
Eugenics, Social Reform, and the Legacy of
Feeblemindedness in Maine
The early 20th century marked a period of widespread social reform in the
United States, characterized by a belief in the power of science and the
desire to improve society. Eugenics, the idea of selective breeding to
improve human traits, gained traction as a key component of this reform
movement. In Maine, as in many other states, eugenics played a significant
role in shaping social welfare policies and creating a legacy that continues
to resonate today.
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Eugenics in the Progressive Era

The Progressive Era (1890-1920) was a time of great social, political, and
economic change in the United States. Progressives sought to use science
and reason to address social problems, including poverty, crime, and
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mental illness. Eugenics, with its promise of improving human stock
through selective breeding, fit well within this progressive agenda.

In Maine, the eugenics movement gained momentum in the early 1900s. In
1909, the state established a "Bureau of Marriage Health" to provide
marriage licenses only to those deemed "fit" to reproduce. This bureau was
later expanded to become the Eugenics Bureau of Maine, which
administered a wide range of programs aimed at preventing the
"propagation of the unfit."

Feeblemindedness and Eugenics

One of the central targets of the eugenics movement was
feeblemindedness, a term used to describe individuals with intellectual
disabilities. Feeblemindedness was widely believed to be an inherited trait
that could be passed on from generation to generation. This belief led to
the implementation of policies aimed at segregating and sterilizing
individuals deemed to be feebleminded.

In Maine, the Eugenics Bureau played a key role in identifying and
classifying individuals as feebleminded. The bureau conducted intelligence
tests and other assessments to determine who met the criteria for
sterilization. Those deemed to be "defective" were committed to state
institutions, where they were often sterilized without their consent.

The Eugenics Board and Involuntary Sterilization

In 1913, Maine established a Eugenics Board, consisting of physicians,
social workers, and educators. The board had the authority to order the
sterilization of individuals deemed to be feebleminded, even if they



objected. This policy was defended on the grounds that it would protect
society from the "menace" of feeblemindedness and prevent the birth of
individuals who would become a burden on the state.

Over the next several decades, thousands of individuals in Maine were
involuntarily sterilized under the eugenics law. Many of these individuals
were committed to state institutions, where they were often subject to harsh
conditions and denied basic human rights. The legacy of these practices
has had a profound impact on the lives of those affected and their families.

Challenging Eugenics

The eugenics movement began to face serious challenges in the mid-20th
century. Critics argued that the science behind eugenics was flawed and
that the policies it inspired were discriminatory and unjust. In particular, the
forced sterilization of individuals without their consent was condemned as a
violation of human rights.

In the 1940s and 1950s, several states and the federal government passed
laws to restrict or eliminate involuntary sterilization. In 1974, the Supreme
Court ruled that the forced sterilization of a mentally retarded woman was
unconstitutional. This decision marked a major turning point in the history of
eugenics and led to the end of involuntary sterilization in the United States.

Legacy and Impact

The legacy of eugenics in Maine and other states has been a complex and
controversial one. While the eugenics movement had some initial support
and was motivated by a desire to improve society, its practices were
ultimately flawed and harmful. The involuntary sterilization of thousands of



individuals has left a lasting scar on the lives of those affected and their
families.

In recent years, there has been a growing movement to acknowledge and
apologize for the wrongs committed during the eugenics era. In 2013, the
state of Maine issued a formal apology to victims of forced sterilization.
This apology has been followed by similar apologies from other states and
the federal government.

The legacy of eugenics serves as a reminder of the dangers of scientific
hubris and the importance of protecting human rights. It also highlights the
need for continued efforts to promote social justice and equality for all.

Eugenics, social reform, and the legacy of feeblemindedness in Maine
represent a complex and challenging chapter in the history of our state and
nation. While the eugenics movement had some initial support, its policies
were ultimately flawed and harmful. The involuntary sterilization of
thousands of individuals has left a lasting scar on the lives of those affected
and their families.

Today, we must learn from the mistakes of the past and work to create a
society where all people are treated with dignity and respect. We must also
continue to challenge and dismantle systems of oppression that have
historically marginalized and discriminated against certain groups of
people.
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