of cell theory and the process of division that he saw as re-
sulting from the limits to the size of individual cells that had to
divide once they had grown to a certain point. The law of associ-
ation was, therefore,

the forced consequence of the limitation of the size of protoplasmic masses.
Animals and plants are the societies formed often from innumerable in-
dividuals. The name organism is given to these societies. The individuals
who compose them, the plastides, are their anatomical elements. The or-
ganization results from their combination.65

One can see that Perrier was careful to underscore the integrity
of individual cells, presumably for scientific reasons, but with so-
cial implications as well. The role of the cells was spelled out in
the second law, called "the law of the independence of anatomical
elements," which explained the mechanism for change. Perrier
described their main features as follows:

Thanks to their aptitude for variance and their reciprocal independence,
these elements borne of one another have been able to modify themselves
in different ways, take diverse forms, acquire new functions and prop-
erties, augment accordingly the ability of these organisms to adapt to the
milieu and increase as a result their chances for survival. Each modifica-
tion tested by an anatomical element is transmitted to its descendents.66

Thus, Perrier tied evolution up in a neat package, including expla-
nations for the development of higher organisms as well as the
conservation of these changes. What was most important in the
theory for solidarism was the emphasis on cooperation without
sacrificing the individual integrity of the cells.

There is ample evidence that Perrier quickly realized the pos-
sible application of his theories to social doctrine; and in this he
was not alone. Alfred Espinas in France and earlier Rudolf Vir-
chow in Germany had used biological analogy, and in the case of
the Germans, cell theory, to support political ideologies.67 It is
clear why Bourgeois and the other solidarists should turn to Per-
rier for scientific justification of their theories, which they claimed
were "only the expression at a higher level of the physical, biolog-
ical and psychic laws according to which living and thinking beings
develop."68 For his part, Perrier returned the favor in the preface
to the second edition of his Colonies animates, written in Novem-



32 Quality and quantity

ber 1897 shortly after the new formulation of solidarism became
the rage of France. Although much of Perrier's lengthy preface
described new work in the field and answered queries raised by
critics, his concluding words were:

The natural sciences are themselves the highest, most important, most
certain of philosophies. And this book will establish that they not only
preach to us the struggle for existence; they also show us that this strug-
gle - progress through strength - results from association. They teach
us that in everything, association prospers. Associated elements, while
keeping a freedom from one another which is the necessary condition of
progress, remain united by constant compromises [condescendances], and
confirm the place always held higher among the social virtues of the
practice of solidarism.69

It is easy to see how the new ideas of eugenics at the turn of the
century would appeal to Perrier. In 1900 he became director of the
Natural History Museum, and with this added prestige he was the
obvious choice to be the first president of the French Eugenics
Society in 1912.

REGENERATION THROUGH BIRTH CONTROL

Of all the movements aimed at the regeneration of France at the
turn of the century, none was written or talked about as much as
birth control. One of the reasons is that two extremist groups
developed diametrically opposed ideas about controlling births:
natalists and neo-Malthusians. Although the term "birth control"
is usually applied to neo-Malthusianism, it is important to note
that both groups had similar responses to degeneration — "con-
trolling" the quantity of the population; and both groups either
ignored the question of quality or assumed it would naturally fol-
low from the implemention of their programs. In a broad sense,
therefore, both movements are examples of what Foucault iden-
tified as increasing bio-power in the modern world.70 In a nar-
rower sense, only by appreciating this similarity can one see that
the crucial difference between the two movements was not whether
to control reproduction but who was to control it. The neo-
Malthusians wanted to permit couples to control (and presumably
limit) family size. Natalists, on the other hand, were completely
opposed to an uncontrolled, laissez-faire policy, which they blamed
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for the drop in the birthrate during the nineteenth century.71 If
steps were not taken to direct demographic trends, the natalists
predicted, disaster would occur. Hence, they wished to control or
manage the size of the population by guiding it toward an in-
crease. As a result, natalists were not hesitant to call for all sorts
of governmental means to encourage larger families, such as dif-
ferential taxes, subsidies, marriage loans, and even a voting sys-
tem based on family size. It is telling that the event that brought a
temporary halt to the neo-Malthusian movement in France was a
law passed by the Chamber of Deputies in 1920 banning sale and
advertisement of birth control devices, a restriction of freedom of
speech and commerce.

In addition to a common desire to increase control over human
reproduction, the natalists, Malthusians, and eugenicists also shared
a common concern about the degeneration and decline of France.
Despite radically different backgrounds - the most vocal natalists
claimed to be devout Catholics, whereas neo-Malthusians tended
to be socialists or libertarians - both groups usually couched their
programs in the broad terms of regeneration. This was the overall
justification that natalists offered for the intervention they sanc-
tioned in what had previously been a personal family matter -
having children. And neo-Malthusians predicted regeneration rather
than decline from families controlling the timing and number of
children. Above all, these common goals and methods explain how
in the history of eugenics in France there could be supporters who
at the same or different times came from movements as apparently
contrary as the natalists and neo-Malthusians.72 Only by keeping
this in mind can one understand the interrelationship between the
three movements.

Though largely obscured by later developments, the French neo-
Malthusian movement was among the most active in the world at
the beginning of the twentieth century.73 Its advocates mounted a
national campaign, including lectures, publication of its own jour-
nals, and distribution of pamphlets in quantities that often ex-
ceeded 100,000. Some of the pamphlets written by Paul Robin,
the founder of the French movement, give one a feel for the tone
of the publications: Libre amour} libre maternite; Pain, loisir, amour;
Population et prudence procreatrice; Contre la nature; Malthus et les neo-
Malthusiens; Vers regeneration. Similar examples could also be drawn
from the writings of others in the movement, such as Senator Alfred
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Naquet, Manuel Devaldes, and Gabriel Giroud.74 The French neo-
Malthusians sponsored the First International Birth Control Con-
gress held in conjunction with the 1900 Paris World's Fair, but
more typical of its propaganda efforts were small cards handed out
on street corners with simple slogans such as "God blesses large
families but does not feed them. Have fewer children!"

In contrast to neo-Malthusians in other countries who were
usually middle class in origin, the French movement was working
class in both its organizers and audience. The most crucial support
came from grass roots union locals, which provided meeting places,
contacts, publicity, and (most important) the audiences who came
to hear the message from across the length and breadth of France.
Such support was crucial because the union and socialist leader-
ship in France was either indifferent or hostile to the neo-
Malthusians.75 Their socialist ideological position was generally
that control of reproduction was an issue that must take a back
seat to the revolution.

Throughout the nineteenth century, socialists had argued strongly
against Malthus's idea that population growth brought poverty
and misery. As counterexamples, the United States and Western
Europe were cited as places that had seen both population growth
and an increase in wealth during the century. Moreover, socialists
could hardly be expected to blame the misery of the populace on
demography rather than capitalism. To blame poverty on the fact
of having too many children was to blame poverty on the poor.
Finally, by the end of the nineteenth century the slowing down in
the birthrate seemed to vindicate the socialist position, because
poverty was apparently not disappearing. In fact, socialists began
pointing to the declining birthrate as a symptom of wider prob-
lems. For example, an 1896 article in the Revue socialiste declared:

Capital uproots the wife from her role as spouse and mother. It imposes
sterility on her.

Misery pushed to the extreme weakens the birthrate. The total absence
of bread for children precludes their existence [les retient dans le neant].
This fact alone suffices to legitimize all the proletarian revolutions, all the
insurrections of suffering, all the hunger revolts. The periods of great
scarcity are most notable by their infertility. . . . The slowing of prolif-
eration will be a constant until the day when revolution breaks new ground
in the physical, intellectual, moral and emotional activity of people.76
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It did not help the neo-Malthusians' standing with either the left
leadership or the general French public that its founder and leader
was Paul Robin, a maverick even by socialist standards. He had
been nominated to the First Socialist International by no less a
figure than Marx in 1870, and over the years had lived in England
and New Zealand before returning to France where he was best-
known as director of a school in Cempuis. There he used a coed-
ucational approach to learning that also sought to give students
instructions in the arts, physical exercise, and manual crafts as well
as the traditional intellectual curriculum.77 Robin was therefore
outside the working-class tradition. Moreover, his personal life
made him a lightning rod for criticism from the natalist move-
ment, which was forming at the same time but with far greater
resources at its disposal. One of the natalist founders, Jacques Ber-
tillon, called Robin's work "criminal propaganda," attributing its
origins at best to "the dreams that haunt this sick brain" and at
worst suggesting its support "came from a country hostile to
France."78 At the same time, Bertillon did not minimize the effec-
tiveness and the wide circulation that the ideas of Robin and his
followers had achieved. A long chapter in Bertillon's most famous
book, The depopulation of France, contained a detailed description
that read like a legal brief, with charges and evidence against the
neo-Malthusians. In fact, Bertillon took such great pains to docu-
ment neo-Malthusian activity that one suspects him of overstating
the strength of his opponents in order to make his own organiza-
tion seem all the more necessary.

Bertillon's rhetoric ignored the fact that the neo-Malthusians
were also concerned about the problem of decline at the end of the
nineteenth century. Robin, for example, made it very clear that
his goal was part of this broad movement by the name he chose
for his organization - the League of Human Regeneration. The
title of its journal was simply Regeneration. The statutes of the league
also illustrate this goal and the means to achieve it, at the same
time revealing the potential for cooperation with eugenics. The
leagues "founding principles," according to its statutes, main-
tained

that the utility of the creation of a new human being is a very complex
question involving considerations of time, place, people and public insti-
tutions; that as much as it is desirable, from the family and social point
of view, to have a sufficient number of adults healthy in body, strong,
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intelligent, agile, and good; it is little desirable to give birth to a great
number of degenerate infants, destined for the most part to die prema-
turely, all to suffer much themselves and to impose suffering on their
surrounding family and social group, to weigh heavily upon the always
insufficient resources of public assistance and private charity at the ex-
pense of children of higher quality.79

As if to underscore the last statement, the statutes concluded, "The
preoccupation of quality must always precede that of quantity."

The date of this document, 1896, was well before there was any
organized movement calling itself "eugenics" in France; hence,
the rationale can hardly have been a desire to curry favor with
eugenicists. But the desire to use such an argument to broaden
support from more established elements (which eugenicists were
later to do) can be seen in a talk delivered by Robin to the Societe
d'anthropologie that same year.80 Robin told the anthropologists
that natural selection was no longer operating on humans to elim-
inate the weak; hence, artificial selection through contraception
was necessary.81 The members of the society were not very recep-
tive to Robin, but after the turn of the century, when Adolphe
Pinard began to popularize the idea of puericulture (the need to
improve the quality as well as quantity of newborns), the editors
of Regeneration were quick to point out what they shared in com-
mon with the ideas of Pinard, the distinguished professor of ob-
stetrics at the Ecole de medecine.82 In 1902, a monthly column
entitled "Practical puericulture" appeared in the journal and of-
fered such folk wisdom as not having children in winter because
it was too cold and harsh on the newborns. "April is the best
month for birth and July the best for procreation," the editors
advised.83 A later article singled out a 1905 talk by Pinard at the
Ecole des hautes etudes sociales on "Marriage aptitude," which
called for "reasonable procreation," in part because, in Pinard's
words, "after having produced children, one must be able to rear
them."

Robin's league split in 1908, causing the disappearance of Rege-
neration and its replacement by two other journals, one of which,
Le Malthusien, edited by Albert Gros, sought to take even greater
advantage of the potential appeal that eugenics might give to its
program.84 As a result, many articles appeared on eugenics that
also drew on reports from English neo-Malthusians about the early
activity of the eugenics movement in that country.85 In fact, the
journal was one "of the only publications in France to use the word
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"eugenics" in any consistent way before the London Congress of
1912.

As the editors had done earlier in Regeneration, Gros took special
delight in following the pronouncements of Pinard and pointing
out how they coincided with the position of Le Malthusien. One
article used a March 1912 speech of Pinard's to poke fun at the
natalists: "Our adversaries often seek to base themselves on the
authority of Professor Pinard, member of the Academy of Medi-
cine who is today the uncontested master of French gynecology."
But the article then went on to show that Pinard had called for
"conscientious and responsible procreation . . . upon which de-
pends the conservation and improvement of the human race."86 A
few months, later Le Malthusien gave extensive coverage to the
London Eugenics Congress and the formation of a French Eugen-
ics Society.87 In fact, the subtitle of the journal was changed in
September 1912 to Le Malthusien: Revue eugeniste.

Despite the strong support for eugenics by the neo-Malthu-
sians, and the theoretical affinity of the two movements, the rela-
tionship was very one-sided. For although Pinard never openly
repudiated his neo-Malthusian admirers, he certainly never re-
turned the favor by showing any explicit support for them. In
fact, Pinard continued to be publicly identified more closely with
the natalists even though, as the quote in Le Malthusien suggested,
he was critical of some of the "excesses" by those who totally
ignored the question of quality.88 As will be seen in the next chap-
ter, although Pinard's early career and work on prenatal care and
infant mortality justified this identification with the natalists, be-
ginning in the late 1890s his new ideas on puericulture strained
these ties. Instead, it was largely political and social rather than
theoretical considerations that continued his link to natalists into
the first decade of the twentieth century. Pinard could hardly be
expected to throw in his lot with a group of radical socialist union
hall organizers whom Bertillon had accused of "criminal propa-
ganda." The resulting alliance between eugenicists and natalists
was to have profound consequences for the history of French eu-
genics.

EUGENICS AND NATALISM

The association of eugenicists and natalists that occurred in France
was not usually the case elsewhere.89 Although the two move-
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ments were theoretically complementary - for example, eugeni-
cists tended to concentrate on the causes of population decline,
whereas the natalists looked at the effects - and both agreed that
there were larger interests than those of the individual move-
ments, the potential for disagreement was generally greater. Na-
talists argued that any eugenic measure of selection that might limit
or inhibit procreation should be avoided, whereas eugenicists feared
the growth of the inferior part of the population if it reproduced
faster than the average rate of reproduction for the whole popula-
tion. Hence, it was only in the case where so-called superior ele-
ments of the population limited births that eugenicists favored na-
talist calls for larger families. Conversely, to the extent that
eugenicists thought that population control could slow the growth
of undesirable elements, as was the case in the United States and
Britain, they were in alliance with neo-Malthusian organizations.

France at the turn of the century was a clear exception to this
rule, for it was the fear of depopulation, not overpopulation, that
was most prevalent in the country.90 Hence, there was no imme-
diate or compelling reason for eugenicists and neo-Malthusians to
join forces. Although such an alliance was eventually made, it was
only done late, and hesitantly. This proved to be politically for-
tunate for the eugenicists because they were able to escape attack
from the very powerful natalist organizations that developed at
the beginning of the twentieth century.

The exact beginning of the natalist movement in France is dif-
ficult to date, in part because much activity occurred before formal
organizations were created. Only in 1896 did the statistician Jacques
Bertillon, the physiologist Charles Richet, the deputy Andre Hon-
orrat, and two others found the Alliance nationale pour l'ac-
croissement de la population franchise, which quickly became and
remained the most important of the numerous natalist organiza-
tions that appeared in subsequent years. The very number of these
groups is an indication of the widespread concern about the pop-
ulation problem that had been noted in France since the mid-
nineteenth century.91 As indicated earlier, one of the few quanti-
fiable measures of decline (and implied decadence) was the size of
the French population, whose growth during the course of the
nineteenth century steadily slowed. In his 1867 article, "The sup-
posed Degeneration of the French Population," Broca tried to sep-
arate the question of decadence from that of "disappearance" by
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using the French word deperissement instead of depopulation, the term
that became more popular toward the end of the century. Broca
traced the origins of concern with the problem to 1854, the first
year of recorded vital statistics in which deaths exceeded births
(992,779 to 923,461). He also noted a longer-range drop in fertility
from 3.4 infants per married couple in 1821-30 to 3.16 in 1856-
60. To explain these facts, however, Broca pointed out the un-
usual circumstances of 1854 - a Year of grain shortage, cholera,
and the Crimean War. As for the drop in fertility, Broca claimed
it was more than counterbalanced by the falling death rate.92

By the 1890s there was little questioning of the existence of the
population problem in the scientific community. Although Broca
was correct in his observations about the death rate, which contin-
ued to drop enough to prevent another year of net population de-
cline, natalists conveniently ignored it by focusing their attention
only on the yearly reports of births in France whose absolute num-
ber decreased every year, as it had done virtually throughout the
nineteenth century.93 Jacques Bertillon, one of the founders of the
French natalist movement, was the most visible and vocal natalist
with training as a statistician. In an 1880 book entitled Statistique
humaine he showed his first interest in the field that his father,
Louis-Alphonse Bertillon, had helped create. Jacques' specific
concern with the birthrate was first expressed in an 1891 article for
the Bulletin of the societe dyanthropologiey but the most complete
expression of his views was in the 1911 book, ha depopulation de la
France?* His fervent advocacy of natalism in response to the fall-
ing birthrate was by no means the only answer available to scien-
tists studying the French population problem. As will be seen,
Lucien March, who was an even greater authority on French de-
mography (he was head of the French Statistique generate), be-
came a follower of the broader program of Pinard - puericulture
and eugenics. Charles Richet, a founder of the 1896 natalist alli-
ance, also joined with his Ecole de medecine colleague Pinard to
create the French Eugenics Society in 1912.

As mentioned earlier, the population problem in France had not
always been seen as one of a declining birthrate. For most of the
first part of the nineteenth century the growth of the population
had been seen as a problem.95 The slowing could therefore have
been welcomed as a long-sought solution to the overcrowding of
cities and unemployment. It took other events to make the level-
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ing of population growth appear to be a problem, the most im-
portant being the unification of Germany in the 186os and the
Franco-Prussian War of 1^70-71. The defeat itself was humiliat-
ing enough, but the ensuing national rivalry between France and
a new German state with a larger population base and growth rate
was more than enough to make many observers shift their view
of French population trends. What might have been seen as finally
relieving the pressures of population growth became instead a cause
for new alarm at the nation's inability to match the military re-
cruitment base of the new power to the east.

Despite the compelling logic of this explanation, it does not ac-
count for the twenty-five year delay in forming the first natalist
organization in France. It is understandable that in the early years
of the Third Republic there were more pressing concerns; hence,
a two-part article by Charles Richet in the Revue des deux mondes
in 1882, usually cited as one of the first statements of the problem
in natalist terms, can be interpreted as a delayed reaction to the
1870 military debacle.96 In reality, the article stands as an isolated
example, because Richet's next article on the subject was not until
fifteen years later, shortly after the founding of the natalist alliance
in 1896. Because Bertillon's publications followed a similar pat-
tern, this suggests that the Franco-Prussian War is at least insuffi-
cient as an explanation of the origin of the natalist movement,
which burst on the literary and political scene as well as the sci-
entific scene after 1895. It also reinforces the thesis that there was
a coalescence of opinion in several countries around the turn of the
century that included a perception of decline and degeneration,
but also held out the promise that through science and govern-
ment action these trends could be reversed.97 Eugenics, natalism,
and other movements calling for biological regeneration were the
result. Of course, there was the added element of neo-Malthusian
activity, which helped spark the natalists to organize themselves,
but it was by no means a simple one-dimensional reaction. Ri-
chet's 1896 article on the population problem made no mention of
neo-Malthusians, concentrating instead on a proposal for tax re-
form that would give incentives for large families.98

Once the French natalist movement was organized, it soon re-
ceived wide exposure as having the answer to French national re-
generation. One reflection of this can be found in French litera-
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ture. Just as it offered a striking portrait of the view of decline and
degeneration, so too the literature of the turn of the century pre-
sented solutions to these problems such as those found in the work
of Zola. His Four gospels series, beginning with the novel Fecondite
in 1899, was a deliberate outgrowth of the famous Rougon-
Macquart series, which had been the most widely read depiction
of decline in previous decades." Zola's novel of regeneration by
the founding of a large family on the frontier of France's newly
acquired African colonies was hardly unique in its focus on the
population problem. Eugene Brieux gave an equally didactic lit-
erary prescription in his controversial Maternite. Although the play
was temporarily banned, the reason was its graphic depiction of
the problem of childless couples and not the unpopularity of its
natalist point of view.100

Another vein of potential support that natalists sought to ex-
ploit was in the political arena, largely because their program fit
so well with traditional values and contemporary patriotic themes.
Bertillon's charge that neo-Malthusian backing came from an-
other country was one of the more subtle natalist appeals to French
nationalism. Another French author, writing under the pseu-
donym Rommel, goaded his French readers by arguing that France
could never win a war against Germany, whose growing popula-
tion gave it both the means and justification for acquiring more
French territory. Japanese newspapers were also quoted as claim-
ing that the decline of the population doomed French colonization
efforts in Asia to failure. But the most pointed of these statements
was the quote attributed to von Moltke that France was losing a
battle every day because of its declining birthrate.101

Despite this propaganda, the reforms of the natalist were not
immediately adopted. For example, natalists were unsuccessful in
passing any serious legislation before the First World War. Only
in 1920, in the wake of the tremendous psychological and demo-
graphic shock of the fighting, was a law passed banning neo-
Malthusian propaganda, but that was obviously more an indirect
attack on a partial cause of the problem than a direct measure to
encourage large families. It was not until 1939 that the first such
laws were passed.102 Despite the delays, natalists took advantage
of numerous opportunities to state their case through sympathetic
publicists and politicians such as Paul Strauss and Edme Piot. An
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example of this propaganda success but legislative failure can be
seen in the earliest of these efforts - the Parliamentary Commis-
sion on Depopulation, created in January 1902.

The purpose of the commission was "to proceed with an overall
study of the question of depopulation and the most practical means
to combat it."103 Despite the broad charge, it proved to be a great
disappointment to the natalists. Following a policy of "out of sight,
out of mind," the legislature generally ignored funding requests
by the commission. Only three plenary sessions were held in seven
years, and one scholar has suggested that the overall effect of the
creation of the commission may have been to delay rather than
hasten passage of any specific natalist proposals in the Senate or
Chamber because these proposals were routinely referred to the
depopulation study commission.104

The most significant work was done at the subcommittee level,
where narrower parts of the problem were examined and, more
importantly, the results published. For example, Bertillon and
Honnorat prepared and published a report for the subcommittee
on the "moral and sociological causes of depopulation" that ar-
gued that egotism and parents' ambitions for their children were
major causes of the falling birthrate.105 Pinard prepared a special
report on puericulture that cited his and his student Charles Bachi-
mont's study of birth weights for infants whose mothers were
engaged in varying physical activities before childbirth; and Pi-
nard and Richet published a report on the question, "Are there
physiological causes that influence the decline in the birthrate?"106

Compared with the opinions expressed in political and literary
circles, scientific opinion was more critical of the natalist position.
Although statisticians and demographers raised few objections to
some of the questionable population projections made by natalists,
many in the medical profession disagreed with natalists, especially
their unequivocal opposition to contraception. This was perhaps a
reflection of medical practitioners' being in closer touch with the
populace and hence more sympathetic to the conditions prompt-
ing decisions by parents to limit family size.107 One example of
medical opinion on the use of contraception can be found in the
journal, Chronique medical, edited by Auguste Cabanes. While not
a long-established or prestigious medical journal, Chronique was
hardly a radical broadside like Le Malthusien. The tone and general
appeal of the periodical was summarized in its subtitle, "Revue bi-
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mensuelle de medicine historique, litteraire et anecdotique." Seri-
ous medical practitioners could not have taken too dim a view of
Cabanes' journal, because they regularly contributed to it and re-
sponded to questions on topics that he often used as the basis of
articles claiming to represent a consensus of medical opinion.

It was for just such an article that Cabanes requested the opin-
ions of readers in November 1904 on whether the use of contra-
ception was justified. Specifically, he sought responses to an ear-
lier article by a Dr. Klotz-Forest that maintained that pregnancy
should be avoided.

whenever the pregnancy places the life or the health of the woman in
peril; whenever the product of the conception would almost certainly be
struck by degeneracy as a result of a hereditary defect of the parents; or
[whenever] misery, "the worst of maladies," would condemn the inno-
cent beings to a lamentable, precarious and sorrowful existence.

Among the authorities frequently cited in the article was Pinard,
whose work was -quoted in Klotz-Forest's conclusion:

Until now, the act of procreation has only been an instinctive act, such
as it was in the age of the caveman. It is the only one of our instincts
which has not been civilized. The greatest and highest of actions which
man can undertake during his existence, upon which depends the con-
servation and improvement of the species, is done on the eve of the
twentieth century as it was in the Stone Age.108

Cabanes' specific questions for his readers were:

1. Do you support or reject contraception?
2. If you accept it in principle, do you limit its application to med-

ical cases, or, on the contrary, do you think that social or simply
individual reasons could justify it?

3. In the event that you do not subscribe to [contraception], we
would be grateful to you for specifying the reasons that make
you reject it.

Three conclusions are worth noting about the responses printed
in the February 1905 issue of the journal.109 First is the size of the
response. Cabanes printed forty-five letters, which he claimed
"surpassed all our expectations." Second, thirty of those respond-
ing, or two-thirds, were physicians, hence they offer some mea-
sure of medical opinion on the question. Even the natalist Senator
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Edme Piot had a staff member send a response, which is an indi-
cation of the attention Cabanes had attracted.

The third and most significant feature of the responses, how-
ever, was the strong support generally given for the practice of
contraception. Cabanes grouped the respondents into three cate-
gories: opponents of the use of contraception, supporters with some
reservations, and supporters without restrictions. Only eight of
the replies were from opponents, although they all were from
doctors (mostly provincial) with the exception of Senator Piot. A
slightly lower proportion of the respondents in the middle cate-
gory were doctors (nine of thirteen). They most frequently cited
a danger to the life of the woman as justification for the use of
contraception or abortion, usually referring to personal experi-
ences to illustrate the circumstances. Responses of note came from
Henri Cazalis, the poet and physician who had recently written a
book calling for legislation that would require a premarital exam-
ination, and from Andre Couvreur, an author in the style of Zola
and Brieux, whose novel La graine had earlier dramatized the di-
sastrous consequences of venereal disease on offspring. More will
be said about these men in the next section on social hygiene, but
it is telling to find them in Cabanes' middle category of qualified
support because it reveals that they were essentially natalists who
wished to minimize the number of defectives that might be pro-
duced by a general rise in the birthrate. Widespread use of contra-
ception would be counterproductive, they reasoned, insofar as it
would diminish the. numbers of the fit as well.

No such fine distinctions were made by the majority of those
respondents who supported the unqualified use of contraception.
Virtually every one of the thirty responses called openly and strongly
for its use. "I would generalize it," said a Dr. L. Achard, chief of
a hospital staff in Algeria. "I approve without restriction," agreed
a lengthy letter from Dr. E. Callamand of Saint-Mande. The au-
thor Fernand Volney went even further, stating, "Not only do I
support the use of contraception, but I think that it should be taught
in public lectures." Dr. L. Maurice began his response, "Yes, one
hundred times yes, I absolutely welcome the principle of contra-
ception."110 These opinions were in addition to the expected re-
sponses of the leaders of the neo-Malthusian movement in France
such as Paul Robin and Nelly Roussel, or Odette Laguerre, editor
of the feminist journal Lafronde, or Madame Severine, who had
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earlier debated Charles Richet on the population question in the
pages of Revue philanthropique.111

There were also responses of note in this group from three men
who were also to become associated with the eugenics movement
in France. One was the famous criminologist Alexandre Lacas-
sagne, professor at the College de France and member of the or-
ganizing committee of the First International Eugenics Congress,
who wrote a two-line response in support of contraception, say-
ing, "it is justified above all for social and sometimes individual
reasons."112 Dr. Just Sicard de Plauzples, already active in the Ligue
des droits de 1'homme and who later was to become one of the
foremost leaders of the social hygiene movement in the late 1920s
and 1930s as well as a strong advocate of eugenics, wrote, "con-
traception is a right of the woman who must remain free, even if
married, to be or not to be a mother." He offered three instances
when contraception was advised: "when the 'seed' is bad, when
the health of the mother is threatened by pregnancy, and when
misery awaits the child."113 There was also a response from Edouard
Toulouse, a psychiatrist whose Association of Sexological Studies
led the revival of neo-Malthusianism in the 1930s and became one
of the few institutional supports of eugenics in that decade. He
cited his recently published book, Conflits intersexuels et sociaux,
which maintained that

the choosing of motherhood has an immediately favorable consequence
for the race. From the moment a wife is no longer blindly subject to the
reproductive instinct and she chooses the most opportune moment and
circumstances for herself, it is evident that the results obtained must be
superior in quality. Children conceived in the best conditions and later
better reared have the chance to be healthier and stronger.114

Cabanes' referendum thus shows not only the diversity of opin-
ion on the population question, but the pervasive undercurrent of
eugenic thought in France at the turn of the century. The strong
support for the use of contraception and the potential alliance with
those favoring the improvement of the species was to be delayed
largely because another, less controversial means of improvement
was proposed at the same time: social hygiene.
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REGENERATION THROUGH SOCIAL HYGIENE

As if eugenic questions were not made complicated enough by the
debate on the population problem, they also became entangled in
the growing social hygiene movement at the end of the nineteenth
century. Social hygiene grew out of a whole century of medical
and public health measures whose scope was broader than con-
cerns for the health of the individual.115 The link to eugenics came
from applying the concept of social hygiene to future generations
which was inspired by the growing concern over degeneration in
the 1890s.116 Equally important in the advent of social hygiene was
the influence of neo-Lamarckian hereditary ideas, which provided
a theoretical explanation of how improvements in health would
be passed to future generations. This concept will be discussed
further in the next chapter. First it is necessary to examine the
emergence of the new social hygiene movement that became closely
allied with French eugenics.

Alcoholism

In its simplest sense, social hygiene was the combination of efforts
on three major health problems considered separately in France
before the turn of the century: alcoholism, tuberculosis, and ve-
nereal disease. Although work to combat each was different, they
shared many similarities that ultimately permitted those in each
field to join forces. One similarity was the view that the specific
diseases were part of a general pattern of decline, with the assump-
tion that treatment would bring regeneration. There was also the
common view that those medical problems had to be treated in a
broader context than that of the individual sufferer who, in the
words of the Pasteurian Emile Duclaux,

has become a frightening being because of the millions of disease germs
he creates and spreads about him. One must treat him humanely because
he suffers, is not responsible and is only a part of the peril he represents.
But one has the right to keep him from being a harm to the commu-
nity.117

The medical profession had come to appreciate the need for a greater
concern for society as a whole - not just for the individual patient.
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Hence, the social hygiene movement, just as the birth control
movements earlier, was another example of the call for increased
intervention and control over individuals.

Of the three so-called social plagues, alcoholism was the most
pervasive and the earliest to generate an organized opposition. As
mentioned earlier, the founding of France's first sustained anti-
alcoholic effort came shortly after the Franco-Prussian War and
the Paris Commune. In 1872, the Association franchise contre
Tabus des boissons alcooliques was created. It changed its rather
awkward name the following year to Societe franchise de temper-
ance.118 Although the timing indicates political rather than medical
reasons for the beginning of the organization, doctors were by far
its most prominent constituents. A clear majority of its 500 mem-
bers in 1878 were doctors, including Theophile Roussel and other
such prominent names as Taine and Pasteur.119 Despite this aus-
picious beginning, the organization proved to be more an official
notice of the problem than the beginning of serious action by either
scientists or the general public. An 1873 law against "public
drunkenness" hardly struck at the cause of the problem. Another
measure of the relative lack of attention is the far smaller number
of medical theses dealing with alcoholism at the Ecole de medecine
(only 149 between the years i860 and 1913) than those on such
topics as syphilis or tuberculosis.120 By the early 1890s the Societe
franqaise de temperance was, in the words of one scholar, "in a
state of moral and financial collapse, its twenty-five-year effort
mocked by the rapidly increasing alcohol consumption statis-
tics."121

The revival of the anti-alcohol movement at the turn of the cen-
tury might simply be ascribed to the work of one man, Paul-
Maurice Legrain, if the timing did not coincide so neatly with
other regeneration movements of the day. Moreover, there are
indications of additional interest in the alcohol problem, both in
the Academy of Medicine, which formed an alcohol study com-
mission in the late 1880s, and the temperance society itself, which
created an annual prize for the best work written on alcoholism
and heredity, thanks to a gift from the widow of Jules Lunier, a
pioneer in the field of insanity and alcoholism.122 Legrain, none-
theless, deserves credit for providing the impetus for bringing the
alcohol question before the now much more receptive medical and
public audiences of the late 1890s.123
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Legrain's medical credentials were impressive. He was head of
the Villejuif asylum, and later the Ville-Evrard asylum, which was
the first to specialize in treatment of alcoholics. In 1889, his Here-
dite et Valcoolisme established, in his words, "the important conse-
quences of the combination of those two pathogenic factors: al-
coholism and heredity."124 His next book, published in 1895 and
entitled Degenerescence social et Valcoolisme, won the prize given by
the temperance society for the best work on the question of "the
descendants of alcoholics and the prevention of alcoholism," and
marked the beginning of Legrain's new effort to reach a public he
described as still "not convinced of the idea that alcoholism is an
urgent evil to extinguish."125 Legrain openly championed efforts
to sway public opinion rather than calling for more medical work
as the key to solving the problem, and he emphasized the differ-
ence in his approach by characterizing the work of the earlier tem-
perance society as "an isolated effort on the problem by a few
devotees who are not supported by the current of public opin-
ion."126

In the same year that he published Degenerescence sociale, Legrain
founded a new temperance society, the Union franchise antialcoo-
lique, which was much more successful than the earlier organiza-
tion in reaching a broad audience. Thanks largely to Legrain's ad-
ministrative and propaganda abilities, by 1905 there were 150
chapters and 40,000 members in the new organization. This suc-
cess was not lost on some members of the older temperance soci-
ety who worked to form the Union into an umbrella organization
to coordinate the efforts of Legrain and other groups that had sprung
up at the same time. In 1903 the Societe franchise de temperance
was renamed the Ligue nationale contre l'alcoolisme, and by 1914
its constituent groups claimed over 125,000 members.127 Thus,
the efforts to combat alcoholism show a pattern of initial but lim-
ited activity in the 1870s, followed by a renewal of efforts in the
1890s both to reach a broader public and to cooperate with similar
groups working on the problem. The next logical step was to join
in efforts to combine an attack on all such social plagues after the
turn of the century.
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Tuberculosis

Tuberculosis, the second of the three plagues, was less publicized
than alcoholism but probably of greater concern to medical prac-
titioners at the end of the nineteenth century. Medical attention
was initially aroused by Koch's isolation of the tuberculosis bacil-
lus in the early 1880s, and concern mounted as reporting of the
illness generally improved. By the end of the century, tuberculosis
was recognized by the head of the Pasteur Institute as "the most
widespread of all diseases."128 In addition, the failure to find a cure
was one reason that the disease was looked on with such fatalism
by the public. With no simple solution such as abstinence, which
was seen as the cure of alcoholism or syphilis, victims seemed to
be faced with either quiet acceptance or self-delusion as a recourse.
And the gradual decline in the victims' health only added to the
feeling of hopelessness. At the same time it offered novelists little
of the spectacular action that made patients with delirium tremens
one of the mainstays of late nineteenth-century novels and plays
about alcoholism.129

The nature of tuberculosis helps explain why there was no im-
mediate call in the 1870s for public action against the disease as
there had been against alcohol. In 1891, however, a Ligue contre
la tuberculose en France was formed with the goal "of putting the
question of tuberculosis on the agenda of public preoccupa-
tion."130 As mentioned earlier, the distance members had to go in
achieving their goal can be seen in the fact that their first efforts
were simply to make declaration of the illness mandatory by doc-
tors. Even this modest objective ran into resistance. For example,
the 1900 International Congress of Hygiene in Paris debated at
length whether to strengthen a guarded resolution calling for a
declaration of tuberculosis in cases where "according to the differ-
ent laws, it is possible to apply sanitary police measures in order
to prohibit the propagation of the disease." In the end the dele-
gates, all of whom were leading authorities on treating the disease,
were only willing to vote that "open tuberculosis should be in-
cluded among the diseases whose reporting is mandatory."131 In
1903, Leon Bourgeois' new Commission de prophylaxie contre la
tuberculose made a similar proposal specifically for France that
met with a great deal of opposition from the medical community.
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Although it was not until the First World War that there was any
success even in a general plan for treatment of patients, the partic-
ipation of so high ranking a politician as Bourgeois did much to
raise public consciousness of the tuberculosis problem to the level
of the other two scourges.132

Venereal disease

The campaign against the third of the social plagues, venereal dis-
ease, was similar in many ways to the campaign against tubercu-
losis. For example, the founding of an organization to combat
syphilis came late (1901), as it did for tuberculosis. There were
also a large number of unanswered medical questions about both
diseases, in contrast to the small number of questions about alco-
holism, which was generally thought to be the result of moral or
psychological weakness. These questions directed attention to the
medical aspects of venereal disease, and the obvious delicate nature
of questions raised by the way it was transmitted hindered open
public discussion of venereal disease even more than for tubercu-
losis.133

These problems notwithstanding, the mid-nineteenth century
saw one of the earliest health campaigns, at least partly inspired
by a desire to control venereal disease, when so-called maisons de
tolerance were established to regulate prostitution.134 A subsequent
moral crusade against the houses in the 1870s undermined what
little control the state could exercise over the health of prostitutes
by ending the government's complicity in the "immoral" enter-
prise. By the time a neo-regulationist movement began pressing
for new measures of control at the end of the century, it was part
of both an international movement against venereal disease and
the broader movement within France for regeneration through so-
cial hygiene.

In 1899, an international conference was held in Brussels on the
"venereal peril," and included a sizable delegation from France.
After many long sessions a new organization, the International
Society for Sanitary and Moral Prophylaxis, was formed, with the
goal of coordinating all efforts against the affliction. A direct out-
growth of the conference was the founding of a Societe franqaise
pour la prophylaxie sanitaire et morale in 1901 under the leader-
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ship of Alfred Fournier.135 It would be wrong, however, to see
the origins solely as inspired from outside France. In the founding
statutes of the organization, acknowledgment was made of the
link to other social hygiene movements in France that had served
as models:

This organization is truly a league against syphilis, constituted on the
model of the two other leagues which today so valiantly combat alco-
holism and tuberculosis for the benefit of all.136

The new anti-venereal organization was similar to the other or-
ganizations in its predominantly medical constituency - 75 per-
cent of the 406 founding members were doctors, dentists, or phar-
macists, including many of the founders of the French eugenics
movement.137 The influence of the organization through mem-
bers' ties to other groups was considerable. In the words of a
chronicler of the society, it "was from its birth in touch with moral
societies, neo-regulationist medical societies and officials of the
prefectural police. Soon after, its members entered into contact
with the military hierarchy."138 In fact, he concludes, it was not
just a pressure group for ending venereal disease but the beginning
of a whole new bourgeois attitude toward sex that began to pop-
ularize a new notion of "sex education."

The new organization was also helped from its start by the in-
creasing publicity about the problem of syphilis at the turn of the
century in France. An example is Science et mariage, a book pub-
lished in 1900 by the French poet and physician Henri Cazalis that
called for a mandatory medical examination before marriage to
prevent the transmission of tuberculosis and alcoholism as well as
venereal disease.139 The book was significant in several respects,
but above all because it was timely, given the interest in degener-
ation and the founding of specific organizations to combat the so-
cial ills causing it. In addition, Cazalis, like the anti-venereal or-
ganizers, tied all three of the plagues together, one of the defining
elements of the new social hygiene movement. Finally, Cazalis's
idea was appealing in its simplicity; hence, it was easily grasped
by both the medical community and the general public. In June
1900, Pinard presented the book to the Academy of Medicine with
his wish that it could "be in the hands of everyone," especially
newly weds, to serve as a kind of marriage manual.140

The publicity that Cazalis's book received was partly the moti-
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vation for Eugene Brieux's play, Damaged goods (French title: Les
avaries), which became even better known and more controversial
than the book that inspired it. The work was translated into sev-
eral languages, with English-language writers such as Upton Sin-
clair and George Bernard Shaw among its greatest supporters.141

In the work, which has been called "not a play but an interview
with Doctor Fournier set on stage" (a doctor is the main character
of the first and last of the three acts in the play), a young man
contracts syphilis on the eve of his marriage to the daughter of a
deputy. Although counseled to wait three years by his doctor, the
man takes a quick cure elsewhere. When a syphilitic child is born
to the couple, the deputy visits the original doctor, who suggests
all kinds of laws that could be passed. These include creation of a
public health office to combat syphilis, the prohibition of "the
manufacture of poisonous liquors," and the elimination of tuber-
culosis by "paying sufficient wages and having unsanitary work-
men's dwellings knocked down." In a not so subtle reference to
Cazalis, Brieux has the deputy complain, "In this case it is for you
to show the way. These are matters for scientific experts. You
must begin by pointing out the necessary measures, and then . . . "
But the doctor interrupts, "And then what? Ha! It is fifteen years
since a scheme of this kind, worked out and approved unani-
mously by the Academy of Medicine, was submitted to the proper
authorities. Since that day it has never been heard of again."142

Like Brieux's earlier play Maternite, Damaged goods was initially
censored in France. It was written in 1901 but banned while in
rehearsal. The following year it was staged in Belgium, where the
controversy only added to its appeal.143 By the time it was allowed
back in France, the play had made such an impact that one con-
temporary noted, "It has done more by itself in three acts of the
play than all the hygienists together in fifty years."144

The Brieux play stimulated discussion of venereal disease in
medical journals as well as the general press. For example, the
Bulletin of the Societe de prophylaxie sanitaire et morale carried a
running debate among its members about "Sanitary guarantees of
marriage" in five of its seven issues from June to December 1903.145

Brieux's work also inspired other writers to deal with similar sub-
jects. In fact, something of a medico-social literary genre devel-
oped both in France and the United States, with such writers as
Andre Couvreur, Michel Corday, and the Margueritte brothers
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"openly and enthusiastically acknowledging Brieux as a leader."146

The most influential of these emulations was Couvreur's Lagraine,
which had been the subject of one of Cabanes' surveys of opinion
in the Chronique medicate in July 1903.147

Couvreur had already written other novels dramatizing certain
effects of the social plagues on their victims, but in La graine he
shifted his attention to tuberculosis, and, more significantly, he
followed Brieux's example of showing the hereditary effects of the
disease on subsequent generations. This time Cabanes sent ques-
tions to forty authors, doctors, and others about the general con-
cept of responsibility in hereditary pathology and the specific sug-
gestion of Cazalis that a premarital examination could solve the
problem. On the latter question Cabanes asked, "What do you
think of an inquiry about the health status of those intending to
marry, and in what effective form could it be demanded of par-
ents?" The responses indicated that all agreed there was parental
responsibility for hereditary effects on future generations; but the
question of a premarital exam drew a more mixed reaction. Ten
responses strongly favored it by law, and an equal number was
opposed (curiously enough including Couvreur himself), with the
majority either raising practical objections, or expressing a pref-
erence for voluntary exams and better information being made
available to couples.

CONCLUSION

More important than the specific results of Cabanes's inquiry was
the increasing attention that was being paid to previously unre-
lated problems that were now seen to be part of a larger concern.
Hence, social hygiene represented a frame of reference halfway
between the narrow focus on specific diseases and the broad, vague
concern with degeneration. In addition, there was now the begin-
ning of debate on a remedy involving increased government mon-
itoring of marriage and procreation. Serious consideration of these
measures was to be delayed for twenty years before it was vigor-
ously pursued by the French Eugenics Society, but the idea that
the French population was threatened by several, similar biologi-
cal disorders that menaced existing and future generations was more
quickly institutionalized in a new social hygiene organization, the
Alliance d'hygiene sociale.
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Founding dates for such an eclectic movement are difficult to
establish. Emile Duclaux, director of the Pasteur Institute, was
among the earliest to give currency to the new concept of social
hygiene in a series of lectures he delivered at the Ecole des hautes-
etudes sociales in early 1902 that were published later that year as
Hygiene sociale.148 In January 1904, many of the participants in the
recently founded leagues against the social plagues described here
met at the Musee social in Paris to create a Social Hygiene Alliance
whose founding statutes declared as its goal, "coordinating and
seconding the efforts made in favor of social hygiene in France."
The statutes went on to explain that the alliance "proposes to fight
tuberculosis, alcoholism, infantile mortality, etc."149 The organi-
zation began publishing a journal, and in July 1904 the first Social
Hygiene Congress was held in Arras, followed by annual meet-
ings before the war in such places as Montpellier, Nancy, and
Lyons.150

There was much confusion at the start about what distinguished
social hygiene from public health, a concept that had taken most
of the nineteenth century to become established. It required some
time before a neat theoretical distinction could be made such as the
one offered at the Eleventh Social Hygiene Congress in 1921:

Public hygiene is the collection of measures in a country which aims at
the general health and at the same time the defense of individuals and the
collectivity against the risks of sickness and death. . . . Social hygiene
has higher and further aims. Its objectives surpass the simple preserva-
tion of the race and extend to its constant improvement, to its perfection.
It attacks, for example, diseases of a special order: tuberculosis, syphilis,
and alcoholism which affect the individual and his descendents.151

The importance attributed to heredity will be shown later to be
a reflection of the influence that eugenics had come to exercise on
the social hygiene movement by the 1920s. But as this chapter has
shown, social hygiene was only one of a variety of movements at
the turn of the century that aimed at a biological regeneration of
France. The natalists, neo-Malthusians, and even the solidarists
also based their claims on biology, which made them potential
allies of the eugenicists. The manner in which they became part of
the eugenics movement, and especially the theoretical underpin-
nings that made it possible, will be examined in greater detail in
the next chapter.



From puericulture to eugenics

Why was there a thirty to forty-year wait between Galton's first
formulation of eugenic ideas and the creation of formal eugenics
organizations? As Chapter 2 has shown, there was no lack of
awareness that France faced many problems associated with de-
cline and decadence at the end of the nineteenth century; and there
were in fact many proposals to remedy them on a biological basis.
Some proposals, such as the solidarism of Leon Bourgeois, soon
moved away from their scientific origins to assume a more clearly
political character, but others, such as the social hygiene move-
ment, developed along strikingly similar lines to eugenics. As will
be seen in this chapter, hereditarian ideas were also well enough
known in these biologically based reform circles to produce sev-
eral proposals of an explicit eugenic nature. For example, as early
as 1862 Clemence Royer called in the preface to her translation of
Darwin's Origin of species for allowing natural selection to do its
job of eliminating "the weak, the infirm, the incurable, the wicked
themselves and all the disgraces of nature."1 The French also had
available at an early date in their own language a contemporary
study similar to Galton's Hereditary genius, thanks to the work of
the Swiss botanist Alphonse Candolle, whose Histoire des sciences
et savants appeared in 1873.2

The important point here is not the question of priority,
but rather why it took so long in both the English and Frenchr
speaking worlds for these studies about the inheritance of superior
intellectual qualities to inspire organized eugenic movements. The
answer is not that it took time for people to see the logical con-
nection between hereditary genius and the need for eugenic mea-
sures. In France there was widespread discussion, shortly after the
appearance of both Galton's and Candolle's works, of elaborate
eugenics proposals by Georges Vacher de Lapouge and others in
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France who sought to make human evolution more rational by
such measures as selective breeding.3 In fact, discussion of eugen-
ics in the period before 1900 was so common that when added to
the public and social hygiene movements described in Chapter 2,
it shows that there must have been other reasons for the delay in
establishing eugenics movements. This chapter suggests that for
France the answer lies in the marginal nature of the early propo-
nents of eugenics and their lack of institutional support.

To underscore the importance of the question, it is worth not-
ing that even in Germany and the Anglo-Saxon countries there
was a delay before formal eugenics organizations were created -
1905 in Germany and 1908 in Galton's homeland, England. This
suggests that there may have been something beyond the ebb and
flow of confidence and despair in the public mood, or in the nature
of hereditary theory (be it Lamarckian or Mendelian), that might
explain the delay. For France, it appears that another difficulty was
the very breadth of ideas subsumed under eugenics. For if its broad
self-defined scope added to the potential appeal of eugenics, the
movement also faced difficulties in drawing the diverse elements
together. After all, one could work for the betterment of future
generations without necessarily calling it eugenics. Nor was there
any compelling reason for those in temperance societies to consult
or identify with natalists, even though they shared some common
assumptions and goals. Before considering how a eugenics theory
that provided a common identity and framework for such activi-
ties was constructed, this chapter will examine the fate of Vacher
de Lapouge and other precursors who anticipated many of the ideas
of later eugenicists, but who lacked the position in society or the
resources to put their ideas into effect. Their experience is a re-
minder that theory was not enough.

EUGENIC PRECURSORS

There is a certain irony in the fact that a woman, Clemence Royer,
was among the first in France to describe what might be called the
"eugenic" consequences of Darwinian evolution.4 Women were
obviously equals in the process of determining the quality of off-
spring (even more so according to some neo-Lamarckians), yet
their social and political status was that of inferiors. Throughout
the history of French eugenics, women participated only margin-
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ally in debates and discussions despite the fact that virtually all the
proposals involved them intimately.5 Royer was unusual in that
she had a forum for expressing her ideas, thanks to her translation
of Darwin's Origin of species. She was also a member of the Paris
Anthropological Society, which gave her additional opportunities
to discuss these questions, otherwise exclusively a male domain.

In the preface to Darwin's book, Royer observed that by soci-
ety's protecting weak, infirm, and incurable individuals, "the evils
they carry tend to perpetuate and multiply indefinitely." Mean-
while, the best elements are decimated by war, dangerous work,
and daring exploits. What is worse, she went on,

while all the virile youth spends the most lively of its forces on prosti-
tutes, it is the old men, sickly and exhausted, who found the new gen-
erations. They endow both sexes with the germ of the diseases which
have struck them after having inherited them from their fathers who
perhaps owe them to the vices of a youth passed breaking the laws of
nature.6

Royer admitted that marriage involved selection, but for the wrong
reasons. "The ideal man of the times is he who produces; the ideal
woman is she who conserves and saves." The result of these choices,
she concluded, "can only produce men of lucre and women of
vanity." As a remedy, Royer proposed changes that were ob-
viously based on her own experiences:

One should demand of women a part of what has until now only been
demanded of men: that is, force united with beauty, intelligence com-
bined with gentleness, and of men a little idealism combined with power
of spirit and rigor of body.7

Despite the sharpness of her criticisms, Royer was in no posi-
tion to rally followers around these proposals to control human
evolution. This was not only because she was a woman in a male-
dominated world, but also because her position as the earliest pro-
ponent of Darwinian evolution in France left her open to charges
of being plus royaliste que le roi.s After Royer elaborated her ideas
in an 1870 book, L'Origine de Vhomme et des societes, Paul Broca
attacked her position, especially the idea of eliminating the weak
through a "struggle for existence." Referring to Royer by name,
Broca admitted that she might be correct in her observation that
"social selection" produced a lower average of humans than "nat-
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ural selection," but he argued that the best elements would be
superior. Moreover, he pointed out that the average of the species
could only be raised in two ways - "either by eliminating the
weak or by perfecting them. Nature followed the first procedure,
civilization follows the second."9 Hence, Broca's opposition un-
dercut support from anthropologists for the radical proposals of
Royer's.

Another example of eugenic ideas that failed to attract a follow-
ing came from Ernest Tarbouriech, a law professor at the College
des sciences sociales. In his book, La citejuture, published in 1902,
Tarbouriech called for sterilization of degenerates, mandatory re-
porting of pregnancy by women, and state support for rearing
undesirable children.10 These ideas, based on suggestions first made
by Paolo Mantegazza in Uanno 3000, were largely ignored for three
reasons. First, they were part of a much larger Utopian scheme
aimed at a scientific ordering of society to achieve social justice;
hence, they were not expressed in a practical form for immediate
implementation. Second, many of the elements were seen as ex-
cessively harsh. For example, although the neo-Malthusian jour-
nal Regeneration welcomed Tarbouriech's rational approach to re-
production, its editors disliked the authoritarian flavor of the book.11

Third, Tarbouriech was not a major social theorist with a large
following, and he soon became occupied with his duties as secre-
tary of the new Ligue des droits de 1'homme. Although he was
elected a socialist deputy in 1910, he died the following year at the
age of forty-seven.

In the same category of marginal thinkers with eugenic schemes
was an engineer from Bordeaux named Alfred Pichou who in 1896
proposed the creation of an organization to be called "The Elite."
This "philanthropic association for the conservation of life and
improvement of the human species" was a step beyond Royer's or
Tarbouriech's ideas because of its highly structured organizational
framework that perhaps reflected the engineer's mentality. This
included provisions for local committees and cantonal representa-
tives to select the Elite, as well as a board of directors in Paris to
coordinate the work of the cantonal groups. Although Pichou's
choice of language was extreme (he called for "a humanity abso-
lutely regenerated"), his proposals were milder and more demo-
cratic than the name of the organization implied. Stripped of its
rhetoric and elaborate organizational structure, Pichou's idea was
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simply to identify ''those beings not yet afflicted with physical
degeneration, hereditary defects, and transmissible illnesses," so
that this part of the population could intermarry and "maintain its
healthy state by a rational practice of hygiene."12

Pichou justified his division of humanity into two groups as a
necessary evil because, in his words, "what retards the evolution
of the mass is the stragglers - that is, those of weak constitution,
the lazy." Potential conflict between the two would be mitigated
by "the principle of solidarity between all beings who compose
the human species [which] imposes duties for the Elected on be-
half of the unfortunates separated from the Elite."13 What is most
significant about Pichou, however, is that after the turn of the
century he managed to attract national attention with his ideas,
both in Cabanes' Chronique medicate and in Rene Worms' Revue
internationale de sociologie. Pichou's ideas and the attention they re-
ceived were a signal of the broad interest in degeneration and the
means of remedying it at the time, but they were not the inspira-
tion for the beginning of an organized eugenics movement in
France.14

The most extraordinary precursor to French eugenics was the
work of Georges Vacher de Lapouge, a fascinating character who
has recently received a great deal of attention from scholars.15 Not
only were his ideas controversial, but his active working life
stretched over fifty years, giving him ample opportunity to influ-
ence French and other thinkers in the tumultuous years from the
1880s to the 1930s. Adding to the interest in Lapouge is the fact
that his lavish praise of Aryans was picked up by European and
American racists of the 1930s. As a result, he has usually been
associated with the extreme right-wing of European politics that
emerged at the end of the nineteenth century.16

Recent work has shown, however, that Lapouge's life and work
were more complex than these long-held views suggest. His overt
political activity, for example, was very limited - and for a time
surprisingly left-wing. While at Montpellier in the late 1880s and
early 1890s he joined the Parti ouvrier franqais of Paul Lafargue,
and even ran for municipal office in 1888 and 1892, albeit unsuc-
cessfully.17 Only after the turn of the century did he give up his
socialist self-identification, and he never again participated directly
in politics.

Lapouge's active working life was spent as a librarian at Rennes
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Figure 3.1 Georges Vacher de Lapouge, in a rare existing photo.
[Source: Jean Boissel, "Georges Vacher de Lapouge: un social-
iste revolutionnaire darwinien," Nouvelle ecole, 38 (1982)]

and Poitiers as well as Montpellier, and like most provincial French
intellectuals, his greatest desire was to return to Paris with an ac-
ademic appointment.18 On one important occasion in his career,
Lapouge sought to dissociate himself from Drumont's extreme
anti-Semitism of the 1890s. This was only for the technical reason
that unlike Drumont, Lapouge considered Jews to be dolicho-
cephalic (long-headed) - like the Aryans. In fact, he strongly op-
posed any mixing of the two groups, and was hardly flattering to
the Jews in his book, L'aryen et son role social, which appeared at
the height of the Dreyfus affair.19

Although employed as a librarian and best known as a racist
ideologue, Lapouge considered himself, above all, a scientist. He
spent most of his free time at Montpellier and Poitiers collecting
skulls, studying human anatomy, and working on the most time-
consuming of his projects: a study of beetles, drawing on a collec-
tion that eventually reached 25,000 specimens collected over forty
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years. Lapouge gave very concrete expression in 1909 to this self-
image as a scholar, when he applied for a chair at the Museum of
Natural History despite his limited formal training or connections
with the anthropological or biological establishment. Moreover,
he had hardly endeared himself to the political leaders of the Third
Republic by the publication the same year of his book Race et mi-
lieu whose preface urged replacement of the national slogan "Lib-
erty, Equality, Fraternity" with "Determinism, Inequality, Selec-
tion."20

What concerns us here is not Lapouge's political or scientific
credentials but rather his eugenic ideas, which were among the
earliest, most original, and at the time most elaborate of any pro-
posed in France or elsewhere before the turn of the century. His
proposals, beginning in the 1880s, also contained an appreciation
of the possible far-reaching consequences of Darwin's and Gal-
ton's ideas on heredity and human selection. For example, in
remarks to a cours libre he gave in 1886 at Montpellier on "Anthro-
pology and Political Science," Lapouge made a promise:

To end the course I will reveal the theory of Mr. Galton on eugenics -
the laws which regulate the production, the conservation and the prop-
agation of superior families, the heart of any race - and which can, by
a wise selection, permit the substitution of a superior humanity in the
future for the humanity of today.21

As set forth in ensuing years, Lapouge's version of eugenics re-
peated some of the criticisms of dysgenic practices first identified
by Clemence Royer. He listed no less than six different "social"
selections that he claimed were causing the degeneration of the
species by interfering with "natural" selection: military, political,
religious, moral, legal, and economic.22 Mixed in were borrow-
ings from some of the common notions about degenerative influ-
ences mentioned in Chapter 2, such as the evils of alcohol, which
Lapouge called "the most formidable of degenerative agents." He
also issued an early warning of the pending depopulation of France.23

If these ideas on degeneration were unoriginal, no less so were
Lapouge's criteria for superiority, which amounted to little more
than the Aryanism of Gobineau as manifested by the craniometric
measures of Gall and Spurzheim. His simplistic use of the cephalic
index, and reverence for "dolicho-blonds" of Germany, Scandi-
navia, England, and the United States, are of little intellectual in-
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terest except as an explanation for the unpopularity of his ideas in
France and their later identification with Nazi raciologues.

The most original element of Lapouge's eugenics was not his
identification of the causes of degeneration, nor his definition of
the superior humanity for which he strove, but rather the means
he proposed to achieve that superiority. The key to this part of his
eugenics program, as described in Selections sociales, was use of the
technique of artificial insemination [fecondation artificielle], which
Lapouge outlined as follows:

It would be the substitution of breeding and scientific reproduction for
bestial and spontaneous reproduction, the definitive dissociation of three
elements already in the process of separation: love, sensual pleasure and
fertility. Operating under controlled conditions, a very small number of
males of absolute perfection would suffice to inseminate all the females
worthy of perpetuating the race, and the generation thus produced would
be of a value proportional to the most rigorous choice of reproductive
males. In fact, sperm can be diluted in several alkaline liquids without it
losing its properties. One thousandth solution in an appropriate medium
is effective in a dose of two cubic centimeters injected into the uterus.
Minerva replacing Eros, a single reproducer in a good state of health
would suffice to assure 200,000 births annually.24

Lapouge even claimed to have experimented with the procedure
himself, indicating that sperm could be transported without harm.
"I obtained at Montpellier," he indicated, "an insemination with
sperm sent from Beziers by mail, and later even without the pro-
tection of a sterilizer." Jean Rostand has praised this work of La-
pouge as the first experiment of "telegenesis" - that is, insemina-
tion at a distance.25

Lapouge's eugenics, in addition to the extent and originality of
its measures, was also noteworthy in the short run because it at-
tracted much more attention than the intermittent notice given by
a few national journals to Pichou's ideas. Lapouge's articles ap-
peared in the major French anthropological publications from the
mid-i88os to the mid-i89os, as well as in new social science jour-
nals such as Rene Worms' Revue international de sociologie, Charles
Gide's Revue dyeconomie politique, and Emile Durkheim's Annee so-
ciologique .26

Given this well-publicized eugenics program, it is a fair ques-
tion to ask why it did not usher in a eugenics movement that would
have preceded even those in Anglo-Saxon countries. The most
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obvious answer seems not to be the extreme nature of Lapouge's
proposals. Although artificial insemination was hardly an idea cal-
culated to win the hearts of the masses, equally radical measures
were to enjoy a limited following throughout the entire history of
the French Eugenics Society. A better and simpler explanation ap-
pears to be that the ideas were identified too closely with Lapouge
himself. Thus, by the end of the 1890s, which was precisely the
time when concern over degeneration and the search for regener-
ative measures were gaining wide currency, Lapouge had man-
aged to make his position of outsider into one of persona non grata
in French intellectual circles. Criticisms of Lapouge have been
covered in some detail elsewhere.27 Of note here is the fact that
Lapouge fits the pattern of the classic outsider - despite the extent
of his writings and the extraordinary publicity they received, his
lack of resources and an official position was a crucial problem for
him, as it was for the other precursors of eugenics in France before
1912. Lapouge could not be in more striking contrast to his con-
temporaries who were developing a different basis for a French
eugenics movement. They were led by the least threatening of
proponents - an obstetrician. The word they chose to describe
their work was even different: not Galton's Greek-based term eu-
genics, meaning "well-born," but the Latin-based "puericulture,"
meaning childrearing.

PUERICULTURE BEFORE BIRTH

The word puericulture was coined by Alfred Caron, a Paris phy-
sician of the Second Empire whose interest in the health of new-
borns "from the point of view of improving the species" was first
expressed in an 1858 paper read before the Societe de medicine
pratique. In 1865 he used the term puericulture in a short pamphlet
and a course he was authorized to teach by the ministry of public
instruction entitled "The education of young children and pueri-
culture." A second, greatly expanded edition of the pamphlet ap-
peared the following year. Despite the favorable climate of medi-
cal opinion - at this time the groundwork was being laid for the
passage of the Roussel Law regulating wet-nursing in 1874 - Ca-
ron's new concept was not widely adopted.28

One indication of why Caron's idea failed to catch on can be
seen in the refusal to allow him to speak on puericulture at a meet-
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ing in Paris of provincial learned societies in 1865. The presiding
officer of the conference explained that he "could not open the
floor to this question which would [only] provide hilarity at the
meeting."29 Other indications, however, are that the idea failed
more from lack of interest than from the ridicule for applying ag-
ricultural terminology to human beings. For example, writing in
1906, Victor Wallich of the Ecole de medecine in Paris claimed
that the sole copy of Caron's 1866 book in the library of the med-
ical school had not only been judged unworthy of being bound,
but the page galleys had not even been cut.30 Although Littre in-
cluded "puericulture" in his 1865 Dictionnaire (with the curt defi-
nition, "the art of raising children",) the 1889 Dictionnaire ency-
clopedique des sciences medicates by Jaccoud and Dechambre ignored
it, and there was no heading for the topic in the Index catalogue of
the Library of the Surgeon General or Index medicus before the turn
of the century. When Pinard revived the word in a talk at the
Academy of Medicine in 1895, puericulture was thus only a dis-
tant memory that brought smiles to the faces of some older doc-
tors in the audience.31

Adolphe Pinard came to the concept from his experience as head
of the Baudelocque Clinic, a position he held simultaneously with
his appointment to the chair of clinical obstetrics at the Ecole de
medecine beginning in 1889. He began his work at a time of tre-
mendous medical advance in the care of childbearing mothers and
their newborns. For example, his mentor Etienne Tarnier had re-
cently discovered antiseptic delivery as a means of preventing
childbed fever, the leading cause of death in childbirth throughout
most of the nineteenth century.32 In fact, the high mortality rate
of childbearing was the very reason that Wallich gave for the lack
of interest in Caron's puericulture, because in the 1860s and 70s it
was thought that there were too many fundamental problems of
life and death to be solved before doctors could turn their attention
to "the science of raising children." In addition to delivery proce-
dures, palpitation in prenatal examinations for early diagnosis and
more frequent use of cesarean delivery helped solve other prob-
lems of difficult pregnancies. The use of symphysiotomy also be-
gan to replace the more drastic embryotomy (dissection of the
fetus) in difficult labor, and gastrointestinal problems in bottle-fed
newborns were greatly reduced at the time by the use of sterilized
bottles.33 The adoption of these obstetric practices lowered the
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mortality rate of mothers in child delivery from between 10 and
15 percent during the first part of the nineteenth century, to be-
tween 2 and 3 percent at the end. At Baudelocque, Pinard boasted
of only a 0.5 percent mortality rate in 1897.34

Because of these advances, it was much easier for Pinard - along
with Tarnier's other celebrated pupil, Pierre Budin - to focus more
attention on the conditions of the infant at the end of the century.
Budin's efforts concentrated on improving the feeding of new-
borns,35 and although part of Pinard's program included the en-
couragement of breast-feeding, his focus was to become much
broader, eventually encompassing all possible elements affecting
the health of the newborn.

One of the major effects of the work of Budin and Pinard, de-
spite their different approaches, was a shift of attention away from
the mother toward the child. This could take the form of advocat-
ing sacrifices by mothers, such as extending the period of breast-
feeding and, as Pinard was to advocate, requiring a rest period for
women during pregnancy. Some scholars have drawn the conclu-
sion that this was the result of a negative view of women, a valid
one in the sense that Pinard's ideas reflected traditional male atti-
tudes of the day. For example, when Pinard first advocated a pre-
marital exam, he assumed it would only be needed for men be-
cause they determined the moment of sexual intercourse. His call
for mothers to stay with newborn infants as long as possible might
also be interpreted ill this manner, but it would be more accurate
to describe this apparent lack of concern for the mother as over-
concern for the infant. Pinard also provoked criticism because of
certain features of his style of argument: his tendency to carry ideas
to a logical conclusion, his single-mindedness, and his knack of
expressing ideas in terms that all could understand. For example,
one of the slogans he often repeated - "the mother's milk belongs
to the infant" - was posted (along with others) on the walls of the
Baudelocque Clinic. Pinard's concern with the health of infants
was part of a general increase in attention to the infant that schol-
ars such as Philip Aries have found throughout European society
during the nineteenth century. This may explain public receptivity
of Pinard's ideas, but the timing of that increased attention by the
medical community seems better explained by the advances in ob-
stetrics than the vague waves of sentiment some authors describe
as sweeping across Europe.36
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Figure 3.2 Marble bust of Adolphe Pinard, Amphitheater of
Ecole de Puericulture. [Source: Roger Couvelaire, "Epi-
grammes familiales et violons imaginaires" (unpublished manu-
script)]

It was not long after Pinard took over Baudelocque that he be-
gan to see childbirth from this different perspective. As he himself
admitted, his initial goal was to make the conditions in the clinic
as good as those in the Parisian hospitals, so that "there is not one
method of child delivery for the rich and one method of child
delivery for the poor."37 By the end of 1890, however, he was
already aware that there was a problem of availability as well as
quality of care. He reported that more clinics were needed, and
acknowledged the general principle that any pregnant woman had
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the right to medical care before and during childbirth. Pinard even
went so far as to call for the construction of nurseries adjacent to
the obstetrical clinics so that mothers could stay longer with their
newborns under the care and supervision of medical personnel.38

Given Pinard's position and his published views, he soon made
the acquaintance of influential Parisian philanthropists and reform-
ers such as the natalist Paul Strauss and Marie Bequet de Vienne.
The latter had founded a Society for Maternal Nursing, and in
1892 with Pinard's assistance she started a maison maternelle on the
Avenue Maine as a "refuge or asylum for pregnant women." At
the same time, Strauss convinced his fellow members on the Paris
City Council to establish a similar refuge on the Rue Tolbiac.39

These refuges were intended as a way station for women who had
nowhere else to stay during pregnancy, but one unintended result
of their operation was the discovery of information that directly
inspired the revival of puericulture.

From the already established procedure of carefully weighing
newborns, Pinard noticed a higher average birth weight for the
children born of mothers who had stayed at the refuge. This was
entirely counter to common expectations, because the whole point
of the refuges was to help those women in the direst of circum-
stances. Accordingly, their babies were not expected to weigh as
much as the babies of mothers who did not need assistance. Pinard
attributed the difference to the fact that the women in the refuge
were, of necessity, "rested and cared for" during a measurable
period of time before delivery. He carefully selected a control group
to test his hypothesis, and after three years of work he presented
his findings to the Academy of Medicine. Pinard titled his report
"Intrauterine Puericulture," and it compared the birth weights of
500 children born to women who had spent at least ten days at the
refuge with the birth weights of 500 children born to women
coming directly to Baudelocque who had worked until the onset
of labor. Pinard found an average of 280 grams difference between
the two.40 Anticipating questions about the possible higher inci-
dence of premature births as an explanation of the lower birth
weight in the second group, he went further to attempt to deter-
mine the length of time children were carried before birth. In an
imprecise measure, he estimated the length of time from the
mother's last menstrual period, assuming that the chance for error
was equal in both groups, and found that those who stayed in the
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refuge did carry children significantly longer. Over 66 percent of
rested mothers carried babies more than 280 days compared with
48.2 percent for the other group. Likewise, there was almost dou-
ble the chance of giving birth before 270 days (23.9 percent com-
pared with 12.6 percent) for women working until the onset of
delivery.

Today these findings seem almost banal, but they were a reve-
lation at the time for Pinard, which directly inspired his revival of
puericulture. In a November 1895 report to the Academy of Med-
icine, Pinard ended simply by stating, "This data indicates to us
all that we must do if we want a strong and vigorous population,"
a conclusion that was not elaborated upon the following month
when he presented the same findings to the Societe de la medecine
publique et l'hygiene professionelle.41 But another report of the
findings, written for his colleague Charles Richet's Revue scienti-
Jique early in 1896, revealed a significant change in Pinard's view
of pregnancy and childbirth, when he concluded that

if the infants are bigger from the rested [women] than the overburdened,
it is simply because their intra-uterine life was not troubled and their
incubation was complete. They came out because they were ripe for ex-
trauterine life. For the others, expulsed prematurely, the overwork is the
wind that makes the unripened fruit fall.42

Pinard's agricultural allusions were obvious and deliberate, even
though their clumsiness is part of the reason for the ridicule Ca-
ron's ideas had suffered earlier. This did not bother Pinard, who
soon went on to expand his theory of puericulture into two stages
- intrauterine and extrauterine - to describe the need for the care
of both fetuses in utero and newborns. In addition to its obvious
appeal to the nursing and infant care professions (which will be
discussed later), the idea had great appeal to the medical and gen-
eral public, particularly those concerned with problems of degen-
eration.43 For example, when Pinard mentioned syphilis and
alcohol as two particularly negative influences on newborns, he
gave added ammunition to the new temperance and anti-venereal
organizations described in Chapter 2. Puericulture also focused at-
tention on the problem of infant mortality, and Pinard immedi-
ately became a hero in natalist circles. Paul Strauss quickly utilized
the work of Pinard and his students at Baudelocque in a campaign
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for compulsory maternity leaves. A 1900 article by Strauss made
clear how puericulture fit into the goals of the campaign:

It protects mothers from sickness, accidents and avoidable crimes, and it
insures the child against the dangers and risks of its uncertain life. In the
state of armed peace and the economic rivalry of nations, it constitutes
the strongest and surest work for national defense.44

Now that it had become a patriotic cause, puericulture was quick
to receive official governmental recognition when Pinard was named
to the Senate Commission on Depopulation in 1902, where he was
given the specific task of preparing a report on the causes of infant
mortality. In 1906, Wallich claimed that "the word puericulture
has by now entered common parlance. Everyone uses it; it is
understood by all."45

The impact of puericulture also spread far beyond the borders
of France through publications and international meetings. In 1900,
Pinard and two others gave talks on puericulture at the Tenth In-
ternational Congress on Health and Demography held in Paris in
conjunction with the World's Fair; and Pinard presided over the
meetings of a section on school education at the Third Interna-
tional Congress on School Hygiene in Paris in 1910. Although the
impact appears to have been less on Anglo-Saxon countries - per-
haps the translation of puericulture as "infant management" did
not have the same ring -journals and eventually organizations of
puericulture were founded in many French and Spanish-speaking
countries. Belgium made the teaching of puericulture mandatory
even before France; and the 1910 congress on school hygiene passed
a resolution urging teachers to be trained in three aspects of puer-
iculture so that the subject could be taught in all girls schools.46

The 1909 Index catalogue of the Surgeon General listed several books
and dozens of articles on puericulture in countries outside France,
including Spain, Rumania, the United States, Belgium, Italy, and
Mexico.47

PUERICULTURE AND HEREDITY

Despite its rapid and wide acceptance, puericulture would have
been little more than a call for prenatal care and breast feeding
without its hereditarian underpinnings. Producing healthy babies
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is a goal so obvious and uncontroversial as to be uninteresting.
This is perhaps another reason why Caron's puericulture of the
1860's and Pinard's first mention of the concept made audiences
smile. Pinard's puericulture, however, soon added the element of
heredity, which connected the well-being of the infant not just to
the health of the pregnant mother but to previous generations and
those yet unborn. This made it far more complex and powerful
than Caron's innocuous child-rearing platitudes. Pinard first men-
tioned heredity in 1899, when he advanced the idea of "puericul-
ture before procreation," as an additional phase in the develop-
ment of the infant that took into account "the dominant influence
of the procreators."48 Pinard understood heredity to be neo-
Lamarckian - involving the hereditary transmission of acquired
characteristics - which meant that newborns were subject to all
sorts of environmental influences, both past and present. Thus, if
infant health was the sympathetic focus drawing many diverse in-
terests to puericulture, neo-Lamarckian heredity provided the the-
oretical link that held them together.

The most obvious reason why Pinard took heredity into consid-
eration and Caron did not is that they lived in different times. The
rising importance of theories of degeneration and debates sparked
by Darwin's work made the 1890s quite different from the 1850s.
This does not mean that there was universal agreement on exactly
how heredity worked, but by the end of the century few ignored
its importance.49 The particular way in which the question of he-
redity was debated in France had a great influence on both pueri-
culture and French eugenics. But in order to appreciate that influ-
ence, it is necessary to view the debate from a broad perspective
so as not to miss the underlying inspirations for the ideas as well
as their impact on society as a whole.

The fact is that by the end of the nineteenth century, intellec-
tuals as well as the general public attached a great deal of impor-
tance to hereditarian ideas, which were not merely the subject of
esoteric debates by men in overstuffed leather chairs, smoking ci-
gars in learned societies, or the privileged topic of discussion in
exclusive academies of medicine and science. Heredity had always
been an everyday, commonsense idea about which all could have
an opinion. After Darwin it was even better publicized, and a fre-
quent subject of the literature and press of the day. When added
to the wide current of opinion in France and Europe at the end of
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the nineteenth century that saw decadence and decline in biologi-
cal terms, the question of inheritance became all the more impor-
tant, despite disagreements on the exact nature of the hereditary
mechanism.

Until the nineteenth century there had been little questioning of
classical or folk explanations of inheritance.50 The latter were usu-
ally based on limited personal observations of physical traits in
successive generations - everyone has an opinion about whom a
new baby resembles - as well as less tangible features such as in-
telligence and personality. Legal traditions concerning inheritance,
such as primogeniture, were not based on any profound under-
standing of male versus female inheritance or the different predis-
positions of first-born versus later-born children. Instead, they were
the result of practical economic or historical circumstances, pa-
triarchal traditions, prowess in arms, or the necessity to keep land-
holdings intact.

Theoretical explanations until well into the nineteenth century
were still largely based on tradition. Aristotle's idea that genital
secretions were formed in each parent by emanations from the
different organs of the body that were mixed in the uterus to pro-
duce the embryo was essentially the same as Darwin's, Galton's,
and Haeckel's view of the hereditary mechanism, although each
used different terminology. Galton probably made the most elab-
orate empirical refinement of these notions in the extensive calcu-
lations supporting his "law of ancestral heredity," which assumed
a blending of equal proportions of characteristics from parents,
grandparents, and other preceding generations.51 Livestock and plant
breeders may have had different experiences, but until the redis-
covery of Mendel's work, no new theory was offered to explain
their inductive results, which could be applied to human heredity.

Despite their common features, these ideas were still contradic-
tory about what characteristics were inherited or how they might
be modified. This, in turn, only added to the discussions about
heredity. By far the best example of popular interest in the subject
during the last half of the nineteenth century in France was the
work of Emile Zola, mentioned in Chapter 2. His description of
the pervasive decadence in the Rougon-Macquart series was cru-
cially linked to hereditarian ideas. The major literary purpose served
by Zola's depiction of heredity was as a broad plot device in the
novels. Heredity not only provided a biological link for the char-
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acters of the various novels, but, like the Fates and gods of Greek
mythology, it also determined much of these characters' destiny,
which circumstances and human will could modify only within
limits. This meant that certain of the characters' hereditary traits
were fixed, even though it could not predict just when and where
these traits would appear. This uncertainty added to the novels'
literary appeal, but the lack of predictable hereditary laws was not
purely Zola's choice. Rather, it reflected the lack of knowledge at
the time about the workings of heredity.52

The outline Zola worked from was simple. He accepted Prosper
Lucas's division of the laws of inheritance into a "law of innate-
ness" and a "law of heredity." The law of innateness caused Zola
the most trouble with his scientific critics because it presupposed
a continuous element (foreshadowing August Weissmann's germ
plasm), which was strongly attacked in France as being counter to
the inheritance of acquired characteristics. The law of heredity was
more in tune with this neo-Lamarckian view, and contained four
facets: direct (resemblance to parents); indirect (resemblance to an
aunt, uncle, or cousins) recapitulative (atavism); and heredity of
influence.53 As for the kinds of traits inherited, Zola included both
physical and moral features. Other notions he accepted that were
common in the mid-nineteenth century included preformation, and
the tendency of sons to inherit physical traits from the father and
moral traits from the mother. All kinds of dispositions and pas-
sions were presumed to be inheritable, such as alcoholism, sexual
passion, propensity to crime, and mental illness (especially from
the mother). For example, among the most important influences
on heredity that was to become an important part of French eu-
genics was the physical and psychological state of the mother and
the father at the time of conception, with drunkenness or physical
coercion being two common causes of negative traits.54

If this description of the workings of heredity seems unclear,
Zola's attempt to summarize things through his character of Dr.
Pascal was even more confused.55 Rather than faulting Zola, how-
ever, one should see in Pascal a reflection of the crosscurrents of
scientific opinions of the day. The most influential presupposition
about puericulture and eugenics in France was the neo-Lamarckian
idea of the influence of environment on heredity.

Although it has become fashionable to fault the French for their
attachment to the idea that acquired characteristics were inherited,
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at the turn of the century this represented by far the most widely
held scientific and popular belief in Europe and the United States.56

One reason for the predominance of neo-Lamarckism was its broad
appeal. In many ways French society got the hereditary theory it
desired. As will be seen, the inheritance of acquired characteristics
was optimistic in its prospects for change, democratic in its as-
sumptions of applicability, and supportive of work in health and
social reform. Hence, it tied in well with the broader political and
social ideas of the Third Republic (as was the case later with Ly-
senkoism in the Soviet Union). Thus, with reinforcement in the
broader social and intellectual community, it became much more
difficult to challenge neo-Lamarckism within the scientific com-
munity.57

NEO-LAMARCKIAN HEREDITY AND PUERICULTURE
BEFORE PROCREATION

Pinard first addressed the question of heredity in an 1899 article in
the Bulletin medical entitled "On the preservation and improve-
ment of the species," which in turn was taken from his opening
lecture to interns at the Baudelocque Clinic on November 7, 1898.58

The title of the article referred to a proposal that Pinard claimed
was nothing less than a new definition of the practice of obstetrics
that was far broader than the traditional goal of "preserving women
and children."59 It was based on a new phase he added to the con-
cept of infant development - Pinard called it "puericulture before
procreation." Its focus was on the role of heredity in determining
the well-being of the new child. Pinard admitted that disagree-
ments existed between such eminent scientists as Darwin, Hae-
ckel, Weismann, and Mathias-Duval over the exact workings of
heredity, but this did not concern him. He simply assumed that it
was

a known, capital fact, verified every day, both uncontested and incon-
testable: the dominant influence of the procreators, that is, the transmis-
sion from parents to children of their physical, psychological and moral
qualities, physiologies and pathologies.60

Although he did not use the term neo-Lamarckism, Pinard gave
examples of what he called "pathological heredity," by which he
meant the hereditary transmission of negative characteristics ac-



74 Quality and quantity

quired from parents in certain pathological states. This fit well
with his earlier warnings about syphilis and alcoholism; but Pi-
nard gave more specific evidence of his belief in the wide extent
to which acquired negative characteristics could be transmitted.
He analyzed 23 cases he observed at the clinic the previous year of
"degenerate" infants born to parents who had previously pro-
duced normal healthy children. In 22 of the 23 cases, Pinard claimed,
"I have been able to establish and certify that one of the two par-
ents at the moment of procreation was either sick or convales-
cent." In half the cases the illness was typhoid fever, and in five
cases, influenza.61

Although one might be tempted to see in this analysis a precur-
sor of today's explanation of birth defects as a product of damage
to otherwise normal reproductive cells, Pinard's idea involved more
than that. In fact, it was closer to Darwin's "pangenesis," which
saw hereditary transmission as determined by "the physical and
psychic state of'generators' at the moment of procreation." Elab-
orating on the inheritance of nonphysical characteristics as well,
Pinard explained,

I am absolutely convinced today that every pathological state, every
physical and moral depression, every physiological shortcoming of one
or the other of the progenitors has a manifest influence on the product of
conception and on its future development, because it is not only the con-
stitutional heredity which is transmitted but also the state in which the
cellular elements find themselves at the accidental moment of procrea-
tion.62

Pinard might just as well have been describing the milieu interieur
of Claude Bernard as the immediate environmental influence on
heredity.

This was a very pessimistic view of the hereditary prospects for
"preserving and improving the species," in the sense that every
negative influence, every common cold, or every unsettled state
of mind might take its toll on future generations. But in fact there
was a brighter, more optimistic side to the picture, as indicated by
Pinard's reference to the element of accident. If the current results
of procreation were influenced, in Pinard's words, "too often, if
not more, by the effect of chance," then a great improvement could
be expected simply by making people aware of the consequences
of their actions. Thus, if neo-Lamarckism warned of the increased
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possibility of negative influences on the quality of the population,
it also held out the promise of improving it - and, more impor-
tant, improving it quickly. Most immediately, Pinard predicted
that

the syphilitic, the alcoholic, the sufferer from gout, the rheumatic, the
convalescent, etc. would not hesitate to abstain from procreation if they
knew that their progeniture would have all the chances of becoming de-
generates if not worse.

As for himself, Pinard apparently practiced what he preached. Be-
fore having each of his own children, Pinard often told colleagues,
he went to his country home in the Champagne region, read, re-
laxed, and drank nothing but milk.63

Pinard's recommendations went beyond treating specific ills such
as tuberculosis, venereal disease, and alcoholism. People also had
to be educated about the effects of these diseases on future gener-
ations. Hence, as noted in Chapter 2, Pinard presented Cazalis's
Science and marriage to the Academy of Medicine in June of 1900
with the admonition, "I would like it in everyone's hands, and I
hope it soon will be; because, in my opinion a revolution is nec-
essary in our education. Ignorance is no longer synonymous with
innocence, and too often ignorance is the worst enemy of inno-
cence."64 Pinard also joined Fournier's new Societe de prophylaxie
sanitaire et morale, and participated extensively in the 1903 debate
on "sanitary guarantees of marriage." He called for the distribu-
tion of a livret du manage instructing newly weds on maladies de la
race and marriage hygiene, although some critics argued that the
couple might have better things to do on their wedding night than
read the book. Pinard stopped short, however, of supporting at
this time legislation requiring a premarital examination, because
he still saw the problem as largely one of "changing customs by
education."65 This viewpoint made him welcome the publicity of
the survey of opinion by the Chronique medicale on regulating mar-
riage prompted by Couvreur's novel La graine. Pinard's answer to
the question of responsibility in transmitting a hereditary illness
was that it was "criminal" if done knowingly.66

Pinard did support limited, concrete government and private
initiatives, such as a series of laws passed by the commune of
Villiers-le-Duc (Cote-d'Or) that offered assistance to women who
declared their pregnancy before the seventh month, and efforts by
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the Schneider industrial works at Creusot to improve housing
conditions and the availability of medical assistance to workers.
Although they were more closely related to puericulture after pro-
creation and birth, both actions, Pinard noted, produced a drop in
infant mortality.67

In a lecture to the Ecole des hautes etudes sociales in 1905 Pinard
moved puericulture another step closer to eugenics when he out-
lined a general theory of "marriage aptitude from the physical,
moral, and social point of view." This was the logical application
of his puericulture before procreation to the most important selec-
tion process in human society. Echoing some of Clemence Roy-
er's complaints of a generation earlier, Pinard began by noting that
the choice of marriage partner was usually made for monetary or
sentimental reasons rather than for purposes of reproduction. The
similarities ended there, however, for according to Pinard's view
of marriage, "the female being is simply a seed bearer. She is a jewel
box enclosing the precious treasure transmitted by ancestors, the
immortal elements which must constitute future generations."68

Physiologically, he noted, the woman was fertile for 25 to 30 years
beginning at age 12 to 16, and based on statistics there was no
physical disadvantage to childbearing at the beginning of the pe-
riod. Toward the end, however - after age 30 - he did note an
increased risk of problems for both mother and child. The males
showed no comparable risks with advancing age, except for the
extended exposure to negative influences that could produce "di-
sasters for the species which are too often the consequence of late
marriage by men."69 Pinard was referring to the vices of alcohol
and prostitutes, which he evidently thought tempted only unmar-
ried men.

Perhaps most significant about this lecture on marriage aptitude
is what was not contained in it. Pinard presented no list of desir-
able physical or mental traits - such as blond hair, blue eyes, long-
headed skulls, or even intelligence - that should be considered in
choosing a spouse. Instead, he claimed that the condition of spouses
and their ability to determine the time of procreation were the
most important means of improving the quality of offspring. Pi-
nard repeated his frequent complaint that at the moment, "chil-
dren are the children of chance, and it is simply the satisfaction of
sexual instinct that assures for better or worse - and how often for
worse - the conservation of the species." In its place, Pinard in-
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sisted, should be "conscientious" procreation both on the part of
the wife as well as the husband. He even admitted to being a "fem-
inist" in the sense of advocating the freedom for a wife to choose
when to have a child. Although this meant a wife's going against
the legal obligation of obedience to her husband, Pinard insisted,
"if circumstances place her in the presence of an epileptic or alco-
holic spouse, she can refuse to procreate, knowing what the cir-
cumstances would be in these conditions." From the standpoint
of positive action, Pinard recommended his own regimen of re-
treat and rest before conception, so that "the two procreators at
the moment of procreation are at a maximum of eurythmy from
the physical and moral point of view."70

Pinard realized that his ideas represented a revolution in the
practice of having a family, but he claimed at least one indication
of greater conscientiousness in recent French family patterns - the
decline in the birthrate. His own studies for the Parliamentary De-
population Commission had ruled out higher incidence of sterility
or infant mortality as reasons for the relative decline of births in
France. Pinard's conclusion was that it was the result of "the de-
termined and conscious desire of spouses to have only a limited
number of children."71 In other words, parents realized that after
having procreated children, it was necessary to raise them." Con-
trary to the natalists, Pinard welcomed this trend and chided them
directly.

You demand that the wife procreate and you oblige her, in order to live,
to work from morning until night and often at great distance from home.
Frequently she must be separated from her child a few days after birth,
and you wish to reduce infant mortality!

Begin by instituting the means to permit every mother to stay at home
and raise her children. Make sure that every worker returning to his
family can bring it the necessities of life, even if they are numerous. Only
then will you be the true apostles of Repopulation.72

The neo-Malthusians were delighted with an apparent convert.

TOWARD EUGENICS IN FRANCE

Pinard could make fun of the natalists because of the security of
his position as the most celebrated obstetrician in France. In fact,
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because of that reputation, the editors of the neo-Malthusian Re-
generation published his talk on marriage aptitude in their June 1906
issue and invited him to collaborate in their work.73 Pinard, how-
ever, declined the invitation. This is not surprising, because de-
spite the similarity of conclusions and Pinard's growing impa-
tience with proponents of natalism, he did not share the larger
ideological goals of the neo-Malthusians. Moreover, in spite of
Pinard's criticisms, in the short run there was much more likeli-
hood that his puericulture would be co-opted by the child care and
natalist movement.

As mentioned earlier, the idea of puericulture from conception
through childbirth (intrauterine and extrauterine puericulture) was
very warmly welcomed, not just by natalists but by much of the
nursing and educational establishment. In fact, the term puericul-
ture soon became synonymous with all aspects of prenatal and
postnatal care. For example, in the school year of 1902-03 Pinard
was invited to give a series of talks to a class of girls in Paris aged
ten to fourteen. Although Pinard offered little more than instruc-
tions on infant care (feeding, clothing, and bathing), the talks quickly
attracted wider attention.74 Among those who observed the classes
was Louis Liard, vice-rector of the University of Paris and the
head of primary education instruction for the ministry of educa-
tion. The talks were published under the title Puericulture du pre-
miere age, and by 1909 30 percent of the departments in France had
added it to the list of approved textbooks in primary school. The
book went through six printings before 1913. At the same time,
the subject of puericulture became part of the normal school cur-
riculum for girls in 1905 and upper primary schools in 1909. The
outline for teaching the subject recommended by the ministry of
public instruction was a duplicate of the chapters in Pinard's book.75

Extra-uterine aspects of puericulture emphasized the care and
feeding of newborns; hence, the audience it addressed was female.
In fact, the followers of Pinard openly admitted that the lessons of
puericulture after procreation were primarily for women, whereas
those of puericulture before procreation were for men. The obste-
trician Albert Fruhinsholz, who was also a son-in-law of Pinard,
pointed out in a talk at the Third International Congress of School
Hygiene, that "puericulture before procreation tends to be more
the object of masculine teaching." A mixture of neo-Lamarckism
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and male chauvinism was revealed in his call to confine such teach-
ing to

post-primary school, lycees, normal schools, perhaps even army bar-
racks. It is necessary for these young men to know "that they are the
repositories of something sacred which they must respect as much as
their honor, that they are responsible for the destiny of their race, and
that it is in their power to annihilate, to diminish or, conversely, to as-
sure the perpetuation and improvement of it."76

Fruhinsholz only mentioned puericulture before procreation,
however, to indicate what did not concern him. His specific goal
was to insure that girls were instructed in puericulture after pro-
creation — that is, prenatal care during pregnancy and care of new-
borns. This was the main subject of his talk and the resolutions he
introduced at the congress.

In this rush of support for puericulture after procreation, it is
therefore by no means certain that puericulture would have devel-
oped into a French eugenics movement, because those elements of
Pinard's ideas aimed at the hereditary improvement of the popu-
lation could very easily have been lost in the emphasis on greater
prenatal and infant care. The crucial, last step in the establishment
of a viable eugenics movement involved appreciation of the im-
portance of puericulture before procreation and its identification
with eugenic work in other countries. Of necessity, this was done
by Frenchmen more familiar with the previous work of Galton
and new organizations in England, the United States, and Ger-
many. One of these was Lucien March, head of the Statistique
generale, who had worked with Pinard on the Commission on
Depopulation. His statistical and demographic studies took him
to many international meetings, and he was familiar with both
Pearson's and Davenport's work. In fact, March translated Pear-
son's Grammar of science into French.77

In 1910, March wrote a lengthy article in the Revue du mois that
compared puericulture before conception with the work of Ploetz's
new International Society for Race Hygiene in Germany and the
Eugenic Education Society in London.78 This was among the ear-
liest accounts in France of the new eugenics societies. Therefore,
it is significant that these societies were immediately linked to Pi-
nard's work. March's conclusion was that puericulture before
conception deserved far more attention than the other two com-
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ponents of puericulture, which were largely being used to justify
"the blind increase in births."79 The growing awareness of Gal-
tonian eugenics can also be seen in a February 1911 article by
Georges Papillaut of the Ecole d'anthropologie entitled "Galton
and biosociology," written on the occasion of Galton's death.80

Although Papillaut was unfamiliar as yet with Pinard's work, his
article was cited by Pinard the following year in his annual open-
ing lecture at the Baudelocque Clinic, which marked the final step
in the shift from puericulture to eugenics.

Pinard's 1912 talk at Baudelocque was a significant change in
his thinking that reflected the influence of March and Papillaut,
but even more so that of Charles Richet, his long-time friend and
colleague on the faculty of the Ecole de medicine. Richet was a
physiologist of international renown. He won the Nobel Prize in
1913 for his work on anaphylaxis, the body's immune reaction to
poisoning, and he had broad interests ranging from aviation to
metapsychism and pacifism. By 1912 he had also written the first
draft of a book, Selection humaine, which outlined a full-scale eu-
genics program from a Darwinian perspective. More will be said
in the next chapter about the contents of this book, but its greatest
immediate importance was that Richet's eugenics added the ele-
ment of biology to Pinard's puericulture, which had grown out of
obstetrics and pediatrics. The strong impression the new ideas had
on Pinard is demonstrated by his opening statement to the audi-
ence at the Baudelocque Clinic in 1912: "In primitive life, says my
eminent friend Prof. Charles Richet in a book treating the physi-
ology of the species from the point of view of its perfectability,
selection is the necessary consequence of the fierce struggle in which
all beings are engaged." Apparently this was Pinard's first direct
exposure to the work of Darwin, who had never been mentioned
before in any of his writings on puericulture. Later in the article
he referred to the Descent of man and Galton's Hereditary genius, but
Pinard returned to Richet for a summary conclusion. "Civiliza-
tion, which has done its best for the progress of the individual,
has ended up degrading the species."81

The impact of this new perspective was even more obvious in
Pinard's discussion of the specific means to be followed to im-
prove the species. Whereas he had earlier talked about improving
the state of body and mind of future parents at the time of pro-
creation, Pinard now spoke about Galton's proposals for "the ster-
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ilization of physically or morally degenerate reproducers," as well
as the encouragement of reproduction by those of sound body and
mind. Though Pinard cautioned that "the demarcation line clearly
separating human beings into sterilizable and nonsterilizable awaits
some time before it can be drawn," he did note that Richet was in
agreement with the use of sterilization.82

Pinard's reformulation of puericulture before procreation now
reflected a concept more comparable to eugenics in other coun-
tries. He consciously reaffirmed the importance of heredity that
he had already established in his notion of puericulture, but now
he redirected attention toward the study of its influence on the
quality of the species. Pinard even went so far as to coin the term
eugennetique to describe the study of the mechanism of degenera-
tion. In so doing, he did not neglect his concern about syphilis,
alcohol, and other agents as the primary causes of degeneration.
But his goal was to find the intermediate process by which these
agents worked, such as the one suggested by the work of August
Forel on blastophthoria that Pinard hoped would offer an expla-
nation of the general mechanism of germ cell deterioration as well
as "the most favorable physiological moment for reproduction."83

CONCLUSION

What difference did it make that French eugenics grew out of
puericulture rather than biology or anthropology? Most immedi-
ately it meant that it enjoyed a potentially broad base of support
in French society. Generally it was more acceptable to call for hav-
ing healthier babies rather than eliminating the unfit. And who
was more trustworthy and respectable a proponent than the kindly
baby doctor concerned with the health and welfare of the new-
born? What more sober and objective authority than the census
taker who gathered data on births, deaths, and occupational char-
acteristics of the French population? In addition, puericulture gave
the French eugenics movement a firm institutional base in the Ecole
de medicine, where both Pinard and Richet held chairs. The iden-
tification with puericulture also gave French eugenicists alliances
with those in social hygiene organizations fighting alcoholism, tu-
berculosis, and venereal diseases. At the same time it prevented
conflict, at least initially, with the natalist movement and the
Catholic church, who might otherwise have been opposed to a
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eugenics stressing the elimination of certain elements from the
population. Finally, Pinard and his colleagues, as opposed to some
early French proponents of eugenics, had a stature that made them
visible and beyond criticism from the diverse groups concerned
with questions of decline. While appealing to those wishing to use
science for the improvement of the species, the founders of French
eugenics also retained the confidence of the established elements
of society who had little reason to suspect them of radically un-
dermining its stability.

Did the influence of puericulture make for a substantive differ-
ence in eugenics as it was understood and practiced in France as
opposed to other countries? Not in the overall goal of eugenics as
the hereditary improvement of the human species. The major dif-
ference was in the means to be employed to achieve the goal.
Puericulture stressed the positive measures that would improve
the quality of infants, and deemphasized negative measures to
eliminate "defectives." Crucial to this approach was the belief in
neo-Lamarckian heredity, which assumed that the hereditary quality
of all could be improved by bettering the conditions influencing
conception and pregnancy. The most important consequence of
this strategy, as seen in Pinard's advice on marriage aptitude, was
to avoid spelling out which traits constituted improvement and
which should be eliminated. But just because puericulteurs avoided
this issue does not mean they were simply public health repopu-
lators. In his June 1905 article on marriage aptitude, Pinard stressed
that his goal was not just a blind increase in the French population.
He and most other French eugenicists always insisted that their
goal was improving the quality as well as the quantity of the pop-
ulation. Moreover, as will be seen in the next chapter, by 1912
there were Frenchmen such as Charles Richet who were quite
willing to use negative eugenic measures to eliminate very specific
traits from the population. Finally, despite its origins in puericul-
ture, Pinard's concept by 1912 had been redefined to take into
account work in other countries. Significantly, when a formal or-
ganization was created in December 1912, the name chosen was
the French Eugenics Society. Puericulture had served its purpose
and was now officially left behind.



The French Eugenics Society up to 1920

Despite the great amount of attention paid to eugenics and issues
related to the biological regeneration of France, as late as 1910
there was still no formal eugenics organization in the country. Yet
the debate, discussion, and creation of organizations with similar
though more limited scope had done much to prepare the ground,
as can be seen by how quickly the French Eugenics Society was
established and the breadth of interest it inspired once certain key
people were convinced of the need. The most prominent names in
the organization were the leaders on questions of demography,
health, and biological decline at the end of the nineteenth century
and beginning of the twentieth century - Pinard, Richet, Perrier,
and March.

The immediate inspiration for establishing a French eugenics
society came from outside the country. But it was more than the
example of already existing organizations in England, Germany,
and the United States that prompted the French to form the soci-
ety. The signal event was the holding of an international congress
of eugenics in London in 1912. Those Frenchmen interested in the
congress formed a Consultative Committee (Table 4.1) to repre-
sent their country; and it is a testimony to the interest in eugenics
that despite the lack of a preexisting organization, the French com-
mittee was by far the largest one at the congress outside Britain.
Forty-five individuals were listed for France, compared with ten
or twelve each for such countries as Germany, the United States,
and Italy.1

The background of individuals making up the French commit-
tee shows not only the broad appeal of eugenics, but people of
considerable influence. Honorary presidents included two senators
- Paul Doumer, who was a leader of the natalist movement and a
future president of France, and Paul Strauss, who had been a
member of the 1902 Senate Commission on Depopulation and was
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Table 4.1. French consultative committee to the First Eugenics
Congress: London, 1912

Title Affiliation

Honorary presidents
Charles Bouchard

Henry Cheron
Yves Delage
Paul Doumer
Achille de Foville

Louis Landouzy
Paul Strauss

President
Edmond Perrier

Vice presidents
Jules Dejerine
Charles Gide

Valentin Magnan
Leonce Manouvrier
Lucien March

Pierre Marie
Adolphe Pinard
Gaston Variot

Secretary
Michel Huber

Members
Felix Balzer
Jacques Bertillon
Emile Borel
Paul Bureau
Dr. Chevin
Albert Dastre
Amadee Doleris
Fernand Faure
Gilbert Ballet
Eugene Gley

Member, Academies of Science and
Medicine

Minister of labor
Member, Academy of Science
Senator
Secretary, Academy of Moral and

Political Science
Dean, Ecole de medecine (Paris)
Senator

Director, Museum of Natural History

Professor, Ecole de medecine (Paris)
Professor (economics), Paris Law

School
Head, Sainte Anne Asylum
Secretary, Ecole d'anthropologie
Director, Statistique generale de

France
Professor, Ecole de medecine (Paris)
Professor, Ecole de medecine (Paris)
Director, Institut de puericulture

Statistician, Statistique generale de
France

Member, Academy of Medicine
Statistician
Mathematician
Professor (law), Institut catholique
Director, Institut des begues
Physiologist
Member, Academy of Medicine
Professor, Faculty of Law (Paris)
Professor, Ecole de medecine (Paris)
Professor, College de France
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Table 4.1. (Continued)

Title Affiliation

Franqois Hallopeau Professor, Ecole de medecine (Paris)
Felix Henneguy Professor, College de France
Frederic Houssay Professor, Faculty of Science
Pierre Janet Psychologist, Sorbonne
Alexandre Lacassagne Professor, College de France
Adolphe Landry Deputy
Paul-Maurice Legrain Head, Asylum of the Seine
Andre Liesse Economist
Dr. Maxwell Staff, Procureur general
Albert Metin Deputy
Georges Papillaut Professor, Ecole d'anthropologie
Remy Perrier Biologist
Jean Peyrot Member, Academy of Medicine
Charles Porak Member, Academy of Medicine
Joseph Reinach Deputy
Jacques Roubinovitch Psychiatrist, Salpietre Hospital
Albert Viger Deputy
Rene Worms Editor, Revue international de sociologie

Source: Problems in eugenics: Papers communicated to the First Inter-
national Eugenics Congress (London: Eugenics Education Soci-
ety), 1912.

a prolific author on questions of public health and child care. Strauss
later became a minister of health. Other honorary presidents rep-
resented the French academic elite — Louis Landouzy, dean of the
Ecole de medecine, and Yves Delage, France's foremost biologist.
The president of the Consultative Committee was Edmond Per-
rier, director of the Museum of Natural History, and the vice
presidents included the physical anthropologist Leonce Manou-
vrier; Valentin Magnan, who had trained a generation of physi-
cians studying the link between alcoholism and degeneration; and
Lucien March, director of the French Statistique generate. Other
members of the Consultative Committee were Fernand Faure, ed-
itor of the Revue politique et parlementaire; deputy of the National
Assembly Joseph Reinach; and the statistician Jacques Bertillon,
who was the most widely read writer of the French natalist move-
ment.
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As these last names indicate, the London conference was of in-
terest to many outside the scientific community in France. One
indication of the wide following was the daily coverage in the
press.2 The Journal engaged Cabanes as a correspondent to file re-
ports on the congress for the newspaper's readers. Some of these
reports were clearly aimed at instructing the general public about
the new subject — "The eugenics congress studies the laws of he-
redity" and "What is eugenics?" were two of Cabanes' headlines
- but most other coverage played on national pride by highlight-
ing France's role at the congress. Paul Doumer's address at the
opening banquet in which he expressed his hope that the next in-
ternational meeting would be held in Paris was duly noted, as were
the talks by Frenchmen who were active in the field.

The French participation at the congress indicates that the or-
ganizing committee was not just a paper creation for international
prestige. The number of people who actually attended the con-
gress and delivered papers indicates that the French were active
participants as well. Eleven members of the Consultative Com-
mittee attended, six of them presenting papers; and they were joined
by an additional seven Frenchmen not on the committee who also
gave papers.3 The subject matter of the papers illustrates one fea-
ture of French eugenics that was to continue throughout the
movement's history - the large representation from medical and
health professions. The widespread influence of neo-Lamarckian
hereditary theory in France made eugenics especially appealing to
those in medical professions. Quite simply, if the "environment"
of disease could be ameliorated, it was thought that hereditary
improvements could be passed to future generations. With the ex-
ception of Lucien March's presentation on social status and mar-
riage fertility, all of the French papers delivered at the London
congress were medical in nature. These ranged from Raoul Du-
puy's and Frederic Houssay's studies of retardation and birth de-
fects (topics commonly studied in other countries) to those that
were much more indicative of the neo-Lamarckian influence on
French eugenic thought, such as Hallopeau's paper on the eugenic
effects of syphilis, Magnan and Filassier's study of alcoholism and
degeneration, and Adolphe Pinard's paper on his favorite subject,
"Puericulture before procreation."

Houssay made clear early in his paper the need to "cling to the
principles on which Lamarckian doctrines rest." As proof he cited
the hereditary defects resulting from the "fundamental factors: al-
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coholism, syphilis and more generally all intoxications which arise
either spontaneously or as a result of contagious disease."4 Fran-
qois Hallopeau's paper was on the so-called hereditary-syphilitic.
Magnan's student Filassier delivered their jointly authored paper
on the hereditary effects of alcoholism, concluding ominously that
"this population invaded by the poison is unfortunately not ster-
ile."5 Citing previous studies that showed that as many as three-
fourths of the inmates of the asylums in the Department of the
Seine were descendants of alcoholics, the authors observed:

The most distressing result of alcoholism is that not only does it pro-
foundly transform the individual but it also transmits to his descendants
the defects which produce the sick and criminals whose only contribu-
tion to society is a heavy burden or a danger.6

The French were not the only Lamarckians at the congress; in
fact, some participants from other countries were very sympa-
thetic to their viewpoint. For example, the Edinburgh physician
C. W. Saleeby argued at the congress against the use of sterilization
on the grounds that hereditary characteristics were acquired, hence
they could be easily modified. Noting that Darwin himself had
maintained such a position, Saleeby claimed that "biology after a
period of exaggerated Weismannism was returning to that view."
But he also clearly credited the French with being the major pro-
ponents, noting that "this congress is fortunate in listening to
countrymen of the great Lamarck, from whom - a century after
the publication of his Philosophie zoologique - we still could learn."7

Some French participants were wary about the government in-
tervention in the lives of individuals that was advocated by many
of the English eugenicists at the congress. Leonce Manouvrier, the
anthropologist who had earlier done battle with the extreme he-
reditary determinism of Vacher de Lapouge and the "born crimi-
nal" idea of Lombroso, suggested during one discussion that the
congress should be precise in its definition of eugenics, especially
Galton's phrase, "agencies under social control," which were to
be the means of achieving eugenic goals. Manouvrier was in favor
of a broad definition of means, as long as the congress "could still
distinguish between those which could and should be placed under
social control and those which should be left up to individual
choice." Though he argued that the former would include preven-
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tion of parenthood by epileptics, alcoholics, and the insane, the
latter should leave the general choice of marriage partners up to
the populace at large.8 The next day, Georges Papillaut, a col-
league of Manouvrier's at the Ecole d'anthropologie, seconded this
view when the subject of sterilization came up for discussion again.
Acknowledging that the costs of maintaining "defective" off-
spring were high to society, Papillaut was nonetheless of the opin-
ion that "the measures by which the state could interfere with
family hygiene and individual selection were detrimental to per-
sonal liberty and responsibility, and this was worse than the ex-
penditure."9

Not all Frenchmen at the congress (or in subsequent years) shared
the anthropologists' limited view of the scope of eugenics. Fred-
eric Houssay, a future vice president of the French Eugenics So-
ciety, stated in a paper at the London congress that sterilization
"ought assuredly to be taken into account as a valuable contribu-
tor to the improvement of the human species as a whole." To
those, such as Papillaut, who objected to this action in the name
of individual rights, Houssay continued:

Enforced sterilization, if its value for social preservation is sufficiently
established, is only one particular aspect of the right to punish. This is,
in fact, neither an act of revenge or retaliation. Its legitimacy rests en-
tirely on the primordial need of society to preserve itself and to eliminate
all centers of contamination whose spread and extension would imperil
higher civilization and social life itself.10

As will be seen, this broad range of differing opinion was one of
the distinctive features of the early years of French eugenics.

THE FOUNDING OF THE FRENCH EUGENICS SOCIETY

On their return to France, many of those who had attended the
London congress decided to create an organization analogous to
the societies already in existence in Germany, Sweden, England,
and the United States. At the initiative of Lucien March, the group
decided to call a meeting, presided over by Edmond Perrier, of
those individuals who might be interested in founding a "French
society for the study of questions relative to the amelioration of
future generations."11 This meeting was held on December 22,
1912, at the amphitheater of the Ecole de medecine in Paris. The
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honorary presidency was accepted by Leon Bourgeois, the former
president of the Conseil des ministres and at the time minister of
labor, whose solidarism movement fit quite well with the under-
lying views of eugenicists. After speeches by Paul Doumer, Louis
Landouzy, and Edmond Perrier, the statutes for the society were
presented by Eugene Apert, a pediatrician whose specialty was
hereditary childhood diseases. Discussion and voting on the stat-
utes were postponed, however, until another meeting at the med-
ical school the following month.

These organizational activities plus the election of officers took
place on January 29, 1913. Perrier was elected president; Pinard,
Landouzy, and Frederic Houssay became vice presidents; the pe-
diatrician Eugene Apert was elected secretary general and Lucien
March the treasurer. The fact that all of these officers had been
prominent on the Consultative Committee at the London con-
gress indicates that the new society did not differ greatly in com-
position from the group representing France at London. The stat-
utes reveal both the international perspective of the founders and
the particular circumstances that had defined French eugenics from
the start.

Of the four stated goals of the society, the first is most telling
of the influence of neo-Lamarckism:

Research and application of knowledge useful to the reproduction, pres-
ervation, and improvement of the species; in particular, it [the society]
studies questions of heredity and selection in their application to the hu-
man species, and questions relative to the influence of milieu, economic
status, legislation, and customs on the value of successive generations
and on their physical, intellectual, and moral aptitudes.12

There had been some debate about the naming of the society dur-
ing the organizational meetings, with Pinard and proponents of
the term "puericulture" losing out to those who favored "eugen-
ics" because, in the words of March, "it has become current in
English-language countries . . . is an accomplished fact, and no
other [term] appears to us able to replace it."13 Equally important
to note is the omission of references to Galton's phrase "agencies
under social control" that would be used to achieve the eugenic
goals. Hence, Manouvrier and others at the London conference
who had wished to respect individual choice apparently carried the
day.
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The second goal, "encouragement and development of sciences
which are applicable to the studies of the [eugenics] society," is
less specific, but in other sections of the statutes it is clear that this
refers to encouraging research by such means as publishing a jour-
nal, holding regular meetings for presentations of papers, and dis-
cussions. This encouragement also foresaw the establishment of a
research facility comparable to the Eugenics Laboratory of Karl
Pearson at the University of London or the Eugenics Record Of-
fice of Charles Davenport at Cold Spring Harbor on Long Is-
land.14 Lucien March, in particular, strongly advocated the need
for such an institution, having visited the Eugenics Record Office
on a recent trip to the United States. He even translated and pub-
lished a facsimile of the form used by Davenport to document
family histories of patients in hospitals and inmates at insane asy-
lums and prisons. In fact, March went further, urging that similar
studies be done of normal families. He reasoned:

In noble families, genealogical tables of ancestral lines are carefully pre-
served; breeders possess the same hereditary histories of their principal
concerns. Why should every individual in democratic societies not have
an equal concern to furnish the principal characteristics of his origins to
his descendents?15

Despite these hopes, no such laboratory was created in France, at
least in March's lifetime. Nor was the third goal of the French
Eugenics Society, which envisaged "the eventual formation of lo-
cal societies having the same purposes," ever achieved. As will be
seen, events soon dictated a change in strategies that either modi-
fied these goals or made them subservient to the final goal of
"publicizing ideas favorable to the improvement of successive
generations." There was, nonetheless, an initial drive to recruit
members for the organization.

Considering the fact that its founders deferred the formation of
a grass roots, mass organization, the French Eugenics Society's
initial membership appeal was impressive. Over 100 people be-
came founding members. This included only half of those who
attended the London congress, which can be taken as an indication
that many, such as Magnan, Bertillon, and the backer of natalist
legislation in the Chamber Henry Cheron, did not find in eugenics
the support they sought for their plan to revitalize France. No
doubt Bertillon and Cheron had been shocked by the English and
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American talk of sterilization and birth control. But the fact that
others joined to fill the ranks of the French Eugenics Society can
be interpreted as an indication of the initial wide appeal of eugenics
in France. It was not a small dedicated group of zealots who went
to London, but individuals with a broad range of backgrounds and
interests. Many found what they were looking for at the congress.

An analysis of the background of these and others who made
up the founding membership shows the diversity of these inter-
ests. This is not surprising because the formal definition of the
French Eugenics Society was broad enough to accommodate peo-
ple from many different fields. In particular, the lack of reference
to how the eugenics research would be "applied," and the neo-
Lamarckian presumptions about the influence of environment,
meant that virtually all those interested in improving the human
condition could be considered eugenicists if they thought that im-
provements were passed hereditarily to subsequent generations.
This view was particularly appealing to physicians, as can be seen
in Table 4.2 showing the background of the founding members of
the French Eugenics Society. Data from the United States, Brit-
ain, Germany, and Japan are added for comparison.

As the table shows, over half the founding members of the French
Eugenics Society were physicians. No other occupational group
comes anywhere near that number. Two provisos should be made
about the predominance of doctors in French eugenics. First, fig-
ures for other countries show that France was not the only country
in which doctors took an interest in eugenics. In both the German
and Japanese societies, physicians were also the largest single oc-
cupational category. Doctors were also well in evidence among
eugenicists both on the council of the English Eugenics Education
Society and the American Eugenics Society.16 In fact, these figures
suggest that the British and American eugenics movements, here-
tofore thought of as the models for eugenics, may themselves have
been unusual in that their memberships included large numbers of
biologists and social scientists. These figures are sketchy, but they
indicate the need for more comparative study of eugenics.

One explanation for the high proportion of doctors in eugenics
is that even a strict Mendelian view of heredity did not exclude
the importance of environment in achieving the potential devel-
opment of genetic characteristics. In other words, no matter how
good the chromosomes, the offspring produced by them could
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Table 4.2. Occupations of eugenicists

Occupation

Politician
Scientist^
Physician
Businessman
Lawyer
Administrator^
Anthropologist
Clergy
Educator'1

Other1

Total

France*

No.

7
5

54
4
4
9
6
—
4

i i
104

%

6.7
4.8

51.9
3.8
3.8
8.6
5.8

—
3.8

10.6

England6

No.

2
13
9
2
4
1
-
1
1
7

40

%

5
32.5
22.5

5
10

2.5
-

2.5
2.5

17.5

United
Statesc

No.

5
46
30

-
—
—
5
4

41
22

153

%

3.3
30.0
19.6

—
-
—

3.3
2.6

26.8
14.4

Ger-
many'*

No.

2
17

136
29
13
5
7
-

36
165

410

%

0.5
4.2

33.4
7.1
3.2
1.2
1.7

-
8.8

40.5

Japan*

No. %

_ _
4 5.4

53 70.7
_ _
_ _
_ _
- -
_ _
2 2.7

16 21.6
75

a Founding members of French Eugenics Society, from Eugenique, 1(1913),
54-60.
b Elected council members of Eugenics Education Society for 1914, from
Donald MacKenzie, "Eugenics in Britain," Social Studies in Science, 6(1976),
504-05, which also supports Farrall's earlier study.
c Board members and Advisory Council of American Eugenics Society,
1923—35, analyzed by Barry Mehler (Ph.D. dissertation, University of
Illinois, 1987).
^Members of German Society for Race Hygiene, December 31, 1913.
eFounders of the Japanese Eugenics Association (1925), from Zenji Su-
zuki, "Genetics and the eugenics movement in Japan," Japanese studies in
the history of science, 14(1975), 161.
^For England, this category combines MacKenzie's "university teachers
and researchers" and "nonacademic scientists"; for Japan, there are only
biologists; for the United States, it includes biologists, zoologists, and
geneticists.
* Government as well as private social welfare agencies.
''This does not include physicians or scientists with university appoint-
ments. For the United States, three-quarters were psychologists and so-
ciologists.
'For Germany, 40 percent of this category were wives of men in the
other categories.



94 Quality and quantity

not improve the race if they were not properly nourished and
guarded from disease. The second reason why physicians stand
out in French eugenics is the relatively even distribution ofeugen-
icists from other occupations. Because of the breadth of interest,
no other group, such as anthropologists, lawyers, or politicians,
rivaled the physicians. This is in contrast to England and the United
States where scientists and educators rivaled and even surpassed
physicians in numbers. Finally, it is worth noting that there was
almost a total lack of female founders of the French Eugenics So-
ciety, an irony in that French puericulture paid so much attention
to motherhood. This was not unusual by comparison with other
national societies, with the exception of the German Race Hygiene
Society, which had many female members in 1913. One reason
for this exception is that the German organization sought a broader,
popular base; in addition, most of the women (13.8 percent of the
total membership), were wives of male members.17 This conjugal
membership had been the practice from the beginning of the Ger-
man society. A 1909 membership list shows eight often women
(out of a total of forty-seven members) listed as wives of members.

THE FRENCH EUGENICS SOCIETY!
PATTERN OF MEMBERSHIP, FINANCING, AND
ACTIVITIES

The history of the French Eugenics Society can for convenience
be divided into three periods: prewar, 1920 to 1926, and 1927 to
1941. The First World War is an obvious break, because the soci-
ety simply suspended operation. No meetings were held, and the
journal of the society, Eugenique, ceased publication. Moreover,
the war had a great impact on the concerns of members of the
society after its meetings and publication of its journal resumed in
1920. The next break, 1926/1927, occurred when the French Eu-
genics Society decided to merge with the Eugenics Section of the
French Office of the International Institute of Anthropology (II A).
More will be said later about this organization, but the most ob-
vious change resulting from the merger was that publications of
the Eugenics Society thereafter appeared in Revue anthropologique,
the journal of the Ecole d'anthropologie, which also published the
proceedings and other papers of the IIA. The last break is 1941.
There was no formal termination of the society, but the last re-
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corded meeting was on December 5, 1941, when the German eu-
genicist Eugen Fischer gave his address entitled "Problems of race
and racial legislation in Germany." At the same time, Revue an-
thropologique and the Ecole d'anthropologie were suppressed by
the Nazi occupiers.18

The first period of the French Eugenics Society, though the
briefest, was the one of most intense activity. Meetings of the so-
ciety were held monthly at the Ecole de medecine, and usually
consisted of presentations and discussions of original works of re-
search both by society members and guest speakers. Eugenique also
appeared monthly through June 1914, and in a major publicity
campaign, the society printed and distributed three thousand copies
of the first issue containing the statutes of the society and the list
of founding members.19

Postwar meetings of the French Eugenics Society never reached
the frequency of the prewar meetings, yet they show a remarkable
regularity and continuity. They were held twice a year, usually in
May'and December, with no year missed throughout the 1920s.
In fact, interest was so steady to the end of the decade that it is
tempting to make the case that a better ending point for the second
period of the society's activities might be 1931/1932, when a sharp
decline in activity of the French Eugenics Society (although not
the work of all eugenicists) coincided with other changes such as
the onset of the Depression and the takeover of the International
Eugenics Federation by Germany and the Scandinavian countries.
French reactions to these developments will be considered later,
but from the standpoint of internal organization, the 1926/1927
date is more significant as the end of the second period.

Although meetings in the second period were less frequent, at-
tendance on the whole was higher than in the first period. The
increase is largely explained by the presence of interested visitors
and new members. Although no regular meeting had more than
twenty recorded in attendance, of greater significance in the at-
tempt to reach more people was the sponsorship of larger confer-
ences by the society on special topics of more general interest.
Among these was a series of meetings in 1920-21 on the eugenic
consequences of the world war. The activities of the French Eu-
genics Society in the 1920s also expanded to encourage the found-
ing of other organizations pursuing similar goals, although not
exactly as envisioned in the founding statutes. This began in De-
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cember 1922 when the society announced the formation of a Comite
d'union contre le peril venerien.20 As will be seen, however, the
new organizations proved to be less the herald of a new network
of suborganizations than an indication of fragmenting of support
for the Society, because these new groups soon split off from the
parent eugenics organization.

The third period in the society's history began with the cam-
paign for passage of a law requiring a medical examination before
marriage. This marked a major shift in tactics that accompanied
the merger of the society with the IIA and Revue anthropologique.
By the end of the decade, meetings of the society were held less
frequently, especially after the campaign for a premarital exam
bogged down in the legislature. Other activities of French eugen-
icists continued in the 1930s, but they were independent of the
French Eugenics Society, whose work consisted of meeting irreg-
ularly and publishing occasional articles in Revue anthropologique.

Financing of the French Eugenics Society throughout its exis-
tence was closely linked to membership, because dues were the
principal source of revenue. Treasurers' reports for the first two
periods show only a few exceptions to this dependence on mem-
bership dues for revenue.21 One exception came at the very begin-
ning of the society's life when money was most needed to cover
expenses until dues could be collected. The society was aided by
donations, the largest of which was 500 francs from Juliette Rein-
ach, a member of a prominent Jewish family with interests in pol-
itics and publishing.22 The other exceptional income came in 1923
when the society began to receive royalties from the publication
of papers given at the 1920 conference on the eugenic effects of the
war.23 But royalties were a declining source of income, and as
membership and dues began to drop off the following years, trea-
surer Lucien March, noted in his budget report, "new efforts are
necessary to augment the resources of our society."24

The most striking feature of the budgets of the society was their
small size: from 2,000 to 4,500 francs per year. These sums are
dwarfed by comparison with expenditures of other organizations
in France working on related matters. For example, the portion of
the budget of the French labor and health ministry devoted only
to the prevention of venereal disease in 1925 was 500,000 francs.25

Given the small size of its budget, the French Eugenics Society
could only afford to pay the printing costs of Eugenique, the rent



French Eugenics Society up to ig20 97

Table 4.3. French Eugenics Society members,
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on its offices, and dues for memberships in international organi-
zations. Budget restrictions were largely the reason that no other
wide-scale propaganda efforts were undertaken after 1913. The
printing and mailing of the 3,000 copies of Eugenique cost the so-
ciety 2,000 francs, or roughly half its total budget that year.26 In
fact, one must conclude, albeit indirectly, that budgetary consid-
erations prompted the merger of the French Eugenics Society in
1927 with the IIA. As a result, the society gained access to the
resources of the Ecole d'anthropologie, including use of its jour-
nal.

Budget reports also offer at least a conservative estimate of the
size of membership in the society. The dues remained constant at
20 francs per year. Therefore the number of dues-paying members
can easily be determined from yearly dues receipts. Although us-
ing this source has the advantage of guarding against self-serving
or inflated membership statistics - only those who actually paid
money are counted - these reports are better as a relative measure
of interest in the organization from year to year than the absolute
count of all who attended meetings or otherwise showed an inter-
est in the work of the society. Most likely, far more attended than
paid dues. The pattern of membership is shown in Table 4.3.

The budget and membership figures of the French Eugenics So-
ciety (even allowing for nondues-paying participants) clearly in-
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dicate that it was no mass organization, nor even a central parent
society with local chapters, as called for in its statutes. By contrast,
the English Eugenics Education Society in 1911 had branches in
Birmingham, Glasgow, and Belfast. In 1914 it claimed over 1,000
members. In the United States a more decentralized approach re-
sulted in a Galton Society of New York; Eugenics Education So-
cieties of Chicago, St. Louis, Madison, and Minnesota; a Race
Betterment Foundation set up by Kellogg in Battle Creek, Mich-
igan; and the original Eugenics Record Office on Long Island.27

The French organization was much more of a learned society of
doctors, scientists, scholars, and government officials attempting
to gain wider influence by reaching decision-makers in France.28

The fluctuating membership was the largest in the brief prewar
period. Yet the postwar membership showed a remarkable stabil-
ity, with numbers dropping off only gradually at the end of the
1920s.

The members' background did not change greatly from the pre-
war period. If anything, there was increased interest from physi-
cians during the 1920s when social hygiene and the passage of the
premarital examination law were the society's chief concerns. There
was a shift, however, in the subspecialties of medicine repre-
sented, with public health replacing obstetrics and pediatrics as the
most common practice of the new physicians coming to eugenics.
The interest of anthropologists continued and even increased, thanks
to the closer ties with the Ecole d'anthropologie, and occasionally
a lawyer or deputy would appear at meetings of the society to
speak on legal aspects of divorce or the premarital exam. Gener-
ally, however, the participation of politicians dropped off after the
war. One exception was the senator and cabinet minister Justin
Godart, who helped start a series of public lectures at the Sor-
bonne on social hygiene in the late 1920s and who sponsored re-
vised legislation for the premarital examination law in 1932. The
other exception was Pinard, who began a post-retirement political
career in 1918 at the age of 74, when he ran as a candidate for
deputy in the National Assembly. His election has been described
as largely honorary; but Pinard served for ten years, and used his
position as president of the Chamber (an office determined by age)
to introduce the first bill for a premarital exam in 1926.29
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LEADERS OF THE FRENCH EUGENICS MOVEMENT

Only a handful of men held the principal offices of the French
Eugenics Society throughout its existence. In 1912, Edmond Per-
rier began as president, with Frederic Houssay, Louis Landouzy,
and Adolphe Pinard serving as vice presidents. Eugene Apert was
secretary general, and Lucien March was treasurer. When Lan-
douzy died during the war, he was replaced as vice president by
Charles Richet. When Houssay died in 1920, Apert replaced him
as vice president, and the public health pediatrician Georges
Schreiber filled Apert's old office of secretary general. The follow-
ing year, Perrier died and Pinard moved up to president.30 That
was the last change of officers until Pinard stepped down from the
presidency in 1927 and was replaced by Apert. In almost every
case promotion was not only from within the society, but from
previous officers. Schreiber and Richet were the only people to
become officers who were not already officers at the founding of
the society in 1912.

A closer look at the background and interests of these leaders
gives one a better idea of what kind of Frenchmen became mem-
bers of organized eugenics and reveals certain common features
about them. For example, they generally had a background in
medicine, enjoyed a prominent standing in their fields, had a neo-
Lamarckian view of heredity, and displayed general interests be-
yond their own area of expertise. In other words, they were con-
cerned with larger social questions of the day. Perrier, Pinard,
Landouzy, Richet, and March represent a good selection of leaders
to examine because of their importance to French eugenics.

Edmond Perrier (1844-1921), the first president of the French
Eugenics Society from 1912 to 1920, had achieved great fame as a
research biologist long before he came to eugenics. His two de-
cades of teaching and writing about biology were formally ac-
knowledged in 1892 when he was elected to the Academy of Sci-
ences, taking the anatomy/zoology seat of Armand de Quatrefages.
In 1900 he became head of the Museum of Natural History. One
indication that his activity in eugenics at least did no harm to his
standing among his colleagues was that in 1913 he was elected vice
president of the Academy of Sciences, and in 1915 president.31

In 1920, Perrier was even elected president of the Syndicat d'ini-
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tiative of Paris, the main tourist organization for the French capi-
tal!

Perrier's training was in biology, not medicine; but as has been
seen in Chapter 2 he was definitely a Lamarckian. In fact, he was
one of the most influential neo-Lamarckian theorists at the end of
the nineteenth century.32 Perrier was a native of Tulle (Departe-
ment of Correze) in the Massif-Central. The son of a school prin-
cipal, he was accepted both to the Ecole polytechnique and the
Ecole normale superieure (ENS) in Paris. At the suggestion of no
less a figure than Pasteur, Perrier decided to study science at the
ENS. There he was a student of Lacaze-Duthiers, who secured
him an appointment at the Museum of Natural History as an as-
sistant (aide-naturaliste). His dissertation on the spines of starfish
and sea urchins began an interest in marine biology that continued
throughout his career. From 1881 to 1883, Perrier participated in
oceanographic expeditions to the Mediterranean and Atlantic; and
in 1887 he established a marine biology laboratory for the Mu-
seum of Natural History at Sainte-Vaast-la Hougue on the Nor-
mandy coast. The latter responsibility reflected Perrier's advance-
ment at the museum, beginning with his appointment as professor
in 1876 and culminating in 1900 with his succession to Milne-
Edwards as head of the museum.

That Perrier was concerned with subjects beyond his research
on marine animals was demonstrated by his early interest in Dar-
win's ideas on evolution. Although cautious by nature, in 1879
Perrier was convinced of the transformation (the French term for
evolution) of species, and announced it in dramatic fashion before
an audience at the Museum of Natural History.33 Thereafter, he
became one of the most outspoken supporters of evolutionary the-
ory in France. His interest in Lamarck soon followed and, as has
been shown, served as a scientific basis for the political doctrine of
solidarism. Eugenic improvement of the human species was sim-
ply the next logical step for Perrier to take beyond the bounds of
his academic interests. Another side of Perrier indicating his broad
interest was his role as scientific popularizer. Not only was he a
frequent contributor to such journals as Revue scientijique (begin-
ning in 1870) and Nouvelle revue, but after the turn of the century
Perrier wrote a regular column for the newspaper Le temps on sub-
jects ranging from "Months without 'R\ oysters and the mascu-
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line sex" to "Is the earth alive" and "Sleep." Three collections of
these articles were published as books.34

The work of Adolphe Pinard has already been described in some
detail, especially in the puericulture movement and as a deputy in
the National Assembly. He and Budin were the leading obstetri-
cians of the day, both having been the most successful students of
Etienne Tarnier, the dean of nineteenth-century French obstetri-
cians.35 Pinard organized and ran the maternity clinic of the Paris
Medical School at Baudelocque for twenty-five years after its
founding in 1889. Albert Fruhinsholz, one of Pinard's most cele-
brated students as well as his son-in-law, placed him "at the head
of [a list of the greatest] obstetricians of all time" in France.36 His
championing of puericulture not only reoriented the focus of French
obstetrics back on the child, but made Pinard's reputation inter-
national. This stretched from Latin American countries, where
puericulture was very warmly received, to Russia, where Pinard
was summoned for a consultation with the Czarina in 1904 when
she became pregnant with the future Czarevitch.37 Pinard's suc-
cess in parliamentary and governmental service was clearly built
upon his reputation and renown in medicine.

The medical accomplishments and neo-Lamarckism of Pinard
need little further elaboration; but a look at his background and
training is of interest.38 His beginnings were the most modest of
all the leaders of French eugenics. The son of a small landholder
and part-time textile worker from Mery-sur-Seine in Champagne,
Pinard had only a primary school education when he left for Paris
at the age of eighteen to become an apprentice to a pharmacist. He
continued to work while completing his studies, then entered
medical school, where he was brought under the tutelage of Tar-
nier and Alfred Richet, father of Pinard's later colleague Charles.
He began teaching at the Ecole de medecine in 1878 and became
an accoucheur des hopitaux in 1882, and when Tarnier created a sec-
ond chair of clinical obstetrics in 1889, Pinard was selected over
Budin to fill it and direct the Baudelocque Clinic, which went
along with the appointment.

It was this appointment that put Pinard in a position to make
his greatest impact on the practice of obstetrics in France. For be-
sides shifting attention away from the mother toward the child,
Pinard employed a method of research based on observations at
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the clinic that gave weight to his own proposals and set the pattern
for research methodology in twentieth-century obstetric medi-
cine. Each year, Pinard would have one of his interns compile and
publish the results of cases handled at Baudelocque. One of his
students, Bachimont, wrote his medical thesis based on 4,455 cases
from 1889 to 1898. It was from such data that Pinard showed a
difference of 300 grams in the average weight of full-term infants
born to mothers in stand-up occupations who worked until deliv-
ery compared with those who were able to rest during the last
three months of pregnancy.39 As mentioned earlier, it was also
from this clinical experience that Pinard came to his neo-Lamarck-
ian view of influences on newborns.

Perhaps the best explanation of what led Pinard to eugenics was
his persistence in following his convictions beyond the narrow
confines of his training and practice. For example, in 1891 he re-
alized that his goal of improving infant health through prenatal
and postnatal care would require intervention on a broad social
scale. The very concept of puericulture that he announced (or re-
vived) in 1895 in front of the Academy of Medicine was revolu-
tionary in its broader view of both obstetrics and child care; and
Pinard was not reluctant to utilize new means to achieve the re-
sults he desired. Hence, his participation in eugenics was only one
example of many activities he pursued outside the classroom and
clinic. To summarize, in 1892 he joined Madame Becquet in set-
ting up an asylum with both private and government support for
displaced expectant mothers. In the 1902-1903 school year, Pinard
gave a series of talks at a girls primary school in Paris on "La
puericulture du premier age" that were published the following
year and reprinted several times.40 In 1902, Pinard also served on
the Senate Commission on Depopulation, for which he and Richet
prepared a subcommission report on infant mortality.

During the First World War, when a state of emergency was
declared in Paris and a military government ran the city, Pinard
was made vice president of a Committee for the Protection of
Mothers and Children. He saw it as an opportunity to use the
extraordinary powers created by the war to institute his "program
of social, legal, and medical protection for mothers and new-
borns." In fact, his zeal to protect pregnant women and new mothers
was only checked by the competing needs of the war. His pro-
posal "to forbid absolutely the access to work in factories by all
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women either carrying children, nursing a child, or having given
birth within six months" was not warmly received by military
authorities anxious to use the female workforce to meet labor
shortages in munitions factories.41 Pinard's involvement in eugen-
ics, not to mention his eight years of service in the Chamber of
Deputies after the war, are thus best seen as a reflection of the
lengths to which he would venture outside the normal activities
of his medical practice in order to achieve his goals. Given this
unswerving devotion to the cause, plus his prestige and position
in the Chamber, Pinard was a natural choice as successor to Perrier
in 1921 as president of the French Eugenics Society.

If Pinard's background was the story of the small-town artisan's
son who came to Paris to make his fame and fortune, Charles
Richet's life followed a very different course.42 Born to the family
of a professor of surgery at the Ecole de medecine, Richet's grand-
father had been Procureur general of the High Court of Justice dur-
ing the Second Republic.43 Given such family connections, it is
therefore not surprising to find Richet moving quickly up the hi-
erarchy of the medical profession.

His credentials as a researcher were first established by work on
animal body temperature. It was Richet who showed that dogs
cooled themselves by panting. His most important discovery was
a phenomenon he called anaphylaxis, the increased sensitivity of
the body to moderate doses of some poisons that produce fatal
reactions to even the slightest subsequent injections rather than
building up immunity. Anaphylactic shock was not only helpful
in explaining the mechanism of poisoning; its similarities to infec-
tion led Richet to suggest it as a key to understanding the general
action of disease - that is, by the creation of poisons within the
body. Richet was named to the chair of physiology at the Ecole
de medecine early in his career, in fact while his father was still on
the faculty; and in 1913 he received the Nobel Prize for physiol-
ogy. When he died in 1935 it was noted in scientific journals as
well as throughout the French press, from establishment newspa-
pers such as Le Temps to worker dailies such as Le Populaire and
Le Peuple, which ran a front-page obituary with his photograph.44

Richet's stature, therefore, equaled if not exceeded Pinard's; and
the way he came to eugenics was similar to that of the obstetrician
- from a willingness to pursue activities beyond his immediate
research interests.45 For Richet, however, this was not unusual,
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Figure 4.4 Charles Richet. [Source: "Charles Richet: autobio-
graphie," Les biographies medicates, P. Busquet and Maurice Genty,
eds. (Paris: J.-B. Balliere, 1932)]

because his interests had always been broad, whereas Pinard's eu-
genics stemmed directly from his overriding goal of raising better
children. For example, one of the most controversial of Richet's
interests was psychic phenomena. His first experience was at age
sixteen, when he and his sister succeeded in hypnotizing one of
her girlfriends. He studied psychic phenomena in more detail dur-
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ing medical school despite a warning from his father; and his first
publication on a medical subject concerned work on somnambul-
ism, based on hypnotic experiments he continued while an intern
in the 1870s.46 According to Richet, he became even more deeply
involved in these phenomena after a visit by the Russian psychol-
ogist Aksakov in 1884. The Russian told him of an Italian medium
named Eusapia whom Richet not only visited but invited to his
Mediterranean island home for three months. There she was stud-
ied by such visitors as the English writer Frederick Myers and
fellow physiologist Arsene d'Arsonval.47 During the following year,
Richet, the Englishman William Crookes, and others founded the
Society for Psychical Research, with Richet as the first president.
He retained an active interest in the subject for the next thirty
years.

Not surprisingly, the scientific obituaries of Richet played down
this aspect of his work. One article called his parapsychology "as
yet uncertain and debatable," and another otherwise laudatory
eulogy called the interest "a chimera," one of Richet's "secretly
cultivated gardens" of interest.48 This is clearly wrong in the sense
that Richet's work in parapsychology was widely known and typ-
ical of the kind of subject that would spread his reputation among
the general public. In fact, Richet wrote his first novel Possession
in an attempt to describe psychism outside the constraints of sci-
entific or even general interest nonfiction publications.49 This and
another of his novels, Soeur Marthe, were later performed on the
stage with Sarah Bernhardt in the lead. These were not Richet's
only ventures into the literary world. He published poetry as early
as 1874 with a friend Paul Fournier under the pseudonym Charles
Epheyre (the last name being the French pronunciation of the let-
ters "F" and "R").

Richet's literary ventures were typical of a curiosity that led him
to indulge a wide variety of interests. A trip to Egypt, Palestine,
and Syria in 1876 spawned a lifelong interest in Egyptology. An-
other example of Richet's broad interests was his participation in
the development of French aviation. Richet met Victor Tatin while
both were working in the laboratory of the physiologist Jules Marey;
and from the late 1880s to the time of the Wright brothers' flight
in 1904, he and Tatin experimented with the construction of heav-
ier-than-air craft. His interest continued thereafter, thanks to a close
family friendship with Louis and Jacques Breguet, who were among
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the most successful leaders of French aviation after the First World
War.

One of Richet's interests that, along with his work in psychol-
ogy and intelligence, helps explain his attraction to eugenics, was
his study of history and participation in the pacifist movement at
the turn of the century. As Richet told it, in the early 1880s the
English pacifist Hodgson-Pratt convinced him to become more
active in the movement, and thereafter he gave numerous talks
and wrote articles and even books on the subject. Richet eventu-
ally became president of the French Peace League and served on
the International Committee for the Arbitration of Disputes. A
friend of Carnegie's and other world pacifist leaders, Richet's
proudest contribution to the effort was the book he passe de la
guerre et Vavenir de la paix, published in 1907. In fact, when Richet
received his Nobel Prize for physiology, Bertha von Suttner wrote
him that he should have been awarded the Peace Prize instead.50

Thus, Richet was already preoccupied by the largest concerns of
mankind - past, future, and present - when eugenics, demogra-
phy, and hereditarian thought began to receive more attention in
France around the turn of the century.

As mentioned in Chapter 2 Richet was active in the natalist
movement from the start; but as will be seen, his work and inter-
est in physiology and psychology was important in shaping a very
independent line of eugenic thought. Richet's unique background
and ideosyncratic approach to eugenics make his participation in
the French eugenics movement with men such as Pinard all the
more striking. In addition, his stature as a Nobel laureate, member
of the Academy of Science, and editor of Revue scientijique meant
that when he became vice president of the French Eugenics Soci-
ety, it added much to the legitimacy of the organization.

The background of men such as Louis Landouzy and Lucien
March is less well documented than that of Perrier, Pinard, or
Richet, but they were also important figures of the day. Lan-
douzy, like Richet, came from a well-connected medical family,
both his father and grandfather having been physicians. He be-
came professor at the Ecole de medecine in 1880 and dean of the
faculty in 1901. One reason for Landouzy's interest in eugenics
was his work on diseases such as syphilis and tuberculosis. For
example, he delivered a talk at the 1902 International Congress of
Tuberculosis on the role of social factors in the etiology of tuber-
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culosis, and in 1905 he published VEnquete sur Valimentation d'une
centaine d'ouvriers et ^employes parisiens, which reflected a concern
with the broader influences associated with the illnessesr54 These
professional reasons for Landouzy's interest in eugenics must have
been reinforced by the fact that he had ample opportunity to dis-
cuss the subject after he married the sister of Charles Richet.

Lucien March, head of the Statistique generale, was attracted to
eugenics by his work on the French birthrate, the most closely
watched of all statistics in France at the turn of the century. His
pioneering studies on fecundity and mortality for different regions
and occupations in France were unusual in their broad view of the
population problem in France.52 Both his government affiliation
and facility with figures made March a natural choice as secretary-
treasurer of the French Eugenics Society, a position he held for the
entire active life of the organization.

This survey of eugenics leaders shows them also to have been
reactionary, not in the ideological sense but in their being moti-
vated by the well-publicized perceptions of decline and degenera-
tion at the turn of the century. Their eugenics was inspired much
more by a reaction to decline than any strong desire to advance or
perfect the human species. Perhaps this was the result of their lim-
ited expectations, which made them skeptical of the eugenic
promises of their German or American counterparts. It was not
necessarily the result of any kinder feeling toward the lower classes,
whom they saw increasingly falling prey to degenerative influ-
ences. In the end, there is nothing surprising in the fact that these
comfortable, successful, bourgeois doctors and professors should
place more emphasis on preserving rather than improving society.
After all, they had the most to lose.

FRENCH EUGENICS ON THE EVE
OF THE FIRST WORLD WAR

As shown earlier, the work of the French Eugenics Society in this
initial period was the most intense and varied of any time in the
organization's history. Meetings were held monthly, and the jour-
nal Eugenique appeared with almost the same frequency. A mem-
bership drive was conducted, and overall the society functioned as
an active, full-fledged organizational focus of eugenics in France
in a manner that was never repeated after the war. A closer look
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at the substance as well as the organization of prewar French eu-
genics is therefore important not only for its own sake but also in
order to appreciate how much the war changed it. French eugenics
was comparable to the movement in England, Germany, and the
United States at this time, both in its level of activity and in the
broad range of ideas and opinions it encompassed. Only by un-
derstanding the breadth of activity before the war can one appre-
ciate how dramatically the First World War narrowed the focus of
French eugenics.

It took a few months in 1913 before the French Eugenics Society
was meeting on a regular monthly basis as its founders envisaged,
but by May of that year both the meetings and the journal were
monthly affairs. This continued through May of 1914 (excluding
a summer break, which was to be expected of any organization of
academics in France), so that in all some fourteen meetings of the
society took place in the year and a half before the outbreak of the
war. In that same period, ten issues of Eugenique appeared.

Although meetings included the usual organizational business
of introducing new members, giving treasurers' reports, and the
like, their main focus was the presentation of papers by members
and invited guests. Topics covered a surprising variety of subjects.
Some were of interest to the many Lamarckians in the society,
such as the eugenic effects of alcoholism, the hereditary transmis-
sion of psychological traits, and a call for mandatory reporting of
syphilis. But other talks considered Mendel's laws, the phenome-
non of "hereditary return to type," and the normal and patholog-
ical morphology of dentures. Equally surprising was the great in-
terest shown in eugenics movements in other countries, as
manifested by talks at meetings and material published in Euge-
nique. For example, for the fifteen talks given at the society, five
were reports of activities outside France on topics such as the pas-
sage of the English Mental Deficiency Act of 1913 and the orga-
nization of a permanent international eugenics committee. In ad-
dition, two other talks were given by foreigners themselves - the
Swiss Ladome's paper on alcoholism in December 1913, and a
paper by the English neo-Lamarckian eugenicist C. W. Saleeby in
January 1914 on the "Progress of eugenics."53

Eugenique was usually divided into four or five sections, the
longest of which was a reprinting of the papers presented at meet-
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ings. The minutes and treasurer's reports were another regular
feature, as was a section of analysis and review of published liter-
ature on eugenics. A final section was called "The eugenics move-
ment," covering activities in France and other countries.

Perhaps the most important characteristic about French eugen-
ics in this early period was its breadth of scope. Although the French
were eventually to be identified primarily with the milder, neo-
Lamarckian eugenics, this was by no means clear at the outset. For
example, natalists such as Adolphe Landry were definitely La-
marckian in their assumptions about what was necessary to "pre-
serve and improve the species," but men such as Frederic Hous-
say, J. Laumonnier, and Charles Richet had other notions of the
best means of "diminishing the number of bad elements" - which
would have been welcomed by any Anglo-Saxon Mendelian eu-
genicist. All members of the French Eugenics Society could find
common ground in their perception of degeneration, which man-
ifested itself in many ways, but from the start they were far from
agreement on programs to be followed in order to remedy the
problem. Hence, Landry wrote an article early in 1913 for the gen-
eral interest periodical Revue bleu answering the question "What is
eugenics?" with the flat statement that sterilization and marriage
restriction for individuals with certain defects were "repugnant to
our need for liberty and our delicate individualism." Instead, he
argued for an emphasis on the positive goal of trying to improve
these unhealthy elements as well as "fortifying elements of medi-
ocre quality and preserving from evil those that are healthy."54

In contrast, Laumonnier had written an article for Larousse men-
suel a few months earlier that placed the first emphasis on elimi-
nating the undesirables. And although Laumonnier agreed that the
healthy elements should be encouraged to reproduce through pro-
grams that Landry and Pinard championed - puericulture before
and after birth, the work of temperance societies, and construction
of better housing - he placed most of his hope in negative mea-
sures based on precedents such as "military service, quarantines or
mandatory vaccinations which entail certain restrictions on indi-
vidual liberty."55 Among these measures he included control of
immigration, marriage restriction, and sterilization.

This viewpoint can also be found in the book by Charles Richet,
Selection humaine, published in 1919 but written before the war in
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1912. This work merits closer examination for several reasons be-
sides the fact that it helps define the boundaries of French eugen-
ics. As mentioned in Chapter 3, an early draft of the book was
instrumental in converting Pinard from the concept of puericul-
ture to eugenics.56 In addition, the book's significance was en-
hanced by the stature of Richet, the Nobel laureate, editor of Re-
vue scientijique and frequent contributor on science to the most
influential general interest magazines such as Revue des deux mondes.
Richet's prestige and role as a popularizer of science thus gave his
eugenics writings access to the wider French reading public. Nor
was Richet merely a peripheral figure of the organized movement
who happened to use the word "eugenics" to describe his views.
Though not a founding member, Richet soon joined the French
Eugenics Society and became a vice president after the war. He
also gave his share of time to the movement by attending meetings
and giving public talks.

Given the author's prestige, Selection humaine was an influential
book from the start. It was reviewed by the major publications of
the day, and even those who disagreed with Richet's ideas could
ill afford to treat the author's views lightly. Opponents of eugen-
ics also recognized the importance of the book and mentioned it
frequently in their attacks.57 Finally, the form of the work added
to its significance, because it was one of the few book-length treat-
ments of eugenics as a whole program.

Of greatest interest were the ideas contained in the book that
differed markedly from the mild, positive eugenics of baby doc-
tors and museum directors. From the beginning, Richet, like Lau-
monnier, demonstrated little concern with the short-sighted eu-
genic goals of French natalists and patriots. His major concerns
were closer to those of eugenicists in Anglo-Saxon countries. For
example, Richet complained,

Nothing is more extraordinary than our indifference to human selection.
One could laugh if it was not so sad. We improve breeds of chickens,
ducks, horses, pigs, lambs, even species of cauliflower, beets, strawber-
ries and violets! Man improves and perfects everything except man him-
self58

Painting as bleak a picture of the struggle for existence as any so-
cial Darwinist, Richet bluntly stated that in nature "the weak are
crushed. . . . The individual is nothing, the species is everything."
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He then pointed out that only humans have introduced the con-
cept of individual personality and the sentiment of tenderness that
"brings aid to the sick, even when their malady is more or less
incurable." Likewise, the sick, the deaf and the blind are cared for,
invalids are protected, and even criminals are given "delicate at-
tention." Thus, man went against the law of nature.

On the question of the workings of heredity, Richet also offered
an unexpected view for a Frenchman: that the influence of the en-
vironment was small. "In the long run, perhaps," he conceded,
"and at the end of several centuries, the environment modifies
individuals and their descendants. But when it is a matter of four
or five generations, the influence of milieu is negligible."59 Richet
was obviously not in the camp of the neo-Lamarckians; and his
view of the nature of heredity led him to propose a different means
of improving the race, based not on improving the environment
but by selecting mates for breeding. As he argued,

If one wishes to create a human race of great height, it would suffice to
choose (as the father of Frederick the Great did) men and women of great
height, marry them and in two, three or four generations, to have their
children marry, having eliminated those who on reaching adulthood were
not sufficiently tall. Thus would be created artificially a human race of
great height.60

The list of characteristics that Richet considered inheritable was
quite long, beginning with the obvious physical features of height,
hair, and eye color, but also including such things as muscular
strength, resistance to disease, and fecundity. Indeed, at times Ri-
chet wrote of heredity in anthropomorphic terms:

Suppose that all human beings were at the disposition of a very wise
observer, given tyrannical power and having before him several centu-
ries to experiment. He could fashion human races with whatever physi-
cal characters, vigor, height, color, longevity and fecundity that he wished
to give them. Heredity dominates everything.61

Of all the inheritable traits, however, Richet was most con-
cerned with intelligence. His reasoning was quite simple. His strong
positivist philosophy tied progress to science. In fact the opening
chapter of Selection humaine was entitled "Progress and science."
For Richet, science meant intelligence. Although he saw intelli-
gence as "essential for human progress," Richet admitted that
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"vigor, health, beauty, and sexual attraction" were necessary to
maintain physiological functions and insure reproduction62; but he
made it very clear that they were subservient to the fostering of
intelligence. Four whole chapters of the book dealt with different
aspects of intelligence, its moral dimensions, and its application to
invention and assimilation. One feature of Richet's preoccupation
with intelligence as a eugenic selection criterion is that despite this
similarity to the American eugenicists, he never advocated the use
of intelligence testing or IQ measures of the population.

There were many features of Richet's definition of superiority
and inferiority in human selection that he shared with other French
eugenicists. For example, like most Frenchmen of his day, Richet
saw whites as superior to Africans or Asians, and he opposed race
mixing. More will be said in Chapter 8 about this view of racial
hierarchy, but of note here is a link to eugenics harking back to
the ideas of Vacher de Lapouge. Richet also opposed the evil
triumvirate that was the scourge of all social hygienists — alcohol-
ism, tuberculosis, and venereal disease - but he proposed the elim-
ination of these evils in a manner that reflected his different view
of heredity. Rather than concentrating attention on treating the
afflicted, Richet called for "banishment of all those with the ma-
ladies to islands" such as Corsica, Sardinia, Ireland, Crete, Cey-
lon, or the Phillipines.63

The drastic nature of his proposed measures to improve the spe-
cies was another striking feature of Richet's eugenics that set him
apart from many of the French eugenicists of his time. Although
one might quarrel with his lack of sensitivity, one can hardly ac-
cuse Richet of vagueness in describing his program to improve the
human race. For example, he was quite explicit in advocating the
prohibition of marriage between Europeans and "inferior races."64

Another measure called for "the elimination of the mentally defi-
cient," a goal that followed logically from his views on intelli-
gence and heredity. For these anormaux ("deaf mutes, idiots, rach-
itics, and hydrocephalics") Richet suggested that

at the least the state should not take part in the care of these poor crea-
tures. Nature has condemned them, and it is no good to go against an
irrevocable judgement which nature has pronounced. Leave these unfor-
tunates in the care of their families, and you can be sure at the end of a
few years they will be no more.65
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Richet also described the necessity of preventing these people from
procreating; and considering the two most obvious means avail-
able - sterilization and marriage prohibition - Richet opted for
the latter, not on moral grounds but as a practical expedient, until
such time as society had developed the means and the sentiment
to make sterilization more acceptable. For those who objected that
this would be a violation of personal liberty, he argued that the
precedent was already set by the state's right to regulate marriage.
Richet claimed that he was merely extending the process. More-
over, he did not see the right of procreation in absolute terms.

No sentimental ranting will make me acknowledge the right of unfor-
tunate individuals to bring into the world children as unfortunate as they:
epileptics, alcoholics, degenerates, neurasthenics, criminals, tuberculars,
the feeble, the ugly, rachitics and the deformed.66

Eventually this was to become the position of the French Eugenics
Society when it advocated a premarital examination law in the
1920s, but at the time Richet was clearly in opposition to the views
of those such as Manouvrier and Papillaut who did not wish to
use agencies under social control to limit the individual's right to
procreate. Richet's position was simply that "no person has the
right to perpetuate illness and misery in the human race."

It would be wrong simply to make Richet into a cold-hearted
ogre who anticipated the worst eugenic excesses of the Nazis in
later years. For one thing, his method had a logic, even if it was
based on false assumptions. For another, certain of his ideas were
progressive and democratic — his program of developing intelli-
gence, which consciously cut across sex and class boundaries. He
urged, for example, that education be mandatory beyond the pri-
mary level and open to all so that those with the highest intelli-
gence could benefit regardless of social or economic status. Nor
did he consign the less intelligent to some dark reaches of society
where they might anonymously serve their superiors. On the con-
trary, Richet called for all to be able to develop their intellectual
faculties to the fullest. He singled out women, for example, as a
potential resource that "suffers from the effects of an intellectual
torpor perpetuated from generation to generation . . . , the fatal
result of the miserable regimen to which they have been sub-
jected."67 As for the mass of young working men and peasants,
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Richet offered another proposal that drew on his pacifist views -
converting the two years obligatory military service into some-
thing more meaningful. "Suppose," the Nobel laureate and paci-
fist wrote,

that instead of preparing young men for wars which will not take place
[this was written in 1912], they are made to pursue a series of scientific,
artistic and literary studies. Suppose that instead of putting them in bar-
racks, they are kept in schools. Suppose that instead of teaching them a
small number of useless things, they are taught a great number of useful
things. Then one would keep the intellectual faculties of the peasant and
worker from atrophying after leaving primary school.68

The purpose of this extended consideration of Selection humaine
has not been to suggest that Richet represented all French eugeni-
cists. On the contrary, in many ways he was not typical. For ex-
ample, in his chapter "Elimination of abnormals," Richet antici-
pated that his views might seem a "contradiction of what we have
said on different occasions about French natalism." To this he re-
sponded,

There are already enough humans on the face of the earth. In the near
future it is a plethora rather than a scarcity of people which is to be
feared. The growth of the French population is of the utmost importance
for France, but only for France.69

The conclusion he drew from this reasoning was very different
from what the natalists were accustomed to hearing: "We must
devote ourselves to the quality more than the quantity of our chil-
dren."

Richet's book demonstrates quite graphically that there was a
diversity of opinion in French eugenics in the period before the
First World War. Hence, it would be inaccurate to oversimplify
French eugenics by considering it only as a neo-Lamarckian pop-
ulationist movement. Just as these strains of thought can be found
in other countries, so too can many of the harsher, Mendelian-
based eugenics ideas be found in France. French eugenics covered
a broad spectrum of opinion, but this in turn makes the role of the
First World War all the more crucial in its influence on French
eugenics in the 1920s. For there is no question that the war losses
and heightened patriotism resulting from the war brought French
eugenicists squarely back to the question of population decline,
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and at least for the first half of the 1920s made social hygiene the
first item on the agenda of the French Eugenics Society. Harsher,
negative proposals such as Richet's would have to await a later
time when different conditions made them more acceptable to the
public.



Postwar eugenics and social hygiene

The First World War cut short the initial phase of vigorous activ-
ity by the organized eugenics movement in France. Begun as a
learned society with nearly regular monthly meetings and publi-
cation of a review, the French Eugenics Society attracted a wide
range of interested parties and ideas. The society was in close touch
with eugenicists in other countries, and exchanged visits with ma-
jor proponents in both England and the United States. In fact, the
French participation in the international movement was such that
the Second International Eugenics Congress was scheduled to be
held in Paris in 1915.

All of this was changed, of course, by the First World War.
Meetings and publications of the French Eugenics Society were
immediately suspended, and not resumed until after the war. Only
occasional articles appeared on eugenics in other French journals,
as the war completely absorbed the attention of the nation. The
most far-reaching result of the war for eugenicists, as for most
others, came from the loss of life that made the fear of depopula-
tion an even greater concern than it had been at the turn of the
century. In one sense, this heightened awareness of the population
problem made people generally more open to the ideas eugenicists
had talked about before the war. This is reflected in the many
private initiatives begun after 1920 that, when added to the sharp
increase in government involvement in everyday life that carried
over from the war, blurred the distinction between private and
public spheres that had made some people wary of eugenics before
the war. But such subtleties were overwhelmed by the immediate
effect of the war - to heighten the fear of depopulation. This in
turn directed eugenic thought more than ever toward positive eu-
genics - that is, measures to ensure larger numbers of the fit. Hence,
the broad and diverse range of eugenic ideas discussed and pro-
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posed before the war was quickly narrowed to focus on the neo-
Lamarckian improvement of the population. In the years after the
war, virtually all ideas aimed at eliminating the birth of "dysgen-
ics" were ignored. Now the watchword of the French Eugenics
Society became "social hygiene."

As mentioned in Chapter 2 the concept of social hygiene had a
long prewar history dating back at least to the last quarter of the
nineteenth century.1 The concept was vague, however, and ap-
plied in many different contexts. In fact, the most frequent defi-
nitions were phrased simply in terms of the diseases combatted,
especially tuberculosis, alcoholism, and venereal disease. For ex-
ample, the 1904 founding statutes of the Alliance d'hygiene sociale
gave precisely this definition, and as late as 1930 the Larousse de-
fined social hygiene as "the most appropriate methods to limit the
ravages of social diseases such as tuberculosis, cancer, and syphilis,
and to combat plagues such as alcoholism."2 One of the earliest to
lend scientific credibility to the idea of social hygiene was Emile
Duclaux, director of the Pasteur Institute, who argued in a 1902
book that there was a broader theoretical dimension implied by
the term that

envisages illnesses not in themselves but from the social viewpoint; that
is, from the point of view of their repercussions on society and the ability
of society more or less to preserve itself and fight them.3

Here was the medical equivalent of the eugenic view of human
biology - not from the viewpoint of individual health (or individ-
ual heredity, in the case of eugenics) but from the overall health of
society (just as eugenics looked to the hereditary prospects for the
whole species). Neo-Lamarckism had already provided the com-
mon ground for social hygiene and eugenics in France before the
war to the extent that diseases were seen as hereditary. The First
World War made such an association even more logical by its em-
phasis on the subservience of the individual to society as a whole.

EUGENICS AND WAR

It would be difficult to exaggerate the effect of the First World
War on all aspects of French life. Although the appropriateness of
calling it the first "world" war has been questioned by some, the
description of it as a "total" war is accurate, not so much because
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it describes the number of countries or the proportion of the world's
surface that became involved, but because it aptly reflects the fact
that all levels of society were mobilized in the war effort.4 France
managed to escape the dramatic upheavals that literally remade the
political and ideological map of Central and Eastern Europe, but
the battleground of the Western Front was northeastern France,
thus making it the West European country most directly affected
by the war. Indeed, the impact is so obvious and far-reaching that
the task here is not to show that eugenics was affected by the war,
but rather to sort out the eugenics and related questions as they
emerged in postwar years.

Undoubtedly, the single most important development in the
war (as far as eugenics is concerned) was the loss of life involved.5

The cold figures for French soldiers killed - over i. 3 million - are
chilling enough, but when considered on an individual basis, the
losses had a devastating psychological impact. For example, al-
though the leaders of the French Eugenics Society were too old to
enlist, the war came home to them in many ways. Charles Richet
described the teaching atmosphere during the war at the Ecole de
medecine as follows:

I gave my physiology course in the summer of 1915 without great en-
thusiasm. My class of young girls and boy students too young [for com-
bat] and of old doctors was only lightly attended. I conducted no phys-
iological experiments either during the course or at my laboratory.6

Both Richet and Pinard lost sons in battle. Pinard's was his first-
born, already marked to follow his father's career in medicine.
When he was informed of the loss, Pinard is reported to have said,
"Vive la France!" The death of Richet's son Albert was all the
more tragic because it came in the closing days of the war. Even
worse, the death of Albert, a much-decorated flying ace who had
survived years of dangerous missions, came in a tragic mixup at
the hands of a fellow French pilot. His father took small comfort
from the fact that he had five other sons or sons-in-law who sur-
vived the war. As his memoirs record,

If I were God, I could perhaps forgive him (the other pilot), because
perhaps there was no moral error. But I am not God! I am not even a
judge! I am only a poor man whom the death of a courageous, noble and
hardy son has placed in irrevocable mourning; and I do not forgive! I will
never forgive!7
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These losses, coming after the fear of depopulation in prewar
years, led to a further anxiety about the French birthrate - and
with good reason. The combination of the war losses and the re-
moval of almost all able-bodied males to the front - eventually 7.9
million out of 8.5 million males from ages 18 to 46 were mobilized
- cut the birthrate in half from its prewar level of 18.2 per 1,000
to 9.5 for 1916/the lowest in French history. By 1919 the rate had
only recovered to 12.6.8

Questions about possible neo-Lamarckian effects on the survi-
vors (mutilations, psychological stress, wartime diseases) com-
bined with shock at the loss of life to make the population prob-
lem such an overriding concern that it stifled other eugenic
discussions in the immediate postwar years. The result was to nar-
row the range of eugenic ideas and produce the general strategy of
supporting positive eugenics in the form of a social hygiene pro-
gram. There was another reason for such an approach - it also
reflected the sobering intellectual shock of the war to the positivist
prewar eugenicists, who had sought to remake the world and the
humans in it. The more limited objective of simply trying to im-
prove the existing population biologically through social hygiene
measures was much more compatible with the postwar spirit of
rebuilding, both physically and psychologically. As one member
of the French Eugenics Society described this mood,

The concrete, living world does not obey the fantasies of reformers. It
has strict and even hard laws upon whose discovery we must try to focus
our efforts. The truth is, it is the only way to be useful to our country
and the generations that follow. Do not begin in another form the hu-
manitarian dreams of 1914. They are too costly!9

Support for such a social hygiene/eugenics program was very
widespread. Ample evidence of the concern with the population
and health questions can be found in a variety of initiatives both
public and private. The first government actions were taken by
the 1919 "blue horizon" Chamber, elected at the beginning of the
postwar era. The election campaign itself reflected the public con-
cern with population questions, as candidates added pere defamille
to their titles or the number of their children to their campaign
literature.10 Although the new Chamber stopped short of passing
some of the more radical measures proposed (such as the family
vote), a number of laws that lived up to the electoral promises were
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passed. These ranged from the first organized system of paying
bonuses for large families, to reductions on train fares and school-
ing."

One of the best known of these actions was the so-called Law
of July 31, 1920 against abortion and the advertising and sale of
contraceptives.12 Attempts to pass such legislation before the war
had been unsuccessful, but in the postwar mood it was a different
story. Attached as a rider to a package of compromise bills already
voted by the Senate at the end of the 1920 session, the anti-
Malthusian legislation was introduced with these words:

In the aftermath of the war, where almost one and one-half million
Frenchmen sacrificed their lives so that France could have the right to
live in independence and honor, it cannot be tolerated that other French
have the right to make a livelihood from the spread of abortion and Mal-
thusian propaganda.13

The proposition passed with an overwhelming majority, and al-
though it did not solve the problem of the declining birthrate, the
new law was successful in eliminating, at least temporarily, an
organized birth control movement in France.

Other government actions revealing the mood of the times in-
cluded the creation of the first cabinet-level health ministry in 1920
- the Ministere de l'hygiene, de l'assistance et de la prevoyance
sociale. It grew out of an undersecretariat of the ministry of labor
created during the war entitled Service de sante militaire. Given the
numerous measures passed during the war, the creation of this
ministry was only the next logical step in the government's in-
creased participation in social hygiene matters.14 For example,
several laws passed during the war sought to restrict the produc-
tion and sale of alcohol. Although these were difficult to enforce
among civilians in wartime, the military was able to prohibit sol-
diers, draftees, and eventually those in civilian war production from
frequenting cafes and restaurants except at mealtimes.15 Another
measure that focused more on treatment than on prevention was
the opening of outpatient centers for venereal disease. By the end
of 1917 there were sixty-five centers in fifty departments offering
consultation and treatment.16

The most important new measures taken by the government in
the health field were to combat tuberculosis. Medical examina-
tions at the time of conscription turned up large numbers of would-
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be recruits with the disease, and rather than sending them back to
civilian life in this condition, Leon Bourgeois, with the backing of
Landouzy, pushed a measure through the National Assembly to
provide treatment for the recruits along with soldiers who were
discharged because of tuberculosis. By the end of 1917 there were
seventeen new sanatoriums designated for this purpose, plus fifty
hospitals under military control and another forty under the min-
istry of the interior.17 In fact, as will be seen, it was because the
French government had shown so much interest in the tubercu-
losis problem that the American Red Cross and the Rockefeller
Foundation decided to contribute to the effort.

The new health ministry was first headed by Jean-Louis Breton,
a leading natalist whose appointment shows very clearly how these
health problems were connected to concerns about the French
birthrate. Breton had been a deputy since 1898, and made his rep-
utation as a natalist before the war with such proposals as exempt-
ing fathers of large families from military service and a call for the
family vote.18 Breton was not the only postwar cabinet member
who had been active in the natalist movement. Auguste Isaac, a
Lyon businessman who had been outspoken on French population
problems before the war and president of the first Natalist Con-
gress held in Nancy, became minister of commerce in 1919. In
addition, Andre Honnorat became head of public works and
Adolphe Landry minister of the navy.19

Among Breton's actions was the creation of a permanent Con-
seil superieur de la natalite suggested in the prewar years by Ber-
tillon, and to which he named Isaac as president and Pinard and
Richet as vice presidents.20 Breton also created the Institut d'hy-
giene to be administered and directed by the Ecole de medecine,
which became a new center of research and instruction in social
hygiene and other health fields.21 Among those on the first admin-
istrative council of the Institut were Pinard, Richet, Alexandre
Couvelaire (Pinard's son-in-law, who had succeeded him at the
Ecole de medecine), and Edouard Jeanselme, an expert on venereal
disease who was later to join the French Eugenics Society. Finally,
Breton created a Comite nationale de propagande d'hygiene so-
ciale et d'education prophylactique.22 Although it was severely
hampered by lack of funds for the four years of its existence, the
committee was a direct forerunner of the much more important
National Social Hygiene Office.
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In the postwar years, Pinard's ideas about puericulture were also
given renewed emphasis and official sanction. Even before his re-
tirement from the Ecole de medecine in 1914, Pinard had overseen
the creation of a chair of Hygiene de la premiere enfance, whose
first occupant, Antoni-Bernard Marfan, quickly set about to cre-
ate a separate institution to teach puericulture. With the aid of Pi-
nard, these efforts resulted in the founding of the Ecole de pueri-
culture in the postwar years.23 In 1923 the teaching of puericulture
was made mandatory for all French schoolgirls.24 Twice a month
they were to be taught childcare lessons in feeding, bathing, and
diapering infants. Puericulture also entered the textbooks of both
public and Catholic schools by the 1930s.25 The popularity of
puericulture was so great that in 1924 the Chamber of Deputies
attempted to create a new chair of puericulture at the Ecole de
medecine without even consulting the faculty. Upset at the prec-
edent it might set and suspicious that the real motive of the Cham-
ber had been to create a chair for Benjamin Weil-Halle who was
to be director of the Ecole de puericulture (the statutes required
the director to be a member of the faculty), the professors voted
30 to 1 against creation of the new chair, arguing that it was not
necessary because Marfan's chair already existed.26

PRIVATE INITIATIVES

The founding of the Ecole de puericulture did not come from a
French government initiative. It was originally the idea of the
American Red Cross, which had helped with war relief and wished
to donate $100,000 for a more permanent institution to help the
children of France. After initial discussion with the dean of the
faculty of medicine, the Red Cross was directed to Pinard, who
became head of a Franco-American Foundation that eventually
sponsored a project jointly with the French government (repre-
sented by the Ecole de medecine) to create the Ecole de puericul-
ture.27 A similar approach had been used by the International Health
Board of the Rockefeller Foundation to fight tuberculosis in France
during the war and, as will be seen later, another joint effort be-
tween Rockefeller and the French government in the area of social
hygiene was to have important consequences for French eugenics
later in the 1920s.

These and other private French efforts to improve the health
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and population of the country reveal the depth of support for so-
cial hygiene and biological regeneration after the war. Of all the
initiatives concerning the well-being of the French population that
were inspired by the war, however, the most touching and indic-
ative of the times were the various prizes and gifts established to
encourage large families. To be sure, some of these predated the
war, such as the Prix Bernard established in 1912 by the Abbe
Bernard of Rouen and awarded to families with four to five chil-
dren.28 But during the conflict the number of such prizes increased
dramatically, often as commemorative acts by families who had
lost sons in battle. A Prix Barnoud was established in July 1916,
providing five awards of 300 francs each for "modest but not in-
digent families" in rural cantons around Lyon; and when the
youngest of his seven sons was killed, Auguste Isaac created a prize
of 500 francs to be given each year to a family in his home depart-
ment of Rhone-et-Loire with seven living sons.29 Much more sub-
stantial, and also telling of the fact that presuppositions about
"quality" often underlay the natalists' efforts to encourage the
"quantity" of the population, was the Prix Lamy named after
Etienne Lamy, perpetual secretary of the Academie frangaise in
1916. Based on an initial donation of 500,000 francs, prizes of 25,000
francs were awarded by the academy to two families annually who
were "French, Catholic, and peasant." The size of the prizes stim-
ulated a great deal of interest, so to guide the judges, criteria were
established that stipulated further that the families chosen must be
"among the poorest, largest in size, the most Christian in belief,
and of the highest morality."30

Along similar lines was the best-known of all these private na-
talist initiatives: the Cognacq-Jay prizes. The money for these
awards came from the owner of the Samaritaine department store
and his wife. Two kinds of prizes, also administered by the Aca-
demie franchise, were created. First, there were annual awards of
25,000 francs for every department of France, given to families
with nine living children whose parents were both under forty-
five years of age. Second, there were 200 awards of 10,000 francs
to families with five living children whose parents were under thirty-
five. Although the terms of the Cognacq-Jay gift made clear that
"political or religious questions must not exercise any influence in
the awarding of the prizes," the amount of money involved was
so great (about 5 million francs awarded annually) that criteria had
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to be established to screen the large number of nominations for
the awards. Once again, a natalist initiative was forced to consider
the question of quality. In this case, the parents had to be of French
birth and show financial need; moreover, each family nominated
was required to have an affidavit from the mayor of its commune
plus other notables who could comment on the "reputation, life,
and morals of the family."31 One can see in these efforts not only
the degree of interest in population questions, but also why there
continued to be a basis of cooperation between natalists and eu-
genicists after the war. Both groups found it difficult to separate
the questions of quantity and quality.

A different kind of private initiative that also mixed eugenic and
natalist ideas was the establishment of a housing development out-
side Strasbourg called Ungemach Gardens. This project was be-
gun in the 1920s, and eventually saw the construction of 140 houses
whose occupants were drawn from "young married couples in
good health, desiring to have children and raise them under favor-
able conditions of hygiene and morality."32 The Strasbourg proj-
ect was widely reported in French and foreign publications of the
day. The American eugenicists Paul Popenoe and Roswell John-
son described it in their book Applied eugenics (1933 ed.) as the only
garden city "planned definitely as a eugenic experiment."33

The namesake and benefactor of the garden city was Leon Un-
gemach, owner of a large Alsatian candy factory, who entered
politics in the early 1900s at the end of his career, becoming war-
time and postwar mayor of Strasbourg. The motivation for build-
ing the housing was not entirely philanthropic, as the source of
money Ungemach donated was 2.5 million marks he had invested
during the war in overseas securities as a hedge against the depre-
ciation of the German currency. Because the funds were con-
sidered war profiteering, the money was subject to confiscation,
but Ungemach proposed a different way of "returning the money
to the community." According to an agreement signed in January
1920, a private foundation was created to build housing that would
"encourage the development of large families." To make the
dwellings available to all, rents were to be set at 25 percent below
comparable accommodations elsewhere. The city of Strasbourg
would donate the land for the project with the proviso that both
land and dwellings would be given to the city in thirty years.

Starting with an initial capital of 6.5 million francs, the Unge-



Postwar eugenics and social hygiene 125

mach Foundation held a design competition for the houses and
then began selection of occupants. The first forty houses were ready
by the end of 1924, and 242 applications were received from fam-
ilies well before the completion date.34 Given this interest, the
council of the foundation was quickly forced to come to grips
with how to comply with the terms of the charter agreement in
choosing occupants. It was easy enough to eliminate older couples
without children or to establish a measure for income limits, but
with so many applicants and the prospect of even more in the
future (the following year there were 663 requests for the next 65
houses), a more rigorous system of evaluation was needed.35

What the foundation eventually devised is revealing about both
the overriding concern with the population question and the im-
practicality of applying eugenic ideas to the real world. For al-
though the decisions on applicants were based on what the foun-
dation council called "eugenic information" compiled on each
family, the basis for the decisions was largely a consideration of
the existing or prospective quantity rather than quality of the fam-
ily members. Specifically, a formula that awarded points in var-
ious categories was used. Most important, twenty points were given
for each child, the total of which was divided by the number of
years the parents were married. Hence, there was a rather heavy
weighting toward family size and the youth of the couple. An
additional point was given for each brother or sister of the parents,
implying a belief in a predisposition (either biological or behav-
ioral) toward fecundity. To reflect financial need, there was a re-
duction of one point for each 1,000 francs of yearly income over
18,000 francs; and another six points was deducted for each 1,000
francs of income from interest above 3,000 francs per year. Evi-
dently, making a living from one's own labor was considered eu-
genically preferable to living too much on one's investments. The
one additional consideration that may have reflected either eugenic
or practical concerns was a mandatory visit to the home of each
applicant. A rating of one to ten was given for "order and clean-
liness," with a minimum score of six but more typically a seven
required for approval.36

Ungemach Gardens was not unique in its attempt to provide
better housing for the working-class populace. The idea first gained
currency during the Second Empire of Louis Napoleon, but gar-
den city and workers housing movements became more strongly
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Figure 5.1 Houses at Ungemach Gardens (Strasbourg)

established in Germany, England, and the United States after the
turn of the century. France had thus fallen well behind other coun-
tries by 1914.37 The German rule of Alsace-Lorraine from 1870 to
1918 would seem to explain Strasbourg's position in the vanguard
of planned housing, except that the eastern provinces of France
had been the centers of such progressive reform in France since the
middle of the nineteenth century. Mulhouse, for example, built its
first workers' housing in 1853, and the leaders of the Musee social,
Jules Siegfried and Georges Risler, both came from the Alsatian
textile region of France.38

Ungemach Gardens was not particularly deserving of its title as
a "eugenic experiment." Despite the claims of Popenoe and oth-
ers, it was hardly in the same tradition as the Nazi Lebensborn pro-
gram, which encouraged SS officers to mate with blond-haired,
blue-eyed "Aryan" women.39 Indeed, the lack of physical or even
nationality screening at Ungemach Gardens is perhaps the most
telling feature of the experiment. Yet, potential fecundity was a
goal and an important consideration in choosing occupants, and
success in this respect was reflected in the statistics frequently cited
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Figure 5.2 Commemorative marker, Ungemach Gardens
(Strasbourg). "The Ungemach Gardens Foundation was created
to help healthy young married couples wishing to start families
and raise children under sound conditions of hygiene and mo-
rality." [Leon Ungemach]
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by the foundation that showed a much higher birthrate for fami-
lies in Ungemach Gardens than for the French populace as a whole.40

It was this concern with biological goals, therefore, that made the
Strasbourg experiment different from other housing projects of
the day that typically had social or economic goals.

Ungemach Gardens is thus a striking example of the importance
of the population question in postwar France, with its pretentions
to serving eugenic ends. Yet, despite the publicity of its founders,
the Strasbourg experiment went unnoticed by the members of the
French Eugenics Society. There is quite simply no record of their
interest in or even awareness of Ungemach Gardens. It is true that
Strasbourg is a long way from Paris, even longer in the sense that
Parisians notoriously ignored developments in the provinces. The
reverse, however, may also have been true. Popenoe and Johnson
claim that the idea for Ungemach Gardens originally came from
Alfred Dachert, an employee of Ungemach's who had read the
first edition of Applied eugenics.*1 Dachert became the first and only
director of the gardens throughout its entire existence.

If it is true that the idea for Ungemach Gardens came from
Dachert, it means that Dachert was as ignorant of French eugenic
writers as they were of him. In 1949, when Dachert tried to find
support for keeping the project from reverting to the city of Stras-
bourg, he looked outside France to England and the United Na-
tions for help.42 But another explanation for the lack of contact
between Dachert and French eugenic writers lies in the particular
course of action chosen by French eugenicists after the war that
aimed at instituting more familiar social hygiene measures and us-
ing the national government as the enforcer. This will become
clear upon closer examination of the activities of the French Eu-
genics Society after the war.

THE FRENCH EUGENICS SOCIETY AFTER I 9 2 O

After the war it required time for the French Eugenics Society to
reconstitute itself. When it did, however, the society's activities in
some ways went far beyond those of prewar years. Breadth and
variety of ideas were sacrificed, but by narrowing its focus of at-
tention, the society was able to concentrate its efforts more effec-
tively. This explains in part why the French Eugenics Society was
able to mount a legislative campaign for a premarital examination
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in the late 1920s (discussed in more detail in the next chapter). In
the meantime, there were obstacles to be overcome before the so-
ciety was organizationally or ideologically ready for such an un-
dertaking.

There was, first, reluctance by some eugenicists to become closely
identified with the natalist cause. Naturally, Richet was most out-
spoken in reminding his colleagues that eugenics societies "have
another purpose which is also very noble but quite different: that
is, to assure not a numerous posterity but an elite one. It is not a
question of quantity for us but of quality."43 Another society
member, de Pulligny, agreed that "official repopulators" were so
eager to encourage more births by all that they ignored questions
of "inheritable defects, either mental or physical, and living con-
ditions which are often incompatible with a minimum necessary
for a rational puericulture.>>44 Pinard, the father of puericulture,
asked the National Assembly in his speech to the opening session
of 1924, "Is raising the birthrate all there is to do? No. That is
only half the task. Quantity is not enough. In addition and above
all quality is necessary."45 These reluctant natalist voices never went
so far as to suggest that repopulation efforts might actually be
dysgenic (that did not come until the 1930s), nor were there heated
debates in the eugenics society's meetings over quality versus
quantity. It was always assumed that both goals could be accom-
plished by a policy of positive eugenics. The concern was that the
question of quality might be ignored altogether.

The first activities of the French Eugenics Society after the war
show both the emphasis on positive eugenics and the adoption of
new means to carry out the program. It is clear that the wartime
experience was uppermost in the minds of eugenicists by the de-
cision made at the first postwar meeting of the eugenics society in
May 1920 to hold a series of conferences the next winter entitled
"The eugenic consequences of the war." The idea was partly an
effort to carry out a decision that had been made before the war to
hold a conference on eugenics jointly with the Ecole des haute
etudes sociales in the winter of 1914-15. Holding the conferences
in 1920—21 was thus a way for the eugenics society to show con-
tinuity, at the same time examining the subject of greatest concern
to all in France - the effects of the war.

These conferences were important in several respects besides in-
dicating that the French Eugenics Society had resumed its work.
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First, the format of the conferences reflected a change in the or-
ganization and strategy of the society. During the prewar years it
had functioned as a learned society, holding regular monthly
meetings at which business was transacted and scholarly papers
were read. After the war, however, the eugenics society con-
ducted its business less frequently but often in conjunction with
larger conferences it sponsored for a wider public. To be sure,
these were hardly meetings for a mass, general audience; but there
is evidence that the lectures, conferences and cours libres did reach
the intellectual, scientific, and political decision makers of France.
For example, the series of talks given on the eugenic effects of the
war were published as a book in 1922, and although no exact sales
figures are available, royalties were a significant source of income
for the French Eugenics Society in subsequent years.46 In addition
to the conference on the war, other topics covered by such meet-
ings included social hygiene, the study of twins, and premarital
examination laws. It is difficult to assess the overall effectiveness
of the new strategy, but many of the visitors in attendance later
helped replenish the membership ranks of the eugenics society in
the postwar years.

Second, the 1920-21 conferences also signaled, in addition to
organizational changes, the increased emphasis by the society on
positive eugenics and social hygiene. That the results of the war
should lead to an emphasis on positive eugenics was not by any
means inevitable; in fact, eugenicists in other countries came to
quite different conclusions about the results of the war. For ex-
ample, English and American eugenicists (and even some French)
saw the war as having greatly increased the number of dysgenic
elements in the population. They argued that contrary to the social
Darwinian assumption that war would accelerate the struggle for
existence and survival of the fittest, the war had selected the best
male specimens of the population for mass slaughter; hence, soci-
ety was permanently deprived of their desirable traits, which would
not be passed to subsequent generations.47 In France as early as
1896, Vacher de Lapouge had expressed such a view, and it was
repeated by Charles Richet in his prewar pacifist book, The passing
of war and the future of peace. Richet maintained that war

produces a veritable counter-selection, and it leads to the impoverish-
ment of the race. First, the sick and feeble are exempted from service.
Invalids, deaf-mutes, the blind, one-armed, legless, hare-lips, the rachi-
tic, tubercular, the insane, idiots, the feebleminded and the impotent are
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well protected by military laws. None of these unfortunates risk death
on the battlefield. They are kept in the rear and spared. Those who are
chosen to disappear are the most fit and able. Young, robust men who
are the hope of future generations are the ones declared fit for service and
fit for death.48

According to this reasoning, any eugenics program after such a
catastrophe as the First World War would have to deal with the
problem of increased numbers of these dysgenics as well as how
best to foster the birth of the physically fit.

Such negative questions, however, were never directly con-
sidered at the postwar eugenics conferences in France. Perhaps it
was too awful a conclusion for the French to contemplate, al-
though the influence of neo-Lamarckian hereditary thought had
always been more optimistic about the prospect of improving the
species. The speakers at the 1920-21 conferences on the eugenic
consequences of the war repeatedly emphasized the positive role
eugenics could play in rebuilding and improving both the existing
population of France and future generations. For example, in Ed-
mond Perrier's keynote address to the opening session entitled
"Eugenics and biology," he offered this modified definition of the
goals of the French Eugenics Society: "To research, define and
spread the means of perfecting the human races by indicating the
conditions which each individual, each couple must strive to fulfill
in order to have healthy and beautiful babies."49 Perrier was equally
clear in his opposition to the negative measures that eugenicists in
other countries employed, because in his words, "in a civilized
country, one would not dream of suppressing individuals afflicted
with hereditary defects nor forbid them from reproducing. We
must try to remedy the imperfections of their progeny in their
earliest years." Hence, the long-range solution to the effects of the
war, according to Perrier:

The environment itself must cease to be a cause of degradation. National
vices like alcoholism, lack of personal care which propagates contagion,
and overindulgence of all kinds must be unmercifully proscribed. Homes
and cities, all that touches communal life must be the object of carefully
coordinated attention.50

Other speakers insisted that such a program was even more ur-
gent because the war had generally worsened the health of the
country. This was the other side of the neo-Lamarckian coin; for
if improved hereditary characteristics could be acquired, so too
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could negative ones from the effects of war. But these acquired
hereditary defects were described in a very different manner from
the more permanent results Richet had warned of in 1907. Eugene
Apert's paper at the postwar conference entitled "Eugenics and
national health" described these neo-Lamarckian effects of the war
as stemming from the serious increase in disease, especially a rise
in the incidence of syphilis and tuberculosis, the latter among women
and children on the home front. As for the direct effects of the war
itself, Apert noted in children born during the war "a regrettable
rise in frequency of certain defects, and in particular nervous de-
fects which are explained by the fact of conception and pregnancy
in the midst of fear, sorrow, anguish, air raids and bombard-
ments."51

Apert was less concerned about the extent of neo-Lamarckian
influences from the battle front, telling the audience that not all of
what soldiers had suffered would be passed to their children. "As
to wounds, amputations, ankylosis, serious scars and fractures,
reproductive capacity is not diminished nor is there a danger of
transmission to future generations."52 The other developments were
bad enough, said Apert, and when added to the effects of wartime
malnutrition on young children and the increase of disease among
adults, his conclusion was that "the population after the war is in
such a condition as to make more necessary than ever the health
measures that have already been called for before the war."53

Apert's program for improving the hereditary health of France
was similar in outline to Perrier's but much more specific. In ad-
dition to calling for campaigns against alcoholism, syphilis, and
tuberculosis, he also spoke of the need for better housing, espe-
cially for workers, to be located outside congested cities.54 Apert
even advocated the construction of a transportation system to carry
workers to their jobs. At the same time, he lamented the spread
of the eight-hour work day, because although it was beneficial to
manual laborers and professional classes, for the rest of the work-
ing class it only "increased the time spent in bars and unhealthy
lodgings." Finally, Apert called for campaigns to increase the
birthrate and decrease the infant mortality rate. The latter, he noted,
could most easily be done by following the advice of fellow eu-
genicist Adolphe Pinard, whose puericulture had long called for
"leaving children with their mothers and giving them all the facil-
ities necessary to continue breastfeeding."55
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Other talks at the postwar conferences included Lucien March's
analysis "Birthrate and eugenics" and Georges Papillaut's
"Psycho-social consequences of the last war from the viewpoint
of eugenics." March's paper is worth noting, for he sought to
answer the concerns of eugenicists in other countries that popula-
tion growth would result in a general lowering of the quality of
the population because the lower classes had higher birthrates.
March argued that although the birthrates in France varied widely
among the populace, they did not follow a pattern according to
income. There were variations that followed regional and occu-
pational lines, but no simple correlations between wealth and fam-
ily size. For example, according to March's prewar studies, the
birthrate was "higher among farmers, sailors, fishermen, coal miners
of the North and the heads of large industries than among the
middle classes, workers and especially salaried employees."56 In
addition, March argued, "nothing permits the conclusion that in-
nate abilities, as opposed to acquired abilities, are lower in poor
families than in rich families, especially if one adds all categories
of the population: cities and countryside, intellectuals and arti-
sans." Hence, March, like most of the other conference speakers,
did not hesitate to call for support of programs to increase the
population of France.

The only talk that mentioned the need for negative eugenic
measures was Georges Schreiber's "Eugenics and marriage." Not-
ing that screening was required before entering the army, he asked,
"Why is it less important when it comes to marriage?" Schreiber
also claimed that such a screening was more necessary than ever
because of the dysgenic effects of war that Richet had described.
Schreiber proposed a physical examination before marriage - a
practice already in use or under discussion in several American
states and European countries. He was not very specific about
sanctions for failure to be examined, nor did he go into detail about
what was to be done with the results of the exams. His proposal
was only a first suggestion for establishing a screening process.
Moreover, his overall goal was not very different from that of his
colleagues: eliminating the "hereditary" diseases of tuberculosis,
syphilis, and alcoholism, as well as some others, such as cancer
and mental illness.57

Significantly, even Schreiber's mild suggestion was not fol-
lowed. Instead, the French Eugenics Society began to support other
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organizations in France that were combatting one or another of
the so-called hereditary diseases mentioned at the conference. In-
dividual members of the eugenics society were already doing this
by their participation in the multitude of institutions and organi-
zations alluded to before, such as the Ecole de puericulture, the
Institut d'hygiene, and the Conseil superieur de la natalite. Recip-
rocal relations were established as members of other organizations
joined the French Eugenics Society. These included Just Sicard de
Plauzoles and Edouard Jeanselme of the Ligue nationale contre le
peril venerien, Emile Leredde of the Comite d'union contre le peril
venerien, Andre Honnorat, a senator and frequent cabinet minis-
ter who participated in several social hygiene organizations, and
Georges Risler, president of the Musee social.58 Publicity and fi-
nancial support were given to these organizations, with activities
of the French Eugenics Society ranging from production of a film
on venereal disease to radio broadcasts and sponsorship of an an-
nual lecture series on social hygiene at the Sorbonne.

It should be noted that the eugenics society's policy of working
with other organizations was more than a knee-jerk response to
postwar political and psychological conditions. There had been
some movement in this direction before the war, as shown by
plans to hold a joint conference with the Ecole des hautes etudes
in 1914-15. In addition, the French Eugenics Society was closely
involved in creating another important new organization after the
war: the International Institute of Anthropology (II A). Inspired by
the shock of the war to the European scholars who had studied
human society, the institute's four divisions included one devoted
to eugenics. Although the primary purpose of the organization
was international cooperation, the French office of the IIA helped
sponsor conferences and meetings in France on eugenics in the
early 1920s, and, as will be seen, later replaced the French Eugen-
ics Society itself as the institutional home of eugenics in France.

THE NATIONAL OFFICE OF SOCIAL HYGIENE

Given the wide support for social hygiene in France,, it is legiti-
mate to ask what went wrong with the strategy of the French
Eugenics Society to pursue such a program. French eugenicists
presented their new ideas at the 1920-21 conferences on the war
and established contact with many of the organizations working
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on similar and related problems. The beginning of a powerful co-
alition seemed at hand. Indeed, by the end of the 1920s such a
coordinated effort was a reality, but the French Eugenics Society
was not at its center. The most important reason for this devel-
opment was the breadth of the appeal of social hygiene, which
proved to have its drawbacks as well as its advantages. This had
been pointed out by one eugenics society member, Georges Pap-
illaut, as early as a 1921 meeting.

The definitions given for eugenics in England as in France are very vague,
and could be applied perfectly well to all questions of individual and
social hygiene. . . . A flock of societies have crowded in the way, and
the zeal of their members is far from exhausting the humanitarian senti-
ments they display. I hope that the eugenics society does not become
confused with the latter.59

In other words, not only could eugenics work with social hygiene,
but so too could virtually every health organization in France. It
was because of this broad definition that the ideas of the postwar
eugenics conferences, the propaganda efforts, and the society's joint
organizational ventures elicited such a strong response in govern-
ment circles, private organizations, and among the general public.
In fact, so many other groups were involved that the eugenics
society had no chance to control the social hygiene movement and
keep it in line with even the neo-Lamarckian goals of the society.
Cordial relations were kept with the more important organiza-
tions that helped the French Eugenics Society in later campaigns,
but by the end of the 1920s, social hygiene in France had become
virtually indistinguishable from public health. Instrumental in this
change was the creation in 1924 of a new institution with the re-
sources and backing that could direct the movement: the National
Office of Social Hygiene. The establishment of this new office
reveals yet another facet of the postwar organizational politics of
health and social reform in France that affected the eugenics soci-
ety.

The social hygiene office owed its origins to the same postwar
conditions that affected the French Eugenics Society. It grew out
of a privately organized campaign against one of the social plagues
in France: the First World War tuberculosis program funded by
the Rockefeller Foundation.60 The tuberculosis project was part of
the general war relief effort of the foundation, based on the spe-
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cific recommendation in July 1916 of Warwick Greene, director of
the Rockefeller War Relief Commission in Berne. He was con-
vinced that an opportunity existed for the foundation to help in
France not just because of the increased incidence of tuberculosis
during the war, but also because the French government was be-
coming increasingly aware of the problem and ready to take ac-
tion.61

The tuberculosis problem had already been recognized as acute
in France by many prewar observers, particularly in comparison
with other Western countries. For example, of 692,768 deaths in
France in 1912, 83,783 were attributed to tuberculosis, most of
them (69,731) to tuberculosis of the lungs. This figure - over 10
percent of all deaths were due to pulmonary tuberculosis - was
significantly higher than for other countries. In Germany it was
8.3 percent, in England 7.2 percent, and in Belgium only 6.2 per-
cent.62 As early as 1903, a Commission de prophylaxie contre la
tuberculose, under the leadership of Leon Bourgeois, had been
established but one of its first goals (calling for the mandatory
reporting of cases of tuberculosis) met strong resistance from the
medical community on grounds of professional confidentiality.
Shortly after the outbreak of war, the French government was
forced to become involved with the problem because of the high
incidence of tuberculosis among recruits and soldiers. In Novem-
ber 1915 a commission was appointed to study the problem, and
in March 1916 a permanent Comite d'assistance aux militaires tu-
berculeux de guerre was created. The next month the so-called
Bourgeois Law was passed creating " dispensaries of social hygiene
and preservation against tuberculosis." And in September a sys-
tem of treatment in sanatoriums was organized for soldiers with
tuberculosis before their discharge from the army.63 As expendi-
tures on hospital facilities and loss of manpower increased, the
French government was naturally eager for help as well as for ideas
about broader measures to deal with the problem.

In the view of the Rockefeller Foundation's field staff, the French
government's measures were lacking in two respects: they ignored
the civilian populace, and concentrated only on treatment and not
prevention. As a result, the foundation proposed a program that
would supplement French efforts and take a broader, long-range
approach to the question of prevention, a luxury that a private
organization could afford because it was not subject to immediate
military and political pressures as the French government was. The
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Rockefeller program was accepted, and eventually consisted of two
distinct parts. First, there was a national publicity campaign to
educate the French populace about the causes and means of pre-
venting tuberculosis. This included the latest techniques utilizing
motion pictures, posters, brochures, lectures and, for the first time
in France, tuberculosis stamps, which were the forerunner of to-
day's Christmas Seals. Much of the language and style of the pro-
paganda was influenced by that used in the war effort, some of it
not very subtle. For example, one poster depicted a dead Prussian
eagle with a sword through its heart and the words announcing,
"The German eagle will be defeated, so too must tuberculosis."
Another poster carried the heading, "The other peril," and the
explanation, "We must not rest on our laurels. Tuberculosis
threatens us. It must be defeated."64 Mobile publicity teams were
equipped and sent around the French countryside to carry the
message against tuberculosis. The scene when the delegation ar-
rived in a town was described by a reporter for Le Matin in the
following manner:

A delegate arrives. He pays a visit to all the newspapers and to the mu-
nicipal, military, prefectoral, and religious authorities. . . . The mayor
offers a free hall to the impresario — I mean the delegate. After the hall
has been obtained, the delegate covers the city with posters. And such
posters! Barnum and Bailey would not be ashamed of them. . . . The
legends and designs make people laugh. They gather in a circle, they are
amused, and instructed.65

The second part of the Rockefeller program focused both on
treatment and what the Americans called "team play against tu-
berculosis." In the words of the foundation, this approach re-
quired the establishment of

a complete organization which permits the tracking down of tuberculosis
cases as early as possible, to be able to observe and treat them for the
entire life of the individual either until he is well or until the illness ends
in death, and after the death of the individual to continue observation of
the family.66

The Department of Eure-et-Loire was chosen to be the primary
demonstration site for the project because it was close enough to
Paris and endowed with enough facilities. A smaller demonstra-
tion was also conducted in the XlXth arrondissement of Paris to
obtain results in an urban setting. Some financial assistance from
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Figure 5.3 Poster for the Rockefeller tuberculosis campaign.
[Source: Alexandre Bruno, Contre la tuberculose: La mission Rock-
efeller en France et Veffort francais (Paris: Villages sanatoriums des
hautes altitudes, 1925)]
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the American Red Cross and the French government helped re-
lieve the lack of dispensaries and sanatoriums, but a greater defi-
ciency was found in the general lack of nurses to make home vis-
its. To solve this problem, a whole system of education for visiting
nurses had to be established to train the necessary personnel.67

This was obviously no small undertaking, even by Rockefeller
standards. The first 5 years of the tuberculosis campaign and re-
lated nursing education program cost over 2.5 million dollars, or
more than one-quarter of all the expenditures by the foundation's
International Health Board in these postwar years.68 Given this
investment, it is not surprising that the foundation was interested
in seeing the establishment of a more permanent and broader in-
stitution in France that could build on the lessons of the tubercu-
losis project. This was to be the National Office of Social Hy-
giene.

The idea for the office grew specifically out of the propaganda
and statistical work of the tuberculosis program, both of which
had greatly impressed the French. The appeal to French health
professionals of gathering statistics on the population is under-
standable, but the impact of the propaganda effort on the general
public was even more profound. The reporter for Le matin was
quite frank in his assessment of how the Rockefeller program was
different from other health programs of the French.

The directors of the "International Department of Hygiene" of the
Rockefeller Foundation are aware that even the best article does not sell
unless you "hit the nail on the head." Possessors of that excellent though
neglected commodity known as the truth, they find that public education
is necessary in spreading it, and that this, after all, consists of nothing
more than applying the art of advertising to the facts of science. This is
their harangue to us by posters and cinema:

No one, Frenchmen, has excelled you in the scientific study of tu-
berculosis. But it is not enough that your scientists combat this dis-
ease; each one of you must take part in the battle, must benefit from
the knowledge acquired, and perform in his turn the office of edu-
cator. . . . Why do you give your patronage to charlatans? Because
they advertise. We have taken advertising away from them and use
it in the interest of science.69

When the tuberculosis program was turned over to the French
in 1924, the head of what had been the Rockefeller Foundation
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tuberculosis project, Selskar M. Gunn (a public health specialist
from Massachusetts), stayed on as head of the Paris office of the
International Health Board.70 It was Gunn who arranged for the
Rockefeller support that created the social hygiene office, but there
is ample evidence that the Americans had the idea in mind well
before the tuberculosis program ended. In March 1922, for ex-
ample, Linsly R. Williams, then director of the tuberculosis pro-
gram, sent his superiors a nineteen-page "Memoire on hygiene in
France," which described a broad program that could result, he
claimed, in "saving 200,000 lives annually" within ten years.71 It
included no less than fourteen different organizations to be created
or coordinated. Among them were propaganda and documenta-
tion centers, offices to monitor tuberculosis and venereal disease
as well as nursing establishments and hospitals, plus new offices
of industrial hygiene, food and drugs, and sanitary engineering.
So complete was the memo that Williams even included a list of
potential French personnel and a projected budget of 7.75 million
francs. Nor was this simply an internal Rockefeller document meant
only for New York. It was presented to no less a figure than the
French minister of health, who responded positively and in de-
tail.72

Implementation of the idea, however, was hampered by the
complications of French cabinet politics. Already in October 1922,
steps had been taken that would result in abolishing the ministry
of health and merging its functions with those of the ministries of
interior and labor. Moreover, cabinet changes were so frequent
that it was difficult for the Americans to arrange meetings with
ministers, let alone exchange ideas. For example, between Febru-
ary and June of 1924 Gunn attempted to present his ideas for an
overall coordinating health agency to three different heads of the
health or labor and health ministries. It was not until September
that he finally saw Justin Godart, minister of labor and health, the
man who would establish the program.

Godart was one of the major social reformers of the Third Re-
public. Elected a deputy from Lyons before the turn of the cen-
tury, he went on to become a senator and hold several different
cabinet ministries. Health reform had long been one of his pri-
mary concerns, and in fact it was Godart who headed the wartime
Service de sante militaire, which had been the forerunner of the
health ministry. In addition to being favorably disposed to Gunn's
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ideas, Godart was well connected politically and stayed in office
long enough to put the project into motion. His first step was to
commission Gunn to make a general study of health organizations
in France. Then he formally presented the cabinet with a proposed
decree to create a "National Office of Social Hygiene" to replace
an office with a similar name that Breton had created in 1920 but
that had been handicapped all along by insufficient funding. The
new office was to have an initial budget of 443,600 francs, of which
the Rockefeller Foundation was to provide 300,000 francs.73

The importance of the American money in the creation of the
office is obvious. Although Gunn made clear the foundation's ex-
pectations that French government support would increase, it was
slow in coming. Not until 1928 did French contributions exceed
those of the Americans. The foundation's directors were sensitive
to the extent of Rockefeller funding of the office, as indicated by
the following memo of George Vincent, chairman of the Interna-
tional Health Board. Responding to a report by Gunn at the end
of 1925 that included a financial chart of the social hygiene office's
operations, Vincent wrote,

I wonder if it might not be wise to suggest to SMG [Selskar M. Gunn]
that in future editions of the chart we do not appear as part of the orga-
nization. There is a certain humor in our status of co-ordinating equality
with the French Chamber of Deputies. It is possible, however, that it
might be interpreted in another way.74

SOCIAL HYGIENE IN PRACTICE

With the establishment of the social hygiene office, it remained to
be seen whether and how its functions would serve the interests
of French eugenics. Theoretically, the stated goals of the office fit
well within the idea of social hygiene as eugenicists understood it
in postwar France. Although the first goal and last goals were
vaguely stated as the collection of documentation on social hy-
giene, and the "coordination of all efforts being made on behalf of
protecting public health," the second goal was specifically to pro-
vide information to medical and health personnel on "hygiene,
social diseases, and their prevention." The third was even closer
to the goals of the eugenicists:
The establishment in France and in the colonies of a continuous and me-
thodical propaganda to the public, in order to make known the hygiene
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and prophylactic measures necessary for the maintenance of health, the
fight against social diseases, and the preservation of the race.75

Many of those associated with French eugenics were named to the
organizational council of the new office, including Honorrat (who
was named president), Couvelaire, Jeanselme, Sicard de Plauzoles,
and of course Pinard. With the exception of Pinard, however, all
were recent members of the French Eugenics Society, and none
came from the inner circle of officers.

The chances of the social hygiene office's coming under the sway
of French eugenicists were diminished even more in the long run
because of the scope of the organization and the size of its budget.
As for the latter, from its inception the budget of the National
Office of Social Hygiene was so large that there was no way for
the French Eugenics Society to compete with it as coordinator of
social hygiene work in France. As mentioned earlier, Rockefeller
money continued at a steady 300,000 francs per year to the end of
the decade, whereas French government funds slowly increased.
In fact, after surpassing the American contribution in 1928, the
French money increased rapidly, so that by 1930 it was triple the
Rockefeller funds.76 At the same time, the initial influence of eu-
genicists in the office diminished as additional services were added
or expanded that tended to be specialized and serve the particular
interests of organizations already established and working on spe-
cific health problems, such as venereal disease, tuberculosis, and
alcoholism, or the recently created organizations working on can-
cer, mental health, typhoid fever, and diphtheria. This meant that
from the standpoint of size alone, no one group could control the
office's operations. A few examples of the organizational evolu-
tion of the National Social Hygiene Office will illustrate how quickly
its size and diversity grew.

When the social hygiene office began, its internal organization
reflected a fairly balanced effort to meet its four goals. For docu-
mentation, a central office was created to collect general informa-
tion and respond to outside requests. Additional information was
gathered by a separate section charged with conducting a syste-
matic survey of public and social hygiene in every department;
and all the data was to be organized by a statistical section modeled
after the one used in the Rockefeller tuberculosis program. For
outreach, a liaison office was created to work with existing orga-
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nizations, but even more important in the long run was a propa-
ganda service that was also copied from the tuberculosis pro-
gram.77 In addition, the social hygiene office was given two existing
services that continued to function with relative autonomy: the
Venereal Disease Prevention Service, which included over 200
treatment centers in hospitals, clinics, and dispensaries, as well as
inspection services at ports; and the Central Nursing Bureau, which
ran the schools for visiting nurses created by the Rockefeller Foun-
dation and continued to receive separate funding from the foun-
dation.

In the next seven years, almost all of these programs expanded,
and at least one new major division was added to the social hy-
giene office: the Colonial Social Hygiene Service. By 1931 the
documentation service was responding to nearly 2,000 requests
for information annually, but the largest and most active program
(with the exception of the quasi-independent venereal disease pro-
tection service, whose budget had grown from 3 million to 20
million francs) was the propaganda service. One indication of the
size and scope of its work is the wide variety of techniques it used
and the size of the audiences it reached. For example, following
the model of the traveling tuberculosis medicine show, nine mo-
bile teams circulated throughout France in 1931 and presented more
than 2,000 conferences and films to a total audience of over 1 mil-
lion people. Almost 7 million pamphlets, leaflets, and other printed
materials were distributed. The service broadcast 975 radio pro-
grams and presented 142 performances of two plays entitled Mor-
tel baiser (on venereal disease) and Vivre (on tuberculosis). Among
the films produced were: Le voile sacre (the veil referred to in the
title was that of the visiting nurse), a new film first shown at the
Grand Amphitheatre of the Sorbonne and introduced by Alex-
andre Couvelaire; Maternite (a film on puericulture shown to 420,000
viewers during the year); A Vancien chauffeur (a film on alcohol-
ism); Le baiser qui tue (a film for the military on venereal disease);
Un grand fieau social, le cancer; La diphterie; La source (a film about
typhoid fever); and Ames d'enfants (subtitled "The slums").78

The wide variety of subjects dealt with in these films indicates
that the number of problems covered by social hygiene had grown
considerably from the old trio of tuberculosis, alcohol, and vener-
eal disease. This is only natural given the vagueness of social hy-
giene's definition and the relatively large amount of funds at its
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disposal. The office soon became involved with almost every health
organization in the country.79 For the year 1931, no less than four-
teen specific national campaigns were being supported by the Na-
tional Social Hygiene Office. Besides those working against the
traditional social plagues, the office supported efforts against other
diseases such as cancer, diphtheria, and typhoid fever, as well as
more general problems such as infant mortality and mental illness.
Other campaigns in 1931 and subsequent years were conducted
against slums and rats and in favor of pure drinking water, milk,
dental hygiene, and the preservation of eyesight.80 Two other
campaigns indicate that although the scope and size of the social
hygiene office placed it beyond the control of eugenicists and their
allies, they could still avail themselves of the resources of the of-
fice. One campaign supported every year was in favor of increas-
ing the birthrate, jointly sponsored by the Conseil superieur de la
natalite and the Alliance nationale pour l'accroisement de la pop-
ulation. The other, established in 1930, was in support of the pre-
marital exam, the major campaign of the French Eugenics Society
in the late 1920s. This will be discussed in more detail in the next
chapter.

CONCLUSION

The establishment and work of the National Social Hygiene Of-
fice hardly contradicts the assessment made by members of the
French Eugenics Society that postwar sentiment was concerned
with questions of human biology from the standpoint of both
quantity and quality. Nor can the eugenics leaders be faulted for
losing control of the social hygiene movement, especially once the
national office was created. In addition to the movement's being
too large and far removed from the leaders politically, there was
another, larger development working against them: a transfor-
mation of the very notion of social hygiene. As the rigors and
sacrifices of the war receded into the past, the emphasis of social
hygiene shifted away from, in Duclaux's words, the "social view-
point" of illness. With the return to normalcy came the tendency
once again to view health and hygiene from the perspective of the
individual, specific case. National campaigns might be waged, more
because of their efficiency in reaching larger numbers of individ-
uals than because of their view of the problems from the perspec-
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tive of society or the human species as a whole. It is not coinciden-
tal that when the French Eugenics Society embarked on a new
campaign for a premarital examination law, the law could be pre-
sented as serving the interest of individual couples as well as the
larger eugenic goals of society.



6

The campaign for a premarital
examination law

The campaign by the French Eugenics Society for a law requiring
a physical examination before marriage was noteworthy in many
respects. In the long run it produced the present French marriage
law, which is the most obvious legacy of the eugenics movement's
efforts to improve the population of France biologically. Al-
though the present law requiring a blood test and tuberculosis x-
ray is usually seen as a health measure, it was conceived and im-
plemented in the name of eugenics and grew directly out of the
legislation first proposed by Schreiber at the French Eugenics So-
ciety conference in 1920. Members of the society were central in
proposing, lobbying, and keeping the idea of the premarital ex-
amination law before the French public between the wars. No other
organization was as actively engaged in promoting the law.

In another sense, the premarital examination law was an impor-
tant landmark in the history of the French eugenics movement
because it represented the first major shift in emphasis of the so-
ciety from positive to negative eugenics. Although critics argued
with the law's effectiveness, there is no question that eugenicists
saw the physical examination as part of a screening program whose
ultimate purpose was to prevent procreation by the unfit. It is true
that this point quickly became obscured (deliberately, one might
argue, for political reasons) by related health diagnostic proposals
aimed at detecting and treating certain diseases. But, as indicated
by the history of the social hygiene movement in Chapter 5, am-
biguity was typical of such measures. Moreover, as will be seen in
Chapter 7, the advocacy of the premarital examination presaged a
broader trend in French eugenics toward other negative measures
that gained support in the 1930s.

The campaign for a premarital examination law was also very
different from previous actions of French eugenicists in that it fo-
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cused on legislation to accomplish its goals. Prior to the First World
War, most members of the French Eugenics Society agreed with
Leonce Manouvrier's modified redefinition of Galton's eugenics,
which avoided the call for societal measures to achieve eugenic
ends. They were satisfied to sit back in the ambiance of the Ecole
de medecine, discussing various means of improving future gen-
erations, confident that the logic and value of their ideas would
eventually filter out and persuade the public to follow them. At
most, they invited politicians and social reformers to join them at
meetings or to read the society's journal, content that the compel-
ling logic of their arguments would carry the day. Although their
postwar activities included a search for allies in the social hygiene
movement, which itself had become increasingly involved in gov-
ernment activities, as late as 1925 French eugenicists had not fol-
lowed the lead of their English and American counterparts in pro-
posing specific legislative measures to achieve their eugenic goals.
In other words, there was no French equivalent of the English
Mental Deficiency Act of 1913 or the numerous American state
laws on sterilization or the spectacular American immigration re-
striction legislation of 1921. Hence, Pinard's 1926 legislative pro-
posal for a premarital examination law was probably most signif-
icant for bringing the tactics of French eugenics in line with the
activities of eugenics movements in other parts of the world.

Like the parable of the half glass of water that can be seen as half
empty or half full depending on one's perspective, the campaign
by the French Eugenics Society for a premarital examination law
was also indicative of its inability to implement a eugenics pro-
gram as their counterparts in other countries had done. The pro-
posal for legislation came late, in part because eugenicists were
timid and apprehensive about public support. Moreover, once a
law was proposed, there was much disagreement among eugeni-
cists about its terms. In the atmosphere of political paralysis that
characterized the Third Republic between the wars, little wonder
that passage of the legislation was delayed until the Vichy regime
created a new framework as well as a rationale for the measure.*

Contrary to the fears expressed by some eugenicists, there was
nothing inherent in French society to prevent the idea of a pre-
marital examination from receiving serious consideration. As
mentioned in Chapter 2, the question of a premarital examination
for eugenic purposes was widely discussed at the turn of the cen-
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tury, well before the American states began enacting laws requir-
ing these examinations. In fact, as early as the Revolution of 1848,
there had been a legislative proposal to prohibit marriages "by
consumptives, the scrofulous [tubercular], syphilitics, and other
sick people." It drew the attention of Lamartine, Thiers, and Ara-
go, and in a foreshadowing of twentieth-century arguments, the
measure was justified by analogy with the physical examination
of recruits at the time of military conscription.2

Cazalis' 1900 book and proposals to the French Chamber, al-
though not adopted, provoked an extensive debate in the French
medical community. The Societe de prophylaxie morale et sani-
taire held several meetings on the subject from June through De-
cember 1903, and an issue of Cabanes' Chronique medicale that same
year contained lengthy articles based on answers from prominent
physicians and other leaders to the question, "Should marriage be
regulated?"3 Yet, French medical and health literature was slow
to notice the new American laws regulating marriages. One rea-
son was that, as always, the decentralization of the American po-
litical system left marriage regulation up to the individual states,
making the new laws less noticeable than a national statute. In
addition, it was not until 1909 that the state of Washington passed
the first law making a medical certificate obligatory before mar-
riage, and even then the law was soon revoked. Eventually, seven
other American states passed similar laws but with differing re-
quirements as to whether the future husband or wife or both were
to be examined, and for what. Thus, most states tested for vener-
eal disease and tuberculosis, North Carolina added a screening of
"idiots, imbeciles and the insane," and North Dakota's law tested
for "epileptics and inveterate alcoholics."4 Thus the Americans,
hardly offered a clear-cut example for the French Eugenics Society
to follow in considering a premarital examination law before the
First World War. It was only after the war that the idea reappeared
in France, helped also by developments in the international eugen-
ics movement.

The earliest postwar calls for a law requiring a premarital ex-
amination for eugenic purposes came from Charles Richet in his
book, Selection humaine, and Georges Schreiber in his talk before
the conferences on the eugenic consequences of the war in the winter
of 1920-21. Their reasons for the measure, however, were very
different, and illustrate once again the diversity of opinion that
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existed in French eugenics. Richet's position was, typically, the
more extreme. His book devoted a whole chapter to the subject
of "Prohibition of marriage by the abnormal," and an example of
the radical nature of his views is found in his conclusion.

It is very simple to require as authorization for marriage not the banal
certificate of a complacent doctor but the decision of a control commis-
sion judging with even more severity than our military conscription boards.
Excluded would be syphilitics, alcoholics, epileptics, the tubercular, the
rachitic, those who have neither sufficient size nor muscular strength,
those who would not be in condition to read, write or count. Rigorously
excluded would be those with several criminal convictions, because it is
completely useless to perpetuate families of criminals.5

Although he wrote the book before the war, Richet did not shy
away from his convictions when the book was published in 1919.
In fact, as mentioned in Chapter 5, the war had reinforced his
opinion that the emphasis of eugenics had to be on improving the
quality of the population, and Richet considered the premarital
exam to be the most practical starting place. At a conference in
1921, Richet restated his position, including the analogy between
the long-established physical examination required before enter-
ing the military and the proposed examination before marriage,
and noting that "there is much less peril in introducing a feeble
and incurable individual into a regiment than to permit this feeble,
this incurable to have descendants." Moreover, Richet reminded
his audience of a suggestion for an additional test before marriage
that he had previously made only "half seriously," because he re-
alized it had "no chance of being adopted."

It is to require before the authorization of marriage that each of the two
young spouses swim across a large river, without any boat there to serve
as a rescue. Too bad for the weak ones who would be carried off by the
current!6

Schreiber's proposal at the conference on the eugenic conse-
quences of the war was much milder by comparison, even though
he shared some of Richet's concerns about the negative conse-
quences of the war. Commenting on the postwar emphasis that
had been given to the question of depopulation, Schreiber pointed
out that the war had left not only fewer males capable of repro-
ducing but also, "by leaving men older, sick and suffering, by



150 Quality and quantity

spreading certain illnesses especially venereal diseases, the war has
left as survivors male reproducers of an incontestably inferior quality
compared to peacetime." The result was that "without a doubt
the war has effected a reverse selection for every belligerent coun-
try."7

Despite his gloomy general conclusion, Schreiber noted that there
were some encouraging population statistics from wartime. For
example, after it was realized that the extended conflict was having
a disastrous effect on marriage and birth rates, the government
instituted a rotating leave policy in the second year of the war.
The success of the policy, Schreiber noted, was already reflected
in the rise in the marriage rate from a low of 755 marriages in the
IXth arrondissement of Paris in 1915 to 1,161 in 1917. Although
the number of births lagged behind, by the first half of 1920 it was
already showing a similar upward trend.8 In fact, Schreiber went
even further to claim that this wartime precedent of government
concern and action in the area of marriage both justified and proved
the need for a premarital physical examination law.

The benefits Schreiber predicted from the policy were much
more limited than Richet's, and his approach was much more
moderate. For example, on the question of whether examination
results should be used to prohibit marriage, Schreiber admitted
that "eugenics is not yet at the stage of furnishing a legal base in
favor of such restrictions except in a very few number of cases."
This meant that none of the illnesses usually mentioned in con-
junction with the examination - cancer, tuberculosis, syphilis,
mental illness, or alcoholism - would warrant the prohibition of
marriage because, in Schreiber's words, "the laws of heredity that
rule them can not yet be described with significant rigor to con-
demn certain subjects to mandatory celibacy."9 This left only a
few diseases about which enough was known to warrant such a
drastic step, such as hemophilia or Huntington's disease. Al-
though Schreiber was not proposing use of the examination as a
general screening measure, he did wish to make it mandatory, at
least as a first step. Accordingly, every future spouse would be
required to have an examination before marriage by a. doctor of
choice who would indicate in writing "if he believed the patient
to be suitable for marriage." It would be up to each individual,
however, to act on the results, including whether to furnish them
to the family of the intended.
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This was clearly a moderate proposal, far less radical than Ri-
chet's and in keeping with the major thrust of French eugenics
since its beginning. It is not surprising, therefore, that Schreiber's
talk was included in the postwar conference sponsored by the French
Eugenics Society. What is surprising - or rather, what illustrates
again the willingness of French eugenicists to tolerate a variety of
opinions - is that Richet's views were listened to as well. Richet,
in fact, had become vice president of the French Eugenics Society
at the first postwar meeting in 1920 - a testimony to his prestige
as a Nobel laureate. Moreover, his 1921 talk was included with
the papers from the 1920-21 conferences published by the French
Eugenics Society in a volume entitled Eugenique et selection. But
toleration of opinion did not mean agreement with Richet's ideas,
nor did it mean that the French Eugenics Society was ready to act
even on Schreiber's call for a relatively moderate premarital ex-
amination law. It was to take four more years and further discus-
sion of the idea in other quarters before the society took action.

Among the most important forums for these discussions were
international eugenics meetings. With the growing interest in pre-
marital examinations and the passage of laws in several countries,
these meetings were natural places at which eugenicists could
compare notes. As mentioned, the subject of eugenics and mar-
riage regulations had been considered in Charles Davenport's pa-
per at the First International Eugenics Congress in 1912 entitled
"Marriage laws and customs."10 After the war, the eugenics sec-
tion of the International Institute of Anthropology held a confer-
ence in Liege at which Schreiber, Apert, and others heard a paper
by the Czech Ladislaus Haskovec entitled "Matrimonial contract
and public hygiene."11 In the discussion that followed, it was de-
cided that the premarital medical certificate should be one of the
major questions studied at the next full congress of the II A. In the
meantime, each issue of Eugenique carried reports on the passage
of premarital examination legislation throughout the world, in-
cluding a Wisconsin law of 1914, a Norwegian law of 1919, and
another in Denmark.12

As a result of these encouraging developments, Schreiber brought
the matter up for discussion at two meetings of the French Eugen-
ics Society in 1922. At the first meeting he essentially restated his
earlier proposal for a mandatory examination without sanctions.
Each spouse would be required only to furnish proof of having
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been seen by a doctor of choice.13 The practical reasons for not
proposing a stricter law became apparent in the discussion that
took place at the next meeting of the society, for even this pro-
posal was deemed too radical. Eugene Apert's reaction was typi-
cal. At first he expressed his sympathy with an idea he thought
"useful," but he saw no possibility of formal intervention in the
marriage process except "in cases where contagion was clearly
feared." He argued that "what is needed first is the conquest of
opinion." Lucien March, likewise, saw great merit in the pro-
posal, especially in an age where "movement is facilitated by modern
means of transport." By this he meant that "the ancestors of fu-
ture spouses are often unknown. People marry without knowing
one another."14 Although he agreed that the premarital exam could
help remedy the situation, March feared that passing a law requir-
ing such an exam would be difficult. At best, he suggested, "it is
appropriate to launch a campaign in order to demonstrate the ad-
vantages of it." Others at the meeting were no more encouraging,
and emphasized the need first for "the preparation of public opin-
ion by adequate publicity."

Appropriately, it was Pinard, the only deputy in attendance,
who had the last word, offering both a review and summary of
the status of the question. "We all desire to see healthy mar-
riages," he began, and then noted that

the subject has previously been studied, in particular by Cazalis whose
campaign at the Academy of Medicine produced few results. One can
always propose a law, but a new law is difficult to get accepted. It is
above all education that must be developed and the sense of responsibil-
ity that goes with it.15

Given Pinard's attitude, it was clear that Schreiber's proposal would
not be acted upon by the society.

Over the next three years the question of the premarital exami-
nation continued to be a subject of discussion and study both in-
side and outside the French Eugenics Society. For example, in May
1923 an international congress of social hygiene was held in Paris,
sponsored by the French government and presided over by Emile
Roux, director of the Pasteur Institute. Among the papers pre-
sented were those on the premarital examination by Schreiber and
by Henri Gougerot of the Ecole de medecine, who was a new
member of the eugenics society. Haskovec also contributed a pa-
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per on the subject.16 The following year, at the next meeting of
the International Institute of Anthropology in Prague, one of the
major questions designated for discussion was the premarital ex-
amination. Moreover, the location of the congress meant that
Haskovec presided over the eugenics section of the meeting, and
he proudly noted the work of Czech eugenicists since 1901 to se-
cure modification of the marriage laws for eugenic purposes.17

Of even greater significance for French eugenicists at the Prague
conference was the lengthy paper entitled "The marriage certifi-
cate and popularization of eugenic ideas," presented by the obste-
trician and French Eugenics Society member Henri Vignes, that
reported the results of a questionnaire sent to seventy-five people
in France.18 Although only one-third of those questioned re-
sponded, the study offers some proof that these questions were
gaining a wider audience, because only three of those answering
the questionnaire were eugenics society members. The respon-
dents included six obstetricians and pediatricians, eight other doc-
tors, three anthropologists, one biologist (Maurice Caullery), and
three editors.19 Opinions on the questions were mixed. Responses
to some questions were almost equally divided, such as whether
there was adequate scientific knowledge to make eugenic deci-
sions; other responses, such as those on the utility of various types
of premarital examinations (mandatory versus voluntary), elicited
more fragmented responses. These ranged from complaints that
measures were too harsh to opinions that they were too vague or
mild to do any good.20 Perhaps most noteworthy was that almost
all responses were well-informed and revealed a familiarity with
the subject, indicating that the premarital examination was hardly
an obscure or new idea, at least to those who took the trouble to
respond.

This is further demonstrated by an increasing number of articles
on the premarital examination appearing in the general press as
well as the medical press.21 There is even evidence that the ques-
tion had reached the political arena by 1925, when the council of
the department of Seine-et-Oise passed a resolution "inviting the
public and parliamentary powers to enact matrimonial legislation
which will realize the wishes of modern science concerning public
health and hygiene."22 Similar resolutions were passed by the
councils of the departments of Doubs and Cote d'or. Of further
significance in the Seine-et-Oise resolution was the man behind it:
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Louis Forest, publisher of Le Matin and a powerful force in the
social hygiene movement, about whom more will be said later. In
the meantime, Schreiber continued his own publicity campaign,
including a radio broadcast on the premarital exam in September
1925.

Based on these developments, Schreiber felt confident enough
to bring the subject up for discussion again at the French Eugenics
Society meeting in December 1925. This time he was successful in
securing the society's agreement to hold a series of public confer-
ences at the Musee social the following spring. The Musee was a
particularly appropriate site, for it had been a center of progressive
social reform for three decades. Moreover, it was part of the social
hygiene movement since the Alliance of Social Hygiene was founded
there in 1904, and its president, Georges-Risler, was a member of
the eugenics society.23 Shortly thereafter, Lucien March agreed as
French representative to the International Eugenics Federation to
propose the premarital examination as the major subject for dis-
cussion at the next meeting of the federation to be held in Paris in
July 1926.24

LEGISLATIVE CAMPAIGN

The conference on the premarital examination held at the Musee
social in May and June 1926 was the beginning of the effort to pass
the first eugenic legislation in French history. Although it took
sixteen years, many study commissions, four revisions in the leg-
islation, and ultimately a change in the government of France, a
premarital examination law was decreed by the Vichy govern-
ment in 1942 and retained by subsequent French governments.
Despite the extraordinary circumstances under which the law was
finally passed, the measure in force in France today is only slightly
modified from the initial proposal that came from the 1926 French
Eugenics Society conference. The fact that the current law is not
seen as serving eugenic ends does not detract from the expressed
intention of those proposing it in the 1920s and 1930s. The words
of the 1942 decree made it quite clear that "for the first time a
eugenics measure appears in French legislation."25

The outlines of the campaign for passage of a premarital exam-
ination law in France can be seen in the proposals and legislation
that followed the 1926 eugenics society conference (Table 6.1).
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Table 6.1. Premarital examination legislation in France,
1926-45

Date Proposal

May-June 1926 French Eugenics Society conference
November 24, 1926 Pinard bill (Chamber of Deputies)
January 1927 Guerin bill (Chamber of Deputies)
December 1927 Du val-Arnould bill (Chamber of Deputies)
June 24, 1930 French Eugenics Society resolution
January 28, 1932 Justin Godart bill (Senate)
December 16, 1942 Vichy decree
July 29, 1943 Vichy decree (amendment)
November 2, 1945 Provisional government ordinance

Each new proposal or bill was consciously made as a modification
or revision of the previous one, so that the lines of influence are
clear and unbroken. Nonetheless, there were noteworthy disputes
and changes as well as delays in the passage of the legislation that
reveal a great deal about eugenic thought in French society be-
tween the wars.

The most important feature of the 1926 conference at the Musee
social was that it was held at all, because it brought together for
the first time since the turn of the century a group to examine the
subject of the premarital examination in depth. Originally sched-
uled for two sessions in May, the conference elicited such a strong
response that a third session was held in June. One reason for the
interest was that Pinard, who presided over the conference, an-
nounced in his opening remarks that he not only supported pas-
sage of a premarital exam law, but also that he had drawn up a bill
that he would introduce in the Chamber. The bill read as follows:

Every French [male] citizen wishing to marry or remarry can be entered
in the civil registry only if he has a medical certificate dated from the day
before, establishing that he has contracted no contagious disease.26

The questions raised by the provisions in Pinard's proposal were
less important for the moment than the fact that he had changed
his mind since the last discussion of the subject by the eugenics
society.

Pinard's change of heart was news to everyone, including the
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participants at the conference, who proceeded to deliver their pre-
pared talks, which were generally more cautious in their approach
to the subject. For example, Schreiber's presentation, "The pre-
nuptial medical examination in different countries," made clear his
long-standing view that the examination offered a more practical
way of "suppressing defectives and forbidding their reproduction"
than the sterilizations practiced in the United States and Switzer-
land that "our sentimentality finds too brutal."27 Schreiber, how-
ever, chose to leave to others such controversial details as who
should be examined, by what doctors, for what illnesses or de-
fects, and whether there should be sanctions against some mar-
riages. Finally, after surveying the Scandinavian countries, Tur-
key, the United States, Belgium, Germany, Spain, Argentina, and
Austria, he concluded that France would probably not enact leg-
islation until "the distant future." In the meantime, he could only
call for a propaganda campaign and an increase in the use of vol-
untary premarital consultations.28

Schreiber's experience in the early 1920s had made him by now
even more cautious than Pinard, but this was not the case with
some of the other speakers that followed him. For example, one
indication of the public awareness and acceptance of the premarital
examination was the talk by Louis Forest, editor of Le matin and
the member of the council of Seine-et-Oise who had earlier pro-
posed and secured passage of a council vote recognizing the need
for an examination. To a nonscientist like Forest, the passage of
legislation did not depend on the technical provisions of the law
but on propaganda, pure and simple. His confidence in the pros-
pects for achieving the goal was reflected in the analogy he made
at the end of his talk.

The French state spends enormous sums to improve lines of horses. Ask
yourself, after having taken so much trouble to improve the horse spe-
cies, whether the hour has not arrived to do something to improve the
human species.29

Two other presentations at the first session of the conference.-
Maurice Letulle's on tuberculosis and Louis Queyrat's on venereal
disease - strongly favored the examination, even calling for inter-
diction of marriage if the future spouses were found to be in par-
ticularly contagious stages of the diseases. But they conceived of
the examination more as a public health measure than a eugenic
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measure, because they were both willing to allow the couple to be
married after the illness had been cured. No mention was made of
the potential inheritance of the disease. Georges Heuyer, the final
speaker at the first session, did call for permanent screening of
what he considered undesirable inherited traits such as delin-
quency and criminality through the prohibition of marriage. His
only qualifications were that alcoholism and certain psychoses
(manic depression, schizophrenia, and paranoia) required further
study and should be judged on an individual basis until more was
known.30

The next session of the conference included talks by Eugene
Apert on the inheritance of family diseases and Georges Papillaut
on the human unconscious. Both, however, placed more empha-
sis on recent technical developments in the fields than on assess-
ments of how these developments affected the need for the pre-
marital examination. Lucien March's talk was very different from
the others because its purpose was to draw "general conclusions"
from the conference. Although March was careful to note that all
the previous speakers had unquestionably demonstrated the need
for "judicious care of the health, physical and mental condition of
those who wish to found a family," he also offered the first direct
response to Pinard's opening proposal for a premarital examina-
tion law. It was a mixture of grudging support, guarded skepti-
cism, and specific disagreements, foreshadowing some of the dif-
ficulties that French eugenicists would encounter in the following
years during the campaign for passage of a law. For example, March
reiterated his earlier support for such a campaign, but primarily
because of its educational value.

Proposing a law will assure for our subject a wide publicity. It will in-
dicate to all that it is an important, studied and desirable objective in the
eyes of many well-intentioned people.

This was not exactly a resounding endorsement of Pinard's pro-
posal, and March went on to make clear his objection to some of
the specific language in the bill.

As to the text of this law - I hope our respected master and president,
Professor Pinard, will be brought to this point of view - it seems to me
that a mandatory medical examination would be a dangerous thing. For,
if two lovers are legally forbidden to appear before a magistrate, is it not
to be feared that they will go around him?31
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Questions such as these continued in the discussion and general
debate at the final session on June 11, and thus reveal an important
new development at the conference - that it stimulated rather than
settled disagreements about the premarital examination. Schreiber
and Sicard de Plauzoles agreed with March that a proposal for a
law was the best means of propaganda in favor of the examina-
tion, but others such as Queyrat were skeptical of any public or
parliamentary acceptance. The situation in France was not like that
"in Switzerland and other countries," he noted, where "anyone
who spits on the ground must immediately pay a fine."32 In fact,
these differences produced no less than three other resolutions at
the end of the conference on the premarital examination besides
Pinard's, all of which were passed by those in attendance. One by
March called for voluntary consultations to be publicized by the
marriage registry; one by Queyrat went further by calling for a
measure to require the registry to encourage the premarital medi-
cal examination as the form of consultation. Sicard de Plauzoles'
resolution was in the nature of a compromise intended to reconcile
all the parties as follows:

The assembly expresses the wish that a prenuptial medical certificate be
made mandatory by law, and that in the meantime marriage registries
distribute to people who come to register, advice regarding the necessity
for a prenuptial medical exam.33

Pinard was unmoved by these warnings of disagreement among
eugenicists, and in November 1926 he submitted his proposal, un-
changed, to the Chamber of Deputies. In what followed, March
and others were proven right because even though the proposal
greatly increased public attention to the subject, passage was de-
layed for many years. A major reason for the delay, however, was
the extensive debate among eugenicists themselves on what the
precise nature of the law should be. In fact, as will be seen, this
debate was to be a more important cause for delay than the antic-
ipated objections from the general public.

DEBATE

The simplicity of Pinard's proposal both helped and hindered the
prospects for its passage. The proposal was short, uncomplicated,
and gave the appearance of being relatively easy to carry out. This
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served the purpose of making it more palatable to the general pub-
lic and natalists who might have opposed a highly complicated
premarital examination law. But the simplicity that made the pro-
posal appealing to the public led to disagreements within the med-
ical community, especially among those who favored the idea.
These specialists knew that certain features of the Pinard proposal
would have both explicit and implicit consequences that would
make implementation far more complicated. Despite these con-
cerns and the debate that followed among eugenicists, in all the
revisions and subsequent proposals for legislation the essential
simplicity of the first Pinard proposal was retained.

Most of the issues that arose in the later debates can be seen in
the immediate responses to Pinard's submission of the bill to the
Chamber in November 1926. One was the question of who was
to be examined, which in the Pinard proposal was to be only the
future male spouse. To be fair to most eugenicists, Pinard was
unusual in calling for this provision, which reflected his very tra-
ditional view of male—female relations in marriage - "the woman
is impregnated when the man desires."34 All subsequent legislative
proposals included provision for examinations of both future
spouses. Equally as idiosyncratic was Pinard's proposed timing of
the examination - the day before the certificate was to be pre-
sented to the authorities. Objections to this were not only practi-
cal, because it made no provisions for delays, but also medical,
especially from those who wished the examination to be a check
for venereal disease, which had a long incubation period. Critics
claimed that a day or even a week would not be long enough for
the most obvious symptoms to manifest themselves. Pinard's choice
of timing reflected his neo-Lamarckian view of influences on the
newborn. He was a firm believer that the condition of parents at
the instant of procreation was the most important environmental
influence on the offspring; and it followed logically that the closer
to this moment that the examination occurred, the better one would
be able to judge the fitness of the future parents. There is no record
of Pinard's openly calling for a procreation certificate (though this
is clearly what he intended the premarital exam to be), but he later
said that he almost included in his proposed legislation a provision
requiring a period of retreat and contemplation before the act of
procreation.35

The nature of the medical examination was left vague in Pi-
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nard's proposal, but this did not prompt as much debate as other
questions. Although some critics raised questions about the qual-
ifications of general practitioners to diagnose complex hereditary
diseases, and the need for penalties against those who gave certif-
icates after inadequate examinations or none at all, the language of
subsequent proposals was, if anything, even more vague about the
examination itself. Instead of Pinard's examination for "conta-
gious diseases," these proposals spoke only of an "examination in
view of marriage." Much more controversial, however, was
whether or not presentation of the certificate as proof of exami-
nation should be mandatory, and to whom it should be shown.
Most in the medical community who opposed a mandatory law
were nonetheless in favor of the examination in principle. They
simply feared that making it mandatory would jeopardize public
acceptance. Like Schreiber and March, they thought that such a
law would be seen as a restriction on marriage and hence would
risk provoking opposition by natalists.

In contrast to these fears, the first major objection to Pinard's
proposal in the Chamber came from a deputy who did not think
the provisions were strong enough. In January 1927, Gustave Guerin
proposed a different premarital examination law with important
provisions far stronger than Pinard's. For example, he wanted the
examination to be given to women as well as men, and foreigners
as well as French citizens. Guerin also proposed an eight-day pe-
riod within which the spouses were to be examined, and added
that future spouses should be checked for "congenital malforma-
tions" as well as contagious illnesses. Finally, Guerin included a
clause in his proposed legislation prescribing penalties for doctors
found to have delivered false certificates and civil officers perform-
ing marriages without obtaining proof of the exams.36

Guerin's proposal was referred to the same Chamber subcom-
mittee that was studying Pinard's. In the meantime, discussion of
the premarital examination continued in many other forums. For
example, articles appeared in medical as well as general-interest
journals, and were both well-informed and surprisingly sympa-
thetic to the idea, if not very optimistic about prospects for pas-
sage of a law. "In our country of liberty it is easier to overthrow
the Bastille or ministers than established customs," noted Raoul
Baudet in the Annales politiques et litteraires ,37 a remark reminiscent
of Queyrat's at the 1926 eugenics conference. In addition, other
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organizations began studying the idea and lending it their support.
In April the premarital examination received a boost when the
Ligue des droits de rhomme made a mandatory examination law
part of its "Declaration of the Rights of Children," whose goal
was to ensure for the child the "right to a healthy life." This was
largely the work of Just Sicard de Plauzoles, a eugenics society
member who was also a member of the league's central adminis-
trative committee.38 Later in the year the Pinard proposal was ex-
amined by the Conseil nationale de la natalite where, despite Pi-
nard's membership, the proposed law was strongly attacked by
Armand Siredey.39

It was more than a year - December 6, 1927, to be exact -
before the chamber Committee on Hygiene made its report on the
Pinard proposal. Paul Nicollet, a deputy from Lyons, presented a
very long and detailed assessment of the proposed law. His pre-
sentation was undoubtedly colored by the fact that Nicollet him-
self was a doctor, with the greatest respect for Pinard. In fact,
Nicollet described himself as "the student of a student of Pinard's"
at the Ecole de medecine in Lyons.40 In addition, he admitted that
his twenty-five years of medical practice before entering the
Chamber had long convinced him of "the necessity for such a law
from the viewpoint of social hygiene and its exigencies." Nicol-
let's views are thus no small testimony to the influence of Pinard
and the social hygiene movement in France at the time. Moreover,
the experts whom he cited in his report were the by now familiar
leaders of eugenics and social hygiene in the twenties - Schreiber,
Queyrat, Richet, Jeanselme, and Paul Strauss, as well as members
of the Lyons medical faculty such as Etienne Martin, Maurice Pehu,
J. Rhenter, Eugene Villard, Joseph Nicolas, and Victor Augag-
neur (Nicollet's teacher). Virtually all agreed at least with the prin-
ciple of the premarital examination, although some had general
questions about its practicability (Nicolas) or specific suggestions
for changes in who was to be examined and for what diseases
(Rhenter, Richet).

Nicollet's report was addressed above all to fellow doctors; for
he only briefly mentioned the possible objections of a nonmedical
nature. Thus, he dismissed questions about civil liberties with the
rejoinder that the examination would be no more an infringement
on individual rights than the military draft or already existing laws
requiring a minimum age for marriage. The additional inconve-
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nience caused by the examination would be more than balanced
by the general good it fostered. Nicollet was little disturbed by
predictions of a rise in illegitimacy or prostitution that the law
might produce. He expressed confidence that the good sense of
his compatriots would make them see the need for the examina-
tion. Finally, to the potential objection of natalists that any barrier
to marriage might have a negative effect on the birthrate, Nicollet
responded with a quote from Cazalis that "of importance is not to
produce many children but to produce them well." Moreover,
Nicollet attempted to turn this criticism to his advantage by main-
taining that

marriages will be easier to arrange because they will no longer entail the
same uncertainty for the young women, families and relatives about the
health of the future spouse. With a healthy marriage, there will certainly
be a greater confidence of having children.41

Given Nicollet's views and the audience he was addressing, it is
not surprising that a major portion of his report concerned the
medical practicalities of implementing Pinard's proposal. For ex-
ample, on the question of what constituted a "contagious disease,"
Nicollet advised the Chamber not "to enter into the 'jungle' of all
the contagious or transmissible diseases," or the "controversies
yet to be decided by renowned doctors," about syphilis, tubercu-
losis, or diabetes and their relationship to marriage.42 Instead, Ni-
collet urged that it be left to the examining physician to detect
conditions that might produce in a future offspring "a poor, de-
fective being, sick, perhaps a monster and in any case a human
misfit." To other questions, Nicollet's findings suggested far sim-
pler answers. For example, to those concerned with the abilities
of a general practitioner to diagnose complex hereditary diseases,
he answered that patients could always be referred to specialists.
Likewise, there was no need for penalties or provisions for law-
suits against those issuing incorrect certificates because the exam-
ination could never be ioo percent accurate, especially for diseases
in incubation. Besides, Nicollet added, there is enough misfortune
already when one of the social plagues strikes a marriage, without
trying to determine blame where there is none.43 Nicollet ob-
viously identified more with his fellow doctors than with the spouse
whose marital partner had passed a physical examination and later
developed syphilis or tuberculosis.
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The most attractive feature of Pinard's proposal, according to
Nicollet, was its simplicity. And he pointed to this fact in the con-
clusion of his report in which he pleaded against those who would
make revisions or additions. They would complicate matters,
whereas passage of the law would only require

a simple certificate, clearly drafted without ambiguity, dated at most 24
hours before by any licensed practicing physician who has registered his
diploma with the prefecture, freely chosen by the candidate for marriage,
safeguarded by elementary precautions of sincerity.44

With this favorable report from committee, the stage seemed set
for passage of the bill.

This was not to be the case. For immediately after Nicollet's
report, a vote on Pinard's proposal was blocked by a counterpro-
posal from another deputy. Once again the move came not from
an opponent of the idea of the premarital examination but from a
proponent, like Guerin, who wished to see a stronger law than
Pinard's. This time it was Louis Duval-Arnould, whose proposal
repeated Guerin's call for examination of both the future spouses
and extended the time for the examination to within three days of
presenting the certificate. Although Duval-Arnould dropped
Guerin's clause concerning penalties against doctors and civil of-
ficers, he added a new clause that would require each spouse's
signature as an indication of having seen the other's certificate.
Thus, he hoped to calm the fears in the medical community about
liability in the event of unforeseen problems developing after mar-
riage, at the same time encouraging, without requiring, spouses
to share the results by giving official notice that they had been
examined. Stronger requirements might jeopardize the principle
of doctor-patient confidentiality. Regardless of Duval-Arnould's
obvious support for a premarital examination, this counterpro-
posal meant that supporters were still divided. A vote was post-
poned, and it was to be more than four years before the matter
was taken up again by the legislature.

It was obvious now that the reason for delay was the growing
debate among eugenicists as to the exact provisions to be con-
tained in a premarital examination law. This was glaringly evident
in a eugenics society meeting held on May 16, 1928, at which
Edouard Jeanselme, professor of cutaneous and syphilitic diseases
at the Ecole de medecine, raised questions about Pinard's proposal
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concerning timing, exclusion of women, the competence of doc-
tors to do adequate screening, and the fact that results would not
necessarily be made known to the other party. Eugene Apert also
noted the criticisms raised earlier by Siredey as well as by Sicard
de Plauzoles' idea of basing the examination on the rights of the
unborn child. Schreiber was not concerned about the question of
medical competence. After all, he said, one could just as well ask,
"Is the military draft board competent? Yet the draft physical is a
useful institution."45 Schreiber's preference now was modeled on
the existing law in Norway, which required an official declaration
by each spouse that they had been examined, one of the features
of Duval-Arnould's proposal. Jeanselme, however, wondered what
good such a law would do if only the fact of having been exam-
ined and not the results of the examination were reported to the
future spouse or government officials. Lucien March continued to
voice fears that a mandatory law was premature if public opinion
was not in favor, and Apert concluded the meeting with the ob-
servation that given the disagreements, no motion could be passed.
Instead, he noted agreement on only two points: "(1) the utility of
the premarital exam, and (2) the necessity for modifications so that
Professor Pinard's proposal be practicable."46 Supporters of a pre-
marital examination law were still a long way from resolving their
differences.

In the meantime, there were indications that March's fears about
public opinion may have been correct. The same month of the
eugenics society meeting (May 1928), the Medical Society of St.
Luc, St. Come and St. Damen voted strong condemnation of Pi-
nard's proposal on both medical and moral grounds. "Can one be
sure that a man who presents himself for an exam is not a syphil-
itic, and can one give him a certificate stating such in view of his
coming marriage?" asked Dr. Henri Martin, ex-intern of hospitals
at Pau. "Well, sirs, no and no!" he answered. The much acclaimed
Wasserman test was not sufficient because "given the current state
of knowledge, even negative reactions can hardly confirm healing,
let alone the absence of syphilis."47 The moral objections Martin
raised included concerns that had been stated earlier about in-
fringement on individual liberty and medical confidentiality, as
well as the observation that the only fair way to apply the law was
for both future spouses to be examined. This, Martin warned,
would mean an examination of the future bride that might raise
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all sorts of delicate matters that doctors would want to avoid, such
as the question of virginity.

More opposition to the examination law came in June 1928 when
the prestigious Comite nationale d'etudes sociales et politiques
considered the premarital examination at one of its monthly meet-
ings. This semi-official group was created after the First World
War to study and publish reports on a variety of domestic and
international questions of the day. Experts on such subjects as war
reparations, social hygiene, and the revolution in Russia would
appear, present their views, and respond to questions from the
group, and the proceedings of the meeting would be published
shortly thereafter. The meeting on the premarital examination in-
cluded all the sponsors of legislation before the Chamber (Pinard,
Guerin, and Duval-Arnould) as well as Siredey, Jeanselme,
Schreiber, Apert, and Edouard Jordan, a leading spokesman of the
natalist and Catholic community. Not much new was presented
at the meeting because participants essentially restated their pre-
vious positions, but one highlight was an exchange between Pi-
nard and Siredey in which it was very clear that the questions first
raised by Siredey at the Conseil de la natalite had not been re-
solved.48 When the French Eugenics Society again considered the
Pinard proposal at its May 1929 meeting, there was still no agree-
ment on how the proposal should be modified. The society de-
cided only that when the subject was discussed again in the Cham-
ber, "an effort should be made to make known to legislators the
conclusions which the Eugenics Society has reached."49

Despite this impasse, in the last half of 1929 and the first half of
1930, eugenicists were able to resolve their differences and reach
agreement on the provisions for a premarital examination law.
The first important new development responsible for this change
was a lengthy report presented to the Nineteenth Congress of Le-
gal Medicine held in Paris June 24-26, 1929, by Louis Verwaeck,
director of the Belgian Penal Anthropology Service, and Jules
LeClercq, professor of legal and social Medicine at the University
of Lille. The proceedings of the congress ran to eighty pages and
were cited in virtually all subsequent discussions of the exam as
"the most complete and the most sensitive" study of the ques-
tion.50 The main body of the report was divided into three parts:
an exhaustive list of the potential or actual objections raised to the
idea, an assessment of current medical opinion on "pathological
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states constituting a temporary or definitive counterindication for
marriage," and yet another survey of existing or proposed pre-
marital examination legislation in France and other countries.51

The authors of the report shied away from endorsing any spe-
cific legislative proposal, but made clear their general support for
the exam in their conclusion.

The medical exam before marriage appears to be a highly desirable eu-
genic measure, capable of making social life more healthy and realizing
an effective prevention of degeneration and contamination which are
sources of so much physical misery and moral disorder.52

As to the specific means of instituting it, they recommended only
that both future spouses be examined, that professional confiden-
tiality be respected, and that whatever the form of the attestation,
it should be clear that only a "relative security" is assured by the
examination, "which in no way implies a responsibility by the
doctor" for the subsequent condition of those examined.

It was thus the thoroughness of the report rather than any new
or specific conclusions that made it an important turning point in
the campaign for the premarital examination. Indicative of this
was a whole spate of articles it inspired on the subject.53 In addi-
tion, a new element was added in June 1930 with the announce-
ment that Alexandre Couvelaire, Pinard's son-in-law and succes-
sor at the Ecole de medecine and the Baudelocque Clinic, was
opening a clinic to offer "the first prenuptial consultations in France
for persons of both sexes who wish to be informed as to their state
of health in view of marriage."54

The final step in reviving the premarital examination came June
24, 1930, when the French Eugenics Society unanimously adopted
a proposal for an examination that included the following points:

1. The French Eugenics Society considers that the prenuptial med-
ical examination is indispensable, and expresses the hope that a
law make this examination mandatory.

2. It expresses the hope that from now on at the occasion of legal
registration, notice be given to the interested parties emphasiz-
ing the fundamental importance of the prenuptial medical ex-
amination for future spouses and their descendants.

3. It desires that this examination should include the free choice of
doctor.
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4. It desires that this examination should result in the drawing up
of a certificate establishing simply that such and such doctor, at such
and such date, examined M. X or Mile. Z, who declared that he
[or she] had to be married at such a date.

This examination would thus serve neither as an authorization nor
an interdiction of marriage, and the only sanctions envisaged would
be against any marrying officer who performed a ceremony with-
out requiring a certificate.55 Later in 1930, the Propaganda Com-
mission of the National Social Hygiene Office made passage of a
premarital examination law one of the items on its list of national
campaigns to be supported in the 1930-31 fiscal year.56 The stage
was now set for a new legislative initiative that was not long in
coming. In January 1932, Justin Godart introduced a new proposal
for a premarital examination law in the French Senate.57

CONCLUSION

The Godart proposal marked the beginning of a new phase in the
campaign for a premarital examination law that is best understood
as part of the broader discussion of eugenics in the 1930s in the
next chapter. For now, it is worth noting that the history of the
examination in the 1920s shows that Lucien March was both cor-
rect and incorrect in his predictions about what the results of the
campaign would be. He was certainly correct that it would help
publicize the premarital examination. This could be seen in the
press and the medical community as well as in the national legis-
lature. Another telling indication of how well established the idea
had become was the number of medical theses devoted to the topic.
Virtually every year after 1926 a medical thesis was written on the
examination, with one by Laure Biardeau, published in 1931, be-
coming a standard work on the subject.58

March was proven incorrect, however, in his prediction that
public opinion would be hostile to the examination. Opposition
was isolated, or focused on specific features of its implementation.
Some may have poked fun at Pinard's proposal, or used it as the
basis for a subplot in plays, but no organized opposition devel-
oped against the premarital examination law. In fact, many eu-
genic leaders expressed genuine surprise at the amount of public
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support for the proposal. As Georges Schreiber admitted in 1928
in Siecle medical,

To be honest, we did not think that events would unfold with such a
rapidity that has "accelerated" public opinion to the point of considering
the premarital examination as a necessary, beneficent measure of preven-
tative and eugenic medicine. We have been brought to the point of "re-
straining" the ardor of our deputies, who have suddenly become "more
eugenic than the eugenicists themselves.59

This failure of the eugenicists to anticipate support was com-
pounded by their own public disagreements about the specific terms
of the law. The front-page headline of the article in Siecle medical,
which quoted Schreiber, was hardly one to take advantage of the
new-found backing for a premarital examination law. It read, " 'The
law would be inapplicable,' Doctor Schreiber says," with the ar-
ticle describing the vice president of the French Eugenics Society
as "an opponent of the mandatory premarital medical certificate,
which confers on the doctor a right of veto."60

Lack of real opposition can be seen most clearly in the reactions
of the two groups most likely to have opposed the law: natalists
and the Catholic church. In each case, the premarital examination
was met with indifference at worst, and at best with cautious sup-
port. For example, there was almost complete silence on the sub-
ject by the leading natalist journal. Only one article appeared men-
tioning the premarital examination in the journal of the Alliance
nationale pour l'accroisement de la population franchise during the
whole of the 1920s - a review of Marie-Therese Nisot's book on
La question eugenique, which considered the premarital examina-
tion to be worthwhile.61

Catholic leaders paid closer attention to the proposals for a law
requiring a premarital examination. In fact, Edouard Jordan's
monthly Pour la vie carried coverage beginning with the eugenics
society conferences at the Musee social in May and June of 1926.
Jordan, who held the chair of medieval history at the Sorbonne,
had close ties with both natalist and church groups, and he contin-
ued to monitor the progress of discussion about a premarital ex-
amination law to the end of the decade. As will be seen in the next
chapter, he expressed an attitude of cautious support, which was
typical of the attitudes of French church leaders toward eugenics
in general until the papal encyclical of 1930. This shows that there
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was at least one benefit of the policy of moderation followed by
the majority of French Eugenics Society members, who from the
beginning of the organization sought to draw a distinction be-
tween themselves and their Anglo-Saxon counterparts. For the
moment, then, the French eugenicists may have missed the op-
portunity for quick passage of the premarital examination law, but
they had retained their image of moderation among the French
public. Events in the 1930s were to change the situation dramati-
cally.



7

French eugenics in the 1930s

It is clear by now that eugenics in France was hardly a static, un-
changing movement. Even in the few decades since its formula-
tion at the turn of the century, it was in an almost constant state
of flux due to changes both in French society and the sciences upon
which eugenics was based. Yet one can discern certain major turn-
ing points that help in understanding the broader development of
the history of French eugenics. The First World War was one such
turning point, and in many ways the 1930s was an equally pro-
found if less abrupt juncture.

The most important reasons for the second turning point were
undoubtedly the Depression and the rise to power of the Nazis in
Germany. But also important for the history of eugenics was the
proclamation of Pius XI's encyclical, Casti conubii [On Christian
marriage] in December 1930, which specifically condemned eu-
genic practices. Although the effects of the Depression were am-
biguous and complex, the actions of the Nazis in power and the
results of the encyclical quickly sharpened the line of debate about
eugenics in France, where definitions had always been fuzzy. For
example, after the papal pronouncement, the full weight of the
Catholic church was unmistakably opposed to eugenics, whereas
the passage of Nazi eugenic laws beginning in 1933 put a eugenics
program into effect for the first time on a national scale - for Eu-
ropeans and the world to see. This chapter will examine the im-
pact of these developments, which originated outside France, and
it will also look at changes in the people and institutions within
the country that made the nature of eugenics in the 1930s very
different from previous years.

Studies of American and British eugenics have made the 1930s
something of a controversial period, one side arguing that these
years saw a decline in eugenics, and the other saying that devel-
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opments only confirmed what eugenicists had maintained all along.1

In France the 1930s saw a change in eugenics that can best be de-
scribed as placing a greater emphasis on harsher, usually negative
eugenic measures such as premarital examinations, immigration
restriction, and birth control. Discussion even began about the use
of sterilization. Although most of these ideas had surfaced in France
earlier, with the exception of the premarital examination they had
not been pursued or advocated in an organized fashion by the ma-
jority of French eugenicists. Instead, the prevailing opinion of those
who were instrumental in founding the French Eugenics Society
in 1912 was to improve the French population hereditarily by im-
proving health and prenatal care. As mentioned, this approach to
eugenics presumed a neo-Lamarckian inheritance of acquired
characteristics and was fed by a strong fear of depopulation, very
pronounced in France because it had been one of the earliest coun-
tries in the world to manifest a drop in its birthrate during the
nineteenth century. The loss in the First World War of over one
million men further heightened that fear; hence, in the 1920s the
French Eugenics Society emphasized a program of fighting tuber-
culosis, alcoholism, and venereal disease by alliances with existing
groups or by founding new ones. Thus, the society continued the
prewar strategy of increasing both the quality and quantity of the
French population.

The measures called for by eugenicists in the 1930s were in
marked contrast to these activities. The most highly publicized
measure was the proposal for a law requiring a physical examina-
tion before marriage. As shown in the last chapter, the campaign
for a premarital examination had already begun in the 1920s, when
Pinard introduced his bill in the Chamber to require an attestation
of "no appreciable symptoms of contagious diseases" before a couple
could register for marriage. Although the bill was delayed while
eugenicists argued over the best way to clarify the vague language
of Pinard's bill, it was revived again in the early 1930s by Justin
Godart, a former health minister, who proposed new legislation
in the Senate. Thereafter, the proposal was delayed only because
it became entangled with the more general idea of a carnet de sante,
championed by Louise Hervieu and others in the late 1930s, which
proposed that a health card be maintained for everyone, from cra-
dle to grave, to be presented at appropriate stages in one's life,
including marriage. Support for this proposal was stimulated by
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the sympathetic response to the personal plight of Hervieu, a well-
known painter and writer who suffered from syphilis contracted
at childbirth. She dramatized her story in two novels, Sangs and
Crime, which became bestsellers in the mid-i93os. Scientific and
government support for Hervieu's campaign owed much to the
same shift in opinion that the eugenicists had correctly gauged in
proposing the premarital examination at the end of the 1920s.2 A
ministry of public health decree of June 2, 1939, made the health
card mandatory, but defined it as "a strictly personal document
which no one could require to be divulged." This restriction was
removed in November 1942 by the Vichy regime in the same de-
cree that established the mandatory premarital examination.3

Other eugenic measures that received increasing attention in the
1930s were immigration restriction and contraception. French eu-
genicists had first voiced their concerns about immigration in the
1920s when postwar political and economic dislocations brought
a large influx of workers and refugees to France. Although some
eugenic anti-immigration arguments were voiced by public health
officials worried about the physical condition of those coming to
France, it was not until the 1930s that a full-blown immigration
restriction program was advocated, with eugenic warnings of bi-
ological decline from intermixing of incompatible races. An even
more radical change in French eugenics in the 1930s was the call
for more liberal laws on contraception. Implicit in this was a very
different attitude toward the population question in France that
went directly against the previous alliance between French eugen-
icists and natalists. A telling indication of how fundamental a change
this represented in French eugenics was the first serious discussion
of sterilization of the "unfit," a subject that had almost always
been dismissed out of hand as being unacceptable to French mores.4

It should not be concluded, however, that in the face of these de-
velopments, those supporting the milder eugenics of the 1920s
simply faded away. In fact, they were strengthened in the late 1930s
when French communists left finally entered the debate on eugen-
ics, supporting a family and public health policy in the tradition
of Pinard and the puericulteurs.

Before examining these changes in eugenic thought more closely,
it is important to remember that there were also changes in per-
sonnel and organization that were independent of the major de-
velopments of the 1930s, yet also greatly influenced the nature of
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eugenics in France. For example, in the 1920s there was a change
in generations of those active in French eugenics, with many of
the founders of the French Eugenics Society either dying or retir-
ing from active professional life. Louis Landouzy, the first vice
president of the French Eugenics Society and dean of the faculty
of medicine, died in 1917, as did Frederic Houssay, another soci-
ety officer. Edmond Perrier, director of the Museum of Natural
History and the first president of the eugenics society, died in 1921,
and Pinard who had already retired from the Ecole de medecine in
1914, ended his political career in 1928. The physiologist Charles
Richet, a vice president of the eugenics society, retired from the
medical faculty in 1925, and Lucien March, secretary-treasurer of
the society, retired from the direction of the Statistique generate
of France in the early 1920s. Although many in the new group
rising to prominence in French eugenics — such as the pediatricians
Eugene Apert and Georges Schreiber who became president and
secretary respectively - shared the training and outlook of the
founding generation, others such as the public health doctors Rene
Martial and Just Sicard de Plauzoles, who began their careers at
the turn of the century, had very different backgrounds and views
of eugenics.

Related to this change in personnel was a change in the status of
the French Eugenics Society itself during the 1920s that had im-
portant consequences in the following decade. As noted before,
the society had close ties through its founders to the Ecole de me-
decine, where its regular meetings were held. There had also been
sufficient membership in the organization to pay for the printing
and distribution of its own journal. After 1926, however, this
changed. With the cost of the journal exceeding income from
membership subscriptions, a decision was made to publish the ar-
ticles and minutes of the society in the journal of the Ecole d'an-
thropologie in Paris.5 This was possible not only because of the
participation of members of the Ecole in the eugenics society, but
also because the Ecole helped establish an International Institute of
Anthropology after the war that included a separate subdivision
devoted to the study of eugenics. Local national committees had
been formed in different countries, and in 1926 the eugenics soci-
ety merged with the eugenics committee for France, most of whose
members belonged to both organizations. The reconstituted com-
mittee, however, never met on a regular basis, and the result was



174 Quality and quantity

that there was no institutional focus for eugenics other than the
journal, Revue anthropologique.

This change did not bring an end to eugenic thought in France.
On the contrary, as a result of the developments in the 1930s,
there was an upsurge in writing and discussion of eugenic mea-
sures. Although the lack of organization hindered the practical im-
plementation of a eugenics program, it did allow all sorts of peo-
ple to enter the debate with new ideas.

One final organizational development in the 1920s that helps to
explain the change in focus of the French Eugenics Society was the
strategy of supporting or creating social hygiene organizations to
combat such problems as venereal disease and tuberculosis. As
shown in Chapter 5, the groups grew and expanded to meet these
problems, but the immediate goal of relieving suffering replaced
the long-range eugenic plans that the French Eugenics Society hoped
to accomplish, and the society soon found itself without a pro-
gram to champion. This loss of control of the social hygiene
movement in the 1920s was one reason why the eugenics society
undertook the campaign for a premarital examination in 1926. It
therefore signaled the beginning of French eugenicists' search for
new answers to the question of biological decline.

THE DEPRESSION AND THE POPULATION QUESTION

The internal evolution of the French eugenics movement indicates
why there was general openness to new ideas and change, but it
does not explain why certain ideas received more attention than
others. It seems clear that the most important reason why the harsher
negative eugenics program displaced the mild positive one in the
1930s was the coming of the Great Depression. Although for a
short time France was spared its effects, by late 1931 the unem-
ployment and economic decline that had been seen in other coun-
tries arrived in France. Whereas in England or America these de-
velopments undercut eugenic arguments that presumed that the
conditions of lower, poorer classes were the result of biology -
how could the ranks of the poor be multiplying faster than their
birthrate?6 - there was no such contradiction in French eugenics.
One reason is, of course, that neo-Lamarckians presumed the op-
posite relationship between poverty and biology - that the lower
classes were worse off biologically because they were poor, and
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not vice versa. An increase in their numbers only raised the fear of
more rapid biological decline because of the effects of deteriorat-
ing environment.

The conclusions drawn by many French eugenicists from the
Depression were therefore Malthusian - that is, the problems were
the result of demography and economics. In words that would
have made Mai thus himself smile (albeit grimly), French eugene-
cists described a world with too many mouths to feed and too few
resources. A new word entered the French eugenic vocabulary -
"overpopulation." It was the cause not only of economic - and
therefore, biological - woes, but of wars as well. Coincidentally,
Europeans had a convenient example at hand beginning in 1931,
when Japan invaded Manchuria. The image of the teeming "Asian
masses" is an old one in Europe, but a book with that title written
by Etienne Dennery on the eve of the Manchurian war expressed
it in contemporary demographic language that was cited through-
out the 1930s.7 For example, Gaston Bouthoul's Population dans le
monde, written in 1935, criticized the Japanese preoccupation with
population in a manner that could just as easily have applied to the
French natalists of the 1920s:

They are intoxicated with the dizziness of figures. "Tomorrow we will
be one hundred million" is the theme of exaltation which is found in the
Japanese newspapers. No matter that the difficulties and miseries will
grow in proportion, the essential thing is that the numbers make them
proud.

Bouthoul then repeated Dennery's observation about what such a
growth of population brings.

To whoever has traversed these overpopulated countries, it is incontest-
able that overpopulation is a cause of their malaise, disorder and funda-
mental weakness. The abundance of the miserable, the unemployed, and
those without skills makes a country anemic rather than reinforced. . . .
The number of inhabitants does not necessarily increase the power of a
country if it diminishes the output of each inhabitant.8

Bouthoul's own conclusion was an explicit attempt to view de-
mographic questions in a more balanced light, and he warned that
"those who maintain that the amelioration of humanity depends
on the uninterrupted growth of the population are as far from the
evidence as those who see restriction as the essential remedy of all
past and present difficulties."9
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This new view of the population question in France was pos-
sible in part because of new statistics from recent years that showed
France's two rivals, England and Germany, with a steep drop in
their birthrates. In fact, by 1932 the French rate of 17.3 births per
1,000 was actually higher than England's 15.3 and Germany's 15. i.10

This general leveling off of the population in Europe was therefore
doubly welcome to French observers concerned with France's rel-
ative position in an overcrowded world. The respected economist
Charles Gide noted that "the density of the population in Europe
appears to have attained almost the maximum compatible with its
present-day resources." Some were even tempted to see France in
a position of actual advantage because it had the lowest population
density in Western and Central Europe, although others cautioned
that "populations must be proportional to the resources and not
just the surface of the territory."11 Perhaps most telling of this
change in perspective on the population question during the 1930s
is the decline in the political influence of the natalists in the Cham-
ber of Deputies. In the 1932 election, two-thirds of the natalists
lost their seats, including their leader, Adolphe Landry.12

The 1930s also saw the appearance of authors who for the first
time were critical of the technique of projecting long-range future
population statistics from limited, short-term trends. This, of
course, had been one of the standard techniques that accompanied
the wave of fear about depopulation in France at the end of the
nineteenth century. Bouthoul devoted a chapter to "demographic
forecasting" in which he criticized such predictions as the com-
mon view in 1890 that Germany would have 100 million inhabi-
tants by 1920, whereas France would have only 30 million.13 In
1935, members of the Academy of Medicine heard a lecture enti-
tled "On the pretended 'depopulation' in France." The premise of
the author, Alexandre Roubakine, who had formerly been at-
tached to the Hygiene Section of the League of Nations, was that
natalists had erred in focusing their attention solely on birthrate,
for although the rate in France and all of Europe was dropping,
the mortality rate was dropping even faster. In fact, Roubakine
prophetically noted,

If there is a decline in the birthrate in Europe, its population is, neverthe-
less, growing more rapidly than that of Asia. Moreover, since the hab-
itable spaces are much more restricted in Europe than Asia, it is the ex-
pansion of the White race of Europe which presents the greatest danger
for the world today.14
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Such a dramatic change in perceptions of population growth
had the obvious effect of softening attitudes toward contraception.
By the mid-i93os, for example, new organizations such as the
Association d'etudes sexologiques called for the repeal of the 1920
ban on the sale and advertisement of contraceptive devices, as did
established organizations such as the Ligue des droits de rhomme.
Standard medical reference works, such as the 1934 edition of the
Encyclopedie medico-chirurgicale, justified the practice of birth con-
trol in cases of women "whose motherhood would be dangerous
for themselves or for the future of the race, because of the inferior
quality of the infants they would bring into the world." Although
one of the reasons for this was a desire to diminish the estimated
500,000 yearly illegal abortions in France, the authors pointed to
growing support for the concept of "motherhood by consent."15

There were obvious eugenic implications in these new ideas of
birth control and overpopulation that eugenicists sought to turn
to their advantage. One of the most articulate and persistent ad-
vocates was Just Sicard de Plauzoles, president of the Ligue na-
tionale franqaise contre le peril venerien, who became a leading
spokesman for the revisionist eugenic view of the population
problem in the 1930s.

SICARD DE PLAUZOLES

Sicard is a fascinating character who represents the new generation
of French eugenicists coming into the movement in the 1920s and
1930s primarily from an interest and background in public health.
Born in 1872 at Montpellier, Sicard's background was perhaps the
most aristocratic of all eugenicists.16 His family traced its origins
back to a Raymond de Plauzoles, who was made a count in 1230
by the King of Aragon. In the 1700s, members of the family began
pursuing medicine as a career, and no less than nine ancestors had
been doctors by the time Just was born. His father, Henri Sicard,
was a professor of medicine at Montpellier at the time. Shortly
thereafter, he was named dean of the faculty of science and medi-
cine at Lyons.

Sicard de Plauzoles attended medical school in Paris, where he
studied with Pinard and Richet, but it was Landouzy who directed
his work toward public health in general and tuberculosis in par-
ticular. After graduation he pursued his interest in "public medi-
cine," as he called it, joined Fournier's Societe de prophylaxie san-
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itaire et morale, and published books with such titles as Tuberculose
(1900) and Maternite et la defense nationale contre la depopulation (1909).
Two other features of his later career were also evident in this
prewar period - his membership in the Ligue des droits de 1'honime
in 1898, including election as a member of the Central Committee
and vice president in 191117 - and his teaching of popular cours
libres on social hygiene at the College libre des sciences sociales
and the Sorbonne.

Despite the nature of his interests and contact with such leaders
of eugenics as Pinard, Richet, and Landouzy, Sicard did not be-
come associated with the French Eugenics Society until after the
First World War. The manner of his affiliation then was as much
the result of the society's postwar strategy of broadening contacts
with social hygiene organizations (described in Chapter 5) as it
was a change in Sicard's mind. In 1919, Sicard de Plauzoles began
directing a tuberculosis clinic in Paris, and the following year he
became the general secretary of the Commission des maladies ve-
neriennes of the ministry of health. It was in this capacity and in
search of support for a regular series of public talks on social hy-
giene that he joined the French Eugenics Society in May 1922. In
December of that year the eugenics society created a Comite d'u-
nion contre le peril venerien, which joined the Ligue national contre
le peril venerien headed by Sicard de Plauzoles. Twelve hundred
francs were given to the league by the eugenics society, which at
the same time agreed to cosponsor Sicard's cours libres (public lec-
ture series) on social hygiene that had recently been approved by
the Ecole de medecine.18 Although Sicard de Plauzoles eventually
became the head of the Societe franchise de prophylaxie sanitaire
et morale, and general secretary of the Conseil superieur d'hygiene
sociale created by the ministry of health in 1938 (while retaining
his other titles), it was this series of lectures given every year until
1941 that brought him the most notoriety and permitted Sicard
the widest latitude in developing his eugenic ideas.

The cours libres began in 1922 and usually consisted of fifteen to
twenty-five lectures, running from January through March. There
had been some delay when the course was first proposed in 1920
because Leon Bernard, who occupied the chair of hygiene at the
Ecole de medecine (which had to authorize the course), objected
that it would duplicate instruction at the school. A compromise
was worked out the following year whereby the lectures would
be given instead at the Grand Amphitheater of the Sorbonne.19
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This did not diminish the official sanction given to the course, as
indicated from the attendance at the opening session each year by
members of the French public health and medical establishment,
including professors and deans of the Ecole de medecine, senators,
deputies, and even ministers of health. Moreover, the list of other
institutions acting as cosponsors of the lectures (besides the Ecole
de medecine and the eugenics society) ranged from the ministry
of labor and health to the Comite nationale de defense contre la
tuberculose, the Ligue Franco-Anglo-Americaine contre le cancer,
the Ligue nationale contre l'alcoolisme, and the Ligue d'hygiene
mentale. When Bernard died in 1932, the cours libres moved to the
Ecole de medecine, where Louis Tanon, the new occupant of the
chair of hygiene, presided over the opening lecture that year and
introduced Sicard de Plauzoles with the admission that the course
had always belonged at the medical school.20

Sicard de Plauzoles' ideas on eugenics were implicit in his no-
tion of social hygiene developed in the 1920s. In his lectures he
always cited the work of Pinard and Richet, both of whom were
obviously not opposed to having their names associated with his
ideas, because they frequently attended and even spoke at opening
sessions of the public hygiene course. From 1927 to 1932, Pinard
attended all opening lectures except one; Richet attended in 1929,
and ceremonially opened the series in 1930. By this time, Sicard's
ideas were already reaching a wider audience thanks to publication
of his book, Principes d'hygiene, which was based on the first five
years of the courses and included a preface by Pinard.21

A key concept of the book that also reveals the influence of Tay-
lorism on Sicard's generation of public and industrial hygiene was
"zootechnie humaine." Sicard defined this as "the art of procreating,
perfecting and utilizing man as a work-producing machine."22 Eu-
genics' role in the process, he claimed, was to ensure that the best
"human capital" would be produced, and social hygiene would
help to ensure the best possible return on this invested capital.
Continuing (one might say, belaboring) the economic metaphor,
Sicard proposed the following equation:

where,

P (prix de revient) = cost of return
n (naissance) = cost of pregnancy and birth
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p (puericulture) = cost of rearing
i (instruction) = cost of education
a (apprentissage) = cost of apprenticeship
e (entretien) = cost of upkeep
r (retraite) = cost of retirement
m (maladie) = cost of health

According to this formula, the value of an individual to society
equaled the total productivity of that individual's life minus the
total of these "maintenance" costs.23 This balance-sheet view of
humanity was not an original idea of Sicard de Plauzoles'. It was
an example of a somewhat extreme extension of the positivist,
Taylorist view of humanity found in the early French social hy-
gienists such as Landouzy and Emile Duclaux. At the turn of the
century, they dramatized the social costs of diseases such as tuber-
culosis by assuming a monetary value of human life - 25,000 francs
was a commonly cited prewar figure - and multiplying it by the
number of deaths caused by the disease.

Sicard de Plauzoles' attack on those who were content merely
to count the number of births to determine the value of the pop-
ulation was first made in the opening session of his 1932 social
hygiene course entitled "The future and the preservation of the
race: Eugenics," with Justin Godart and Adolphe Pinard in atten-
dance. He began with an admonition:

It is infantile to measure the vigor and future of a population by the
number of births registered every year. What constitutes the value of a
nation is the number of healthy adults in condition to work, produce and
reproduce healthfully; . . . and what counts is less the number of births
than their quality.24

Having stated the case for quality over quantity, Sicard then ex-
pressed alarm at the qualitative decline of the French population.
This was happening, he insisted, because

the lower classes, the poorer classes, have a much higher birthrate than
the upper, richer classes. . . . Misery, along with alcoholism, syphilis
and tuberculosis, is a powerful factor of degeneration . . . and children
of poorer classes compared to children of the richer classes show an in-
feriority of physical, intellectual and moral development . . . caused by
fatigue and deprivation of the mother during gestation, by insufficient
feeding in early years, by poor housing conditions and by working at an
early age.25
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Most important to Sicard was the fact that the inferiority did not
disappear, because it was transmitted and increased from genera-
tion to generation.

Here was the greatest danger of all. For, assuming as Sicard did,
that lower-class families had an average of five children while
upper-class families had two, he was led to the arithmetic conclu-
sion that in two generations the descendants of the lower half of
the population would represent 85 percent of the people and in
five generations0, 99 percent. From this, Sicard predicted that

the increased swamping of superior classes of society by the lower classes
will certainly result in the complete bankruptcy of the nation in gifted,
capable and energetic individuals. It can not take long before the whole
of the population is lowered to a level which today is that of the uncul-
tured classes. . . . In summary, as the population grows in number, it
diminishes in quality. It is the lower categories that are the most prolific:
the defectives multiply; the elites disappear. The result is a progressive
bastardization, a degeneration which is more and more pronounced.
Anything that can reduce the proliferation of the lower classes, in any
country, will be a benefit for humanity.26

The important point here is not Sicard's class prejudice nor the
fanciful notions about differential birthrates that his fellow eugen-
icist Lucien March had done much to disprove in his prewar stud-
ies.27 Rather, it is the fact that a serious program of class-based
negative eugenics was being proposed that considered birth con-
trol, especially for the lower classes, to be the only solution to the
decline of the species. The French government's efforts to encour-
age larger families was considered by Sicard to be a policy that
"favors the multiplication of inferior classes and runs directly counter
to natural selection and the progress of the species." Hence, he
concluded that "birth control is justified as a means of artificial
selection to prevent the evils that result from an unhealthy or ex-
aggerated fertility."28 In other words, Sicard was breaking from
the long-held maxim of French eugenics that called for "quality
and quantity."

There was at least one attempt in the 1930s to give this new
approach an organizational base - the founding in 1931 of the As-
sociation d'etudes sexologiques, which included as members Si-
card de Plauzoles and Justin Godart, as well as Victor Basch, the
president of the Ligue des droits de l'homme, several deputies and
senators, and a large number of doctors.29 The chief organizer was
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Edouard Toulouse, probably the best-known psychiatrist in France
between the wars and head of the Ligue nationale franqaise d'hy-
giene mentale.

Toulouse was similar to Sicard in that he represented another
example of the broad interest in eugenics that existed in France
separately from the organized eugenics society. Rather than com-
ing from the public health field, Toulouse's background was in
mental health. He was born in Marseilles in 1865 and came to Paris
in 1889 to complete his medical studies.30 After completing his
medical degree in 1891 he wrote on a number of psychiatric topics
then fashionable at the end of the century, such as melancholy,
amnesia, and neuropathy. Toulouse gained prominence in psy-
chiatry with a study of Emile Zola subtitled Les rapports de la su-
periorite intellectuelle avec la neuropathie,31 and in 1897 he began ed-
iting the Journal de psychiatrie. Of even greater importance was his
appointment in 1898 as medecin-chef at the Asile Villejuif, because
it gave him an institutional base from which to launch his many
projects.

The life work of Toulouse was mental illness - its causes, ef-
fects, and treatment. The most distinctive feature of his approach
to the problem was the breadth of scope with which he viewed it,
but there were disadvantages as well as advantages to this breadth
of vision. To his credit, Toulouse saw the necessity of crossing
disciplinary boundaries in order to examine the many influences
on mental illness - psychological, physiological, and hereditary.
In casting his net broadly to discover more about mental illness,
however, Toulouse also drew in a variety of other ideas and the-
ories current at the end of the century. These included innate crim-
inality, sexology, and hereditary alcoholism, which were not only
less useful but carried with them broad assumptions about social
causes and effects that confused the problem of mental illness with
many other issues.

This broad perspective, in turn, had a similar mixed impact on
Toulouse's view of the cure for the problems. He saw the answer
to mental illness in prophylaxie mentale, a vague term that recog-
nized eugenics as the ultimate means of resolving the problem by
eliminating the procreation of mental deficients. In the meantime
he saw the necessity of identifying the mentally ill and treating
them, if possible.32 To his credit, Toulouse chose as his most im-
portant goal the provision of open and free treatment for the men-
tally ill, the Hopital Henri Rousselle being the lasting legacy of his
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success.33 On the other hand, he also supported extensive testing
and screening of the population along the lines of the massive
American IQ testing of army recruits for the First World War.34

Toulouse saw broad advantages to such testing, not only in iden-
tifying those at the lower end of the scale, but also in selecting an
elite and determining a proper place for those in between. Never
one for understatement, Toulouse once proposed "that entry into
every school and factory should be by way of a psychophysio-
logical laboratory acting as an organ of selection and classifica-
tion."35

Toulouse realized the importance of public relations, at least in
the sense of informing the general public of the problems he saw
and solutions he proposed for them. In fact, one reason for his
success was the ability to mobilize political support for his proj-
ects. Before the turn of the century, he wrote columns for the
newspaper Le journal and the Revue bleue. He also authored a series
of "how-to" books for Hachette destined to reach the broad pub-
lic.36 After the war, he helped build support for his open psychi-
atric hospital by convincing the minister of hygiene to establish a
Ligue d'hygiene mentale based on an American model described
to him by a colleague who had visited the United States.37 The
result of all this activity was to make Toulouse's name virtually
synonymous with psychiatry in France between the wars. One of
his young interns later recalled that "Eh, va done chez Toulouse!y}

became a common insult exchanged by taxi drivers.38

The Ligue d'hygiene mentale, like Sicard's anti-venereal league,
was one of the postwar social hygiene organizations that paralleled
the work of the French Eugenics Society. It followed closely and
was a strong supporter of the campaign for a premarital exami-
nation. Partly because of the reduced activity of the Eugenics So-
ciety at the end of the 1920s, and partly in response to the new
climate of opinion at the beginning of the 1930s, Toulouse created
the Association d'etudes sexologiques in July 1931. According to
its founding statutes, the new organization's goal was to examine
and correct the many problems of the human race that resulted
from the fact that

the procreation of children has literally been left to sentimental anarchy.
And man, who early on was informed enough to seek the best return
from domesticated animals whose strains he perfected and who came
upon the idea of castration to make them more docile, appears little in-
terested in his own offspring. So long as children are born from chance
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matings, many will be the carriers of defects requiring costly help and
care, out of all proportion to the meager results obtained. Syphilis, in-
sanity, and all morbid predispositions are given free rein.39

As mentioned, Toulouse was able to enlist several influential
political as well as scientific leaders in the new association that
backed many of the ideas that Sicard de Plauzoles had been writing
about in the 1920s. For example, warning against "reverse selec-
tion," Victor Basch called for repeal of the 1920 law against birth
control as the first order of business of the new association. Al-
though Basch did not subscribe to all of the ideas of Sicard de
Plauzoles, he did make clear that his reasons were based on eugen-
ics, specifically citing Sicard's definition that eugenics

wants procreation to be no longer the result of blind passion and chance
but, on the contrary, something of conscious will and reflection by healthy
parents, vigorous in mind and body, wise and prudent, knowing the task
they are undertaking, willing and able to carry it through to a good con-
clusion.40

Basch's support was significant because his Ligue des droits de
rhomme was the most important civil liberties organization in
France. It had been founded at the time of the Dreyfus affair, and
was the rallying point of left intellectuals supporting Dreyfus after
Zola's publication of "J'accuse" forced the affair into the public
light.41 After the First World War, the league increased its activi-
ties, not just in political matters but also in many social and health
questions that were of interest to eugenicists. For example, the
league took positions in favor of the premarital examination and
opposed to the 1920 legislation against birth control, based on the
right of the infant to a healthy life. The man behind both these
league positions was Sicard de Plauzoles.42

Sicard had been a founding member of the league, and quickly
moved into the inner circle of its directors. He became a member
of its central committee in 1903 and a vice president from 1911 to
1919. In the 1920s, his renewed interest in social hygiene prompted
him to bring before the league such matters as the mandatory dec-
laration of tuberculosis and venereal disease (justified by the right
of others to a healthy life), the mandatory declaration of preg-
nancy, the prohibition of work by expectant mothers just prior to
giving birth (justified by the right of the infant to be born healthy),
and mandatory breastfeeding in the first ten months of life (justi-
fied by the right of a child to its mother's milk). In fact, largely at



French eugenics in the 1930s 185

Sicard's instigation, the conflict between the child's rights and the
mother's rights was brought to the attention of various commit-
tees of the league several times during the 1920s.43

In 1927, Sicard obtained the support of the league for the French
Eugenics Society's proposed premarital examination law that would
provide for the "protection of the child before procreation and
during pregnancy." This was an extension of the concept of chil-
dren's rights, which went back to the earliest days of the league
and its concerns over the right of access to education.44 The fol-
lowing year, Sicard brought up the matter of the legislation pro-
hibiting publicity in favor of contraception, and secured passage
of the following resolution by the league's central committee:

That the law of 31 July 1920 be revised; that all provisions contrary to
the free expression of opinions be deleted; and that in particular para-
graph 2 article 3 aimed at "publicity for birth control and against the
birth rate" be deleted.45

In his article reporting the results of the central committee's deci-
sion, Sicard was not yet as strident in his criticism of the natalists
as he would be six years later, but he did note that eugenics offered
a middle position between the populationist doctrine of "go forth
and multiply" and the Malthusian claim that increased population
only brought "misery and suffering." Eugenics, he stated, con-
centrates "less on the number than on the quality of the prod-
ucts."46

After the creation of the Association d'etudes sexologiques, ad-
ditional support for repealing the anti-Malthusian legislation came
from Victor Basch who, in his capacity as president of the Ligue
des droits de 1'homme, made contraception "the question for Oc-
tober 1932" in the league's journal. He urged repeal of the Law of
July 1920 and added a call for the creation of counseling centers.47

In 1933 the league backed a bill introduced in the Chamber by the
left urging amnesty for those guilty of breaking the 1920 law, and
the following year the league formally protested the arrest and
conviction of Jeanne Humbert for spreading neo-Malthusian pro-
paganda.48 In fact, the league was so outspoken on the issue that
it had to publish a disclaimer in its journal in 1936, stating,

The league defends the rights of children . . . but it has not created any
outside organizations to this effect, and it has no link with any group
specializing in the defense of the rights of children.49
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Evidently, Basch's and Sicard's participation in the Association
d'etudes sexologiques did not constitute such a link.50

The ideas of Sicard de Plauzoles and others in the Association
d'etudes sexologiques illustrate two of the most important effects
of the Depression on eugenics and contraception questions in France
during the 1930s. First, although the Depression did not create the
birth control movement, it sufficiently changed the climate of
opinion to provide an opportunity for those who favored the use
of contraception as a negative eugenic measure to make their case.
Second, the economic decline and rising unemployment undercut
the natalist position that had dominated French eugenic thought
for so long. An indication of how different the times were in the
1930s is the fact that the birth control question was only part of
the Association d'etudes sexologiques' overall eugenics program,
which soon went far beyond calling for repeal of the 1920 legisla-
tion against birth control. In February 1933 the association for-
mally voted to support a six-point program that included a man-
datory premarital examination and the creation of public clinics to
give advice on contraception and perform sterilizations and abor-
tions. The latter two could be voluntary, or performed for medi-
cal reasons such as those "in the public interest (physiological and
mental hereditary defects, impulses of a criminal or sexual order)
for which a list would be established according to the advice of
competent medical societies."51 The advocacy of such measures in
the 1920s would have been unthinkable.

STERILIZATION

Of all the new developments in French eugenics during the 1930s,
the one that was most directly tied to influences outside France
was the use of sterilization. Here, however, it was the actions of
the Americans and not, as is commonly believed, the Nazis that
served as the inspiration for a discussion of the question. The event
that sparked the discussion was the 1927 Buck v. Bell U.S. Su-
preme Court decision, which upheld the sterilization law of Vir-
ginia.52 This was followed shortly by sterilization legislation in
Sweden and the French-speaking Swiss canton of Vaud. All of
these developments prompted a large number of talks and articles
in France on the eugenic use of sterilization.53
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The extent of this interest is indicative of the change in French
eugenics starting in the late 1920s that opened up the movement
to new ideas even before the changes brought about by the
Depression. Only iconoclastic figures such as Charles Richet had
seriously proposed sterilization before, but even he realized that it
was unlikely to be accepted. As a result, in his 1919 book Selection
humaine he had called for the premarital examination as an expe-
dient until public opinion changed.

Whereas previously the extensive California sterilization pro-
gram was dismissed by French doctors as a manifestation of the
American "ouest adventureaux,"54 articles in French journals during
the 1930s began examining the new American and Swiss legisla-
tion on sterilization seriously for the first time. Although they still
contained abundant warnings of caution or skepticism, most of
these articles included substantial descriptions of the new laws.
Moreover, the authors almost invariably admitted explicitly or
implicitly the legitimacy and scope of the problem sterilization
proposed to resolve - elimination of, in the words of one author,
"the refuse of life, the sickly such as tuberculars, incurable defects,
the insane and also those socially dangerous because of nerves,
alcoholism and especially the morally pathogenic such as criminals
and socially demented."55 Even those who thought sterilization
was extreme endorsed the more moderate premarital examination
as a means of achieving the same end.56

One of the earliest and most thorough examinations of the
question was a 1930 article by Georges Schreiber, vice president
of the French Eugenics Society.57 His approach was to make ster-
ilization more acceptable by first examining "therapeutic sterili-
zation," before looking at the possibility of "eugenic, penal, eco-
nomic or social" uses of the measure. The examples he chose from
his experience as a pediatrician were intended to elicit sympathy
for the women whose lives were threatened and in some cases
even lost because of pregnancies they could not bring to term. For
example, he spoke of

a woman who comes every week to my clinic. She has three young
children and expects a fourth. The three babies have rickets, serious rick-
ets. The father is an alcoholic, and the mother probably is too. At home,
"there is misery!" says the visiting social nurse who follows them closely.
They are piled into a small room, the father barely makes a living. This
is a family in the worst possible condition. Yet the woman is pregnant
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again. Do you believe it would be desirable for this woman to bring into
the world a fourth child?58

Having made his specific rhetorical point, Schreiber offered the
following general conclusion about "therapeutic sterilization":

Uniquely from the practical point of view of daily consultation . . . there
are cases where accumulated defects and misery make human steriliza-
tion legitimate.59

Schreiber was more cautious about what he called "penal and
economic sterilization." For example, he cited Georges Heuyer's
1926 talk on the premarital examination, which identified the he-
reditary trait of "instinctive perversion" as the origin of criminal-
ity and delinquency, and suggested that sterilization would be jus-
tified to prevent its transmission.60 On the other hand, Schreiber
was critical of the 1909 California statute requiring castration for
certain crimes, because it was too broad in its assumption of in-
herited criminal traits.61 In the end, he concluded that the question
should at least be studied further in France without "the false sen-
timentality which risks simply multiplying the number of miser-
able beings."

Early in 1932 there was a chance to sample a slightly broader
cross-section of opinion when, as part of preparation for the Third
International Eugenics Congress, the American eugenicist Charles
Davenport sent a letter to the French Eugenics Society requesting
"the opinion of the French public on questions of reducing the
fertility of the 'socially inadequate,' " by means of sterilization and
birth control. In response, Henri Vignes, a member of the Ecole
d'anthropologie who had earlier surveyed opinion on the premar-
ital examination, sent letters to twenty doctors and sociologists,
half of whom replied.62 This was hardly an exhaustive survey, but
Vignes' limited results give some indication that French opinions
on sterilization had changed since the 1920s. Whereas earlier men-
tion of the subject in the French Eugenics Society had prompted
immediate disclaimers, only a few of those surveyed in response
to Davenport's letter condemned sterilization outright or saw no
instances when it was justified. The view of most, which was shared
by Schreiber and other observers of the day, was that sterilization
provided another means, albeit extreme, to a laudable end - the
prevention of procreation by undesirables.63

It was primarily the question of public acceptability that was
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most often cited by respondents as a reason for attempting other,
less controversial measures to achieve the same ends. These in-
cluded the premarital examination or Davenport's suggestion of
agricultural work colonies segregated by sex to prevent procrea-
tion by the "socially inadequate." Significantly, the only respond-
ent urging caution on the scientific grounds that not enough was
known yet about human heredity to sanction sterilization mea-
sures was the one non-scientist Georges Inman, a novelist and
lawyer.64 The physicians, anthropologists, or psychologists who
responded did not share this view.

The discussion of the sterilization question in France thus began
well before the Nazis came to power in Germany. Hence, when
the July 1933 Law for the Preservation of the [Aryan] Race was
passed in Germany, the sterilization measures it contained were
not significantly different from those called for in the February
1933 platform of the Association d'etudes sexologiques. The re-
action in French journals, therefore, was simply to add the Ger-
man law to the list of laws passed in the United States and Swit-
zerland and under consideration in England and Scandinavia. The
analysis of the Nazi legislation followed the general pattern: a de-
tailed description of the laws and their rationale and application,
with a short section listing support or objections, and occasionally
one or two concluding paragraphs about the writer's moral qualms
or skepticism about the accuracy of knowledge about heredity.65

Eventually, the Nazi measures did produce a divergence of views
in France. For example, Georges d'Heucqueville, a doctor for the
public insane asylums, was encouraged enough by the Germans
to suggest sterilization for alcoholics who

(1) have already given birth to defective children, [and] (2) have already
been hospitalized or committed at least two times, for example, in a state
of alcoholic intoxication or simply demonstrate a permanent intellectual
weakening by their incapacity to accomplish regular tasks.66

At the other end of the spectrum of opinion, a Dr. Lowenthal of
the Academy of Medicine ridiculed the whole notion of steriliza-
tion on Lamarckian grounds that defects were acquired by action
of the environment as well as through inheritance.67 The one fea-
ture of the Nazi sterilization program that was immediately noted
as being significantly different was the number of people in-
volved. Even Georges Schreiber called "audacious" the fact that
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16,000 sterilizations were reported in the first year after the enact-
ment of the German law. Yet as late as 1939 an article in the Con-
cours medical said of the German legislation, "These laws which
appear at first sight to be an affront to individual liberty and con-
sequently to the welfare of the citizen, have as their goal the ra-
tional pursuit of that welfare."68

On the whole, perhaps it would be most accurate to describe
the response to the German sterilization program as muted. In
part, as has been suggested, this was because it was seen as only
one manifestation of sterilization programs that were already in
effect in many other countries. Another reason for the muted crit-
icism was that the measures were recognized as part of a wider
program of population, eugenic, and race laws passed by the new
Nazi regime. To be sure, some of these measures, such as the anti-
Jewish race legislation, were strongly criticized in France, on both
moral and scientific grounds. As will be seen, even right-wing
French race theorists such as Rene Martial and the anthropologist
Georges Montandon never agreed on the advantages of racial pu-
rity or even the possibility of achieving it. Other measures, how-
ever, were actually envied. For example, the decrees aimed at re-
population were lauded by the very natalist organizations in France
who had come to oppose eugenics because of its new attachment
to ideas of birth control. One 1934 article in the leading French
natalist journal even reprinted a section of Mem Kampf describing
how the state should encourage large families, and asked wistfully
why no French prime minister spoke or acted like Hitler.69 The
communists, too, admitted the value of Hitler's program of mak-
ing state loans to young couples setting up house.70 The respected
geneticist Lucien Cuenot, who had no love for the Germans since
he lived through the First World War on the front lines at his
university in Nancy, wrote admiringly in 1936 of the "great num-
ber of measures" passed by the Nazis - some eugenic, others "para-
eugenic," and some repopulationist - that had as their goal the
"practice of suppressing dysgenics" in the population. He con-
cluded that as a result, Germany would be "in twenty years a power
that could dare anything," and he warned with a not very subtle
sarcasm that "France, headed toward ruin by its absence of a fam-
ily policy, would make a very nice German colony. "71 Events would
prove his time estimate conservative.
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OPPOSITION TO EUGENICS

One final feature of eugenics in France in the 1930s was the ap-
pearance of organized opposition to it by the church and natalist
organizations. Although the most striking fact about the opposi-
tion is how long it took to appear, there is ample evidence to in-
dicate that some other rallying point of opposition would soon
have developed even if there had been no papal encyclical in De-
cember 1930. The most likely catalyst would have been the at-
tempt by some eugenicists to repeal the 1920 law against contra-
ception, which certainly would have turned the natalist organizations
against eugenics. Sicard de Plauzoles' complaint about "a system
of assistance that favors the multiplication of inferior classes" was
also a direct attack on the natalist campaigns for government fi-
nancial assistance to large families that had been urged since the
turn of the century. Hence, although the encyclical was directed
against the increase in sterilization practices in the United States
and the Anglican bishops who had endorsed contraception at the
Lambeth conference,72 most French churchmen and their allies in
natalist organizations took it as a signal to end the equivocal posi-
tion they had held on eugenics from its beginning. Yet the French
church's position before 1930 can also be taken as a testimony to
the effectiveness of the milder program of French eugenicists in
securing allies in the 1920s and earlier. This is illustrated by the
reaction of the church and natalist organizations to the campaign
for a premarital examination law.

When the premarital examination was first proposed by the
French Eugenics Society, some religious leaders were wary of how
the procedure might be carried out. As mentioned in the last chap-
ter, Edouard Jordan, a professor of medieval history at the Sor-
bonne who had been a prominent member of the natalist con-
gresses and the Association of Christian Marriage, accepted the
basic rationale for the measure proposed by the French Eugenics
Society. In a 1926 article he pointed out that it would be "unrea-
sonable to think only of numbers and not be concerned about the
quality" of the population.73 The premarital examination, Jordan
agreed, appeared to offer a common ground for cooperation in
that "everyone could agree that children should be born under the
best of circumstances." He cautioned his fellow natalists, how-
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ever, that "one can draw very different conclusions from eugen-
ics, and according to the manner in which it is understood and
practiced, it could be a powerful ally or redoubtable adversary in
the campaigns that we will be pursuing." To illustrate what he
meant, Jordan described an institute in Hamburg named by Georges
Schreiber in his talk at the 1926 conference on the premarital ex-
amination. Although Schreiber said the institute provided mar-
riage counseling when the couple underwent their physical ex-
amination, Jordan maintained that only about 10 percent of the
institute's work was with couples engaged to be married - the
other 90 percent came solely for contraceptive information. Jordan
also considered what was to be done with couples whose exami-
nations revealed problems, and he saw an even greater difficulty
when Pinard announced his proposal for a law that would make
the premarital examination mandatory. Although Jordan stopped
short of opposing the examination, he noted that all along he had
presumed a voluntary examination. A mandatory certificate that
had to be presented to government authorities was to him "a rather
different hypothesis."

Despite these reservations, Jordan continued to participate in
the discussion about the Pinard proposal. He spoke at a conference
on the subject sponsored by the Comite national d'etudes sociales
et politiques. At the same time, church officials joined in offering
their ideas on eugenics in general and the premarital examination
in particular. As late as April 1930, Rene Brouillard, a Jesuit the-
ologian wrote, "In principle, Catholic morality does not condemn
all eugenic science."74 Differences occurred, he said, when one
"passes into the realm of practice and forgets that man the animal
is not the total man."75 Of the two most commonly mentioned
eugenic measures, he found sterilization "absolutely repugnant to
Catholic morality." On the regulation of marriage, however, he
had a more open attitude. A premarital physical examination seemed
a good idea to Brouillard in the overall practice of marriage coun-
seling, but making it mandatory raised a question, because he felt
that negative results or not having a medical examination should
not be sufficient grounds for "a legal interdiction of marriage."76

Although Brouillard answered Jordan's question about a man-
datory examination law negatively, he was not reluctant to discuss
eugenics or find a way to work with some of the ideas, and in this
respect he was typical of French church leaders. In fact, the next
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month, May 1930, the Association du mariage chretien held a na-
tional congress in Marseilles devoted entirely to "The church and
eugenics." The attitude of most at the congress was summarized
in a final address by Monsignor Dubourg, the Archbishop of Mar-
seilles, who stated that

if the goal of the new science [of eugenics] is, as its name indicates, to
assure good offspring, it can only inspire our sympathy and find in
Christian morality an auxiliary, even a very precious guide, because we
profess that if God commanded man to multiply, He did not wish him
to multiply poorly.77

To be sure, the congress soundly condemned such eugenic prac-
tices as contraception, but Jordan in his preface to the published
proceedings welcomed eugenics as "an invitation to reflect upon
the responsibilities involved in procreation."78 The words could
not have been better chosen by Pinard himself. Jordan now even
expressed support for an obligatory examination such as Duval-
Arnould's, which contained provisions for the exchange of results
by spouses.79 This sentiment was echoed by Jean Arnould, former
chief of gynecology at the Faculty of Medicine in Marseilles who
spoke on the premarital examination to the "Church and Eugen-
ics" congress, Arnould found the proposed mandatory examina-
tion law "morally, socially and eugenically" advantageous.80

Thus, on the eve of the papal encyclical, the French church still
expressed a very open and cooperative attitude toward eugenics,
based largely on an accommodation over the premarital examina-
tion. French Churchmen lauded the "discretion" of French eugen-
icists who distinguished their program from the much harsher
"Anglo-Saxon eugenics" advocated in England and the United
States.81 Jordan himself summed up this position in an extraordi-
nary work entitled "Eugenics and Morality" published in 1931 but
written just before the December 1930 encyclical. It was clear to
Jordan that the negative eugenic measures of the Americans and
others - especially the sterilization laws and advocacy of contra-
ception, which were being discussed more and more in Europe -
were pushing eugenics in a different direction from the positive
program that had been emphasized by the French Eugenics Soci-
ety since its beginning. Jordan's book amounted to an extended
plea to French eugenicists to return to their original track, to "con-
tinue their legitimate warnings against unfortunate births, and to
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concentrate again on the improvement of the milieu, on the prog-
ress of medicine, on general hygiene, urban planning."82

Jordan was criticizing the Americans and British to be sure, but
his real targets were those French who were sympathetic to the
Anglo-Saxon ideas. The most complete~staiement of this position
(and the one most frequently cited by Jordan) was Charles Richet's
Selection humaine, a book written before the First World War but
whose publication was delayed until 1919.83 Despite Richet's im-
portance in French science generally and eugenics in particular,
there could not have been a more inauspicious time for his dra-
matic negative eugenics program to have been proposed. The early
1920s was precisely when the positive program of social hygiene
reached its peak in an effort to recover from the serious loss of life
in the war. By 1930, however, conditions had changed, and it was
not surprising to see Richet's views revived by eugenicists such as
Sicard de Plauzoles.

The tone of Richet's book was now much more in tune with
the new conditions of the 1930s. The Depression had begun, and
many more readers were likely to be in sympathy with Richet's
observation that "the fact of nature is the crushing of the weak.
The fact of society is the protection of the weak. Thus, the social
state vitiates the grand law of selection which is essentially the
survival of the strong."84 The various measures Richet described
as necessary to bring society in line with the laws of nature could
now be seen as frank, including segregation of the races and the
ending of care for the "mentally deficient." Earlier, Richet had
had to soften his call for the use of sterilization to prevent such
people from procreating, and recommended instead the practical
expedient of marriage regulation (such as the premarital exami-
nation) until such time as public sentiment found sterilization more
acceptable.85 Now, public discussion of sterilization was quite
commonplace.

Jordan naturally found none of Richet's proposals acceptable,
even arguing against mandatory marriage restriction on pragmatic
as well as moral grounds. To those who suggested such restric-
tion, he posed the question, "Which would be a better course of
action: forbid marriages by alcoholics or revoke the rights of dis-
tillers and limit the number of bars?"86 Jordan juxtaposed the neo-
Lamarckian presumptions of the founders of French eugenics with
the existing mood of the times:
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Take a poor family, because it is assumed by many eugenicists that a
poor person is a degenerate. Raise the wages, find the family healthy
lodging, family subsidies and try to raise the standard of living. Won't
their health have a chance to be maintained and improved? But does a
society which wants to do nothing effective against alcohol or degrada-
tion or slums or other social plagues, have the right to avenge itself, in a
way, on the victims of its own inactions, and to have recourse to the
contemptuous and harsh methods such as sterilization, on the pretext
that it is simple and final?87

It is doubtful that Jordan hoped to dissuade proponents of such
negative eugenic measures, but a more realistic hope may have
been to plead with the Catholic church hierarchy to leave room
for the positive eugenics that had been championed by the French.
When Casti connubi was published, its contents clearly showed that
Jordan had failed.

By most accounts, the encyclical was aimed at the Anglican
bishops' endorsement of contraception at their Lambeth confer-
ence earlier in the year.88 The church also took advantage of the
occasion to condemn several other practices that were increasingly
advocated in the name of eugenics. This included the American
state sterilization laws that were passed and applied with greater
frequency after the U.S. Supreme Court confirmed their consti-
tutionality in 1927. Similar laws were under discussion or had been
newly legislated in European countries as well. The encyclical di-
rectly condemned the attempts of eugenicists to sterilize "defec-
tives" by legislation, because it would

deprive these of that natural faculty by medical action despite their un-
willingness; and this they do not propose as an infliction of grave punish-
ment under the authority of the state for a crime committed, nor to pre-
vent future crimes by guilty persons, but against every right and good
they wish the civil authority to abrogate to itself a power over a faculty
which it never had and can never legitimately possess.89

The position of the church on sterilization was hardly surpris-
ing, and neither was the encyclical's condemnation of abortion on
any grounds, "social or eugenic," even "medical and therapeutic,"
nor in the encyclical's words, "however much we may pity the
mother whose health and even life is gravely imperiled in the per-
formance of the duty allotted to her by nature." The encyclical
went on, however, to condemn as well those who
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put eugenics before aims of a higher order, and by public authority wish
to prevent from marrying all those whom, even though naturally fit for
marriage, they consider, according to the norms and conjectures of their
investigations would, through hereditary transmission, bring forth de-
fective offspring.

Thus, the church also opposed the idea of a premarital examina-
tion - the very proposal that French Catholics had seen as a pos-
sible meeting ground for accommodation with the eugenicists. As
if to remove any doubt, the Holy Office issued a supplemental
decree on March 21, 1931, that "declared false and condemned the
theory of eugenics, either positive or negative," and disapproved
of the means it proposed, "to improve the human race, neglecting
the natural, divine, or ecclesiastical laws which concern marriage
or the rights of individuals."90

There was no mistaking the effect of the encyclical on French
church and natalist organizations, who ended their equivocal po-
sition on eugenics. Writing shortly thereafter in the Jesuit review,
Etudes, Rene Brouillard praised the encyclical and subsequent de-
cree as being the catalyst for attacking the increased publicity given
in recent years by the press to "eugenic views, even the most rad-
ical, without the most elementary reserve and with a sympathy
that is out of place in [such a] publication of high moral principles
as the [Journal des] debats."91 In his lengthy two-part article,
Brouillard welcomed the papal condemnation of practices - abor-
tion, birth control, sterilization, marriage restriction - that he noted
were against church doctrine and too drastic to be justified by the
uncertain scientific knowledge of genetics.92

At the end of the second part of the article, however, the author
indicated that he was not willing to give up completely the idea of
eugenics, at least the overall goal that it sought to achieve. Brouil-
lard attempted to make the case for retaining a notion of eugenics
that was different from what he called the "Anglo-Saxon, Galton-
ian" version. It is a remarkable testimony to the power and attrac-
tion of the idea of eugenics that even in the face of the new church
edicts, Brouillard still sought to define a "Catholic eugenics - a
eugenics of life" — as opposed to the "eugenics of death" preached
in the United States and England.93 Reading between the lines of
the encyclical and emphasizing what was not condemned rather
than what was, Brouillard spelled out what he hoped the new eu-
genics would be:
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Sanctification of marriage and the duties of spouses; attention to morality
and health at the time of conception and birth; action by the state, asso-
ciations and the church against public immorality, social diseases, alco-
holism, slums, etc. to develop the economic well-being, general hy-
giene, puericulture, healthy dwellings, the prosperity of families . . . ,
all of which would constitute a moral, family, social and Christian eu-
genics.94

Thus, Brouillard continued to hope for a version of eugenics in
France completely purged of the harsher negative elements with
which it had so Jong coexisted.

In hindsight, the overall effect of the encyclical was more to
quell support for eugenics by the French church in the 1930s than
to stimulate strong or vocal opposition. Catholic publications and
conferences ceased their consideration of eugenics that had prolif-
erated in 1929 and 1930, shifting their attention instead to the de-
population problem and the dangers of neo-Malthusian activity.95

As late as 1937, however, Edouard Jordan's sympathies with eu-
genics were still evident in an article for Etudes entitled "Natalite
dirigee," which warned:

There exists if not a caste then at least a class, often very prolific, in
which the worst physical and moral defects are transmitted from gener-
ation to generation through the effects of heredity or by the persistence
of the same deplorable living conditions. They are costly to society, for
whom their numerous offspring are too often a burden and not an asset.
The fact is that no one of good sense would maintain that all births are
equal.96

Jordan stopped short of endorsing eugenic measures as a remedy,
despite the terms he used to describe the problem. His rather weak
excuse was that in the United States and England, "they preach
neo-Malthusianism by invoking eugenic arguments; but in-
versely, many are undoubtedly happy to find in eugenics a decent
and special pretext to recommend neo-Malthusianism."97 Jordan's
only suggestion was that a natalist policy needed a complementary
"social" policy.

The major reason for the break between French Catholics and
eugenicists in the 1930s, therefore, was the question of contracep-
tion. The situation was aggravated by individuals such as Sicard
de Plauzoles and organizations such as the Association d'etudes
sexologiques who continued to express their views and even de-
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clare themselves more openly in support of such measures con-
demned by the church. Soon the major natalist organizations joined
with the church in the attack. For example, in January 1931, Fer-
nand Bo verat of the Alliance nationale contre la depopulation wrote
the first attack on eugenics in the organization's journal. This ar-
ticle was in striking contrast to a 1928 review of the first volume
of Marie-Therese Nisot's La question eugenique dans divers pays, which
was called by the natalist journal, "an indispensable repository for
all those . . . interested in the future of the race."98 When the As-
sociation d'etudes sexologiques adopted its program in 1933 call-
ing for a mandatory premarital examination and the creation of
public clinics to give advice on contraception and perform sterili-
zations and abortions, the reaction of the natalists was equally as
vigorous in opposition. This was particularly necessary, Boverat
noted, because it was proposed by a serious group that, "contains
among its officers and members a large number of distinguished
personalities belonging especially to the medical world."99

The opposition obviously did not silence or overwhelm these
proponents of the harsher eugenics of the 1930s. It is clear, how-
ever, that the effect of the papal encyclical and other opposition
was at least to destroy the old coalition of groups that had joined
together before the war to found a French eugenics movement.
One other effect of the timing was that this organized opposition
had already developed before the Nazis came to power and began
carrying out their eugenics program in 1933. Hence, the new Ger-
man laws were not seen as something radically new or different in
principle. Only after the measures were in effect for some time
was their scale seen to imply something new. The overall result
was to dampen criticism, because the lines in the dispute had al-
ready been drawn before the German laws were passed. Although
this resulted in the existence of ready-made criticism of the laws
as soon as they were passed, the opposition was not focused spe-
cifically on the German practices, nor did it possess the immediacy
and vigor that might have been the case had the opposition been
organized directly in response to the Nazis.

THE LEFT AND EUGENICS

Criticism of eugenics by the church and natalists in the 1930s did
not spell the end to the movement in France. As mentioned, ad-
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vocates of the harsher eugenics measures continued to voice their
opinion and mobilize new bases of support. In fact, shortly after
the change in church and natalist positions, another powerful group
proclaimed a family and public health policy that was very close
to the long-held moderate eugenic position that Brouillard and
Jordan had hoped to retain. The irony is that the group was the
political left, and the fact that some form of eugenic policy was
being advocated across the political spectrum from extreme right
to left shows how widely the idea of eugenics was employed by
the end of the 1930s.

The new position of the left in France was not comparable to
developments in other European countries where distinct "left-
wing" programs had developed from the earliest days of eugenics.
The closest had been Paul Robin's grass-roots working-class neo-
Malthusian "Regeneration" league at the turn of the century. Al-
though it contained many eugenic elements, Robin's movement
was soon caught in a bitter debate on the question of birth con-
trol.100 Robin, therefore, did not have the opportunity to develop
a broader program, and few other socialist or labor leaders sup-
ported him, even on the issue of contraception. Left-wing policy
on the broader eugenic-related questions of the prewar years was
most notable by its absence. With the exception of occasional de-
bates on issues such as alcoholism, there was little mention of health,
let alone contraception, social hygiene, or eugenics in socialist
publications. The postwar years removed these questions even
further from the focus of attention of the left as it became en-
grossed in the communist/socialist doctrinal split prompted by the
Bolshevik Revolution in Russia. In addition, the 1920 legislation
against contraceptive propaganda had the effect of ending for a
time this aspect of the question in all public legislative debate.101

The first mention of any eugenic or related topic in the publi-
cations of the Communist Party came in the early 1930s - exactly
when other voices were being raised over the previously taboo
questions of contraception and sterilization. In this case it was the
subject of abortion, which was discussed in two articles in the
Cahiers du bolchevisme in 1931 and 1932. As might be expected, the
articles were highly critical of the "repressive" French laws, which
the author of the first article claimed not only failed to prevent
abortions, but also had the effect of making it possible for only
the wives of the bourgeoisie to pay the high price for safe, clan-
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destine abortions by doctors and midwives. Women of the work-
ing class had to resort to other, more dangerous methods. As the
author, Tilly Abeau, succinctly put it, "Done by people without
medical instruction, with crude instruments, under conditions of
miserable hygiene, these operations present very grave dangers
and result . . . in a very high proportion of death and injuries."102

Not surprisingly, Abeau contrasted the French situation with that
in the Soviet Union, where abortion was legal and accessible in
clinics, making the death and injury rate almost negligible. It is
significant that Abeau also made special note of the fact that the
Soviet population continued to grow at a rate of over 2 million
inhabitants yearly; hence, she was aware of the wider natalist
issue.

This article was clearly an exception, with no references to pre-
vious positions on the issues having been taken by the French
communists or socialists. The next year, another article called for
legalization of abortion, but none of the articles gave any indica-
tion of the sweeping legislative proposal to be introduced in 1933
by the communist deputies of the Chamber.

The proposal, entitled "Law for the protection of maternity and
childhood," was prompted, according to its authors, "by the eco-
nomic crisis which has struck the capitalist world," leaving 50
million workers unemployed, not to mention the hundreds of
millions in the Far East and India.103 Among the effects of this
desperate situation in other countries was a more relaxed attitude
toward the use of contraception, but according to the authors of
the legislation, the French bourgeoisie in its short-sighted ap-
proach to the problem of birthrate had retained the law of 1920,
the result being an increase in the number of clandestine abortions.
The communist deputies called for a sweeping revision of existing
laws and the introduction of new legislation to resolve the com-
plex problems of maternity and childhood. For example, they
proposed the creation of offices to coordinate existing programs
for pregnant women and new mothers. They also wanted to ex-
pand the number of refuges for expectant mothers and provide
day nurseries for new mothers, if other programs would not allow
them to stay home with newborns. The most controversial fea-
tures of the proposed legislation, however, were the final two sec-
tions, which called for revocation of the Law of July 31, 1920 that
had outlawed publicity about contraception, and for a complete
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revision of the statutes on abortion. Legal abortions would be per-
mitted when the health of the pregnant woman was endangered
and "for eugenic reasons when necessary to prevent the procrea-
tion of defects or insanity."104

The communist deputies admitted that the bill had "no chance
to be supported let alone adopted by the majority of the Cham-
ber," despite the fact that it complied "with the suggestions and
current evidence of eugenics, medical and surgical sciences," not
to mention "the interest of all human society."105 As commun-
ists, they reasoned that the existing situation suited capitalist in-
terests.

The presence of hundreds of thousands of unemployed, the presence of
an army of momentarily non-productive reserve workers constitutes for
[the capitalists] an argument and a pretext for lowering salaries and thus
augmenting their profits.106

The communist predictions proved to be correct, and for two
years the matter lay dormant. Then, in November 1935, a series
of articles appeared in L'Humanite and the Cahiers du bolchevisme
that introduced a full-scale family policy retaining many of the
features of the 1933 bill, and significantly dropping others. The
policy was similar to the natalist position of the French Eugenics
Society, the program that Brouillard had hoped the Catholic church
would support after the 1930 encyclical. The first indications of
this policy shift came in a speech by Maurice Thorez, head of the
French Communist Party, on October 7, 1935. It was clearly part
of a larger change in strategy by the communists prompted by the
rise of the Nazis in Germany and the growth of right-wing move-
ments in France and the rest of Europe. The result was a call for
cooperation between left and center groups that culminated in the
electoral victory of the Popular Front coalition in 1936.

In order to succeed, the communists had first to broaden their
appeal to the French voting public. The theme of Thorez's 1935
speech could not have been broader in appeal, touching on moth-
erhood, children, and country.

The working class does not want a weak France, with a degenerate peo-
ple. It wants a hard-working and powerful France. What can be done to
achieve it? We want to institute immediately a policy of effective protec-
tion for the mother and child.107
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Thorez also sought to refute one of the common notions about the
cause of the declining birthrate in France.

The sterile and degenerate bourgeois say, and have their journalists write,
that the wives of workers and peasants, the whole of the people of France,
do not want children. It is not true. . . . What is true is that they are
afraid of the father unemployed, of the mother without work, of not
being able to meet the needs of the family. . . . They are afraid of not
being able to give birth to children in full health, robust and intelligent
instead of being the misfortunates who will only know a life of mis-
ery.108

The following month, a series of articles appeared in the Com-
munist Party newspaper L'Humanite, written by its editor, former
deputy Paul Vaillant-Couturier, entitled, "Au secours de la fa-
mille." His opening article revealed the more moderate position,
which described the problem of the family in political terms. The
right, he pointed out, accused the left of "destroying, degrading
and sterilizing" the family, while the left accused the right of being
"repopulators" for military or religious reasons. Vaillant-Coutu-
rier deliberately chose to occupy the middle ground, but signifi-
cantly his front-page article stated the issue in eugenic terms:

How to make motherhood a social function of the highest order - by
combating misery, low salaries, unemployment, prostitution, slums,
clandestine abortions, social diseases, alcoholism, infantile mortality -
because upon it depends the continuity and improvement of the spe-
cies.109

The next day, Vaillant-Couturier further defined his position by
citing Sicard de Plauzoles as one who wished to resolve these
problems by limiting births, and Fernand Boverat, a leading na-
talist, as an advocate of exactly the opposite course. The article
ridiculed Boverat for representing "the interests of the directing
oligarchies . . . which want to produce men above all for purposes
of war," and Sicard for his "scientific preoccupation with the
question of human breeding which unfortunately sinks to a Mal-
thusian confusion of the facts."110

Before Vaillant-Couturier could elaborate on his own position,
however, he was flooded with hundreds of letters from readers (if
the editor can be believed), which he made the subject of what
became virtually a daily column on the front page of the newspa-
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per for the next six weeks.111 These were exactly the kind of per-
sonal stories of ordinary working people that L'Humanite prided
itself on reporting - men and women wanting to marry and have
families but not being able to afford it. The letters were also used
to help define the new moderate position of the party. For ex-
ample, they stressed the value of marriage and the family - which
contradicted many of the radical notions attributed to the left, such
as the portrayal of marriage as a bourgeois institution of slavery
for women. In two articles on November 22 and 24, 1935, entitled
"Lenin talks on love" and "Lenin and the family," Vaillant-Cou-
turier quoted the rather prudish father of the Russian Revolution
as follows: "Neither monk nor Don Juan - sport, gymnastics,
swimming, exercise, all sorts of physical exercise and varied moral
interests . . . are better for youth than endless discussions on sex-
ual questions."112

Most of the articles were directed toward the natalists in order
to demonstrate that the working class desired larger families but
simply could not afford them. A November 30 article was dedi-
cated "especially to Boverat and the directors of the Alliance na-
tionale contre la depopulation," with quotes from letters and pic-
tures of slums printed on the front page. Another article on
December 8 entitled "Law and money versus motherhood" com-
plained of inadequate subventions for mothers and families who
were evicted from apartments for having too many children. An
article on December 21 featured a picture of the recent winner of
the Cognacq-Jay Prize, given yearly to exemplary large families
in France, but which the article called "an exception without social
value that serves to mask the failure of society with regard to the
family." The communists had obviously found a way of beating
the bourgeoisie with its own stick of natalism. The clear and un-
mistakable message of these articles was that the working class
wanted to marry and have families. The problem was the capital-
ists, who would not hire them or pay them enough money to live
decently.113

When Vaillant-Couturier finally got around to his long-delayed
article entitled "Remedies," which described the Communist Party
answers to these problems, he placed great emphasis on the fea-
tures of the 1933 legislative proposal calling for support of moth-
erhood and children, but made only passing reference to its call
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for revoking the statutes against birth control and abortion.114 Yet
the essentially eugenic viewpoint remained. As Vaillant-Couturier
noted in the beginning of the article, "The guiding principle of
our proposition resides in the recognition of motherhood as a social
JUnction/'115

The importance of the revised program to the communists can
be seen in another bill introduced in the 1936 Chamber, sponsored
by the now much larger communist delegation that had been elected
in the Popular Front campaign. Gone were the references to legal-
izing abortion; gone also was the call to revoke the 1920 law against
contraception. What remained was a bill for "effective protection
of maternity and childhood" that hardly anyone could oppose. It
included the call for creation of a national office of the mother and
child to coordinate all existing legislation on their behalf, passage
of new legislation that would "protect mothers effectively before,
during and after pregnancy," encourage breastfeeding, and pro-
tect all children through three years of age.116

The Popular Front was not in power long enough to enact this
legislation, but the issues remained a part of the Communist Party
program in the years that followed. Speeches by Thorez and arti-
cles in the Cahiers du bolchevisme covered subjects that could just as
easily have been found in earlier issues of Eugenique: "Depopula-
tion and childhood misery," which cited Pinard, Richet, and even
Fernand Boverat, or "The battle against slums," on the effect of
poor living conditions on the birthrate.117 At the end of January
1936, Thorez warned that "the population decreases instead of
growing. If this unsettling phenomenon continues or grows, it
will be a catastrophe for our country. In a few decades we will be
a nation of the elderly, a weak, diminished people on the road to
extinction."118 In other articles, Georges Levy, a communist dep-
uty who had been trained as a physician, reviewed the history of
the public health movement in France since 1902, covering in turn
the problems of slums, alcoholism, tuberculosis, and syphilis. Al-
though Levy's stated purpose was to show "the human inequality
in sickness and death" resulting in rates in the poorer quarters of
Paris that were double those of the rich quarters, his language and
descriptions were clearly drawn from twenty years of social hy-
giene and eugenic writing. For example, Levy made much of the
concept of "human capital" that Sicard de Plauzoles had used in
order to justify increased expenditure on health measures.
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One forgets too often that the expenses for the protection of public health
are excellent investments, becausejn the future they prevent the degen-
eration of the race, sickness and death; and they decrease expenses for
hospitalization, insane asylums, welfare, prisons and lost work days."119

Levy also had little doubt that "there is heredo-alcoholism like
heredo-syphilis," which he proved by citing statistics claiming that
half the crimes in France resulted from alcoholism.120 In sum, most
of the positive, neo-Lamarckian eugenic position developed in the
first three decades of the twentieth century is evident in Levy's
program, without the negative measures designed to eliminate the
undesirables.

The communists' "policy of protection of the family and child-
hood" was not a program of some fascist league, but a demon-
stration, in the party's own words, of a "preoccupation with this
important problem, both in the parliamentary field as well as the
courts." Thorez gave special attention to the question at a No-
vember 21, 1938, meeting of the Central Committee of the Com-
munist Party by making "protection of the family and childhood"
one of the points of the party's ten-point program.121 Although
this program did not support a mandatory premarital exam, it did
call for "prenatal consultation." In fact, it is a testimony to how
far the left had moved on these questions that virtually every other
point of Pinard's puericulture was included - from "surveillance
of pregnant women," including "a longer rest period before and
after pregnancy," to encouragement of breast-feeding.122 It goes
without saying that included also was support of most legislation
proposed by natalists for bonuses, subventions, and tax breaks to
encourage large families. Thorez even echoed one of the natalists'
favorite proposals calling for "the advantages accorded to large
families to be paid for by taxes on the unmarried and households
without children."123

What would cause such a dramatic change in policy by the left,
aside from a genuine response to the sympathetic chord evidently
struck by the L'Humanite articles? Natalists were openly skeptical
when they first heard of their new-found allies, although Boverat
admitted that the new policy, "whatever its faults denotes serious
concern for the population problem." He also noted the fact that
the left had at least put it in the form of a legislative proposal,
which was more than could be said of many natalists, whose long-
time support was "warm but vague in principle."124
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In the context of the mid-1930s and the preparations for the
creation of the Popular Front, it is not surprising that such a policy
was embraced. For example, in April 1936 Thorez attempted to
make peace with the Catholic church in his famous "main tendue"
speech - the communists' "outstretched hand" to Catholics and
the members of fascist youth leagues during the mid-i93os as part
of the party's campaign against its right-wing foes. Peace was also
extended to the Ligue des droits de 1'homme, which the party had
opposed since 1922.125

The new position on family and health thus fit in well with this
new policy. It challenged no important part of the programs ad-
vocated by the left, and to those who feared that the party was
abandoning its revolutionary mission, Thorez replied simply, "We
do not want to take power in a diminished, amputated country.
We want to take power with a strong people, a healthy and nu-
merous people."126 If legalizing abortion had to be dropped, this
was no major revision because the issue had only been briefly taken
up in previous years. Moreover, Thorez was very conscious of the
potential political danger of the position.

We do not wish to repeat on this precise matter the tragic error of our
comrades in the German party. For some time they had made abortion
one of the essential articles of their program. This article caused them
extreme harm. The Nazis went out in the countryside and among the
workers and said, "here are men who wish to weaken our country, to
the advantage of foreigners."127

The left certainly had no qualms about government intervention
in the private sphere. More important, the family policy could
take advantage of the broad appeal of natalist, social hygiene, and
eugenic ideas that had been developing in France since 1900. In
first announcing the change in policy, Thorez complained that "the
fascists pretend to be guardians of the family tradition and say 'the
communists want to destroy the family.' " His family program
was consciously designed as a response, which he admitted "is a
veritable turning point in our policy on this question, but it is also
the path toward the masses of our country."128

The concluding paragraph of a 1939 article in the Cahiers du
bolchevisme on family policy read as follows:

What higher goal [is there] to achieve for our party, if its militants set
themselves to the task with their habitual ardor; to realize the great work
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of national renovation, the effective protection of the family and child-
hood to which are attached at the same time the recovery and future of
our country.129

These words could just as easily have introduced the new family
policy of the Vichy regime one year later.

The communists' family program deliberately picked up eu-
genic ideas as part of remaking its image of respectability during
the era of the Popular Front.130 In addition to what this says about
the broad applicability of ideas concerning biological regenera-
tion, the fact that they were adopted by a wide range of political
movements meant that the eugenics question in France was similar
to that in other countries by the end of the 1930s. A full range of
eugenic proposals was openly advocated - from the most moder-
ate, positive support of motherhood to the most extreme calls for
the use of sterilization. Despite the efforts of leaders of the French
Eugenics Society to carve out a compromise position based on the
idea of a "Latin eugenics" complete with an international congress
in Paris in 1937,131 the old alliance of population regenerators could
not be put back together. This is not surprising, given the polari-
zation of political and ideological views in France at the time. The
Third Republic, which had been founded and thrived on the spirit
of compromise, survived until the end of the decade, but only in
the face of many new and more radical ideas. These ideas will be
spelled out more clearly in the next chapters, which look specifi-
cally at the questions of race and immigration in French eugenics.
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Eugenics, race, and blood

In the 1930s, new eugenic arguments for improving the French
race gained prominence. Although proponents of the milder, pos-
itive eugenics attempted to rally support from a diminishing base,
the most significant trend of the decade was the growth of a more
strident, negative eugenics. The issues and developments that
prompted the change have been discussed in the last chapter: the
economic decline of the Great Depression, the large number of
immigrants in France, the rise of the Nazis to power in Germany,
and the papal encyclical of 1930. This chapter examines one im-
portant feature of the new French eugenics: its racism.

The racist eugenics of the 1930s was only in part a return to the
older tradition of Gobineau and Vacher de Lapouge. Like the ear-
lier eugenics, it was also based on new anthropological definitions
of race, but with different scientific underpinnings. Whereas older
definitions had relied on certain cultural characteristics and specific
physical features of skin color, hair texture, and the size or shape
of the skull to distinguish races, new discoveries in the twentieth
century of human blood groups and their distribution patterns
among populations offered a seemingly more clear-cut and "sci-
entific" basis for defining races. Although the theoretical expla-
nation offered by blood groups was elegantly simple, the notions
of "blood" and "race" were so fraught with historical and psycho-
logical implications that the result was confusion and misapplica-
tion of the new discoveries in ways that the first medical and an-
thropological researchers would never have thought possible.1 This
change can best be appreciated by examining the development of
racial thought among French eugenicists in the first four decades
of the twentieth century.
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RACISM AND FRENCH EUGENICS BEFORE THE I93OS

Of all the early eugenics writers, Georges Vacher de Lapouge placed
by far the most emphasis on race. It was literally the basis of his
eugenic determination of "superior" elements of the population to
be conserved. And although Lapouge was almost completely os-
tracized from the French scientific community after 1900 - he re-
mained at provincial libraries for the rest of his life and published
almost exclusively in foreign journals - his standing in other
countries was quite high. No less a figure than Kaiser Wilhem II
is supposed to have remarked, "The French possess only one great
man, Vacher de Lapouge, and they ignore him." The statement,
however, may say as much about the Kaiser as it does about Vacher
de Lapouge's esteem in Germany.2

When Lucien March and Lucien Cuenot went to the Second
International Eugenics Congress in New York after the First World
War as official representatives of the French Eugenics Society, they
found that the Americans had also invited Vacher de Lapouge to
address the congress. Likewise, Margaret Sanger invited him to
speak at the Sixth International Birth Control Congress in New
York in 1925.3 For his part, Vacher de Lapouge returned the favor
for one of his American hosts by arranging the translation and
writing a preface for the 1926 French edition of Madison Grant's
The passing of a great race. More will be said of this American con-
nection later.

Although Vacher de Lapouge's influence in France paled by
comparison with his foreign reputation, one can hardly say that
French racism was dead at the turn of the century. If anything, the
1890s and the Dreyfus affair witnessed the most violent and wide-
spread anti-Semitism France had seen in modern times. Not only
did the affair become a cause celebre for nascent anti-Jewish publi-
cations such as Drumont's La libre parole and the Catholic church's
La croix, which reached hundreds of thousands of French readers,
it also was the inspiration for the establishment of more formal
organizations such as the Action Franqaise, which became centers
of continuing racist thought.4

Another facet to French racism that was often overshadowed by
anti-Semitism was the belief that Asian and African peoples were
biologically inferior to Europeans.5 Although this sentiment went



210 Quality and quantity

against the much-lauded French assimilationist colonial theory that
French culture rather than Frenchmen's physical attributes was what
made the French superior to others, the expansion of French co-
lonial rule in Africa and Southeast Asia at the end of the nineteenth
century brought French government officials and intellectuals face
to face with the practical aspects of assimilationist theory.6 The
real test was whether or not the new colonial subjects would be
treated as equals or potential equals of Frenchmen in such matters
as schooling and political rights. They were not, and because this
ran counter to the long-held assimilationist tradition, it is telling
proof of how deeply racism was rooted in French perceptions of
outsiders. Moreover, it is relatively easy to demonstrate that the
perceptions were reinforced by scientific scholarly thought at the
time, most notably among French anthropologists.

The presumed inferiority of Africans and Asians was so deeply
ingrained that it was taken for granted by most anthropologists
and other thinkers of the day. No lengthy arguments were seen as
necessary to prove the existence of a racial hierarchy; instead, an-
thropologists concentrated most of their attention on measuring
physical features and classifying the peoples of the world accord-
ing to these measurements. The work of Paul Broca, founder of
modern French anthropology, illustrates this clearly. Although he
is recognized now for pioneering studies in mapping the brain,
and his organizational achievements in creating the separate disci-
pline of anthropology in France, Broca's chief concern in physical
anthropology was a study of differences between humans.7

Broca's subjects for comparison were not individuals but groups,
and his most frequent categories for comparison were sex and race.
In all of the studies one can find a continuing presumption of a
hierarchical relationship between the groups. As a recent study of
Broca points out, "Conclusions came first and Broca's conclu-
sions were the shared assumptions of most successful white males
during his time - themselves on top by the good fortune of na-
ture, and women, blacks and poor people below."8 With males
assumed to be superior to females, and Europeans superior to Af-
ricans, the question that remained was to find the physical at-
tribute that could be measured and correlated to the hierarchy al-
ready taken for granted. Broca's answer was the rather simplistic
notion that skull volume as a measure of brain size was the best
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indicator of intelligence, hence superiority. Not surprisingly, his
conclusions fit his presumption:

In general, the brain is larger in mature adults than in the elderly, in men
than women, in eminent men than in men of mediocre talent, in superior
races than in inferior races. . . . Other things being equal, there is a re-
markable relationship between the development of intelligence and the
volume of the brain.9

In a telling remark made during a debate about methodology
with a colleague Broca himself admitted what came first in his
thinking. "The superiority of Europeans compared with the Af-
rican Negroes, American Indians, Australians and the Negroes of
Oceania, is sufficiently certain to serve as a point of departure for
the comparison of brains."10 As anomalies arose, Broca's theory
became more complex, eventually involving the number of folds
of the brain and its position relative to the spinal column, but the
presumption of inferiority and superiority always preceded the
"proof."

The point here is not that Broca was a racist but rather that what
we call "racism" - a presumed hierarchy of peoples based on biol-
ogy - was normal among anthropologists, not just in France but
throughout Europe and America in the nineteenth century.11 Like
Broca, they were also white, male, and of European ancestry, and
they did not question their superiority to females, non-whites and
non-Europeans, though they may have disagreed about the rea-
sons for it and whether it was a permanent situation. Given this
intellectual climate of racism, it is not surprising that French eu-
genicists shared these racist presumptions long before the 1930s.
They may have paid less attention to racial hierarchy than eugen-
icists in other countries, but this is explained by the French preoc-
cupation with more pressing problems such as depopulation. Also,
they did not see an immediate biological threat, as in the United
States, from blacks or Asians. In fact, some French neo-Lamarck-
ians even argued that new immigrants could be biologically as
well as culturally assimilated, according to a law they called "the
dominance of the autochthonous," whereby offspring of parents
of mixed ancestry showed greater resemblance to the parent in
whose home country they resided.12 This view was exceptional,
and usually when French eugenicists considered other races it was
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with a presumption of inferiority, as did anthropologists and most
other thinkers of the day. Enough examples of nonassimilation
existed, moreover, for most French eugenicists to be openly fear-
ful of a biological decline that might come from the influx of in-
ferior peoples and interbreeding with them.

An excellent example of the continuity of racism - from Vacher
de Lapouge's writings before the turn of the century to the French
racists of the 1930s — was Charles Richet's Selection humaine. As
mentioned in Chapter 4, this work, written before the First World
War but published in 1919, was frequently cited both by eugeni-
cists and opponents not only as a clear and complete general state-
ment of French eugenic thought, but also as a guide for eugenic
ideas on race.13 This was because Richet's book attached a great
deal of importance to racial questions. When other French eugen-
icists were outdoing themselves in calling for measures to repo-
pulate France, Richet began his chapter "The inferior races" with
the following dictum: "Above all, one must avoid all mixture of
superior races with inferior human races."14 Realizing where this
statement placed him in traditional French debates about equality
versus inequality, or assimilation versus nonassimilation, Richet
was typically blunt in describing the assumptions behind his rule.

I do not comprehend how by aberration one can equate a negro with a
white. When I read works which talk of the unity of the human race, I
wonder if I am daydreaming. Whether of single or multiple origin, it
does not matter. The fact is that today in 1912 they are different, as
different as a curved line differs from a straight one, as a crayfish differs
from a lobster, and the sun from the moon. Whether I am crucified,
whipped or made to suffer the most varied or clever tortures, I will never
admit that the negro, with his curly hair, thick lips, receding facial angle,
long arms and black skin is identical to a white with blond hair, blue eyes
and pink skin.15

Nor was Richet merely describing differences; he was equally
pointing out that his main purpose "concerns less the difference
between whites and blacks - this cannot be denied - than the su-
periority of whites over blacks." From this conclusion, Richet went
on to call for the prohibition of marriage between whites and non-
whites as an essential prerequisite to other efforts at arresting de-
generation from other debilitating causes within European soci-
ety.16

As with Broca, the point is not simply to add Richet to the list
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of French racists, but rather to show that he was typical. Nor was
Richet terribly imaginative in his proof of superiority, which was
little more than a citing of the number of books written, scientific
discoveries made, and art created as measures of what he called
"intelligence."17 Today, the simplicity of his ethnocentrism is al-
most pathetic, although one must give him credit as least for at-
tempting to prove white superiority, unlike Broca, who did not
even see the need. Moreover, Richet's delineation of the races was
not particularly novel; if anything, it was even more superficial
than the proof of intellectual superiority. "I am content with a
very simple division," Richet said, "essentially true, though it may
not be scholarly. Blacks, yellows, whites. Blacks are in Africa,
yellows occupy Asia, the whites are in Europe and America."18

To Richet's credit, however, his analysis had the effect of mini-
mizing differences between groups in his white race, such as the
Caucasians and Semites. As he put it, "Between these two races,
from the standpoint of intelligence, I do not believe it possible to
establish a preeminence. Even though my admiration for Arab or
Jewish civilization is mediocre, I would not have the temerity to
pretend that the Semitic races are inferior to Caucasian races."19

This was faint praise, indeed, but praise nonetheless.
Richet's delineation of the races was almost a caricature of an-

thropological thought of the day, especially compared with Bro-
ca's and others' elaborate physical body measurements and their
breakdown of groups in subcategories. But its most fundamental
feature - the presumed racial hierarchy - was typical. Richet's
book had been written in prewar days, and his concern resulted
from France's and other European powers' having established vast
colonial empires in Africa and Asia.20 In fact, his stated goal was
to avoid a repetition of race mixing as had occurred in South
America. Richet preferred instead to see the colonization of Africa
follow the example of the racially segregated United States. Such
views did not inspire much of a following in the prewar heyday
of assimilation. But as with the delayed appreciation of Richet's
other negative eugenics, his views on race also received later ap-
probation by French eugenicists when the possibility of race mix-
ing became more real in France with increased immigration after
the First World War.

As will be seen in the next chapter, the influx of immigrants to
France in the 1920s was spurred by several developments: the rev-
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olutions and disruption in Eastern Europe, the establishment of
U.S. immigration quotas, and the labor shortage in France that
was heightened by a fear of depopulation from war losses.21 All
combined to bring unprecedented numbers of foreigners into the
country, in the face of which the "law of autochthonous predom-
inance" offered little comfort. The first discussion of the problem
by the French Eugenics Society was at a December 1922 meeting
at which general secretary Georges Schreiber raised the question
of controlling immigration because, in his words, "there are eu-
genically undesirable elements among those who flock daily toward
us."22 He did not specify the nature of the elements, but Eugene
Apert, vice president of the society, responded to Schreiber's re-
marks with a list of foreigners he could identify coming in large
numbers, including Italians, Poles, and North African Arabs. In
addition, he noted that there were regiments of Vietnamese Sene-
galese soldiers garrisoned in the south of France, where "mulattos
are beginning to appear."

A second, extended discussion of the problem occurred at a
meeting of the eugenics society in May 1923, when it was an-
nounced that an organization had been formed to monitor the
placement of younger immigrants, aged thirteen to sixteen, with
families in rural France. The Comite des enfants immigres was
created as part of the effort to recruit manpower from outside France
to relieve the shortage of labor after the war. Youngsters placed
with farm families, it was thought, could help meet the need for
agricultural labor and be more easily assimilated into French soci-
ety. Given the age of the children, special precautions would have
to be taken for their protection, but this might also provide a
mechanism to control selection of these workers. Schreiber, who
along with Apert had been named to the committee because of his
work on childhood diseases, reported to the French Eugenics So-
ciety in its May meeting that the screening of the young immi-
grants could be done from a eugenic standpoint in two ways: in-
dividually, according to moral and physical fitness, as. well as by
what he called a "selection des races."23 To illustrate the need for
the latter criterion, Schreiber warned of women being brought to
France from Martinique to relieve the shortage of domestic help.
His anti-black bias was similar to that in Apert's remark about
mulattos being seen near garrisons of Senegalese soldiers. But this
time, comments from Georges Papillaut, vice president of the So-
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ciete d'anthropologie, elicited an even clearer indication of racial
hierarchy. Such a ranking of races was necessary, he noted, be-
cause "the productive white races can be considered capable of
furnishing to France good elements of immigration." In other
words, Southern and Eastern Europeans should not be excluded
by a general ban on immigrants.

By the end of 1923 the question of immigration had become so
important to the French Eugenics Society that it was the subject
of the next two major addresses at its meetings: one by Apert on
"The problem of races and immigration in France," the other by
Lucien March on "Immigration and the birthrate." Apert's talk,
drawing on his experience with the Comite des enfants immigres,
began by reassuring the society that the peoples coming to France
mostly fell within Papillaut's definition of "production races." As
a precautionary measure, however, Apert reported that he had
suggested that the committee ban "the introduction of children of
the black or yellow races." His justification was based specifically
on Richet's ideas as stated in Selection humaine.24

On the positive side, Apert indicated that the danger from either
the West Indian domestics described by Schreiber or the African
and Vietnamese regiments stationed in France was minimal so far,
but only because their numbers were so small. Of greater signifi-
cance in the talk was the fact that for the first time he made dis-
tinctions between the peoples making up the "white" immigrants
to France. These he grouped into categories of people closely re-
lated to the French - such as the Belgians, Spanish, and Italians -
and more distant white populations such as Arabo-Berbers and
Balkan and other "diverse Slavic peoples." Apert avoided open
condemnation of the rapidly increasing Polish immigration, but
he mentioned the findings of a recent medical thesis on the effects
of race mixing on the character of descendents, in which the au-
thor found a higher incidence of "moral, mental, and pathological
defects" among the offspring of French-Russian, French-German,
and Anglo-Greek marriages. Apert's conclusion was that immi-
grants from the more distant white races were in need of close
scrutiny, because they formed a middle rank in the hierarchy be-
tween the black and Asian immigrants, who should be banned,
and the Belgians, Italians, and Spanish,25 who should be wel-
comed openly.

In the lively discussion following Apert's talk, there was little
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questioning of his categories. Papillaut, if anything, urged stricter
controls, quoting an Arab proverb that "God created man and the
devil made the half-breed." Schreiber argued against being too
severe in judging the middle category of immigrants, but heartily
agreed that "the collective introduction of subjects from the black
or yellow race should be prohibited." March's talk at the next
meeting of the eugenics society was essentially in agreement with
Apert, although naturally it concentrated more on the effects of
immigration on birthrate. Discussion afterward produced some
comments about Latin peoples being more prone to assimilation
into French society than Slavic peoples, but most attention was
focused on the need for the government to control immigration
policy rather than allowing employers or labor organizations to
determine policy in piecemeal fashion.26

It is clear from these discussions that racism continued among
French eugenicists well past the First World War, insofar as the
races of the world were seen in a biological hierarchy. Nor was
this unusual, given the views on race of most French thinkers of
the day, including anthropologists. If there was a common thread
linking their perceptions of differences between the French and
others, it was perhaps the sense that the degree of difference was
proportional to the geographical distance of the country of origin
from France. Beyond that, however, there was little agreement
about whether the differences were sufficient to warrant the exclu-
sion of certain groups from France, or even about basic questions
of what constituted a race. Richet had glossed over the latter prob-
lem by completely minimizing differences among whites, but he
was the exception. Other French eugenicists who considered East-
ern Europeans different enough to warrant closer scrutiny re-
flected traditional views of anthropologists, but even they were
finding it increasingly difficult to draw these racial lines. In fact,
by the 1920s so many questions had arisen that they threatened to
undermine the whole system of racial classification that French
and other physical anthropologists had helped to create in the last
third of the nineteenth century. The new methods that evolved to
answer these questions in the 1920s and 1930s had important con-
sequences for French eugenicists as well as for race theory in gen-
eral.
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FROM THE CEPHALIC TO THE BIOCHEMICAL INDEX

The system of racial classification that Broca helped establish as
the basis for the rest of physical anthropologists in the world em-
phasized two essential features: precision of measurement and
comparison of data. Broca was not the first to measure human
anatomy for these purposes or to make comparisons between hu-
man groups based on physical appearance. But it was the care and
precision of measurement and the exhaustive manner in which he
compared his data that gave rise to the claim that French physical
anthropology was a scientific approach to discovering the differ-
ences between human groups. This included standardized proce-
dures and the use of new instruments to improve the accuracy and
comparability of measurements. For example, several body parts
were singled out as standards for comparison. Typically this was
done according to size and shape, such as the volume of the brain,
which Broca thought to be crucial to intelligence and therefore
evolutionary development, or the facial angle (the slope of a line
from forehead to jaw), a steeper angle indicating a higher stage of
evolution.

By far the most commonly used of these measurements was the
cephalic index - the relationship of the width of the skull to its
length. It was first proposed by the Swedish anthropologist An-
ders Retzius in the 1840s as a way of distinguishing between the
so-called dolichocephalic ("long-headed") blond Aryan peoples of
northern Europe and the inferior brachycephalic ("broad-headed")
darker peoples of the south and east. Broca had questioned some
of the simplistic claims of this craniological theory. For one thing,
the majority of Frenchmen, including Broca, were brachy ce-
phalic; in addition, he was much more interested in the volume of
the skull than its shape, because he considered it to be a better
measure of brain size, hence intelligence. Other Frenchmen, such
as Vacher de Lapouge, made the cephalic index the cornerstone of
the division of races in Europe. Moreover, when Leonce Manou-
vrier challenged Lapouge's theories at the end of the nineteenth
century, it was not on the skull-based definitions of race but rather
on the characteristics Lapouge attributed to them, especially psy-
chological ones. The cephalic index was easily understood, and
soon became the most widely adopted means for the classification
and comparison of races.27
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Despite the widespread acceptance and use of craniometry and
other measures in physical anthropology, by the 1920s there were
many who saw the need for a new way to classify the races. For
example, serious questions had been raised about anthropometry
by the dean of American anthropologists, Franz Boas, who found
in his famous 1911 study of immigrants that there were significant
differences in the cephalic indexes of foreign and American-born
Jews and Italians living in America. This led Boas to the conclu-
sion that "the head form, which has always been considered one
of the most stable and permanent characteristics of human races,
undergoes far-reaching changes due to the transfer of the people
from European to American soil."28

These studies were nothing new to the French who had long
considered such changes as confirmation of the Lamarckian link
between environment and heredity.29 Other, more fundamental
questions were raised about anthropometric methods by French
researchers, among them Alfred Binet, the French psychologist
who is best known for his formulation of what came to be known
as IQ testing. Binet claimed that he was led to develop his aptitude
measurements only after failing to achieve acceptable results using
Broca's procedures for measuring intelligence from skull size. In
1900, after three years of work using these methods in French
schools, Binet concluded,

I was persuaded that I had attacked an intractable problem. The measures
had required traveling and tiring procedures of all sorts; and they ended
with the discouraging conclusion that there was often not a milimeter of
difference between the cephalic measures of intelligent and less intelligent
students. The idea of measuring intelligence by measuring heads seemed
ridiculous.30

Paul Rivet is another example of a famous French anthropolo-
gist trained in the old anthropometric method who questioned the
use of the cephalic index to classify races, let alone to determine
intelligence. Part of the problem, he pointed out, was the result of
proponents' promising too much from their methods. Writing in
1930, Rivet recalled the earlier claims of those using Broca's so-
called metric method.

One had the illusion then that the metric method was going to allow the
classification of human races with an absolute rigor, to grasp the differ-
ences and establish relationships that the eye could discover only with
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difficulty and uncertainty. Moreover, it was thought that the study of
such and such an isolated relationship (cephalic index, nasal index, orbital
index, etc.) would furnish the essential characteristic of each human type.
These hopes, it must be admitted, have in large measure been in vain.
No matter which feature is considered, nor the rigor with which it is
measured, its significance remains uncertain.31

As proof, Rivet cited a whole series of measurements made by
him and others showing the wide variation of indexes for individ-
uals within specific ethnic groups. He pointed out that

if a table is made of averages calculated for the different populations,
classifying them in ascending order, it is clear that ethnic groups which
are morphologically very different, lie close together. One finds, for ex-
ample, the same average nasal index for ancient Pompeians and Califor-
nia Indians of Santa Rosa (46.6), for Ainus and the Japanese (50.7); the
same cephalic index for Great Russians and Andaman Islanders (80.6),
for Tyroleans and natives of Tonga (84.2); the same height for Turks in
the Balkans and the Banda [of West Africa] (166 centimeters).32

It is, therefore, fitting that Rivet had welcomed and even helped
arrange for the publication of an article after the First World War
in the French journal Anthropologie by Ludwik and Hannah Hirsz-
feld entitled "The application of serological methods to the prob-
lem of races."33 The article proposed a revolutionary new way for
anthropologists to define race.

As mentioned before, differences in visible features of anatomy
were the most common way to distinguish between human groups
- the color of hair and skin, the shape and size of face and bones.
The Hirszfelds' work was revolutionary because it measured
something new - blood group, a chemical property of the red cells
and serum in human blood. In 1900, Karl Landsteiner, an Austrian
physician, had found that if blood samples of two human subjects
were mixed, they sometimes clumped together, or agglutinated.
Systematic research showed that a constant property in any indi-
vidual's blood always produced agglutination with the blood of
some individuals but not of others. Soon the outlines of the ABO
blood system were discovered, with its four blood types - A, B,
O, and AB - whose existence could be determined by whether
and when the blood clumps together with the other types.34

The most immediate application of the blood group discoveries
was in .the practice of blood transfusion. With larger numbers of
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individuals tested, Ludwig Hirszfeld, then an assistant to Emil von
Dungern in Heidelberg, discovered in 1910 that blood groups were
inherited according to the Mendelian laws of heredity. This sug-
gested several new avenues of research, but the outbreak of war in
1914 interrupted the plans. The research for the Hirszfelds' 1919
article was conducted while they were with the Serbian army
medical corps on the Allies' eastern front in Greece. The Germans
had pinned down a sizeable number of Allied troops around Sa-
lonika after they had been evacuated from the disastrous Gallipoli
campaign. The troops came from England and France and their
Eastern European allies, and from their colonies in Africa and Asia.
Because there was very little military activity - they could not
advance for military reasons nor withdraw for political ones - this
setting proved to be an ideal laboratory in which to test whether
blood types could serve as an indicator of race. Hirszfeld and his
wife Hanna, who was also a physician, did blood tests on several
hundred individuals from each of nineteen different ethnic groups,
ranging from English, French, Greek, and Bulgarian to Sene-
galese, Indian, Malagasy, and Vietnamese. In all, over 8,000 tests
were made.

The Hirszfelds could not have expected each nationality to have
possessed only one blood type. Landsteiner's and others' research
had already shown all groups to be present among the subjects of
all their studies. What differed was the frequency. Hoping to de-
termine how extensive these variations could be, the Hirszfelds
found not only a wide range but a startling pattern to the propor-
tion of blood types found in a given nationality. Simply put, the
percentage of individuals with type A blood (so named originally
because it was the one found most frequently by Landsteiner among
the Austrian co-workers he tested) was significantly lower among
Asians and Africans (27-38%) than among Europeans (42-48%).
Even more striking was the higher percentage of type B blood
among non-Europeans. Whereas only 7.2% of the English tested
were type B, 29.2% of Senegalese, 28.4% of Vietnamese, and 41.2%
of Indians from the Asian subcontinent were found to have type
B blood.35

The Hirszfelds plotted their results on a double bar graph and
found almost a straight-line increase in the percentage of type B
blood for each nationality, with a somewhat more irregular de-
cline in the percentage of type A (Table 8.1).

The most striking correlation they found was between the pat-
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Table 8.1. Results of Hirszfelds' 1919 research
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tern of frequency of blood type and the geographical origins of the
people tested. As the Hirszfelds put it,

It is remarkable that the distribution of A and B corresponds exactly to
the geographical situation. The closer one is to central and western Eu-
rope, the more one finds A and the less of B. The closer one is to Africa
and Asia, especially India, the less one finds A and the more of B.36

To quantify results for comparison, the Hirszfelds used a simple
ratio of type A to type B blood for each of the peoples tested, and
called it a biochemical index of races. This assigned Europeans the
highest index (4.6 to 2.5), Asians and Africans the lowest (less
than 1), thus preserving a hierarchy, whether intentional or not.
Moreover, the Hirszfelds went on to suggest an explanation for
their results - the independent origin of type A and B blood from
two primeval races: one in India, the other in north or central
Europe. In sum, the Hirszfelds' study suggested a new basis for
distinguishing between human subpopulations.

APPLICATIONS OF THE NEW DEFINITION OF RACE

Given the problems that had arisen in classifying races according
to traditional anthropometric means, it is not surprising that the
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Hirszfelds' discovery was welcomed by physical anthropologists,
not just in France but elsewhere in Europe and America. In fact,
the study of troops on the Greek front helped set in motion a flood
of new field work on the blood types of ethnic groups. By 1926,
studies on fifty peoples had been made, ranging from the native
American populations of the Western United States and Canada
to the continent of Europe, Russia, the Middle East, South Asia,
China, and Japan. By the early 1930s, over 1,000 articles had been
published, based on almost half a million individual tests. The most
recent definitive compilation, by Mourant et al. in 1976, reported
that 15 million people had been tested for the ABO blood system
alone.37

A second reason for the spread of the new technique was the
relative ease of determining blood types. Using known samples of
A and B type blood and a microscope, a researcher could quickly
and definitively identify the blood being tested as one of the four
types of the ABO system. Moreover, techniques for preserving
and transporting blood had been developed almost as quickly as
the new discoveries were made, thanks to advances in citration
and refrigeration during the First World War, permitting testing
in the most remote areas.38 Was it not difficult to obtain the blood
samples? Compared with the difficulty of keeping subjects still for
the elaborate craniometeric measurements, drawing a few drops
of blood from a finger was easy. A third reason for the welcome
researchers gave to the Hirszfelds' new approach was its appar-
ently more scientific and exact results. The process involved
chemistry rather than linear measurement, and an individual could
have only one of four blood types in the ABO system rather than
the infinite number of lengths, shapes, and volumes obtained from
anthropometric measurement. Hence, determination of blood type
seemed to offer a welcome change from the somewhat arbitrary
divisions that had been made between brachycephalics and doli-
chocephalics, not to mention the overlapping middle group of
mesocephalics, which had to be created when no clear-cut divid-
ing line emerged between long and round heads.

Despite what has just been said, it would be wrong to think that
the Hirszfelds' idea was copied everywhere with the same thor-
oughness and speed. For one thing, there were differences in the
availability of subjects to study as well as in the importance at-
tached to the question of races. Poland, where Ludwig Hirszfeld
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set up a new research facility, became an important study center,
but so too did Rumania, Hungary, and other central and eastern
European countries whose new boundaries established by the First
World War peace settlements cut across many ethnic groups. For
example, one of the first anthropological blood group studies pub-
lished after the Hirszfelds' 1919 article was by Frigyes Verzar and
Oskar Weszeczky and showed differences in the blood-type dis-
tribution of Hungarians, gypsies, and descendants of German col-
onists living in Hungary. Likewise, in 1924 Sabin Manuila and
Georges Popoviciu published studies on the differences in the blood-
type distribution of the Rumanian and Hungarian populations liv-
ing in the newly annexed Transylvania region of Rumania.39 Stud-
ies in Germany focused on the increased incidence of type B as one
moved east in the country, and on attempts to correlate the blood
types with the older measures of race, such as hair color and head
shape. Extensive blood group studies were also conducted in the
Soviet Union during the flowering of biological research in the
1920s.40 The United States, with its native American population
in the West, its black population in the South, and its immigrant
population in the eastern cities, was another society in which racial
differentiation was important. Hence, there were numerous
American researchers who were concerned with the anthropology
of blood groups. Likewise, the far-flung reaches of the British
Empire offered both the possibility and apparent need for such
work.41

In France, despite the influx of immigrants after the First World
War and the acquisition of new Asian and African colonies, an-
thropological blood group research was not done as quickly or on
a comparable scale with that in other countries. For example, an
analysis of the three major anthropological journals published in
France (Anthropologie, Revue anthropologique, and Bulletin de la so-
ciete d'anthropologie) shows that after the appearance of the Hirsz-
felds' article in 1919, the next article in any of the French journals
presenting original research did not appear until 1925, when Po-
poviciu presented his findings on the frequency of blood types
among Rumanians and Hungarians living in Transylvania.42 The
first article on the population of France appeared in 1929 in Revue
anthropologique, the journal of the Ecole d'anthropologie. The first
similar article in Anthropologie after the Hirszfelds' did not appear
until 1936, although an article by a Dutch researcher on popula-
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tions in the East Indies had appeared two years earlier. The Bulletin
de la societe d'anthropologie did not publish a single article of original
research on blood groups until after the Second World War started
- a 1941 article on the populations of French Indochina based on
research done just before the outbreak of war.43

Despite the delays and some questions raised about the claims
of the proponents, in these countries, as in France, the new work
was seen as valuable. Henri Vallois, for example, wrote an article
in Anthropologie in 1929 entitled "Preuves anatomiques de l'origine
monophyletique de 1'homme," which drew on all standard mea-
surements of physical anthropology to make the case for a com-
mon human descent, and two full pages were devoted to the new
blood group discoveries.44 Although it took some time for the
study of blood groups to make an impact, it was part of the main-
stream of physical anthropology in most countries by the end of
the 1920s.

Generally the reason for the delay in the publication of blood
group studies in journals of anthropology was that doctors were
the primary researchers, and they tended to publish in medical
journals, even though the results might be primarily of anthro-
pological importance. For example, the French journal in which
the findings of blood group research were most frequently pub-
lished was Comptes rendus de la societe de biologie which, contrary to
its name, published works in medicine.45 It was in this journal, for
example, that Hirszfeld and his students published most of the
results of their work in Poland during the inter war years. Natu-
rally, most French researchers working on blood group research
also published their findings in the journal - as for example, Paul
Michon in Nancy, working on problems in transfusion, or E. Bal-
gaires and Louis Christiaens, who began working in the 1930s at
the Institute of Legal and Social Medicine in Lille. More relevant
to the question of blood and race was the fact that Nicholas Kos-
sovitch, who dominated research in France on the anthropology
of blood groups between the wars, published his findings most
frequently and earliest in Comptes rendus, beginning in 1925.46 Only
in 1927 did a new, specialized journal, Sang, under the direction
of Pierre-Emile Weil, appear in France devoted entirely to studies
in the new field of serology.

Another reason for the delay in the blood-group discoveries'
influencing physical anthropology was that the new research re-
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quired a new kind of training and background. Physical anthro-
pologists had traditionally been trained in medicine, in general
physiology or comparative anatomy rather than the microbiol-
ogy, biochemistry, and serology that were necessary in the new
blood-group research. Although France possessed one of the most
respected research facilities for this work, the Pasteur Institute,
blood research there was oriented more toward practical problems
of diseases in the blood rather than basic blood physiology, which
was being studied in Germany or Vienna.47 As a result, in France
after the First World War very few individuals were engaged in
blood group research that could be applied to physical anthropol-
ogy. Proof of this is the fact that Kossovitch, who was the first in
France to conduct research comparable to Hirszfeld's, was not
trained in France but rather by Hirszfeld himself in Salonika dur-
ing the war.48 When Kossovitch, a native Serb, went to Paris after
the war he obtained a position at the Pasteur Institute working
with Raymond Dujarric de la Riviere. Only after establishing
himself there did Kossovitch make contact with French anthro-
pologists and eventually secure a joint appointment at the Ecole
d'anthropologie in 1931.

Kossovitch was by far the most frequent author on the anthro-
pology of blood groups in French anthropological journals, begin-
ning with his 1929 article on blood group distribution among the
French and continuing with articles based on his work in Morocco
during the 1930s.49 An even clearer indication of Kossovitch's
dominance, and the corresponding lack of French-trained serolo-
gists working on the anthropology of blood groups, can be found
in Comptes rendus, which was much more likely to be the journal
in which research on all aspects of blood groups was published. A
survey of articles published in the journal between the wars shows
that most French blood researchers, such as Michon in Nancy and
others in Paris, worked on problems of transfusion, the correla-
tion of blood groups, and the incidence of tuberculosis and cancer,
whereas Kossovitch and Dujarric de la Riviere at the Pasteur In-
stitute dominated the work published on the anthropology of blood
groups. The first two articles on the subject by a French researcher
were by Kossovitch in 1925 on the blood groups of Czech soldiers
garrisoned in Salonika during the war. This was followed in 1927
by a study of Armenian emigres in Paris. In 1929 and 1930, Kos-
sovitch published the results of his work on the French population
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in general and Alsatians in particular, and also published the first
results of his work in Morocco during the 1930s in Comptes ren-
dus.50 Of course, Kossovitch was not the only one in France doing
such work, but a 1929 study of the blood groups of inhabitants of
French Equatorial Africa was sponsored and supplied with test
serum by Kossovitch and Dujarric de la Riviere at the Pasteur In-
stitute, as was a 1933 study of Eskimos and a 1936 study of West
Africans.51 In fact, it was only after 1937 that the results of more
than occasional studies appeared independent of Kossovitch in
Comptes rendus. This reflected the work of a second generation of
researchers, such as Balgaires and Christiaens in the north of France,
Farinaud in Indochina, and others in Madagascar and West Af-
rica.52

The pattern of this research also suggests another reason for the
delay in blood group research among French anthropologists be-
sides lack of trained personnel - lack of available subjects to study.
France's indigenous population did not have the diversity of peo-
ples immediately close at hand for the study of blood groups.
Compare the French situation with the United States, for ex-
ample, or the new Eastern European countries, where subjects for
research along these lines were easier to find and the results were
charged with potentially important political ramifications. By
contrast, Kossovitch's first studies were of displaced peoples who
happened to be accessible - Czech soldiers and Armenian immi-
grants. After his studies on the French, Kossovitch had to go to
Morocco for his first field work among populations significantly
different from the French. An opportunity to use the large number
of other immigrants to France in the 1920s was missed, and it was
not until the 1930s that the climate of opinion turned sharply against
them, making the determination of differences between immi-
grants and the rest of the French population an important matter
of public concern. It also was not until the 1930s that France was
well enough established in its more remote African and Asian col-
onies to do blood-group research comparable to the work the British
could do immediately in Australia, the Middle East, and China,
or the Americans in their large eastern cities, in the South, or among
the Indians in the Far West.

As will be seen in the next chapter, the way blood group studies
entered French anthropology had consequences beyond the simple
delay in moving away from anthropometry as a basis for studying
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human populations. In some countries where more extensive re-
search was done by several different investigators on the blood
group distribution among diverse populations - the United States,
and later England - problems began to arise in trying to fit the
results to the pattern suggested by Hirszfeld in his biochemical
index. In fact, the difficulties soon resembled those that had arisen
from skull measurements. Although there was only a limited
number of possible types in a given blood system, almost all na-
tionalities were found to possess all blood groups. As a result,
Hirszfeld's biochemical index was just as much an average of per-
centages as the old cephalic index. Moreover, the biochemical in-
dexes were found to vary considerably, arranging themselves on
a continuum not unlike the craniometric indexes. Finally, as ad-
ditional studies were done, the same problem arose that had plagued
anthropometric classifications of race - peoples with very differ-
ent historical background and physical features had precisely the
same distribution of blood groups in their populations. For ex-
ample, the Cantonese of China were identical serologically (at least
as far as the distribution of ABO types) to the Katangese of the
Congo and the Kazans of Russia. Likewise, the inhabitants of
Greenland matched the aboriginal population of Australia.53

For some anthropologists, these problems called into question
not just the concept of serological indexes but the very notion of
race.54 Although the Nazis' wild claims and heinous policies were
most important in provoking public reaction to racism, the sci-
entific rejection of the concept had independent roots in these ear-
lier shortcomings of anthopometry and seroanthropology. This
was still not widely apparent even in the late 1930s. Among French
anthropologists, for example, the only group that was studied
enough to raise these questions was Jews, whose biochemical in-
dexes were found to vary significantly depending on the geo-
graphical location of the population studied. In fact, since the be-
ginning of the scientific racist studies in the last third of the
nineteenth century, confusion and disagreement had existed even
among Jewish scholars on the question of whether there was a
Jewish "race."55 Because this controversy was closely tied to the
immigration of Jews to France in the 1930s, it will be examined in
more detail in the next chapter. Suffice it to say that the questions
raised by serological studies of Jews did not automatically lead to
the conclusion that the whole concept of race should be aban-
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doned. Some maintained that Jews were not a distinct race but a
religious group that usually intermarried with the local populace;
others claimed that Jews were a race, but the biochemical index
was not an accurate measure of race. In France, as in most other
countries, there had not been enough serological studies of differ-
ent populations by the end of the 1930s to warrant the latter con-
clusion. Instead, most anthropologists took the results as proof
that Jews were not a distinct biological race.56

Such fine distinctions were not, however, made by most the
violently racist anti-Semites of the 1930s, who were quick to pick
up the new ideas on blood groups and race for use in their dia-
tribes. As will be seen in the next chapter, these racists had wel-
comed Hirszfeld's original use of the biochemical (or racial) index,
with its hierarchical scale of northern and western European pop-
ulations at the top and central Asians at the bottom, because it
served the same pseudoscientific purposes that the cephalic index
had served for Aryan racists at the end of the nineteenth century.
Even Hirszfeld eventually recognized the misapplication of his
theory, especially by the Germans. Writing in 1938, Hirszfeld, who
was born Jewish and later converted to Catholicism, wrote,

I wish to separate myself from those who attach the blood groups to the
mystique of race. We have created the notion of serological race as an
analogy to that of biological race. . . . The actual distribution of groups
on the earth reflects the crossing of races and constitutes further proof
that humanity presents a mosaic of races.57

It was not just in Germany that racists used the new blood group
discoveries to support their claims. Kossovitch, having been trained
by Hirszfeld, used the biochemical index in all of his blood group
research. Each new study dutifully calculated the index of the par-
ticular ethnic group and fit the number into the hierarchy estab-
lished by Hirszfeld in 1919. Because Kossovitch had almost a
complete monopoly in France on research and writing about the
anthropology of blood groups in the 1920s and the early 1930s,
there was no questioning of the biochemical index by French re-
searchers as there had been in the United States. As a result, when
French immigration theorists such as Rene Martial wished to find
a more rational basis for selecting and controlling the influx of
people into France, they turned to Kossovitch's work with its use
of the biochemical index as proof that the influx of blood from the



Eugenics, race, and blood 229

East would lower the racial index of France by bringing in more
group B blood; and the index for France, they said, was already
lower than the English or German thanks to race and blood mix-
ing in the past.

In the long run, the discovery and application of new knowl-
edge about blood groups to the study of physical anthropology
was of crucial significance in moving the discipline away from
comparative anatomy toward the study of gene frequencies among
different populations. Blood groups were quite simply the earliest
recognized and most easily tested traits that are genetically inher-
ited.58 In the meantime, however, many unwarranted generaliza-
tions were drawn from incomplete data and untested hypotheses.
Among them was the biochemical index as a definition of racial
difference. In France, because of the particular way blood group
research was introduced, these notions fed and supported the rac-
ist thought that was part of the occupation and Vichy regimes.
Nowhere was this more apparent than in the race theories that
eugenicists and others applied to the question of immigration to
France in the 1930s.



Race and immigration

In February 1940, Eugene Apert published an article in the journal
Pediatrie entitled "Eugenics in France," which was one of the last
of his writings to appear before his death in April of that year.x It
was a timely moment to reflect on eugenics in France, because the
course of events was about to alter its nature dramatically. Apert
was certainly qualified to assess the work of French eugenicists.
He attended the First Eugenics Congress in London in 1912, was
one of the founders of the French Eugenics Society later that year,
and had been an officer in the society from the start - first as
general secretary, then vice president, and finally president, begin-
ning in 1934.

In describing the major accomplishments of French eugenics,
Apert listed three as being most important: the campaign in favor
of a mandatory premarital examination, work on arresting the
population decline, and the monitoring of foreign immigration to
France. Previous chapters have shown the great deal of attention
paid to the first two of these accomplishments, as well as some of
the concerns about immigration expressed by members of the
French Eugenics Society in the 1920s. For eugenicists to be con-
cerned with the question of immigration was not unusual. In the
United States, for example, they made it a major issue after the
First World War, and lobbied successfully for the Immigration
Act of 1924, which put quotas on the so-called inferior popula-
tions of southern and eastern Europe.2 The prominence .of the im-
migration question in Apert's article on French eugenics, how-
ever, is surprising because immigration, by comparison with
depopulation or the campaign for a premarital examination law,
had been an issue of recent and sporadic importance for the society
during the 1920s. Why then did Apert include immigration along
with the other matters? The answer is the growing importance
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that the question had assumed by the end of the 1930s and the
growing influence of the eugenic view of immigration in France.

Apert's list of eugenicists actively working on the immigration
question included Rene Martial; in fact, his work is mentioned
even before that of Schreiber or Apert himself. A major figure in
French public health who had long specialized in questions of im-
migration, Martial only became associated with eugenics in the
1930s, when his views on immigration changed as a result of the
new ideas of race described in the last chapter. This chapter will
focus on that change as part of an examination of broader French
reactions to immigration during the interwar period. It will show
how changing conditions combined with the new blood-group
race theory to produce a very strong anti-immigrant position with
explicit eugenic underpinnings. Hence, it provides a striking ex-
ample of the increased emphasis in French eugenic thought during
the 1930s on the more strident, negative measures.

Martial's life and work covered the whole span of the Third
Republic.3 He was born in Paris in 1873 when the National As-
sembly was drafting the provisional constitution to replace Louis
Napoleon's Second Empire. He began his medical studies under
Mathias Duval in 1892, the year of the Panama Canal scandal, and
received his medical degree in 1900 in the midst of the Dreyfus
affair. His career actually outlasted the Third Republic, extending
not only through the Vichy era but into the Fourth Republic, and
his last book was published in 1955 when he was 82.

Martial's professional career in public health began with an ap-
pointment in 1902 at Leredde's clinic treating venereal disease, but
of note at this early stage of his career was an interest in Taylorism
and industrial hygiene. Hence, like Sicard de Plauzoles, Martial is
another example of a physician inspired by ideas of health "effi-
ciency" who later turned to eugenics as a means of achieving that
goal.4 At the time, however, Martial's work led him in another
direction. The new Public Health Law of 1902 had created many
opportunities for those working in the health field, and in 1909 he
became the first director of the Bureau of Hygiene in Douai near
the Belgian frontier.5 This meant that one of his major concerns
was now the large number of foreign workers in coal mines and
other industries of the region. Martial often mentioned in later
years how he had seen, while in Douai, trainloads of Eastern Eu-



232 Quality and quantity

ropeans arriving to work in local zinc factories, with little or no
attention given to their legal papers, let alone their health or phys-
ical condition. His main concern, however, was with more typical
health matters, such as the problems of tuberculosis and alcohol-
ism.6 In addition, Martial's early work showed two characteristics
that would continue through his later career - a flair for reaching
the general public by means of talks and exhibitions he gave at the
city hall, and maintenance of his status with professional col-
leagues through correspondence and publishing articles for jour-
nals.7

The First World War interrupted Martial's work in the north,
when he was mobilized as an army health adviser and sent to
Montpellier. These health advisers were given the task of moni-
toring the health of military and related personnel in camps as well
as workers in war industries. As a result, Martial learned a great
deal about the health consequences of mobilizing a large part of
the French population previously isolated from many diseases, as
well as problems stemming from the influx of soldiers and work-
ers from French colonies in Africa and Asia. For example, he was
in charge of organizing the health services for a camp at Castres
that employed 6,000 Vietnamese workers. Another of his respon-
sibilities was the creation of health checkpoints for immigrants
from Spain in the department of Pyrenees Orientales.8

After a brief tour as director of hygiene for the department of
Aisne in 1919-20, Martial learned firsthand about the health prob-
lems of non-French peoples when he spent three years in Morocco
as director of health services in the city of Fez. He returned to
France in 1923 to become director of the Bureau of Hygiene in the
Paris suburb of Alfortville, but he continued his firsthand obser-
vations of the homelands of immigrants to France with trips to
Poland in 1927 and Czechoslovakia in 1931, as well as an extraor-
dinary voyage aboard a tramp steamer carrying immigrants from
Eastern Europe to Brazil and Argentina. This trip also gave him a
chance to study Argentina's immigration system and compare its
policies with those of France.9

Because he continued to publish the results of his work in major
medical journals, Martial was well respected as an expert on ques-
tions of immigration. For his work in the war he was made a
Chevalier de la legion d'honneur in 1920. He was also elected a
member of the Academy of Medicine, and in 1929 he began teach-
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Table 9.1. Foreigners residing in France 1876-1968 (selected years)
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ing a course on immigration at the Institut d'hygiene of the Ecole
de medecine. In 1930, Louis Tanon, editor of Revue medicale Jran-
qaise, called Martial the best authority in France on the question of
immigration and health.10

RESPONSE TO FRENCH IMMIGRATION IN THE 1 9 2 0 S

During the 1920s, questions about immigration became more and
more prominent in French political and health circles.11 Although
the tradition of immigration to France had a long prewar history,
especially from countries such as Belgium, Italy, and Poland, it
was the increased number of immigrants after the war that at-
tracted the public's attention. As Table 9.1 shows, there was a
significant but stable number of foreigners residing in France from
the late nineteenth century up to the outbreak of the First World
War. The sharp increase in immigrants during the 1920s brought
the number of foreigners in the country by the following decade
to about the figure for present-day France. The 1920s thus marks
the most important watershed in immigration to France in the past
100 years.
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Table 9.2. Official foreign immigrant entries to France, 1920-52
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France was not alone in receiving large numbers of people driven
out by political and economic upheaval in Central and Eastern
Europe after the First World War. And the shortage of French
workers to rebuild the country added to the influx. Moreover, the
migration of peoples from French colonies in North Africa contin-
ued after the war, and the situation was further aggravated when
the United States began drastically restricting immigration in 1921,
eliminating the country that in prewar years had been the world's
largest recipient of immigrants. All of these developments in-
creased immigration to France fourfold after the war. By 1931, a
full 11 percent of the workforce was foreigners; some individual
sectors - mining, metallurgy, and construction - had as many as
30-40 percent of immigrant workers!12 More specifically, figures
for the number of official immigrants to France in the 1920s (Table
9.2) show between 150,000 and 250,000 entries per year for all but
three years, before the Great Depression of the 1930s alleviated the
demand for foreign labor. The post-Second World War era never
reached even the 50,000 mark.

This dramatic influx of foreigners produced a strong reaction in
France, such as that of the members of the French Eugenics Soci-
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ety described in the last chapter. Marital's writings on immigra-
tion during this period are therefore worth noting, not only be-
cause of the authority and respect he commanded on the subject,
but also because on the whole and in marked constrast to many of
his colleagues, he demonstrated a very tolerant attitude toward the
foreigners. For example, a riot in 1924 involving North African
workers prompted a popular and even legislative outcry against
foreign immigration. No less than three bills were introduced in
the Chamber to restrict immigration by the end of the year.13 In
response to these and other outbursts, Martial, just home from
Morocco, wrote numerous articles expressing a particular annoy-
ance with use of the label "undesirable" to describe the foreign
workers because, as he said, it "ignores the present-day economic
necessities and applies this epithet too quickly to a workforce which
is absolutely indispensable and which we ourselves have called
here."14

Martial tried to show in his writings that not all foreign immi-
grants were alike, offering as an example the different health prob-
lems that existed among immigrants from different countries. Us-
ing his own experience in the war, Martial described the Spanish
as being prone to smallpox, Moroccans to typhus, Asians and North
Africans to malaria, and Indochinese to internal parasites. Then
there were the more obvious cultural differences. Martial admitted
that the North Africans involved in the 1924 riots had been "bru-
tally ignorant of our contemporary customs." But rather than
blaming the foreigners alone for the problems, he also accused the
employers and industrialists who recruited them in their home
countries, only to

throw them on the streets of the cities without any precautions, left to
themselves, living in infested boarding houses, indulging in alcohol, de-
prived of all moral guidance, the butt of jokes, only knowing their fac-
tories, bars and slums, seeing only bad examples.15

Martial's solution called for nothing less than having the compa-
nies provide housing, food, and religious guidance appropriate to
the Moslem way of life. This was, in effect, an attempt to help
create the conditions similar to those Martial had observed in the
north of France, where Poles maintained their own churches,
newspapers, and even banks in the mining region around Lille.

These ideas were all the more remarkable by comparison with
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the views of others looking at the immigration question at the
time. Members of the French Eugenics Society, it will be remem-
bered, were quite clearly opposed to all immigration of Asians and
Africans to France, and were only conditionally willing to accept
immigrants from selected European countries. Martial also dem-
onstrated a more tolerant attitude toward foreign immigration than
many of his colleagues in the French medical community. Al-
though their primary concern had usually been adequate medical
screening of individual immigrants, many doctors grew increas-
ingly concerned in the mid-1920s about the possible cumulative
health and biological effects of the large-scale migrations to France.
For example, the Societe de medicine publique made immigration
the chief topic of consideration for its Thirteenth Annual Con-
gress, held at the Pasteur Institute in October 1926. In the keynote
report by Georges Dequidt of the ministry of the interior and
Georges Forestier, a departmental health inspector, the authors in-
troduced their findings by describing these population movements
as nothing less than "the advanced indices of the twilight of our
Western Civilization and the decline of the white race." Their rea-
sons could not have been expressed in more explicit biological
terms. "The best representatives of this race restrain their birthrate
and favor the swarm of inferior, undesirable types who eliminate
them by biological competition."16

The eugenic character of these statements was no accident, for
the authors specifically cited in the introduction to their report one
of the leaders of American eugenics, Madison Grant, whose book
The passing of the great race had been translated into French only a
few months earlier.17 Dequidt and Forestier quoted most exten-
sively, however, from the fourteen-page preface to the book writ-
ten by Georges Vacher de Lapouge, whose words were quoted to
the members of the Societe de medicine:

Do not forget that the first waves of Orientals and Slavs that are breaking
on France presage the invading flood which threatens to submerge that
which is left of our civilization and the health of our race. We have al-
lowed certain of our provinces to become Macedonianized [a name taken
from the salad of mixed vegetables but also a play on the immigrants'
eastern European origins]. It is time to react.

As evidence of these dangers, Dequidt and Forestier cited sev-
eral studies of French hospitals and jails that showed large num-
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bers of foreigners in these institutions, higher as a percentage than
their proportion of the population as a whole.18 Such studies were
very widely quoted in France at the time. Even an organization
like the Ligue des droits de l'homme, which generally opposed
immigration restriction because it was too easily used against po-
litical refugees, called the situation "from a health point of view
an incontestable peril." According to a report of the League's cen-
tral committee, 20 percent of the hospital beds in Paris were oc-
cupied by foreigners.19

This is only one example of the xenophobic hysteria of the time
that often used statistics uncritically to illustrate general conclu-
sions that were out of touch with logic. For example, the League's
central committee members should have realized that employers
would hardly be interested in recruiting unhealthy individuals in
Eastern Europe for work in the mines and factories of France.
Evidence from Polish historians today, for example, describes a
"rigorous" screening process in the mining valleys of Poland, not
just from a health standpoint, but from a political one as well.20 In
addition, pregnant women were routinely eliminated, and alto-
gether in a typical year (1924), 12 percent of applicants were re-
fused permission to leave the country.

Such information would not matter, of course, to those who
viewed the foreigners as an "invading flood" or peril. Nor did
Dequidt and Forestier offer much hope for the assimilation of im-
migrants, at least as indicated by other quotes they used from the
Lapouge preface in their report to the 1926 public health congress.

The prince can no more make a Frenchman from a Greek or a Moroccan
than he can bleach the skin of a negro, make round the eyes of a China-
man or change a woman into a man. . . . The nation is a biological en-
semble, a material thing not a juridical fiction, something which is ap-
parently forgotten by economists, statisticians and jurists who confuse
the qualities of a Frenchman with the rights that are attached to him.21

This use of Lapouge's work is telling both of the climate of
opinion at the time and of the fact that the "anthroposociologist"
was again an influence on the French scene. His reappearance in
the 1920s is noteworthy for two reasons. First, Lapouge is usually
thought of - and he did much to foster the idea himself - as an
outcast, rejected by his compatriots after the turn of the century,
better appreciated by the Germans, and only rediscovered post-
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humously in the late 1930s and early 1940s by the racist supporters
of the Vichy regime.22 Instead, we see him unabashedly cited in
the mid-i92os with no apologies, by very well established and
well respected members of the French public health community.
One can only conclude that it was Lapouge's own self-imposed
exile rather than the unpopularity of his ideas that had kept him
from the French public. The xenophobic, racist eugenics he preached
struck quite a sympathetic chord, as indicated in Dequidt and Fo-
restier's report.

What then prompted the end of Lapouge's exile? Here is the
second noteworthy reason for his reappearance in the 1920s - he
was assisted by the work of American eugenicists who helped give
wider circulation to his ideas in the United States and then re-
turned the ideas to France. This began when Madison Grant wrote
to Lapouge after the appearance of his (Grant's) book, The passing
of the great race, in 1916 to see if Lapouge would translate it into
French. Because of the war, however, the two men did not make
contact until 1919.23 At that time, Lapouge declined the request,
in part because of his own earlier difficulty in publicizing similar
views, but his sympathy with Grant's ideas and the high esteem
in which the Americans held him prompted a long and frequent
correspondence that reached the top leadership of the American
eugenics movement. Among those with whom Grant shared La-
pouge's letters were Henry Fairfield Osborn, professor of Zool-
ogy at Columbia University and president of the American Mu-
seum of Natural History; Charles Davenport; and, mast
significantly, Albert Johnson, chairman of the U.S. House Immi-
gration and Naturalization Committee, who was the chief sponsor
of the Immigration Act of 1924.24 Davenport was so impressed
with Lapouge's letters that he reprinted several in the Eugenical
news, which he published as director of the Cold Spring Harbor
eugenics research station.25

As mentioned in the last chapter, Lapouge was invited to the
Second International Eugenics Congress in New York in 1921 and
returned again in 1925 for Margaret Sanger's International Birth
Control Congress. He was impressed by both the eugenic leaders
he met in the United States and the country itself, although his
perceptions were based on rather sketchy evidence. On his arrival
at New York for the eugenics congress, he noted in his diary, "I
am happy. In the streets of New York there are no dogs, no priests,
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no cafes, no urinoirs." When he returned to France, Lapouge agreed
to help Grant find a translator and a publisher, and even offered to
write a preface for the book. Of these tasks, finding a publisher
was the most difficult. Both Masson and Flammarion declined. It
took the intervention of fellow American eugenicist Lothrop
Stoddard, who wrote to Payot, which had earlier published his
Rising tide of color. Even then, Payot only accepted Grant's book
after he had paid a $1,000 subsidy.26

Given these problems and Lapouge's pessimism about French
opinion, Grant naturally expected the book to receive a "stormy
reception." Yet the clippings and reviews Lapouge sent him at the
end of 1926 struck Grant as being "very satisfactory, much more
so than those I obtained in England."27 The following year he
wrote, "I am delighted to know that my book, thanks to your
great influence, has received such favorable reviews"; and Grant
even went on to suggest that Lapouge

do for France what Gunther did for Germany and Lundborg has done
for Sweden, by writing a book with illustrations on the racial transfor-
mations now going on in France. It would be a great service to France
and to the better elements everywhere.28

Lapouge never wrote the book, but judging from the response to
the Grant book, it was not for lack of a receptive climate of opin-
ion. The anti-immigration reaction had apparently done its work.

As we shall see, the book Grant had called for was eventually
written by Rene Martial, but in the mid-1920s Martial was still
very far from the biological view of immigration that would prompt
him to write it. Instead he emphasized differences in the immi-
grants' cultural traits and the failure of the French to accommodate
them as the explanation for the problems that had prevented as-
similation. It was not that Martial ignored the health dangers, but
he saw them as being easily remedied by measures such as the
United States had taken in screening individual immigrants at their
point of entry into the country.29 Much more fundamental to him
was the question of assimilation. In an article published at the time
of the 1926 health congress where Dequidt and Fores tier reintro-
duced Lapouge, Martial reiterated his call in previous writings for
such measures as "foyers musulmans," where

the poor "sidis" unfortunately set loose in our European life by ignorant
industrialists unconscious of what they have created, can remake for
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themselves if not a true home, at least a common meeting place for moral
comfort, something for which they have so great and intense a need.30

The following year, an economic recession brought on by the
devaluation of the franc raised even more questions about large-
scale immigration, and prompted the French government to take
certain actions that seemed to agree with Martial's position. In
February 1927 the ministry of interior required that a medical cer-
tificate be presented by all new immigrants entering France, and
to help speed the process of assimilation, the first changes since
1893 were made in the naturalization laws to cut the residence
requirement of immigrants for citizenship from thirteen to three
years.31 The latter measure was, however, at least as much in-
spired by pressure from natalist groups interested in promoting
the growth of the French population as it was by those wishing to
mitigate problems arising from immigration. Moreover, the French
industrialists who recruited most of the foreign workers could eas-
ily take care of the health certificates, thus preventing a large gov-
ernment commitment to screening of immigrants on the model of
Ellis Island.

As Table 9.2 shows, even without serious health screening, the
economic downturn dramatically reduced the demand for foreign
workers in 1927. This only underscored Martial's overall com-
plaint about French immigration - that short-sighted government
and industrial decisions left control of immigration to the unpre-
dictable shifts and changes in the economy. The rational, long-
term policy that Martial developed in the next few years was neg-
ative and racist because it was eugenically based on a biological
view of immigration that differed greatly from his earlier, tolerant
views. His working model was partly based on the U.S. policy of
quotas begun in the 1924 legislation whereby an absolute ceiling
of 150,000 immigrants a year was to be divided in proportion to
the size of each ethnic group already in the population of the United
States, according to the 1890 census.32 Martial's major departure
was that he did not accept totally the American "country of ori-
gin" basis for quotas. In fact, except for the exclusion of Asians,
he evolved completely different criteria for selection.

The first formal expression of Martial's new line of thinking
was his 1928 proposal for a policy of "interracial grafting."33 The
notion of grafting, borrowed from arboriculture, likened immi-
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Figure 9.1 Martial's "Interracial grafting." [Source: Rene Mar-
tial, Notre race et ses ai'eux (Paris: Secretariat general de la jeu-
nesse, 1943)]

gration to the taking of a cutting from one tree or plant and
embedding it in the trunk or branch of another (Figure 9.1). It was
a seductive metaphor that incorporated Martial's previous concern
with assimilation (the ability of the graft to take hold), but it also
placed a great deal more emphasis on the selection of the graft than
just a simple concern for its health. Race now was seen as an im-
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portant consideration in the selection process, although to be fair
to Martial (as he was to point out himself many times in the 1930s),
the idea never called for anything like the "racial purity" of Nazi
or Aryan ideologues. On the contrary, he recognized that with
few exceptions all races were mixed and had been for thousands
of years. This mixing, however, was pointed to as making it all
the more important to control and choose the people who mi-
grated to France.

When first proposed by Martial, interracial grafting assumed
that race was only partially defined by biology. Other determi-
nants included the history, language, and psychology of the peo-
ple. Martial's concern for these cultural determinants was to be
expected because of his previous emphasis on the "malleable" as-
pects that would allow immigrants to be assimilated, or "grafted,"
with the fewest problems. A biological basis for exclusion was left
vague or else defined only by the extreme example of the Ameri-
can exclusion of Chinese and Japanese immigrants at the end of
the nineteenth century.34 During the next five years - from 1928
to 1933 - Martial's definition and determination of race changed
dramatically to become much more biological, and the result was
to make his immigration policy a eugenic policy. The difficulty in
determining the reasons for the change is that these years coin-
cided with the beginning of the Depression and the Nazis' rise to
power in Germany.

MARTIAL'S INTERRACIAL GRAFTING

It is generally agreed that the economic downturn and rising un-
employment of the Depression were primarily responsible for
arousing sentiment against foreign workers in France during the
1930s. Even though as early as June 1930 there were still com-
plaints of worker shortages in French mining and metallurgical in-
dustries - the Depression arrived somewhat later - by the end of.
that year organized labor was demanding restrictions on foreign
workers. Bills to this effect were introduced in the National As-
sembly, and in early 1932 some mildly restrictive measures were
passed into law.35 It would be wrong, however, to say that the
economic decline alone prompted the anti-immigrant views or
shaped their expression. We have already seen that there was a
strong xenophobic current in France during the 1920s that was
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reinforced by the economic problems of the following decade. This
prompted even the leading natalists to set limits on those who
might be welcome in France to offset the country's demographic
decline. "France could not without harm open its borders to all
immigrants," said Fernand Boverat, secretary general of the Alli-
ance nationale contre la depopulation in 1935. "Like every other
nation of Europe and America, she has a primordial interest in not
allowing coloreds [hommes de couleur] to establish themselves
here."36

Martial's ideas on selection of immigrants also began to develop
well before the Depression began. Moreover, there had always
been Frenchmen who saw immigration as more than an economic
matter. Although he had earlier pointed out the economic benefits
that foreign workers brought, Martial usually sought to dissociate
himself from the strict economic view of immigration, because he
saw it as too short-sighted and subject to the whims of a changing
economy. In fact, one of Martial's distinctions in the 1920s was
that he took a long-range view of immigration, a perspective he
was to hold in the 1930s even as his views on race became more
pronounced.

Martial's views in the 1920s lend some credence to his own con-
tention that the new ideas on immigration resulted not from eco-
nomic or political developments in the thirties but from the new
discoveries about human blood groups, especially Hirszfeld's bio-
chemical index of race. The appeal of the index to someone like
Martial, who was concerned with controlling immigration, is eas-
ily shown. Here was a seemingly scientific way of selecting the
specimens for interracial grafting. The closer the biochemical in-
dex of the graftee's race to that of the host population, Martial
reasoned, the better the chance that the graft would "take" - that
is, the more likely the immigrant would be assimilated. The in-
dexes calculated in the 1920s also seemed to fit Martial's analysis
of the French historical experience with immigrants, most of whom
(Belgians, Italians, Germans, Spanish, Dutch) had an index close
to the French index of 3.2. This also meant that the index would
justify exclusion of peoples to the east with lower indexes. Martial
also used it, however, to explain why the English never migrated
or assimilated into the French nation. Their index was too high
(4.4) to be compatible with that of the French.37 In other words,
higher was not always better, at least to someone in France.
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A more important effect of Martial's use of the biochemical in-
dex was his claim that he had a scientific approach to immigration.
In blood groups he saw the same apparent advantages that physi-
cal anthropologists had seen over older definitions of race based
on skull shapes and sizes. This also meant that Martial became a
champion of Mendelian inheritance, because one of the earliest
discoveries about the blood groups was that they did not change
during an individual's life, and were inherited according to Men-
del's laws. Thus, because Martial accepted the blood group re-
search, he was an early proponent of Mendelism in France.38 In
fact, by the late 1930s, when anti-fascist critics attacked Martial's
immigration policy, they often criticized his assumptions about
Mendelian inheritance. For example, one 1939 book maintained
that differences in soil, vegetation, and food changed inherited
characteristics, including blood groups.39 Thus, in France there
was the ironic situation that rather than the "best" scientific theory
being used to attack eugenic thought, it was used to support it.

This scientific plausibility also explains why so eminent an an-
thropologist as Paul Rivet hesitated to attack Martial's ideas. Still
mindful of his experience with those who made great claims from
measuring skull shape, Rivet cautioned that it was "premature" to
draw ethnological conclusions from the blood group studies, es-
pecially if one wanted to "utilize them for selection as one does
with livestock." He did, however, acknowledge their value in de-
termining racial ancestry, and in the climate of the 1930s this lent
credence to Martial's other assertions.40

Martial was very persistent in claiming a scientific basis for his
ideas. This, and the simplicity of the theory (reminiscent of the
one-gene one-trait controversy in the United States), helps explain
the wide appeal of Martial's writings. Consider the following 1935
article for the general readership of the Mercure de France:

We have today two elements which permit us to understand and guide
the phenomenon of immigration in a scientific manner and to add the
exact procedures of racial selection to psychological ones, all of which
permits us to arrive at a durable and high quality interracial grafting.
What I am saying applies, moreover, to other countries in need of im-
migration besides France. This means that it is no longer necessary to
leave immigration to empirical chance. . . . The scientific elements that
we possess are on the one hand the hereditary laws of Mendel, and on
the other the recently acquired ideas about blood groups.41



Race and immigration 245

Despite these claims, Martial was hardly rigorous in his appli-
cation of the biochemical index. He could not have been, because
as noted in the last chapter, serologists soon discovered that the
index did not always coincide with obvious physical and cultural
differences between population groups.42 For example, the Polish
biochemical index of 1.2 was much lower than the French, yet
Martial's historical analysis found a long-standing flow of immi-
gration and assimilation of Poles into France. If this ran contrary
to the biochemical index, the explanation was cultural or, as Mar-
tial called it, psychological:

They are authentic Slavs, but Slavs profoundly and radically modified
from a psychic point of view by intensive Latinization since the year
1000. Psychologically they have undergone the same impregnation by
Roman Latinization. Psychology intervenes here with history. The tril-
ogy operates fully. Psychology and history compensate for the weakness
of the index.43

Martial's experience with Polish workers in the north of France,
along with his study trip to Poland in 1927, obviously left their
mark on him. He even authored a travelogue volume complete
with illustrations entitled The Poland of yesterday and today when he
returned from his visit.44 There are, however, indications that the
biochemical index had at least made Martial somewhat wary of
long-term problems with Polish immigration. As he put it,

Franco-Polish marriages produce very good results; but one must rec-
ognize that even when grandparents and parents have been absorbed into
the French milieu, occasionally one sees several grandchildren revert back
to the Slavic - return to Poland - like the Indochinese half-breed reverts
unfailingly to the Yellow.45

Like French eugenicists of the 1920s, Martial was not convinced
of the law of autochthonous predominance.

Martial was thus willing to overlook the difference in biochem-
ical index in order to condone Polish immigration. At the same
time he ignored a similarity in the index when cautioning against
an influx of Jews. In this case, studies of biochemical index showed
that some Jewish populations were very close to the French. As
mentioned earlier, most serologists and anthropologists had found
that the distribution of blood groups among Jews usually mir-
rored the distribution in the populace where they lived. For ex-



246 Quality and quantity

ample, in 1932 the most experienced blood-group anthropologist
in France, Kossovitch, wrote an article in Revue anthropologique
reviewing all blood group research on Jews as well as his own new
data from field work in Morocco. It showed that the biochemical
index of Berlin Jews was similar to that of the German population,
the Jews of Russia had a similar pattern of blood group distribu-
tion to the Russians, and Moroccan Jews showed a similar pattern
to the Arabs. From this, Kossovitch concluded that "there exist
Jewish communities of different races, and the tie that binds Jew-
ish society is only religious. It is the common religion that has
produced certain characteristic traits, certain customs, which they
have in common."46

Martial did not accept this finding, even by such an authority as
Kossovitch, nor was he willing to accept the most obvious conclu-
sion that the biochemical index suggested allowing Jews into France
from regions with a high biochemical index. (Kossovitch cited
figures of 2.7 and 2.6 for Dutch and German Jews.) Instead, Mar-
tial invoked nonbiological elements to justify taking great care in
scrutinizing all Jewish immigrants. Once again he argued that
"psychology'.' influenced the biological findings of Jewish blood
groups, but this time he used the opposite position from the Polish
example.

These biological facts must be examined with care and comparison to
psychological ones, because the most important result of cross-breeding
resides in the psychological value of the half-breed, in his capacity to be
incorporated into the environmental, ethnic and national psychology.
Not that physical qualities are to be rejected, but the one does not ex-
clude the other.47

This may sound reasonable enough at first sight, but when Martial
gave examples of the psychological differences that Jews exhib-
ited, it was clear that his was far from a dispassionate, scientific
analysis. For example, he mentioned the "grand artistic sense" of
Jews, though they lacked a sensitivity to the beauties of nature. In
addition, he cited the "nervousness and nomadism" that pre-
vented Jews from "staying long in the same occupations or iden-
tifying with one country."48 In saying that the Poles were similar
to the French and that the Jews were not, or that their ability to
be assimilated was different, Martial ignored the biochemical in-
dex. In fact, he was repeating some of the oldest anti-Jewish prej-
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udices. Much like Broca's method mentioned in the last chapter,
Martial began with assumptions about similarities or differences
between peoples, then sought "scientific" evidence to support them.

It would be wrong, however, to see only anti-Semitism in this
aspect of Martial's ideas. It was also typical of his general lack of
rigor in following the scientific method he preached. This failure
is most apparent in Martial's attempts at original research on race
and blood groups - which were unproductive at best, and out-
right prevarications at worst. For example, one of his goals was
to correlate the blood group distribution for a given people with
the old cephalic index of head shape that physical anthropologists
of the late nineteenth century had employed to determine race. In
order to achieve the desired results, however, Martial had to re-
verse the correspondence of A and B blood with long or round-
shaped heads, depending on the group under study. And when no
correlation was found, he invented a term called the "index of
parallelism," which was little more than a measure of how far the
skull and blood indexes for a given people deviated from each
other. Martial then tried to claim support from the fact that they
both came out exactly the same, whereas in reality it simply indi-
cated that the skull index was as far from the blood index as the
blood index was from the skull,49 a refutation of correlation.

Even worse was Martial's comparison of the results of race mix-
ing (i.e., children produced by racial intermarriage) with blood
transfusion between people of different blood types. His specific
warning was that intermarriage could produce hemolytic shock -
the physiological reaction that occurs when blood of one type is
transfused to someone with another type. The implication was
that mixing of races with different biochemical indices would pro-
duce similar results, which was not only meaningless because the
indices were only averages, but also patently false because every-
day experience showed that the offspring of parents with different
blood types would simply have a blood type determined by Men-
delian inheritance. There was no literal mixing of blood.50

As seen in the last chapter, one of the fundamental problems
with the concept of biochemical index was that it only represented
an average of blood type distribution among individuals in a given
population. Martial's response to such criticisms, however, was
the observation that the frequency of type B was the most impor-
tant variable in determining a high or low index, because the orig-
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inal Hirszfeld formula for the index was I = (A + AB)/(B + AB).
So that for immigrants coming to France from the East, Martial's
oft-quoted advice was the following simple rule: "Keep the O's
and the A's, eliminate the B's, only keep the AB's if the psycho-
logical and health examination is favorable"51 (Figure 9.2).

It is clear how the biochemical index fit into Martial's ideas on
immigration and race. One final word might be said, however,
on the timing of the change in his thinking, before looking at the
influence of his ideas during the remainder of the 1920s. Martial
first mentioned the blood groups in February and March of 1933.52

In other words, the timing is suspiciously close to the Nazi take-
over in Germany, and far removed from the first appearance of
the biochemical index in scientific literature more than a dozen
years earlier. Martial said nothing in his writings, however, to
indicate inspiration from across the Rhine, and he consciously tried
to distinguish his ideas from the Nazi goal of racial purity. More-
over, as noted in the last chapter, French scientific journals gen-
erally published blood-group studies later than elsewhere in Eu-
rope and the United States (with the exception of Comptes rendus
de la societe de biologie). Hence, the most logical explanation for the
timing of Martial's new ideas on race was his belated discovery of
the new medical findings on blood groups.

THE 1930s

Regardless of the immediate inspiration, Martial's new theory of
interracial grafting was particularly well timed and placed for the
debate on immigration in France during the 1930s. His writings
on the subject continued to be prodigious, with over a dozen ar-
ticles and several books appearing by 1940. Now, however, his
audience was much wider than the French medical community.
Articles appeared with more frequency in general-interest period-
icals such as Mercure de France as well as related scientific journals
such as Hygiene mentale. By the end of the decade Martial was in
great demand as a lecturer at such places as the Institut d'hygiene
and the Ecole d'anthropologie. He also gave a series of cours libres
at the Sorbonne on the "anthropobiology of races," beginning in
the academic year 193 8-39.53

Such popularity indicates the appeal of Martial's views to many
different groups. For example, although he continued to disclaim
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Figure 9.2 "Frontier of blood" (defined by the frequency of
type B blood in a given population, with the "frontier" delim-
iting a frequency more than 15% east of the line and less than
15% west of the line). [Source: Rene Martial, Notre race et ses
aieux (Paris: Secretariat general de la jeunesse, 1943)]
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the strict economic view of immigration, Martial's ideas could be
used by those who thought foreign workers should not be allowed
to take the jobs of Frenchmen during a period of high unemploy-
ment. Likewise, the influx of German Jewish refugees to France
after Hitler came to power could be opposed on "scientific" grounds
from the viewpoint of Martial's interracial grafting.

Martial's new ideas also brought him into contact with French
eugenicists, which resulted in Apert's claim about him in the 1940
article. In fact, one of Martial's first talks on the new blood group
theory was at a meeting of the eugenics section of the international
Institute of Anthropology in March 1933, and it was published in
two installments in Revue anthropologique. Introducing Martial to
the audience, Georges Papillaut, president of the IIA at the time
and long-time eugenicist, made it clear that Martial was already
accepted as a spokesman for eugenics, when he informed the au-
dience, "Dr. Rene Martial will present a plan to us which is as
learned as possible: to subject immigration to the strict laws of
eugenics that are too often forgotten, I might say, by our French
government."54

Martial had not been a member of the French Eugenics Society
in the 1920s, nor had he even attended any of its meetings. Most
of his professional work had been in medicine and public health.
Yet it is easy to see why eugenicists found Martial's new ideas on
immigration so welcome, when he phrased them as he did in the
1933 talk at the IIA:

What is of interest to France in immigration is not so much the question
of numbers. For those of us who see farther than the end of our nose -
and the end of our nose is the economic point of view - for those of us
who see farther than material gain, who envisage the future of our race,
it is the question of quality which must intercede in the first place. That
there are more or fewer foreigners who come, is not of great importance,
but it is the quality of these foreigners that must be examined.55

That French eugenicists were receptive to such ideas also indicates
the difference in viewpoint from the 1920s, when most eugenicists
were careful to balance a concern with both the quality and quan-
tity of the French population. Martial's concern was only with
quality.

The audiences of these new organizations and publications that
Martial now reached indicate his broader appeal as a result of the
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increased interest in questions of immigration, race, and biology.
Several of his writings, for example, appeared in Revue anthropo-
logique, which since the 1920s had published the minutes and arti-
cles of the French Eugenics Society. Beginning in 1935, Martial
was listed as lecturer for the Ecole d'anthropologie, which pub-
lished the journal. That same year, Martial addressed another con-
gress of the International Institute of Anthropology in Brussels on
the subject of the correlation of cephalic and blood group indexes.
Martial even delivered a paper at the 1937 meeting of the Latin
Eugenics Congress in Paris, although his ideas were not entirely
in accord with the rest of those in attendance.56

With his emphasis on racial selection, Martial found himself
identifying with one of the older traditions of French eugenics -
that of Vacher de Lapouge. In his 1934 book, La race frangaise,
Martial praised the work of Lapouge, but this paled in comparison
to the admiration Martial expressed after Lapouge's death in 1936.
Martial's tribute in Mercure de France called Vacher de Lapouge
"one of the greatest anthropologists of the times," whose most
original scientific insight was his foreknowledge of blood groups.
This was based on Vacher de Lapouge's reference to blood and
skull shape correlation, a subject dear to Martial's heart. Vacher
de Lapouge, like most nineteenth-century racists, spoke a lot about
blood and its importance as an indicator (or even determinant) of
inheritance. What Martial found most striking was references to
dolichocephalic, brachycephalic, and mixed bloods.57 Looking back,
it seems that Martial was making much out of a relatively minor
reference by Lapouge to blood in the nineteenth-century sense of
ancestry, but from the broader standpoint of ideas about race and
hierarchy, it is appropriate that Martial saw himself in the tradi-
tion of Vacher de Lapouge. It was no accident that Martial called
his course at the Sorbonne, "Anthropobiology of races," a con-
scious identification with Lapouge's "anthroposociology."

It is difficult to assess how much influence one man could have
on discussions about immigration in the 1930s, but in the case of
Martial the task is made easier by the new use ,of blood-group
studies he introduced into popular notions of racial definition. One
testimony to his influence is how quickly his ideas were attacked
by those who disagreed with him. Among the earliest and most
consistent of these were French Jewish and other anti-fascist or-
ganizations. In particular, the idea of barring all those with group
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B blood from France as expressed in La race frangaise came under
severe attack. One journal, La terre retrouvee, an organ of the Zi-
onist Keren Kayemeth l'lsrael, carried a review of Martial's Race
frangaise by Horace Goldie of the Pasteur Institute that was so crit-
ical of Martial, his methods, and his motives that Martial filed a
lawsuit against the editors for defamation of character.58 This was
no minor incident. Not only was it reported in the French dailies
- the headlines of Paris Soir for May 26, 1936, read, "A great racial
trial in Paris" - but La terre retrouvee secured Paul Reynaud as its
defense attorney. Eventually the suit was settled out of court, with
Martial dropping charges in exchange for the journal's printing his
rebuttal and its own apology for having suggested that Martial
had been an anti-Dreyfusard.59

Another group opposed to Martial's ideas was the publishers of
Races et racisme. This anti-racist journal was founded in January
1937 with the goal of studying the new racial doctrines, which
"risk sowing division inside countries and menace gravely the peace
of the world." Although the attention of the founders of the jour-
nal was clearly on Nazi Germany, contributors to Race et racisme
also made direct and indirect references to Martial's ideas. For ex-
ample, Julius Brutzkus, a recent emigre doctor from Lithuania by
way of Germany, wrote an article in 1938 on blood groups among
Jews, showing how the biochemical index varied according to the
population among whom the Jews lived. Echoing Kossovitch's
earlier work, Brutzkus concluded,

Contrary to established public opinion, the Jews of different countries
do not represent a homogenous race, but are the result of cross-breeding
of different populations. . . . Serological examination of blood confirms
completely the absence of homogeneity in the racial composition of the
Jewish people, united only by religion and historical tradition.60

Brutzkus even claimed that the Jews of Berlin were "purer Euro-
peans than the German Berliners whose index was slightly re-
duced because of a considerable mixing with Slavs who until the
twelfth century populated the entire country beyond the Elbe."61

The well-known author Georges Lakhovsky gave much wider
circulation to Brutzkus' findings in his 1939 book La civilisation et
la folie raciste, attacking Martial's ideas, particularly his analogy
between blood transfusions and race mixing.62 That same year the
biologist Jean Rostand attempted to minimize the import of Mar-
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tial's ideas, labeling them a petty little racism ("petit racisme ano-
diny>), although he admitted that the ideas were currently receiving
a noisy propaganda ("unepropagande tapageuse").63

The opponents of Martial were not very effective in blunting
his influence. Despite their protests and criticisms, the interracial
grafting view of immigration was very widely accepted in the France
of the 1930s. The articles and publications of Martial and his lec-
tures at the Sorbonne have already been mentioned. But the con-
cept of interracial grafting was also picked up and repeated by
more popular, general-interest writers who reached far wider au-
diences. This included the United States, where Joseph Spengler
summarized Martial's immigration policies in his 1936 book, France
faces depopulation. In fact, Spengler predicted that Martial's pro-
gram would "probably be recognized in the form of governmen-
tal action," although the fear of depopulation made it unlikely that
the quality of immigrants would receive as much attention as Martial
desired.64

An even better example closer to home of the influence of the
wider audience reached by Martial's views was the remarkable se-
ries of articles by Raymond Millet appearing in Le Temps in 1937
entitled, "Visites aux etrangers de France." The fact that the most
influential newspaper in France carried a seven-part series on im-
migrants is yet another testimony to the importance of the immi-
gration question in France a year before the events of Kristallnacht
and developments in the Spanish Civil War increased the public's
concern by adding even more refugees from Germany and Spain
to the list of foreigners in France.65 As a result of the interest in
immigration, Millet published a book in 1938 entitled Trois mil-
lions d'etrangers en France, which also included selections from the
lively exchange of letters that the original articles sparked. Much
of the book was a background description of foreign immigration
to France and issues raised by the large number of foreigners in
residence - their role in professions, the "Jewish problem," and
the question of naturalization. But in the last two chapters of the
book devoted to the future of immigration, Martial's ideas were
central. In fact, to answer the most crucial questions, "whom to
pick and according to which criteria," Millet went first to Martial.
Hence, the interracial grafting thesis dominated the conclusion of
the book. To be sure, Millet attempted to remain neutral by quot-
ing from Martial's critics, including Brutzkus, but this did not
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diminish the centrality of Martial's ideas to the debate on immi-
gration at the end of the 1930s. On the contrary, it only under-
scored their importance, whether one agreed with them or not.66

When one turns to the out-and-out French racists and fascists,
it is impossible to say that Martial was solely responsible for their
anti-republican and anti-Jewish ideas. They were hardly the types
to be persuaded by debates in scientific or even popular journals.
Martial's interracial grafting did, however, offer a legitimacy and
respectability for them that was part of what Michael Marrus and
Robert Paxton have called "enlarging the scope of the thinkable"
in the late 1930s.67 It was a process whereby credence was given
to ideas that in other times most likely would have been summar-
ily dismissed as products of the lunatic fringe. Hence, a racist
pamphlet by Jean-Marie Baron, La grande decouverte: Lesjuifs et le
sang B, published in 1938 by the Centre de documentation et de
propagande, triumphantly cited "Dr. Martial and his allocutions
to the Academy of Medicine," along with the work of Mendel,
Kossovitch, and Landsteiner (not realizing that he was Jewish) to
support its racial interpretation of history. People, the author stated,
with blood of "groups A and O, whose properties can be differ-
ent, have a common share of rectitude, morality, altruism and
courage which allows them to live together," whereas B blood "is
the source of all social ills."68 In other words, one-gene one-trait
had been replaced by one-blood one-trait.

Although the conclusions of this pamphlet might be considered
an extreme view by a fringe publication, Mercure de France in the
same year carried an article entitled "Races et groupements san-
guins," which illustrates the effect of the extreme conclusion. After
stating flatly that "there are four different blood groups in the world
which coincide absolutely with the ethnic characteristics of the
principal races" (note that the concept of a biochemical average
was already gone), the author then identified these groups as "A
and AB in the Aryan race, B among Orientals, Jews and Negroes;
and absence of A or B among Indians and Eskimos." As an ex-
ample of ethnic, blood, and racial characteristics coinciding, he
offered this: "One can predict without great fear of error that a
child of group B will be more apt at retail trade than bearing arms."69

Although this conclusion was less openly hostile than Baron's, it
went a long way toward granting scientific legitimacy to old shib-
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boleths that previously would have been dismissed as racist dia-
tribes.

The stereotypes of the Jew as merchant and the Aryan as war-
rior were now not only presented as scientifically proven but as
moderate conclusions as well. Similar ideas were expressed in
publications ranging from the establishment pages of Le temps to
Jacques Doriot's Liberte.70 And when anthropologists such as
Georges Montandon criticized the idea current in the late 1930s of
revoking French citizenship for Jews or all individuals of group B
blood, his reason - "it would be like burning the house to cook
an omelette" - still accepted the fact that individuals with group
B blood presented a problem. He agreed that an omelette was to
be cooked; the only disagreement was how.71

These last two chapters have shown both continuities and dif-
ferences in racial eugenic thought in France from the turn of the
century to 1940. There is no question that racism was deeply en-
grained in France throughout the whole period, but its theoretical
basis changed, just as it did in other countries. Likewise, attempts
to apply this racial theory to achieve eugenic purposes, especially
in immigration policy, also changed as the theory of race changed.
Other influences - political and economic - were important and
perhaps overriding, but French eugenics of the late 1930s cannot
be fully understood without appreciating the shift in underlying
thought including, at last, an acceptance of Mendelian heredity.

In the end, however, the Third Republic survived the 1930s
without enacting the immigration restriction or any of the other
eugenic proposals that were made during the decade. It took the
military defeat in 1940 and the creation of the new Vichy regime
to accomplish that. Nonetheless, these changes after 1940 were
not imports; the ideas supporting them came from French sources,
hence they represent yet another continuity. It is time, therefore,
to consider some of the specific results of four decades of eugenic
thought in France once changes in government made possible the
establishment of legislation based on these new biological ideas.



10

Vichy and eugenics

The split in French eugenic thought that widened in the 1930s was
typical of much in French society on the eve of the Second World
War. In the initial months of the conflict, these divisions were
temporarily masked until the disastrous failure of the French armed
forces in the spring of 1940. The military defeat and formal polit-
ical changes of June 1940 had dramatic consequences for French
eugenics, as it did for the rest of life in France. It was now possible
for the racist, anti-immigrant proponents of harsh, negative eu-
genics to install themselves comfortably in Paris and attempt to
implement their ideas not simply unfettered by the lethargy of the
Third Republic, but encouraged by the Nazi occupiers. The neo-
Lamarckian, natalist eugenicists who had favored a program of
positive measures to improve the overall hereditary health of the
populace also saw the delays and restrictions of the Third Republic
give way to the new Vichy regime, which proclaimed the family
as one of the three pillars of society. This setting even permitted
the implementation of proposals that were the result of more idio-
syncratic eugenic thought, such as that of Alexis Carrel, whose
Fondation pour l'etude des problemes humaines was chartered in
1941.

This chapter will examine these developments during the com-
plex years of 1940 to 1944. It is not a definitive analysis of all racial
and eugenic aspects of the Vichy era. Rather it considers the period
to be a transition. In some ways, the Vichy years were the culmi-
nation of many long-building ideas and proposals for the biologi-
cal regeneration of France; in other ways, Vichy laid the ground-
work for new or revised ideas that carried into the postwar years.
As Chapter 11 will show, one thing the period did not represent
was an end to eugenic thought in France.
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PARIS AND THE FRENCH RACISTS

When Eugene Apert summarized the progress of eugenics in his
article of February 1940 for Revue anthropologique, he may have
been anticipating that the war would bring changes. It was impos-
sible, however, for him to have foreseen the startling turn of events
on the battlefield in the following months, which brought the de-
feat of France and the complete collapse of the Third Republic.
The French Eugenics Society, such as it remained in 1940, was
particularly ill-prepared to survive in the new environment. With
Apert's death in April 1940, the society lost both a well-respected
leader and its ties to the French medical community, which had
provided support for eugenics from the start. This left the Ecole
d'anthropologie and its Revue anthropologique as the only institu-
tional supports for meetings and publications of the society.

Henri Briand, who remained as the most active leader of the
society, was a member of the Ecole d'anthropologie, but the status
of the Ecole itself was greatly changed with the arrival of the Ger-
mans in Paris. The director of the Ecole, the nationalist ex-deputy
Louis Marin, had run afoul of the Nazis at international anthro-
pology meetings in the late 1930s, and when the Germans began
closing in on Paris, he made arrangements to disband the Ecole
d'anthropologie and its museum. Its collection of skulls dating back
to Broca was given to the Musee de FHomme, and the school's
library was sent to the Sorbonne, but Marin's orders to suspend
courses and the publication of Revue anthropologique were never
carried out. The result was that they temporarily fell into the hands
of Georges Montandon, a professor at the Ecole who became one
of the leading raciologues of occupied Paris.1

For a short time, Briand and his colleague Henri Vignes pub-
lished a few articles on such subjects as alcoholism and "physical
education as a safeguard of the race," the latter praising the new
Vichy laws requiring physical education and sports in the schools.2

The influence of the German occupiers was evident immediately.
For example, a course in "Eugenic laws of the Third Reich" was
given at the Ecole d'anthropologie in 1940-41. And, as mentioned
in Chapter 1, Otmar von Verscheuer and Eugen Fischer spoke at
the Institut allemand in 1941 on German racial legislation.3 Briand's
report on the Fischer talk in Revue anthropologique appeared in the
last issue of the publication, in which he concluded, "We note that
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Prof. Fischer had the courtesy to make his speech in French, in a
manner of great purity of expression."

Despite the presence of the Germans, their role as instigators of
racial ideas should not be overemphasized. In fact, the appearance
of German eugenicists and race theorists was as much a reflection
as it was a cause of the increased attention paid to race by the
French after the fall of the Third Republic. As shown earlier, the
French could draw on their own race theorists and practitioners,
such as Vacher de Lapouge and Rene Martial, whose ideas on race
and immigration were debated widely during the 1930s. Martial,
Montandon, and others found new and larger audiences during
the Vichy era, as the French anti-racist opposition was quashed
and new institutions were created for race study and propaganda.

The most important of these institutions was the Commissariat
general aux questions juives (CGQJ), created in March 1941 at the
suggestion of Theodor Dannecker, head of the SS branch for Jew-
ish Affairs in Paris.4 Although it served as a funnel for German
money and influence, the CGQJ was actually created, staffed, and
largely funded by Vichy legislation to operate throughout all of
France. Moreover, it was no small office - its funding began at 30
million francs in 1942 and rose to 40 million the next year.5 One
indication of the abundance of Frenchmen with the credentials to
serve as its directors can be found in internal German documents
containing lists of potential collaborators such as Darquier de Pel-
lepoix, Claude Vacher de Lapouge, Georges Batault, Fernand Ce-
line, and Georges Montandon - names drawn simply from lists of
individuals with prewar reputations as raciologues. Xavier Vallat,
who eventually was named the first head of the CGQJ, is reported
to have said to Dannecker during a heated discussion, "I have been
an anti-Semite far longer than you," reminding the 29-year-old
SS officer, "What's more, I am old enough to be your father."6

These were merely the best-known of French racists. Others who
eventually found employment with the CGQJ included opportun-
ists such as Gerard Mauger, a former student of Montandon's who
helped him edit a new journal begun independently of the CGQJ
entitled EthnieJrangaise (Figure 10.1), and Charles Laville, who be-
came editor of Question juive, the official journal of the CGQJ.

Ethnie frangaise grew primarily out of Montandon's own pecu-
liar background and ideas on race. He was born in Switzerland
and spent time in Russia after the revolution, where he met his
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wife. While a professor at the Ecole d'anthropologie in the 1930s,
he developed a concept of human subgroups that he called eth-
nie » a category that differed from traditional concepts of race be-
cluse it inducted linguistic and cultural as well as p h y s i c a l
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determinants.7 These credentials permitted Montandon to operate
at first independently of the Nazis, although it was also something
of a necessity, given the personal animosity between him and Paul
Sezille, the first director of the Insitut d'etudes des questions juives
(IEQJ).8 The idea for Ethniefrangaise came from Montandon's for-
mer student, Mauger, who wrote to the anthropologist in July
1940 with a plan to solve "the problem posed by the influx to
France of four million [sic] foreigners."9

Part of Mauger's proposed solution was an ambitious publicity
campaign by "an action group utilizing the press, speech, and ra-
dio." The effort began with the publication of Ethniejrangaise, whose
first issue appeared in March 1941. Montandon was listed as "sci-
entific director" and Mauger as "editor-in chief." The breadth of
approach as well as scientific pretensions of the publication were
indicated in its subtitle, "Revue mensuelle de doctrine ethno-
raciale et de vulgarisation scientifique. Anthropologie. Eugen-
isme. Genetique. Ethno-sociologie. Ethno-psychologie." The
publication failed, in fact, to achieve these lofty goals. Most of the
articles, for example, were written by Montandon and Mauger.
Nonetheless, among the contributors of note were Briand of the
Ecole d'anthropologie, who wrote on the low birthrates of French
families, and immigration expert Georges Mauco, who, wrote on
the "Demographic situation n France" and "Foreign immigration
in France and the problem of refugees."10 Two of Montandon's
articles were on blood groups and "I'ethniejuive." In May 1943 the
journal ceased publication after Montandon became director of the
reorganized IEQJ and its journal La question juive.

The IEQJ was set up by Dannecker in May of 1941, two months
after the Vichy government created the CGQJ, apparently in an
effort to exercise more direct German control over Jews. Its per-
sonnel was entirely French, coming from a marginal group of thugs
and opportunists headed by Paul Sezille, a street fighter in the last
years of the Third Republic.11 Within a year, even Dannecker be-
came exasperated with the group, and it was in an effort to make
the IEQJ more respectable that Montandon was named director in
March 1943. Up to that time, the most notorious of its ventures
had been the exposition "The Jews and France," which toured the
country in late 1941 and 1942 and was so wild in its accusations
that it provoked protests from French non-Jews.12 A more sus-
tained publicity effort by the IEQJ was the publication of La Ques-
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tion juive, a self-proclaimed, "monthly review of the institute,"
which began in March 1942 with Charles Laville as its editor. Much
of its copy consisted of press reviews and news of anti-Jewish
agencies in France, but articles by Laville also made a strong effort
to demonstrate the scientific basis of racism, often citing the work
of Rene Martial.13

Martial's influence in this period now went far beyond the influ-
ence of those on the German payroll in Paris. His writings were
published by well-established French houses, and reached audi-
ences even larger than in the prewar period. Les metis, published
by Flammarion, was a summary of his pre-1940 writings, with
special emphasis on the negative results of race mixing. Frangais,
qui es-tu? was a more popular tome published by Mercure de France
that Martial prefaced with these words.

Who are you? You know your parents and grandparents, but not your
ancestors. You ignore everything about your geneology and your race.
You have been told that race does not exist, that a negro or a Jew are as
good as a Breton; that you can marry any woman. You have lost the
instinct to preserve the race.14

Martial even wrote a children's primer entitled Notre race et ses
a'ieux, published by the Secretariat de la jeunesse in 1943.

In December 1942, an Institut d'anthroposociologie was created
by the CGQJ, headed by Claude Vacher de Lapouge, son of the
organization's founding spirit, and Martial was included among
its directors. The stated purpose of the institute was to reach "ex-
clusively scientific and specialized circles." Although the organi-
zation was dissolved just a few months later during the reorgani-
zation of the CGQJ, its inspiration was a clear attempt to raise the
tone of discussion above the petty squabbles of racists, while giv-
ing greater legitimacy to the whole of the CGQJ.15 Eugenics was
to provide the overarching theoretical framework, as indicated in
the official statement of purpose.

The responsibility of this institute concerning racial questions will be
extended to breeding and agriculture. To insure a clean break with the
past, the institute will admit no one among its ranks who was concerned
with raciology before the war.16

The eugenic justifications of anti-Semitism could also be found
in the most widely diffused propaganda efforts of the CGQJ -
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radio broadcasts. This went beyond the work of the blatant Ger-
man propaganda of Radio-Paris, which went on the air shortly
after the occupation of the capital.17 In the fall of 1942 the French
government's Radiodiffusion Nationale began a series of ten-
minute programs every Monday, Wednesday, and Friday eve-
nings on "the Jewish question." The force behind the effort was
Louis Darquier de Pellepoix, who succeeded Sezille as head of the
CGQJ in May 1942.18 Darquier delivered many of the talks him-
self in a "fireside chat" format. The official sponsor was initially
the CGQJ, but later the programs came under the jurisdiction of
the Union franqaise pour la defense de la race (UFDR), a more
broadly based propaganda organization with roots going back to
Darquier's prewar Rassemblement antijuif.

The programs were most notorious for their evocation of vir-
tually every stereotype and slander of Jews imaginable, from the
charge of dominating the press to fostering sexual immorality.19

The fact of spreading anti-Semitism via the new medium was tell-
ing enough of the changed conditions after the end of the Third
Republic, but another feature of the message worth noting was
the broader eugenic context of the diatribes. Even the most con-
troversial of actions taken against French Jews - the roundup at
the Velodrome d'hiver and deportation in the summer of 1942 -
was defended by Darquier later in the year as "the application of a
measure which was much more in the province of public hygiene
than the anti-Jewish struggle." The protests it evoked in France
revealed, according to Darquier, "a profound ignorance of the
Jewish problem among the French masses." In the larger picture,
he went on,

the settlement of the Jewish problem is not an end in itself; it is only the
preparation, a preliminary clearing-away thanks to which there can be
reborn tomorrow (and the catastrophic circumstances through which we
are passing will aid rather than be an obstacle to) an aristocracy of young
men, rid of this Jewish scum, who will be able to conduct France toward
its true destiny.20

In a similar vein, although expressed in a more anecdotal style, a
UFDR broadcast of February 1943 chided its audience in words
reminiscent of Charles Richet a generation earlier:

Is it not curious, as we have already said, to note that in the twentieth
century more attention is paid to the breeding of an animal race than the
protection of the human race?
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Very few people do not know about the existence of the English "Stud
book" which is the authority on the breeding of thoroughbreds.

Everyone also knows that this book has existed in England since 1791,
that is for 150 years, and that it has also existed in France for more than
n o years.

It is because of this genealogical tree, this book of reason, that the thor-
oughbreds have not only been maintained but improved.

At the same time what has been done for humans? Nothing but stupid
anarchy.21

Eugenics was not the sole inspiration for the anti-Semitic ac-
tions and propaganda of the CGQJ. There was too much oppor-
tunism and settling of old scores especially on the part of Darquier
and others.22 Yet even if the scientific, eugenic arguments were
only a window dressing, they are a testimony to the continuity of
eugenic racial thought, and are indicative at least of the spread of
these ideas in France to a much wider audience than ever before
thanks to the changed conditions of the Vichy era. Nonetheless, it
is perhaps most significant of all that these budding racists were
not able to enact a program of eugenic laws to purify the French
race a Vallemand. The roundup of Jews at the Vel d'hiver for de-
portation, although done by French police, was on orders from
the German high command.23 Darquier's justification was after
the fact and not the result of an all-encompassing French eugenics
program. But just because the most extreme racist eugenics pro-
gram was not established does not mean that other features of
prewar eugenics were ignored in France after 1940. In fact, the
Vichy government did establish other eugenics-inspired measures
that had nothing to do with pressures from across the Rhine; and
these were to have a continuing impact after the war.

VICHY AND MEDICAL EUGENICS

It was not just racist anti-Semitism that flourished during the Ger-
man occupation of France after 1940. There were also many who
were genuinely impressed by the overall goal of improving the
human race through eugenics, and by this they did not mean the
simple removal of Jews. For example, Alfred Fabre-Luce, an
impressionable writer in his early thirties, expressed the mood at
the time in a book called Anthologie pour la nouvelle Europe. He put
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together this collection of writings early in 1941 because of his
conviction that "France did not succumb only to the weight of
tanks and planes. This material power was the result of the spiri-
tual power that Adolf Hitler was able to release from his humili-
ated and battered country." The texts reflected, according to Fabre-
Luce, "the history of the spiritual origins of the New Europe,"
and included French authors such as Sorel, Maurras, and Valery,
as well as Nietzsche, Spengler and, of course, Hitler and Musso-
lini.

Of particular note was an entire section devoted to the subject
of "Biological politics," whose ends and means Fabre-Luce de-
scribed in his preface as follows:

Man can be improved. By concentrating on the progress of individuals?
A chimera, says the contemporary biologist Jean Rostand. The child of
the twentieth century is the same as the pre-historic child. "Biology ig-
nores culture." The only resource open to us is to imitate nature by aim-
ing towards a selection that this time affects not the body but the seeds.
Hence, a definite genetic progression will be possible. But this author
only poses the question. He hesitates to accept his own challenge, to treat
men as livestock to produce a superman . . .

One man of action, Adolf Hitler, has attempted to realize it. First by
eugenics: procreation is for some a duty, for others a shameful act which
should be forbidden to them. Because the population can only be brought
to a higher level by action of the elite individuals, they should be favored
by the suppression of the majority principle and the institution at all
ranks of authority and responsibility. Thus, natural selection will be
completed and achieved. It is the highest task that politicians can pro-
pose.24

Although few Frenchmen were willing to go so far as to employ
the German measures of selective breeding, many were prepared
to take advantage of the change in the French regime to employ
other eugenic measures to improve the human race that had been
proposed in France since the turn of the century.

If the fruit of four decades of work in eugenics was to be found
anywhere in France in the early 1940s, it was in the French medical
and health fields. All along, the main institutional support for eu-
genics had come from the Ecole de medecine. In addition, close
ties had developed with the public health and social hygiene
movements as well as the natalist movements since the turn of the
century. It is therefore not surprising to find a continuing interest
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in eugenics among health and medical professionals during the Vi-
chy era, even after the formal institutions supporting eugenics ceased
to exist. These professionals included doctors engaged in clinical
work on specific hereditary diseases, as well as those taking a more
general view of the need for a eugenics program in France.25

One of the most prolific writers at the time was Raymond Tur-
pin, a pioneer in the study of the genetics of childhood diseases.
His interest in eugenics can be dated from the late 1930s, as man-
ifested by his participation in the 1937 Latin Eugenics Congress in
Paris, where he presented reports of his research on mongolism,
as well as a series of studies on the influence of the age of parents
on frequency of stillbirth and characteristics of the newborn.26

Within a year after the 1940 armistice with Germany, Turpin wrote
an article entitled "Eugenics and war," which revealed some sur-
prising conclusions based on the experiences of the previous de-
cades. For example, he reported that according to the results of
studies on the First World War, "military service can delay mar-
riages but not reduce in any way the birthrate." Moreover, al-
though the war had increased the incidence of venereal disease by
drawing rural youths to the big cities, the problem was more than
compensated for by increasing opportunities for education such as
campaigns against tuberculosis, alcohol, and venereal disease that
started during the war and continued into the 1920s.27 Overall,
however, Turpin agreed with broader assessments of the effects
of war going back to Charles Richet's 1907 pacifist writings that
claimed war destroyed "the most able men, according to physical,
moral and intellectual aptitude."28 As a result, the proportion of
dysgenics also increased because rejects from military service were
still free to marry and procreate back home.

This last problem led Turpin to conclude that two of the long-
standing goals of eugenicists were more important than ever. The
first was the need for "a series of measures favorable to the fam-
ily," which was necessary as a response to the "continuing crisis
of the birthrate." The second was a premarital medical exam, which
was immediately necessary because without it, "alcoholics and
psychopaths [will] start families with complete freedom and pro-
tected by law." And when the inevitable products of their union
need care, "society raises the degenerate children at great ex-
pense."29 Turpin repeated this plea in a report for the Comite na-
tionale d'enfance in June 1941 that was more specific about the
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means. "If a country, of vital necessity, wishes to defend the fam-
ily, it must give itself the protection of a prenuptial examination
of future spouses." Moreover, Turpin clearly identified this action
as "the logical departure point of a eugenic policy," which was
justified as follows:

It is normal that men should turn towards eugenics because it gives the
hope of eliminating the menaces that await their descendents. Puericul-
ture as seen in its largest sense of "homiculture," must utilize all the
resources of eugenics, as well as hygiene, obstetrics and pediatrics, and
extend their action from a prenuptial certificate of one generation to a
prenuptial certificate of the succeeding one. And the family will be the
first to benefit from this lasting and concerted effort.30

Such ideas were particularly welcome to the new Vichy regime's
family and health policies.

Although the Vichy policy was largely conceived by its for-
mulators in political terms, significant elements were shaped by
the eugenic, puericulture, and social hygiene movements of the
previous decades. Most scholars agree that the ideological inspi-
ration for the emphasis on family - it was engraved as part of the
official Vichy slogan along with work and country - was from a
different source - namely, an attack on liberalism and its emphasis
on the individual.31 As Marshal Petain wrote in his September 1940
article for Revue des deux mondes, "The rights of the family precede
and supersede those of the state and those of the individual." The
evils associated with what Vichy critics called "two centuries of
anti-family policies" in France were traced directly to the obses-
sion with individual liberty.

Our anti-family, anti-social demagogues have given to man a love of
liberty without teaching him how to use this double-edged sword; a man,
like a poorly educated child, uses it against himself because liberty only
brings true progress if it is voluntarily and solidly anchored to traditional
discipline.32

The problem with such a position was that its specific program
was rather limited. For example, the French were not about to
adopt a proposition as radical as the family vote, only some rather
innocuous measures such as the requirement that a father of a large
family sit on all city councils in large cities,33 or that a "priority
card" be given to mothers of three or more children under the age
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of fourteen to ensure first access to administrative services, public
transport, and shopping.34 An April 1941 law made divorce more
difficult by requiring a three-year waiting period, but this was
more a defensive measure to protect marriage than part of an over-
all family program. It was similar to the record of the regime in
championing physical education and sports. As one scholar has
noted, "Although the Vichy government favored the practice of
gym as a new form of social discipline and as a means of regener-
ating French youth, . . . as in other aspects of its policies, Vichy
promised more than it could deliver."35

The promise of large families in these measures does reveal the
conscious link between Vichy family policy and the well-
entrenched natalist and social hygiene movements that had devel-
oped since the turn of the century in France. The purpose of mar-
riage, all agreed, was to have a family; hence the family began
when a couple had its first child. Once the focus shifted to chil-
dren, however, two things followed. First, the question of how
many children a couple should have led invariably to the problem
of the falling French birthrate with its not so subtle overtones of
nationalism, as seen in the following comment from a publication
entitled La Revolution nationale de 1941:

When we think of the time of Colbert, France was the most populous
country of Europe. In 1876 the number of births was still 1,022,000 and
in 1938 it was only 612,000 (while in Germany it was 1,492,000 thanks
to its family and social policy; and in Italy 1,037,000).36

Thus, much of the Vichy legislation fell right in line with natalist
measures going back to the First World War.37

Second, eugenics specifically entered the picture from the other
consequence of the shift in family policy toward the child: an in-
creased emphasis on the importance of health, which in turn led
directly to consideration of eugenic measures.

Health is of the greatest importance to well-being; without it no educa-
tion, no creative activity, no family happiness is possible. A healthy body
is indispensable to a healthy spirit. Parents should watch with extreme
care the physical health of their children in order to know their potential
and their limits. That is why we so strongly want to see the carnet de sante
play a protective and educative role in families.38

The connection between infant health and the physical condition
of parents had been one of the basic assumptions of social hygiene
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and eugenics in France. It also was officially recognized by the
Vichy government bureaucracy in July 1940 with the creation of a
ministry of youth, family, and health, with Jean Ybarnegaray as
head. Although "youth" was soon given a separate ministry, health
and family remained officially connected. Specific legislation against
alcohol in July and August 1940 was phrased in terms of "saving
the race," and in 1941 and 1942 there were additional decrees re-
quiring prostitutes to carry health cards, as well as other measures
to combat venereal disease and tuberculosis.39 But the most far-
reaching legislation that was also most consciously connected to
prewar eugenics was the Law of December 1942 requiring a pre-
marital physical examination.

THE PREMARITAL EXAMINATION LAW OF 1 9 4 2

The physical and moral perfection of the race requires that energetic
measures be taken in order to effect broad preventative health and social
protection.

Thus began the report that prefaced the "Law of 16 December
1942 Relative to the Protection of Maternity and Newborns."40

The authors of the report were Pierre Laval, along with justice
minister Joseph Barthelemy, finance minister Pierre Cathala, min-
ister of agriculture Max Bonnafous, and minister of health Ray-
mond Grasset. There is little question that they were aware of the
historic significance of the law. Indeed, the report stated at the
outset that the law was intended "to coordinate and complete,
without destroying, the work accomplished until now by public
organizations and private institutions." True to this goal, the first
of eight subsections in the law attempted to coordinate the exist-
ing local, regional, and national organizations working on mater-
nal and child care. The main body of the law contained other sec-
tions dealing with various stages of infant and maternity
development, strengthening and adding measures that in many
cases had long been under discussion by health and eugenic lead-
ers. For example, article 3 required at least two medical examina-
tions of expectant mothers during their pregnancy before they could
obtain new state allocations such as payment for rest before child-
birth or for breastfeeding. Article 4 required every infant to be
given a carnet de sante at birth, although its form and method of
use were to be determined later.
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Despite this sense of continuity, another subsection at the be-
ginning of the report boldly declared, "For the first time a eugenic
measure appears in French legislation: the certificate of medical
examination before marriage which becomes mandatory, without
posing any restraint on the possibility of marriage." The last qual-
ification indicated that the authors of the new law were fully in-
formed by the fifteen years of debate and discussion since the French
Eugenics Society first proposed the measure. One proof of this is
the lack of any provisions to prohibit marriage in the case of neg-
ative examination results. Instead, the idea was to "place the fu-
ture spouses face to face with their consciences and responsibili-
ties," simply by the act of informing them of the state of their
health on the eve of marriage. The preface to the law warned,
however, that "this measure constitutes only a first step which
eventually, and taking into account the results, could be modified
in the future." Thus, with statements of confidence in achieving
results but with a warning in case of failure, France finally had a
premarital examination law.

The specific provisions detailed in article 2 of the law are worth
comparing with those that were discussed in the late 1920s and
1930s. For example, the 1942 law retained the simplicity of Pi-
nard's first proposal. The entire description, excluding provisions
of penalties and means of defraying costs, stated that

The civil official cannot proceed with the publication of the above men-
tioned marriage unless each of the future spouses produces a medical
certificate less than one month old attesting, with the exclusion of all
other indications, that he [or she] has been examined in view of mar-
riage.41

One obvious difference from Pinard's proposal was that both fu-
ture spouses would be examined, a change that had been recom-
mended almost unanimously ever since Pinard's first announce-
ment. In addition, the time period for examination was extended
to a month before marriage instead of Pinard's impractical day
before. A more significant difference was that the 1942 law de-
scribed the exam itself in the vaguest possible terms. Earlier, Pi-
nard had at least called for an examination to show "no contagious
diseases."

The new Vichy certificate of marriage would thus only be an
indication that there had been an examination of each spouse, leav-
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ing the question of revealing results or the decision to marry up to
their sense of "conscience and responsibility." Slight technical
modifications were made to the law the following July that waived
the necessity of a certificate for a spouse "in imminent danger of
death," and another that extended the period for an exam to three
months in the case of military personnel unable to be present at
the ceremony.42 This brought the law in line with a measure passed
in wartime to make it easier for soldiers on duty to be married.
Although these changes might appear to be the result of pressure
to relax an already lax law, serious questions were raised by doc-
tors who worried about the awkward position they would be in
when an examination indicated that the future spouse had con-
tracted venereal disease or another serious illness.

One of the first suggestions by these critics appeared in a March
i, 1943, article in Siecle medical and proposed that doctors simply
not give the certificate of examination to anyone whom they found
unfit for marriage. This was possible because there were no pen-
alties prescribed in the law for doctors who refused to participate,
even though future spouses and the civil officer were liable to
sanctions if they did not conform with the law.43 Another possi-
bility was pointed out by Henri Gougerot, president of the Societe
franchise de prophylaxie sanitaire et morale. Because of new leg-
islation passed in March 1943 concerning venereal disease, doctors
were required not only to tell their patients if they were so diag-
nosed but also to breach confidentiality by informing health au-
thorities of their patient's condition under certain circumstances -
if the patient refused treatment, or if the doctor concluded that
because of the patient's "profession or style of life [genre de vie],
the afflicted runs the risk of transmitting the venereal disease to
one or more third parties." Although the measure was obviously
aimed at prostitutes, Gougerot hypothesized that

If the doctor considers marriage to be a genre de vie envisaged by the law,
he is thus going to reveal the name and probably recommend, as a cor-
ollary to the law, that immediate hospitalization of the patient is re-
quired. That will oblige the health authorities to act as soon as the certif-
icate is presented at city hall, thus proving without a doubt that the
contagious syphilitic has clearly decided to ignore advice and marry. Would
the doctor in this case inform the patient of his decision? Be that as it
may concerning this point, the doctor furnishes the necessary document
for the marriage and at the same time prohibits the marriage.44



Vichy and eugenics 271

The irony of the situation, concluded Gougerot, was that "neither
of the two laws relative to the prenuptial certificate and the anti-
venereal campaign prohibits marriage of contagious syphilitics; their
combined interplay produces the interdiction."

It is difficult to measure the extent of dissatisfaction with the
lack of provisions to prohibit marriage in the premarital exami-
nation law. When the Societe de prophylaxie morale et sanitaire
asked physicians to comment on Gougerot's observations about
the premarital examination and venereal disease laws, two-thirds
responded that they would refuse to give a certificate to a patient
with contagious syphilis. Not surprisingly, all said they would
notify the patient of his or her condition. In addition, half said
they would be willing to divulge the name of the patient to au-
thorities as prescribed by the Law of December 31, 1942, and if
hospitalization were necessary they would indicate so to authori-
ties.45

The views of the Societe de prophylaxie morale et sanitaire were
biased because of the organization's immediate concern with halt-
ing the spread of venereal disease. Yet ever since the turn of the
century the society had presented the problem in terms of its over-
all effect on the race, thus emphasizing the larger eugenic purposes
of the premarital examination. Some of the society's members, in
fact, saw the eugenic purposes as much more important. For ex-
ample, the journal of the society reprinted an article by Raoul
Blondel that compared the inadequate premarital examination law
with the larger goal it should have served.

It concerns serious matters, that is, to stop the degeneration of the race
by prohibiting legal procreation by those whose descendents would likely
be only social rejects: syphilitics, alcoholics, epileptics, hardened crimi-
nals, not to mention those who are already afflicted with venereal dis-
eases and capable of contaminating their spouses and causing illness that
would result in infertility. We recognize immediately that the principle
of the mandatory declaration of (so-called social) aptitude for marriage is
perfectly justified, and it is the basis of what is today called eugenics.46

The Vichy premarital examination law was thus introduced with
its wider eugenic purposes quite explicitly understood.
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THE FOUNDATION OF ALEXIS CARREL

A final example of activity at least partly motivated by eugenic
ends that came to fruition in the Vichy period was the work of
Alexis Carrel's Fondation pour l'etude des problemes humaines.
However, rather than being the culmination of long-established
movements in French society - as was the case with the premarital
examination law or racist anti-Semitism - Carrel's organization
was largely inspired by his own peculiar ideas that had been nur-
tured and shaped by over thirty years of work in the United States.
The foundation provided a major impetus for a new approach to
research in France after the Second World War - government sup-
ported, interdisciplinary research in the social sciences outside the
established universities.47 To the extent that eugenic goals were an
important part of Carrel's motives, they were carried into the
postwar era by such influential proteges as Jean Sutter at the Insti-
tut national d'etudes demographiques. The foundation was, there-
fore, both another result of the changing times of the Vichy era
and an important influence on the survival of eugenics in the post-
war period.

Alexis Carrel was one of the most curious figures in twentieth-
century French science.48 It is telling that there is even a legitimate
question as to whether he belongs more to American or French
research, a fact attested to by Carrel himself, who once noted that
he lived "at the same time in the New World and the Old."49 Born
in Lyons in 1873, Carrel received a medical degree from the Uni-
versity of Lyons in 1900. His surgical skill in such techniques as
suturing blood vessels brought him early fame but little advance-
ment in the French medical establishment. This prompted him to
move, first to Paris and then in 1904 to the United States. Within
two years he was invited by Simon Flexner to work at the recently
established Rockefeller Institute for Medical Research, where he
perfected his surgical skills and began his controversial research on
cell and tissue cultivation. Carrel achieved remarkable results in
maintaining living cells in vitro, and in 1912 he received the Nobel
Prize in Medicine or Physiology. Despite his success in the United
States, Carrel returned immediately to France after the outbreak
of war in 1914, spending most of his time at a frontline hospital.
After the war he returned to the Rockefeller Institute, where he
resumed his tissue cultivation research, extending it by the 1930s
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to a project that purportedly kept whole organs alive outside the
body.

This organ culture work was an important development in sev-
eral respects. First, it was unquestionably a direct precursor of
modern heart-lung and organ transplant work. Second, it brought
Carrel into contact with Charles Lindbergh, with whom he began
a collaboration whose most important scientific product was a sterile
glass pump that circulated fluids in the life-support system of tis-
sues and organs in Carrel's laboratory. Lindbergh first met Carrel
in 1930 when the aviator was seeking medical help for a sister-in-
law with a heart ailment. Carrel explained that despite his world-
renowned abilities he had no solution to the problem of isolating
and maintaining the heart apart from the body for repair and re-
juvenation. This was the direct inspiration for their collaborative
project that produced the sterile pump.50

Carrel's work with Lindbergh also brought the surgeon/phys-
iologist additional recognition. Such attention was not unusual for
Lindbergh, the national hero whose every move had been closely
watched and reported by the press since he made his solo flight
across the Atlantic in 1927. Naturally the attention spilled over to
any contacts or friends, and especially to associates such as Carrel.
For his part Carrel seemed to relish the attention, granting inter-
views and expressing his opinions on all sorts of subjects from
politics to extrasensory perception. For example, a newspaper ar-
ticle for the Hearst syndicate dated October 1, 1936 (at the height
of the Roosevelt-Landon presidential campaign), carried the
headline, "Col. Charles A. Lindbergh May Be President of the
United States - in 1940!" The article was based on an interview
with Carrel who was identified as "the closest personal friend of
the former aviator, who now is devoting his time to aiding Dr.
Carel [sic] in intricate studies in medicine, surgery, and experi-
mental medicine."51

The nature of Carrel's research also lent itself well to a sensa-
tionalist press eager to publish the wildest rumors about potential
uses of the new techniques. In the Lindbergh-for-President article,
the following was mentioned about Carrel.
Dr. Carel [sic] is now working in his closely guarded laboratory at Rock-
efeller Institute on the problem of the relation of cells to those of vege-
tables and plants, with the hope that some time in the future he can build
in his laboratory an artificial human being.
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Figure 10.2 Alexis Carrel, Front cover of Man, The unknown
(New York: Halcyon House, 1938).

This robot - with blood coursing through his veins, heart beating, brain
vibrating, lungs breathing - would be an assembled man; he would have
the heart of one dead man, the brain of another corpse, the lungs of a
third.52

The press was obviously well-attuned to a public conditioned by
the 1930 film version of "Frankenstein."

Carrel's fame, though hardly the equal of Lindbergh's, had also
grown considerably on its own, thanks to the publication in 1935
of Man, The unknown (Figure 10.2). This book, which was part



Vichy and eugenics 275

popular science and part mysticism, enjoyed a phenomenal suc-
cess. Aided by the wide publicity surrounding the announcement
of the Lindbergh-Carrel pump in June 1935 - the announcement
of the new circulatory pump in the journal Science made front-
page headlines in the June 21, 1935, New York Times - the book's
sales after its release in September quickly made it a bestseller.
Over 100,000 copies were sold in the first year. Sales were natu-
rally highest in France and the United States, and the book was
translated into thirteen languages by 1936.53

Another reason for the book's popular appeal was Carrel's can-
did confession of the limits of scientific knowledge. In a foreshad-
owing of a whole spate of postwar books challenging the progres-
sive, "Whig" view of science, Carrel described the purpose of the
book at the outset as being "to describe the known, and to sepa-
rate it clearly from the plausible, [and] also to recognize the exis-
tence of the unknown and the unknowable."54 Such a format gave
the author carte blanche to impress the reader with the latest dis-
coveries of physiology and medicine, and then abruptly to offer
the shocking admission of his own need for faith and prayer. In
the words of one reviewer, this mixture of science and religion
would please "neither men of science nor men of religion. Scien-
tists will consider such an attempt as puerile or insane. Ecclesias-
tics, as improper and aborted because mystical phenomena belong
only in an indirect way to the domain of science."55 Disagree though
they may, critics still abetted the sales of the book.

The first two chapters of Carrel's book lamented the decline of
civilization and the inability of a fragmented, overspecialized sci-
ence to synthesize the knowledge recently gained about humans
in order to correct the problem. The middle chapters, which formed
the heart of the book, contained a summary for the layperson of
Carrel's view of contemporary research in medicine and physiol-
ogy. Some of this was straightforward description of laboratory
work, but mixed in was a healthy dose of Carrel's own conjec-
tures about such things as telepathy, the power of prayer in heal-
ing, and the degeneration of human races from excessive exposure
to sunlight.56

Carrel's ideas on eugenics, as well as his proposal for an over-
arching research organization to study human beings, were con-
tained in a long final chapter entitled "The remaking of man." In
it he outlined a positive eugenics that concentrated on "promoting
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the optimum growth of the fit," whose abilities were "hidden un-
der the cloak of degeneration." For example, through Mendelian
genetics, he asserted, there was a "probability that the legendary
audacity and love of adventure can appear again in the lineage of
the feudal lords."57 As for negative measures, although he favored
a premarital medical examination for all, Carrel thought its great-
est effect would be its voluntary and educational value. On the
other hand, Carrel did pick up some of the more extreme mea-
sures proposed by American eugenicists for "defectives and crim-
inals" whom Carrel called "an enormous burden for the part of
the population that has remained normal."

It is largely because of such passages that American biographers
of Lindbergh have made Carrel into a kind of eminence fasciste who

filled his young, philosophically untrained mind with ideas and theories
which were only peripherally associated with advanced surgery, but were
to have an important bearing on his disciple's attitude towards the Na-
tional Socialists and their ideology.58

Lindbergh himself wrote that Carrel "had the most stimulating
mind I ever came to know well." Carrel did not go as far in antic-
ipating Nazi eugenic measures as some of his later critics have
implied. In fact, he stated flatly that "the reproduction of human
beings cannot be regulated as in animals."59 Few of the eugenic
ideas were original, but their derivation was American rather than
French. This is not surprising, because Carrel had worked in the
United States since 1905.

Reflecting the attitude of American thinkers going back to Dug-
dale's study of the Jukes family in 1877, Carrel coldly asked, "Why
do we preserve these useless and harmful beings? . . . Why should
society not dispose of the criminals and the insane in a more eco-
nomical manner?" Carrel's answer to his own question was the
following passage which, more than any other, has been respon-
sible for his image as a proto-Nazi eugenicist.

Perhaps prisons should be abolished. They could be replaced by smaller
and less expensive institutions. The conditioning of petty criminals with
the whip, or some more scientific procedure, followed by a short stay in
hospital, would probably suffice to insure order. Those who have mur-
dered, robbed while armed with automatic pistol or machine gun, kid-
napped children, despoiled the poor of their savings, misled the public in
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important matters, should be humanely and economically disposed of in
small euthanasic institutions supplied with proper gases. A similar treat-
ment could be advantageously applied to the insane, guilty of criminal
acts.60

This chilling reference to gas chambers was an extreme idea,
even for American eugenicists, who by the 1920s generally pre-
ferred sterilization as the most effective and humane method of
preventing procreation by the "unfit." But the unfit were still
thought of as a "burden," and in this sense Carrel reflected the
prevailing attitude.61 Working in New York, Carrel had frequent
social and professional contact with a number of scientists who
were part of the American eugenics movement such as Henry
Fairfield Osborn and Charles Davenport.62 In November 1933,
for example, Carrel wrote to Davenport inquiring about the he-
reditary transmission of defects. In response, Davenport, the head
of the American Eugenics Record Office, offered to send an up-
to-date bibliography from Eugenical news.63 Publication of Man,
the unknown increased contacts in the late 1930s that culminated in
a nine-day visit in March 1939 to the Miami Battle Creek sanitar-
ium run by John Harvey Kellogg. Although Carrel intended to
study life extension, his letter of thanks afterward talked far more
about Kellogg's views on "race betterment" and the degeneracy
of the white race.64

Carrel's opportunity to introduce these ideas to France came
during the special circumstances that existed during the new Vi-
chy regime. The specific details surrounding the creation of the
Fondation franchise pour l'etude des problemes humaines have been
examined in detail by others, including the question of whether or
not Carrel was a Nazi sympathizer.65 As he did when the First
World War broke out, Carrel decided to aid his native France again
in 1939, although this time he happened to be at his summer home
on the coast of Brittany preparing his return to New York at the
end of the summer of 1939 when the Second World War began.
Without hesitation he decided to remain in France until May 1940,
when he went back to New York as the Germans approached Paris.
Carrel returned, however, in March 1941 as part of a Rockefeller
team to investigate alleged nutritional deficiencies in French chil-
dren. During the spring and summer he met with Petain three
times to discuss a more ambitious means of dealing with the prob-
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lem. The result was the creation of the foundation in November
1941.66

One of Carrel's models for the foundation was the Rockefeller
Institute, where he had worked for over three decades. Since its
creation by Simon Flexner shortly after the turn of the century,
the institute had gradually assembled a group of eminent research-
ers who combined their efforts in the study of medicine free from
pressures of teaching or hospital service.67 In Man, the unknown,
Carrel paid homage to the institute (as well as to its somewhat
more limited precursor, the Pasteur Institute), noting that "Flex-
ner did not impose any program on the staff of his institute. He
was content with selecting scientists who had natural propensities
for the exploration of these different fields." The advantages of
this approach were obvious, but a truly comprehensive research
enterprise for modern society required, according to Carrel, "an
intellectual focus, an immortal brain, capable of conceiving and
planning its future, and of promoting and pushing forward fun-
damental researches, in spite of the death of the individual re-
searchers."68 What was needed, he went on, were "the lifetimes
of several generations of scientists," and an institution capable of
undertaking "uninterrupted pursuit for at least a century of the
investigations concerning man."

The other model, also American, that Carrel alluded to in his
book was the U.S. Supreme Court, whose provisions for longev-
ity of service he found particularly attractive. With appointments
for life, Carrel argued, the members would constitute a research
institution that

perpetuates itself automatically, in such manner as to radiate ever young
ideas. . . . The members of this high council would be free from research
and teaching. They would deliver no addresses. They would dedicate
their lives to the contemplation of the economic, sociological, psycho-
logical, physiological, and pathological phenomena manifested by the
civilized nations and their constitutive individuals.69

In an address at Dartmouth in 1937, Carrel repeated his view of
the "need for a center of collective thought, an institution conse-
crated to the investigation of knowledge, to the elaboration of a
true science of man."70

What Carrel created in his 1941 foundation came close to these
goals. The laws of November 17, 1941, and January 14, 1942,
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created the foundation and gave it an initial budget of 40 million
francs. They also defined the purpose of the organization very
broadly: "the study, in all respects, of the most appropriate mea-
sures to safeguard, improve and develop the French population in
all its activities."71 Decision-making, however, was more like a
mandarinate than a collective effort, with direction of the foun-
dation placed in the hands of an appropriately titled "regent." As
described in the first article of the statutes of the foundation,

The Regent, to whom the highest scientific and administrative direction
of the Foundation devolves, sets the programs of work in their grand
lines and to a certain extent their details. He prescribes the length of their
duration and the order of urgency of their development.

In administrative matters he delegates his powers to the General Secre-
tary who is responsible to him for the execution of his functions.72

A steering committee existed only to "assist the Regent with its
advice and suggestions in the general governance of the Founda-
tion."

Carrel's working model relied on research teams to study spe-
cific problems. These quickly numbered sixteen, broadly defined
by stages of human development (hereditary biology, birthrate,
childhood development, youth development) or living conditions
(housing, nutrition, rural economy, law, etc.). Six departments
were supposed to coordinate the work of the research teams, but
for all Carrel's talk of synthesis, the teams remained the most im-
portant research units.73 Nonetheless, work within these teams as
coordinated by the regent came closer to embodying in practice
the group efforts that Carrel had learned at the Rockefeller Insti-
tute than any other work in France. It also provided new oppor-
tunities for young researchers who would otherwise have been
excluded for years, if not indefinitely, from positions in traditional
French research institutions. A 1943 report boasted that "the av-
erage age of collaborators at the Foundation is around 36 years of
age."74 Shortly after the creation of the foundation, Carrel wrote
back to the Rockefeller Institute, "Please tell Dr. Flexner that I
have a wonderful opportunity to apply on a large scale what I
learned during these many years at the Institute."75

Whether through change of mind or lack of time, Carrel's foun-
dation never became a vehicle for championing the extreme, neg-
ative eugenic measures he had proposed in the prewar years. In
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fact, research never moved beyond the broad basic goal of study-
ing means for improving the French population. Yet a brief look
at the projects undertaken reveals a concern with many of the same
issues that had occupied eugenicists for decades in France, albeit
now from the sharpened and fresh focus that Carrel brought from
the New World as implemented by his youthful research teams.
For example, one of the first projects reported by the foundation
concerned the problem of the child, and the description could not
have been phrased in more classic eugenic terms, at least in France.

The quantity of children is insufficient. The same is true in general of
their quality. This qualitative deficiency is due both to hereditary causes
and the troubles of development which are produced during the intra-
uterine life, at the moment of childbirth and, more often, after birth.76

Though phrased in classic terms, the new perspective the foun-
dation researchers used to find a solution of "how to stimulate the
birth of hereditarily well-endowed children" was also apparent from
the start.

Numerous studies have been done, especially in England, America and
Germany on the subject of human genetics. But France has neglected this
research too long. It has, therefore, been necessary to begin by assem-
bling a very extensive foreign bibliography on the heredity of organic
and mental characteristics.77

This obviously represents a group out of touch with French eu-
genic work before 1940, yet other features of the report called for
examining the "conditions of child development" by such tradi-
tional measures as nutritional studies or height and weight com-
parisons of Parisian and provincial children.

Although many more studies were begun on other problems of
school-age children, adolescence, and rural life, the work of the
population and birthrate groups continued to examine the "crisis
of quality and quantity" of the French population. And the eu-
genic applications were never very far below the surface. In fact,
the second annual report of the foundation cautioned those who
were eager for results, "The implementation of eugenic concepts
is not, for the moment, in the domain of the more or less near
future. Scientific research must still progress without preoccupa-
tion of immediate practical applications."78
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CONCLUSION

In the long run, the importance of the Second World War for eu-
genics was that Nazi atrocities, instead of ending eugenics in France,
gave a new impetus to the study, discussion, and even the imple-
mentation of eugenic measures. This was primarily because the
war destroyed most of the entrenched positions and institutions of
the Third Republic, which had hindered if not openly opposed
most change, eugenic or other. The Vichy leaders did not have a
detailed eugenic program that they were ready to implement as
soon as they took power, but they were certainly sympathetic to
the goal of biological regeneration. Moreover, eugenics offered a
broad rationale for other pet projects ranging from anti-Semitism
to strengthening the family and improving public health. Thus,
with the previous obstacles removed, many eugenically inspired
or eugenically justified proposals found their way into the "Na-
tional Revolution" of Vichy France.

In the case of the premarital examination law, it represented the
enactment of the first eugenically inspired legislation in the coun-
try. Those favoring the most extreme racist eugenic measures also
found their Third Republic opponents eliminated after 1940, not
to mention the establishment of a friendly occupation regime in
Paris eager to support and encourage their ideas. They did not
establish any new programs or legislation, but this seems to have
been due more to their lack of proposals as specific as the premar-
ital examination than to any inherent Gallic aversion to extreme
eugenic measures.

The success of Carrel's foundation illustrates most clearly how
much the Vichy era represented a time when old vested interests
were eliminated, yet how lacking it was in comprehensive theo-
retical justifications for the National Revolution. It is not an ov-
erestimate to say that Carrel was largely drawn into his new en-
deavor - out of retirement, from the United States - by the
ideological vacuum of Vichy. The speculative, idiosyncratic ideas
of Man, the unknown rapidly expanded into the full-blown foun-
dation, which became one of the most important institutions car-
rying eugenic ideas into the postwar period. If the turn of the cen-
tury had been the germination period of new eugenic ideas, and
the interwar years a seedbed, the Vichy era was a hothouse envi-
ronment of forced growth that tested whether the new ideas would
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flourish. As will be seen in the next chapter, even if the most vir-
ulent racist elements withered and died (at least in the immediate
postwar period), the premarital examination and important rem-
nants of Carrel's foundation survived the shock of the postwar
period, thus providing a continuity to the present.
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Conclusion

Several conclusions can be drawn from this study that help our
understanding of eugenics in general as well as specific move-
ments for the biological regeneration of France in the twentieth
century. The most obvious general conclusion is that eugenics was
not simply an Anglo-Saxon phenomenon. A cursory look at any
international eugenics congress reveals several participants from
other countries of Southern and Eastern Europe and, later on, Latin
America and Japan. In France there were organizational, propa-
ganda, and legislative activities that not only supported this inter-
national participation, but made eugenics part of the national de-
bate on political and social questions during the first four decades
of the twentieth century.

The history of French eugenics also demonstrates that accep-
tance of Mendelism was not a prerequisite for those whose goal
was the biological improvement of the human race. In fact, Men-
delian eugenics only appeared in France in the 1930s as part of one
of the more extreme proposals for immigration restriction. Al-
though in this case it confirmed the link between Mendelism and
harsher negative measures, it was exceptional. The French Eugen-
ics Society, which was founded in 1912, deserved its reputation as
the home of a neo-Lamarckian eugenics whose main emphasis was
on positive measures. One key reason for the development of this
emphasis was the population problem. The decline of the French
birthrate in the nineteenth century, and the fear of depopulation at
the turn of the century, worked against proposals for negative
measures (even though aimed at the "unfit") if they might be a
general hindrance to marriage or procreation. As a result, most
eugenicists chose to emphasize the positive measures that could
increase the quality of all offspring. This had broad support in
France because of the widespread belief in the inheritance of ac-
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quired characteristics. Accordingly, those wishing to improve the
quality of future generations could do so by improving the envi-
ronment and health of the present generation. The idea had logical
as well as emotional appeal.

In addition to those encouraging propagation by the fit and -
thanks to neo-Lamarckism - making the unfit healthier, there were
many Frenchmen who wished to eliminate dysgenic elements by
use of negative measures such as prohibition of marriage, sterili-
zation, or immigration restriction. The call for the latter came as
early as the 1880s in the writings of Georges Vacher de Lapouge.
The fact that the early formal structure of a French Eugenics So-
ciety was largely in the hands of neo-Lamarckians and puericulteurs
should not obscure the existence of men such as Charles Richet
and others who were French voices that could command a follow-
ing if conditions were right.

The First World War was one development that made impor-
tant changes in the conditions that had surrounded the beginning
of eugenics in France. Initially, however, the war's effect was to
strengthen French eugenicists in their resolve to follow the same
program as before the war. The war losses and added fear of de-
population made social hygiene a popular idea that appeared to tie
eugenics to the even broader range of medical and health reform
programs that emerged in the postwar years. The problem was
that there were too many groups and policies for the eugenicists
to control. With many of their issues usurped, French eugenicists
were already rethinking their position before the 1930s made many
new approaches possible. The most concrete proof of this was the
campaign for a premarital examination law begun by the French
Eugenics Society in 1926.

Another reason for the change in French eugenics before the
1930s was a turnover in the participants. As the founding genera-
tion of the French Eugenics Society either died or retired from
public life, it was replaced by newcomers with different back-
grounds whose new approach to eugenics soon became apparent
in the meetings and publications of the mid-1920s. The very or-
ganization of the society also changed in the 1920s when institu-
tional affiliation shifted from the Ecole de medecine to the Ecole
d'anthropologie. These changes did not result in a dramatic shift
from one interpretation of eugenics to another; rather they pro-
vided an opportunity for new and different ideas to be heard.
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Developments outside France had important effects on eugenics
in the 1930s. The earliest was a change in the policy of the Catholic
church, which produced the first organized opposition to the
movement. Prior to the 1930 papal encyclical, French Catholics,
along with their natalist allies, attempted to reach an accommo-
dation with what they perceived as a milder eugenics program
advocated by their compatriots. Strains in this alliance would have
developed in any case, as a result of some of the new ideas being
proposed by eugenicists in response to the Great Depression of the
1930s. For example, increasing unemployment changed percep-
tions of the population problem, and produced calls for the elim-
ination of anti-Malthusian legislation and the implementation of
negative eugenic measures such as immigration restriction. Among
these measures, debate about the use of sterilization was perhaps
most novel. Although the immediate inspiration for discussion was
the action by eugenicists in the United States and Germany, seri-
ous discussion about sterilization was most telling of how condi-
tions in France had changed. Yet, despite the increasing calls for
negative eugenic measures, the positive program continued to have
its advocates in the 1930s, and even picked up important new sup-
port from the French left after its decision to participate in the
Popular Front coalition. By 1939, a natalist, eugenic family pro-
gram was an official part of the French Communist Party plat-
form.

Eugenics in France did not produce new biological research or
statistical studies as did its counterpart movements in England, the
United States, Russia, or Germany. The most fruitful new work
it can be credited with indirectly inspiring was on inherited child-
hood diseases. Hence, it would be a misnomer to call eugenics a
"science" or even a "pseudoscience" in the French context. It was
certainly an attempt to apply the new scientific study of human
evolution toward a social end; therefore, eugenics was a sensitive
barometer of much broader trends in the twentieth century that
transcended narrow political or ideological boundaries. How else
can one explain the fact that eugenics was part of the vocabulary
of groups ranging from the far left to the extreme right in the
French political spectrum? The French communists' family pro-
gram deliberately picked up eugenic ideas as part of remaking its
image of respectability. Right-wing eugenicists were hard-headed
and deliberately provocative in proposing sterilization and immi-



286 Quality and quantity

gration restriction, but their goals could also be encompassed within
the broad definition of eugenics. The common elements shared by
these groups were a concern over biological decline in modern
society, a view of the problem in scientific or hereditarian terms,
a heightened sense of nationalism, and an expectation of a govern-
mental role in remedying the situation.

EUGENICS IN FRANCE SINCE THE SECOND WORLD

WAR

As shown in the previous chapter, the Second World War pro-
vided the opportunity for increased study and discussion of eugen-
ics as well as the establishment of the first eugenic measures in
France. The Vichy regime and the Nazis with whom it was asso-
ciated did not, however, permanently discredit eugenics. There
was an important continuity after the war, although the process
was very different from what happened in the First World War,
when there had merely been a suspension of activities by the French
Eugenics Society. There was no organizational carryover after 1945
and almost no reprise of activity by eugenicists from the 1930s.
Rene Martial disappeared except for the publication of an anthro-
pological monograph on Madagascar in the early 1950s.1 Georges
Schreiber survived the war, but only wrote one article on a eu-
genic subject, singing the praises of the premarital examination
legislation he had championed for such a long time. A few politi-
cians marginally associated with eugenics, such as Justin Godart,
finished out their careers with vigorous denunciations of the Vi-
chy regime and convenient memory lapses concerning their inter-
war support for social hygiene measures. Raymond Turpin achieved
the most fame in the postwar period despite his frequent writings
on eugenics during the Vichy period. This was because, unlike
Martial, he had avoided the racial aspects of eugenics; and inde-
pendently his reputation in the postwar era was made in medical
genetics, as was the case with researchers in England, the United
States, and even Germany who had shown an interest in eugenics
before 1945.2

The only prewar eugenicist who survived the war long enough
and who was in an influential enough position to qualify him as a
continuing voice of French eugenics was Just Sicard de Plauzoles.
He regained his posts as general secretary of the Societe de pro-
phylaxie morale et sanitaire and director of the Institut Fournier.
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He also remained as editor of the institute's journal in which he
continued to publish articles on such topics as eugenics, immigra-
tion, criminal degeneration, and overpopulation until his death in
1968. Sicard was isolated, however, because of the anachronistic
nature of the organization and his advanced age (he was 96 when
he died). Moreover, his articles were largely reminiscences and
even repetitions of the prewar period, citing literature from thirty
years past; hence, his eugenics after 1945 represents more an epi-
logue than a story continued.3

The survival of the premarital physical examination law after
the end of the Vichy regime is the most obvious example of con-
tinuity of eugenic ideas after 1945. As indicated in the previous
chapter, the 1942 enabling legislation contained a clear statement
that the law could be broadened at a later time. The possibility of
extending this first step into a full-blown French eugenics pro-
gram was ended abruptly, however, with the fall of the Vichy
regime and its replacement by the provisional government in 1944.
Any new legislation passed by Vichy was suspect, especially any
requirement that could be seen as an infringement on individual
rights. Yet, after a year of study, the provisional government of
Charles de Gaulle proclaimed its own statute on maternity and
early childhood requiring a certificate of medical examination be-
fore marriage that at first glance looked strikingly similar to the
Vichy ordinance.

The civil officer cannot proceed with the publication of the above-
mentioned marriage, or in cases which forego the publication, with the
celebration of a marriage, unless each of the future spouses produces a
medical certificate less than two months old attesting, with the exclusion
of all other indications, that the interested party has been examined in
view of marriage.4

Aside from extending the time period of the examination to two
months, the ordinance thus far was unchanged. In subsequent sec-
tions, however, the law was much more explicit about what doc-
tors should do in their examination, ranging from the specific re-
quirement of an x-ray for tuberculosis and a blood test for venereal
disease, to the general catch-all admonition that

the attention of the doctor must be particularly focused on chronic or
contagious afflictions which are liable to have dangerous consequences
for the spouse or descendents.5
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The reason for this new emphasis on the medical benefits of the
exam can be found in the very different justifications of the "ex-
pose des motifs" of the law.

Infant mortality has reached such alarming figures today in France that
vigorous measures must immediately be taken to halt it. . . .

At a period in its history when France has the vital need to increase its
population, the first duty of public authorities is to safeguard the exis-
tence of its children who come into the world; and the present ordinance
appears in this regard, as a veritable measure of public health.6

There was no mention of the word eugenics, no mention of the
protection of the race. The only such reference left was the need
to examine patients for diseases with consequences for descen-
dents. The 1942 premarital examination law that had been intro-
duced for eugenic reasons was to be retained by the provisional
government and the Fourth Republic solely on natalist and pa-
triotic grounds.

Yet this was hardly the final word on the premarital examina-
tion, which continued to be discussed and debated in the postwar
period.7 Despite disagreements, the examination has proven re-
markably popular among physicians. A 1953 survey of 665 rural
doctors (living in towns of less than 2,000 inhabitants) by Jean-
Jacques Gillon found that 74 percent of respondents considered the
premarital examination valuable, and over 20 percent thought more
should be done in the exam.8 Nor did the eugenic justifications
disappear among the general public. A survey taken in 1959 of 200
people (drawn from employees of the French railroads) found that
the premarital examination law was both very well known - 95
percent knew generally that there were medical formalities before
marriage - and well accepted - only 2.5 percent wished to elimi-
nate it.9 Perhaps most interesting was the fact that 59 percent thought
the government should be able to delay marriage in case of illness.
Moreover, although only 37 percent thought the government should
also have the general power to prohibit marriage when groups
with specific afflictions were mentioned, a much higher percent-
age felt that marriage should be outlawed by the state (Table 11.1).

Shortly after the 1942 premarital examination was instituted,
health minister Raymond Grasset explained the reason for its
mildness by the fact that in France "the scientific study of the facts
of heredity are less honored than in foreign countries." Even the
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Table 11.1. French public opinion on prohibition of
marriage (1959)

Percentage who thought
government should refuse

Group the right to marriage

Severe alcoholic 78
(profondement alcoolique)

Repeat criminal 47
(malfaiteur recidiviste)

Mentally ill or epileptic 73*
(atteint de maladie mentale
ou d'epilepsie)

a$6% of those polled thought sterilization of this group was
justified.
Source: Freour et al., "Certificat prenuptial et l'opinion," Hy-
giene mentale, 48 (1959), 225.

medical community, he noted, was ignorant of medical genetics.10

This meant that according to postwar opinion in France, either the
public attitude toward questions of genetics and state control had
changed greatly, or opinion had always been more favorably dis-
posed toward eugenic measures than advocates realized. One thing
is certain - the desire to improve the population biologically (or
to prevent procreation by the unfit) continued to be a desired goal.

The survival of eugenics in the postwar period was more than
simply the carryover of old ideas such as the premarital exam. It
also depended on the introduction of new ideas and the attraction
of new followers. In this respect, Carrel's foundation served as a
stimulus both for new ideas and for the recruitment of new people
who carried the eugenic perspective into the postwar years. In ef-
fect, it introduced a whole new generation of demographers and
geneticists to eugenic ideas. For example, in a March 1945 issue of
the Cahiers of the foundation, Robert Gessain and Paul Vincent
wrote an article entitled "A few quantitative and qualitative as-
pects of the French population," which expressed the need for the
French public "to admit the truth that it can foster the develop-
ment of its potential by a true eugenics."11 Alfred Sauvy, the
father of postwar French demography, whose Institut national
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d'etudes demographiques (INED) absorbed part of the foundation
in 1945, was also sympathetic to this perspective. During the war
he wrote of his concern about the quality of the French popula-
tion, and hypothesized that an increased quantity of the popula-
tion could stimulate an improvement in its quality. His logic
reflects a curious combination of neo-social Darwinism and
neo-Lamarckism.

Numbers create pressure and pressure increases the quality. In turn the
exceptional qualities of a few are reflected in the quality of the masses
through teaching by example. The formation of an elite depends upon
numbers and contributes to the improvement of the whole.12

When Sauvy created INED, he took with him a number of the
foundation researchers, including both Gessain and Vincent.13 In
addition, article 2 of the October 24, 1945, ordinance creating the
institute contained the following statement of purpose:

The National Institute of Demographic Studies is charged with studying
demographic problems in all their respects.

To this end the Institute collects useful documentation, conducts inquir-
ies, undertakes experiments and monitors experiments conducted in for-
eign countries, studies all the material and moral means capable of con-
tributing to the quantitative growth and the qualitative improvement of
the population, and assumes the diffusion of demographic knowledge.14

Like the provisional government's justification of the premarital
examination, this statement of purpose represented the modifica-
tion of a Vichy position but still retained many of its essential
features.

Another Carrel foundation researcher who joined Sauvy at INED
was Jean Sutter, who became the most articulate spokesman for
eugenics in France during the postwar period.15 Sutter had worked
on the nutrition research group of the foundation that conducted
the famous "100,000 children" study. Taking its name from the
size of the sample studied, this research became one of the most
frequently cited studies in France of social science research in the
postwar period.16 When he started at INED, Sutter took up the
study of genetics with particular attention to the question of
the "quality" of the population, and he continued that interest
to the end of his career. His publications in INED's Population
included studies of qualitative influences ranging from abortion to
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immigration.17 Sutter authored an entire volume in 1950 on eu-
genics. A 1958 article, "The evolution of the height of polytech-
nicians," could just as easily have been a chapter in Galton's Men
of genius, and one of his last articles was entitled "Social and ge-
netic influences on life and death," published in the 1968 volume
of Eugenics review.18

From a theoretical perspective, Sutter also deserves credit for
finally introducing contemporary Mendelian population genetics
to postwar French eugenics, analagous to what had occurred in
England and the United States in the 1930s.19 This fact points up
the lack of ties between the pre-Second World War eugenics
movement in France and Sutter, or between any of the foundation
and INED researchers after the war. Even Carrel, although he
spent every summer at his house in France during the 1920s and
1930s, had apparently not been in contact with any active French
eugenicists, with the exception of Charles Richet, but that was on
a matter relating to the nomination of a Nobel laureate.20 The
postwar eugenics that derived from Carrel's foundation, like the
foundation itself, was largely rooted in the United States. Sutter's
book on eugenics was an admission of the lack of continuity and
a conscious effort to establish a link to the prewar tradition. He
was helped by the fact that the problems of birthrate, immigra-
tion, and the quality of the population were the same problems
that had plagued France before 1940; hence, they provided a con-
tinuity of context despite the new hereditarian assumptions. An
additional feature of Sutter's revamped eugenics was that because
of its basis in Mendelian genetics, his postwar writings on eugen-
ics enjoyed a greater prestige, not just compared with prewar French
eugenics but even with the postwar English and American move-
ments, which had used these ideas to support their programs dur-
ing the 1930s. Sutter had no such earlier baggage to discredit him.

Regardless of the new hereditarian assumptions, the result was
continuity of eugenics in France after the Second World War, in
fact much more so than in Germany or the United States. Only
in the case of anti-Semitism had activities in the Vichy era discred-
ited racial eugenics to the point of being unthinkable in the
postwar era. But even here, the persistence of colonial and post-
independence immigration to France eventually resurrected the bi-
ological eugenic racism of the 1930s.21 Does this mean that eu-
genic thought might have ended had Carrel not returned to France,
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or if the provisional government had let the premarital examina-
tion law lapse? Perhaps for a time. But certain broader continuities
are apparent from this examination of eugenics in France that fit
the general observations of Foucault about bio-power since the
end of the eighteenth century: the perception of biological (and
related social) problems in the population, increased attention to
and knowledge of science (in particular the workings of human
heredity), and a persistent desire by government to use that sci-
entific knowledge to correct the biological problems. To the ex-
tent that eugenics is the product of these longer-range trends, it is
not surprising that eugenic thought in France survived even so
traumatic an episode as the Second World War.
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