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Abstract: When he was Home Secretary (February 1910-October 1911) Churchill was in favor of the confinement,
segregation, and sterilization of a class of persons contemporarily described as the “feeble minded.” The most
significant letter Churchill wrote in support of eugenics was not, however, deliberately left out of the official
biography by Randolph Churchill for reasons of embarrassment, but simply through oversight. -Ted Hutchinson

The author (www.martingilbert.com (http://www.martingilbert.com/)) is an honorary member and trustee of The
Churchill Centre, is the official biographer of Sir Winston Churchill and the author of more than eighty books, on
the two World Wars, the Holocaust and 20th century history as well as Churchill.

Randolph Churchill has been accused of deliberately omitting from his narrative volumes and from the companion
volumes-because he was ashamed of it-a letter from Churchill to Asquith, written in December 1910, stating that
“The unnatural and increasingly rapid growth of the Feeble-Minded and Insane classes, coupled as it is with a
steady restriction among all the thrifty, energetic and superior stocks, constitutes a national and race danger which
itis impossible to exaggerate.”

| can state without fear of contradiction that Randolph never saw this letter, of which there was no copy in the
Churchill papers. Here is the story of that letter, and its context.

“The improvement of the British breed is my aim in life,” Winston Churchill wrote to his cousin Ivor Guest on 19
January 1899, shortly after his twenty-fifth birthday. Churchill’s view was reinforced by his experiences as a young
British officer serving, and fighting, in Arab and Muslim lands, and in South Africa. Like most of his contemporaries,
family and friends, he regarded races as different, racial characteristics as signs of the maturity of a society, and
racial purity as endangered not only by other races but by mental weaknesses within a race. As a young politician in
Britain entering Parliament in 1901, Churchill saw what were then known as the “feeble-minded” and the “insane”
as a threat to the prosperity, vigour and virility of British society.
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The phrase “feeble-minded” was to be defined as part of the Mental Deficiency Act 1913, of which Churchill had
been one of the early drafters. The Act defined four grades of “Mental Defective” who could be confined for life,

»«

whose symptoms had to be present “from birth or from an early age.” “Idiots” were defined as people “so deeply
defective in mind as to be unable to guard against common physical dangers.” “Imbeciles” were not idiots, but were
“incapable of managing themselves or their affairs, or, in the case of children, of being taught to do so.” The “feeble-
minded” were neither idiots nor imbeciles, but, if adults, their condition was “so pronounced that they require care,
supervision, and control for their own protection or the protection of others.” If children of school age, their
condition was “so pronounced that they by reason of such defectiveness appear to be personally incapable of

receiving proper benefit from instruction in ordinary schools.
age, displayed “some permanent mental defect coupled with strong vicious or criminal propensities on which

Moral defectives” were people who, from an early

punishment had little or no effect.”[1]

In 1904, as Churchill was crossing from the Conservative to the Liberal benches, A.J. Balfour’s Conservative
government set up a Royal Commission “On the Care and Control of the Feeble-Minded.” When the commission
reported in 1908 to the Liberal Government-which had come into office at the end of 1905, and of which Churchill
was a Cabinet Minister-it recommended compulsory detention of the mentally “inadequate,” as well as sterilisation
of the “unfit,” so that it would be impossible to have children and thus perpetuate what were then seen as inherited
characteristics. Until that time only the criminally insane, whom the courts had judged to be a danger to themselves
and others, were sent to mental asylums. Detention of the “feeble-minded’-for life-was considered by the Royal
Commission to be vital to the health of the wider society.

Such detention, as well as sterilisation, were at that time the two main “cures” to “feeble-mindeness.” They were put
forward by the eugenicists, those who believed in “the possibility of improving the qualities of the human species or
a human population by such means as discouraging reproduction by persons having genetic defects or presumed to
have inheritable undesirable traits (negative eugenics) or encouraging reproduction by persons presumed to have
inheritable desirable traits (positive eugenics).’[2]

In introducing its recommendations in 1908, the Royal Commission On the Care and Control of the Feeble-
Minded-one of whose eight members was the chairman of the eugenics-influenced National Association for
Promoting the Welfare of the Feeble-Minded-expressed its concern about “the numbers of mentally defective
persons” in Britain “whose training is neglected, over whom no sufficient control is exercised and whose wayward
and irresponsible lives are productive of crime and misery...and of much continuous expenditure wasteful to the
community.” The Royal Commisison suggested that permanent institutional care was the means to establish
control over the feeble-minded. It also advocated the establishment of industrial “colonies” with schools.[3]

Churchill shared the Royal Commission’s fears and supported its recommendations. The improvement of the health
and well-being of the British race was a central aspect of his political and social outlook. As President of the Board
of Trade, while advancing important measures of social reform, he had seen widespread poverty and
demoralisation throughout Britain. In 1910, on becoming Home Secretary, he read a booklet by Dr. H.C. Sharp, The
sterilisation of Degenerates. Dr Sharp was a member of the Indiana Reformatory. In 1907, while the Royal
Commission was taking evidence in Britain, the State of Indiana had passed a Eugenics Law making sterilisation
mandatory for those individuals in State custody who were judged mentally unfit. They were also refused the right
to marry.[4] Other States passed similar laws. Between 1907 and 1981, more than 65,000 individuals were forcibly
sterilised in the United States.[5]

Using a thick blue pencil, Churchill marked in Sharp’s pamphlet the sections about the Indiana legislation and the
operations that had been carried out on both men and women to sterilise them. In September 1910, Churchill
wrote to his Home Office officials asking them to investigate putting into practice the “Indiana Law”™-dominated by
sterilisation, and the prevention of the marriage of the “Feeble-Minded.” Churchill wrote: “| am drawn to this
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subject in spite of many Parliamentary misgivings....Of course it is bound to come some day.” Despite the misgivings,
“It must be examined.” He wanted to know “what is the best surgical operation?” and what new legal powers would
be needed to carry out sterilisation.

Churchill was answered by his Chief Medical Adviser of Prisons, Dr. Horatio Donkin, who described the Indiana
arguments for eugenics as “The outcome of an arrogation of scientific knowledge by those who had no claim to
it....It is a monument of ignorance and hopeless mental confusion.’[6]

In October 1910 a deputation to the Government called for the implementation of the Royal Commission’s
recommendations without delay. Churchill, in his reply, recalled the fact that there were at least 120,000 “feeble-
minded” persons “at large in our midst” who deserved “all that could be done for them by a Christian and scientific
civilization now that they are in the world,” but who should, if possible, be “segregated under proper conditions so
that their curse died with them and was not transmitted to future generations.”

Churchill had not given up his belief in sterilisation as well as segregation. On studying the case of Alfred Oxtoby,
who had been convicted in June 1910 of bestiality and of indecently assaulting a twelve-year-old girl-and who had
been described by the local police in the East Riding of Yorkshire as mentally inadequate and “over-sexed”™Churchill
wrote to his advisers: “This seems to be a case where a complete cure might be at once effected by sterilisation.”
Churchill went on to ask: “Can this ever be done by consent?” In reply, Donkin wrote that sterilisation would not in
fact remove Oxtoby’s sexual drive, and that he was too insane to give informed consent. Oxtoby was sent to
Broadmoor criminal lunacy asylum. Churchill asked that his case be kept under review at the Home Office in the
hope that sterilisation would become possible in the near future.[7]

With Dr. Sharp’s pamphlet and the Oxtoby case much in mind, Churchill decided to take the initiative with regard to
the implementation of the Royal Commission’s recommendations. He wrote to the Prime Minister, H.H. Asquith, in
December 1910, about the “multiplication of the unfit” that constituted “a very terrible danger to the race.” Until
the public accepted the need for sterilisation, Churchill argued, the “feeble-minded” would have to be kept in
custodial care, segregated both from the world and the opposite sex.

In his letter, Churchill told Asquith: “The unnatural and increasingly rapid growth of the Feeble-Minded and Insane
classes, coupled as it is with a steady restriction among all the thrifty, energetic and superior stocks, constitutes a
national and race danger which it is impossible to exaggerate. | am convinced that the multiplication of the Feeble-
Minded, which is proceeding now at an artificial rate, unchecked by any of the old restraints of nature, and actually
fostered by civilised conditions, is a terrible danger to the race.” Concerned by the high cost of forced segregation,
Churchill preferred compulsory sterilisation to confinement, describing sterilisation as a “simple surgical operation
so the inferior could be permitted freely in the world without causing much inconvenience to others.”

Churchill’s letter to Asquith showed how much he regarded British racial health as a serious and an urgent issue. As
he wrote to the Prime Minister: ‘I feel that the source from which the stream of madness is fed should be cut off
and sealed up before another year has passed.[8].

To reinforce his sense of urgency, Churchill circulated to his Cabinet colleagues the text of a lecture by Dr A.F.
Treadgold, one of the expert advisers to the Royal Commission. It was entitled “The Feeble-Minded-A Social
Danger.” Written in 1909, the lecture gave, in the words of Churchill’s covering note, “a concise, and, | am afraid not
exaggerated statement of the serious problems to be faced.” Churchill added: “The Government is pledged to
legislation, and a Bill is being drafted to carry out the recommendations of the Royal Commission.”[9]

In February 1911, Churchill spoke in the House of Commons about the need to introduce compulsory labour camps
for “mental defectives.” As for “tramps and wastrels,” he said, “there ought to be proper Labour Colonies where they
could be sent for considerable periods and made to realize their duty to the State.”[10] Convicted criminals would
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be sent to these labour colonies if they were judged “feeble-minded” on medical grounds. It was estimated that
some 20,000 convicted criminals would be included in this plan. To his Home Office advisers, with whom he was
then drafting what would later become the Mental Deficiency Bill, Churchill proposed that anyone who was
convicted of any second criminal offence could, on the direction of the Home Secretary, be officially declared
criminally “feeble-minded,” and made to undergo a medical enquiry. If the enquiry endorsed the declaration of
“feeble-mindedness,” the person could then be detained in a labour colony for as long as was considered a suitable
period.

No legislation was introduced along these lines while Churchill was at the Home Office. In October 1911 he was
appointed First Lord of the Admiralty, in charge of the Royal Navy, with new concerns and new responsibilities. On
17 May 1912, while he was at the Admiralty, a Private Members’ Bill was introduced in the House of Commons,
entitled the “Feeble-Minded Control Bill.’ This called for the implementation of the Royal Commission’s
conclusions. Hundreds of petitions were sent to Parliament in support of legislation. The Committee to further the
Bill was headed by the two Anglican primates, the Archbishops of Canterbury and York. H.G. Wells was a supporter
of the Bill. G.K. Chesterton led a public campaign against the Bill. Dean Inge, the Dean of St Paul’s, complained that
eugenics was so logical it was only opposed by “irrationalist prophets like Mr. Chesterton.” In his public lectures and
published articles W.G. Chesterton ridiculed what he called “the Feeble-Minded Bill.”

The Feeble-Minded Control Bill rejected compulsory sterilisation, but made it a punishable misdemeanour to
marry or attempt to marry a mental defective, or to solemnise, procure or connive at such a marriage. It provided
for registration and segregation. And it gave the Home Secretary the power to commit any person who fell outside
the definition of feeble-mindedness but whose circumstances appeared to warrant his inclusion.

Oniits first reading, the Bill had only thirty-eight opponents. But the Liberal newspapers opposed it vigorously, and
Josiah Wedgwood, a Liberal Member of Parliament, denounced it as a “monstrous violation” of individual rights.
Roman Catholics leaders denounced it as “contrary to Christian morals and elementary human rights” When
Wedgwood spoke in the House of Commons against it, he called it “legislation for the sake of a scientific creed
which in ten years may be discredited.”

The Private Members Bill was withdrawn, but the Liberal Government, conscious of the strength of public feeling in
favour of a measure based on the Royal Commission’s conclusions, decided to introduce its own “Mental Deficiency
Bill,” for the compulsory detention of the “feeble-minded.” This Government Bill was introduced to Parliament on
10 June 1912. In urging the passage of the new Bill, Churchill’s successor as Home Secretary, Reginald McKenna,
said: “| commend it to the House in the confident assurance that if it is passed into law we shall be taking a great
step towards removing one of the worst evils in our time.”

In his summing up, Josiah Wedgwood said: “| urge that the Government should, if this legislation goes through, see
that all the homes in which defectives are looked after are homes run by the Government, and not for private profit,
where the inspection is of the best and where the treatment is of the very highest character, and that the earliest
possible term should be set to this licensing of private homes where private profit is likely to be the main cause of
the existence of the home, and where, to a large extent, employment will be carried on under extremely
undesirable conditions by people who are absolutely unable to protect themselves.”[11]

Between 24 and 30 July 1912, a month after the Second Reading of the Mental Deficiency Bill in Parliament, the
first international Eugenics Conference was held in London, and was attended by four hundred delegates. Churchill
was a Vice-President of the Congress, and Alexander Graham Bell, the inventor of the telephone, was one of its
directors, as was Charles Eliot, a former President of Harvard, and the Regius Professor of Medicine at Oxford, Sir
William Osler. The Canadian-born Osler, who had been created a baronet the previous year, was one of the world’s
most prominent practitioners of clinical medicine.
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The Congress opened with a reception and a banquet that was addressed by the former Prime Minister, A.J.
Balfour. A programme of entertainment was provided by a committee headed by the Duchess of Marlborough (the
American heiress Consuelo Vanderbilt, who was married to Churchill’s cousin the Ninth Duke of Marlborough).
Churchill did not attend.

The Congress on Eugenics led to renewed public pressure for Britain to adopt eugenics laws. In October 1912,
Churchill discussed the proposed laws with Wilfrid Scawen Blunt, who wrote in his diary: “Winston is also a strong
eugenist. He told us he had himself drafted the Bill which is to give power of shutting up people of weak intellect
and so prevent their breeding. He thought it might be arranged to sterilise them. It was possible by the use of
Roentgen rays, both for men and women, though for women some operation might also be necessary. He thought
that if shut up with no prospect of release without it many would ask to be sterilised as a condition of having their
liberty restored. He went on to say that the mentally deficient were as much more prolific than those normally
constituted as eight to five. Without something of the sort the race must decay. It was rapidly decaying, but could
be stopped by such means.”[12]

The views of the eugenists were much influenced by the American psychologist Henry H. Goddard, who asserted
that “feeble-mindedness” was a hereditary trait, almost certainly caused by a single recessive gene. His view was
widely spread in 1912 with the publication of his book The Kallikat Family: A Study in the Heredity of Feeble-
Mindedness, about those in the general population who carried the recessive trait despite outward appearances of
normality. Goddard, the creator of the term “moron,” was the director of the Vineland Training School-originally the
Vineland Training School for Backward and Feeble-minded Children-in New Jersey. In his book, Goddard
recommended segregating the “feeble minded” in institutions like his own, where they would be taught various
forms of menial labour.[13]

The Mental Deficiency Bill passed its third reading in the House of Commons in 1913, with only three votes being
cast against it. The new law rejected sterilisation, which Churchill had earlier advocated, in favour of confinement.
On 16 November 1914, in describing the working of the Act during the previous year, Reginald McKenna told the
House of Commons: “Institutions and homes provided by religious and philanthropic associations, and by
individuals, have come forward in considerable numbers, and the Board has certified or approved of thirty-one of
them, making provision for 2,533 cases. In addition to these there are the nine hospitals and institutions formerly
registered under the Idiots Act which have become certified institutions or houses under the Mental Deficiency
Act, and continue to provide accommodation for many hundreds of defectives. Nine local authorities have entered
into contracts with one or other of these institutions for the reception of defectives from their area; five of these
contracts cover a number exceeding eighty, and in the remaining four the numbers to be received are not
specified.”[14]

The concept of hereditary mental illness that could be halted by sterilisation remained widespread for many years.
In 1927, in the United States, in the case of Buck versus Bell, the distinguished Justice Oliver Wendell Holmes, then
in his twenty-fifth year on the Supreme Court, closed the 8-1 majority opinion upholding the sterilisation of Carrie
Buck-who along with her mother and daughter had been labelled “feeble-minded”-with the six words: “Three
generations of imbeciles are enough.”

In 1928 the Canadian Province of Alberta passed legislation-the Sexual Sterilisation Act of Alberta-that enabled
the provincial government to perform involuntary sterilisations on individuals classified as “mentally deficient.” In
order to implement the 1928 act, a four-person Alberta Eugenics Board was created to approve sterilisation
procedures. In 1972, the Sexual sterilisation Act was repealed, and the Eugenics Board dismantled. During the
forty-three years of the Eugenics Board, 2832 sterilisation procedures were performed.[15]
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Britain never legislated for sterilisation or carried it out. Detention in institutions was the chosen path since the
Mental Deficiency Act 1913. That act continued in force for almost half a century. The 1959 Mental Health Act,
introduced by Harold Macmillan’s Conservative Government, was described in its preamble as “An Act to repeal
the Lunacy and Mental Treatment Acts 1890 to 1930, and the Mental Deficiency Acts, 1913 to 1938, and to make
fresh provision with respect to the treatment and care of mentally disordered persons and with respect to their
property and affairs; and for purposes connected with the matters aforesaid.”[16]

A year later the Mental Health (Scotland) Act

repealed the Lunacy (Scotland) Acts 1857 to 1913, and the Mental Deficiency (Scotland) Acts, 1913 and to 1940
“to make fresh provision with respect to the reception, care and treatment of persons suffering, or appearing to be
suffering, from mental disorder, and with respect to their property and affairs; and for purposes connected with the
matters aforesaid.”[17]

Detention, not sterilisation, had been the chosen legislative path in Britain between 1913 and 1959. But with the
advances in medical science and medical ethics, fewer and fewer categories of “persons suffering... rom mental
disorder” were considered needy of detention. Causes such as food and nutritional deficiency, poverty and
deprivation, abuse and neglect, were identified as among the reasons-and early diagnosis, medication, therapy,
community care and family support systems as the methods of treatment-of what was considered, at the time of
Churchill’s support for eugenics before the First World War, as hereditary “feeble-mindedness” with no cure.

[1] The text of the Medical Deficiency Act 1913 was published in the British Medical Journal (BMJ) in its issue of 16
November 1912, pages 1397-9.

[2] ‘Eugenics’: Random House Dictionary: Dictionary.com Unabridged (v 1.1). Random House, Inc. 21 March 2009.

[3] Report of the Royal Commission on the Care and Control of the Feeble-Minded, 1908. His Majesty’s Stationery
Office, Command Paper 4202 of 1908.

[4] sterilisations were halted in Indiana in 1909 by Governor Thomas R. Marshall, but it was not until 1921 that the
Indiana Supreme Court ruled that the 1907 law was unconstitutional, as it was a denial of due process under the
Fourteenth Amendment. A 1927 law provided for appeals in the courts. In all, approximately 2,500 people were
sterilised while in State custody. Governor Otis R. Bowen approved repeal of all sterilisation laws in 1974. By 1977
the related restrictive marriage laws were repealed.

[5] Australia, Belgium, Brazil, Canada, Denmark, Estonia, Finland, France, Iceland, Norway and Sweden and
Switzerland have at different times used sterilisation for the mentally ill. The number of sterilisations in Sweden
was 62,000. The most notorious sterilisation legislation was promulgated in Nazi Germany in July 1933, under
which more than 150,000 Germans, including many children and babies, judged ‘mentally unfit’ were sterilised, and
an equal number killed by gas or lethal injection between 1933 and 1940.

[6] Home Office papers, 144/1098/197900.

[7] Home Office papers, 144/1088/194663.

[8] Asquith papers, MS 12, folios 224-8.

[9] Cabinet papers, 37/108/189.

[10] Hansard, Parliamentary Debates, 10 February 1911.

[11] Hansard, Parliamentary Debates, 10 June 1912.

https://winstonchurchill.org/publications/finest-hour-extras/churchill-and-eugenics-1/ 6/9



24/05/2020 Churchill and Eugenics - The International Churchill Society
[12] W.S. Blunt, My Diaries: 1888-1914, 2 Volumes. New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1921.

[13] Henry H. Goddard, The Kallikat Family: A Study in the Heredity of Feeble-Mindedness. New York, The
Macmillan Company, 1912.

[14] Hansard, Parliamentary Debates, 16 November 1914.

[15] The Alberta Sexual Sterilisation Act was disproportionately applied to those in socially vulnerable positions,
including women, children, the unemployed, domestic help, rural citizens, the unmarried, people in institutions,
Roman and Greek Catholics, and people of Ukrainian, Native and Métis ethnicity.

[16] Royal Assent, 29 July 1959.

[17] Royal Assent, 29 July 1960.
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