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Eugenics and Animal Science: Two Birds of a Feather or a Horse of a
Different Color
Will Alexander
This article analyzes the relationship between animal science and the eugenics movement in the United States. It
covers the eugenics movement in the early twentieth century. The article begins with a brief explanation of the
importance of animal science, especially selective breeding, in the course of human history. It describes influential
scientists whose work was embraced by eugenicists. It focuses on animal science techniques and applications
embraced by the eugenicists and were later applied, at least theoretically, to human beings. The article concentrates
on the close relationship between the eugenics movement and the Animal Breeders Association in the United States.
It shows how eugenicists were heavily influenced by animal science and how they believed that these practices could
effectively be carried out on humans. This article also focuses on some of the flaws in the eugenicists’ application of
these techniques to humans. In short, this article is an attempt at highlighting the influence and association animal
science had and continued to have on the American eugenics movement during the early twentieth century.

Eugenics, the pseudo-science concerned with creating better humans, has its roots in a
practice humans have been practicing on plants and animals for millennia. This practice is selective
breeding. Selective breeding in animals, especially dogs has been performed by humans as early
as 32,000 years ago in South China. 1 Geneticists believe that all dogs come from one wolf ancestor
but humans were successful in breeding these wolves in such a way to provide services to humans. 2
Today the Federation Cynologique Internationale (FCI), also known as the World Canine
Organization, recognizes 343 dog breeds. 3 Humans have selectively bred almost every animal that
has been domesticated but the focus has been on dogs, horses, chickens, pigs, cows, sheep, and
goats. The selective breeding of plants and animals proved to be essential for the development of
humankind. Plants and animals were selectively bred to help maintain a stable food supply,
produce clothing, provide transportation, offer protection, and a number of other services. 4
Humans of the past were very successful in attaining these goals through genetic manipulation or
selective breeding.
With the great success of humans in selectively breeding dogs and other domesticated
animals, it is no wonder that eugenicists assumed they could improve the human race with some
of the same techniques. Eugenics is the controversial science that deals with the improvement (as
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by control of human mating) of hereditary qualities of a human population. 5 Eugenicists used
techniques and research developed in animal science, especially selective breeding, in their own
misguided experiments and procedures to try and “improve” humans. Eugenicists were heavily
influenced by heredity experiments performed by prominent scientists such as Gregor Mendel and
Thomas Hunt Morgan and animal science techniques for selective breeding that led to a close
connection between the eugenics movement and established animal breeding groups such as the
American Breeders Association in the United States during the early twentieth century.
Eugenicists, however, did not appreciate the difference in breeding traits such as strength in horses
versus musical ability or intelligence in humans.
Eugenicists and animal scientists found much of their inspiration in the work of Gregor
Mendel, an Augustan friar, known as the father of heredity for his work in the field between 1856
and 1863. Mendel used pea plants to study heredity and meticulously cross-bred certain plants so
he was able to breed the specific type of pea plants he wanted. The knowledge of selectively
breeding plants and animals had been widely used by farmers and herders for thousands of years
but Mendel made this knowledge scientific. Mendel helped show how dominant and recessive
genes were passed down from generation to generation and provided a testable model to illustrate
heredity. Mendel’s experiments showed that mathematically dominant genes have a phenotypic
ratio of three to one over recessive genes making it easy to predict offspring for simple organisms
such as pea plants that have just a few traits to study and interpret. The traits that Mendel desired
to breed in the pea plants were things such as the color of the flowers and peas, the height of plants
and the shape of the peas (round or shriveled). Eugenicists believed that Mendel’s experiments
demonstrated that favorable human traits, such as intelligence, could also be selected and bred.
Eugenicists such as Harry Laughlin, Charles Davenport and others belonging to the
Eugenics Record Office (ERO), the most influential American eugenics institution in the early
twentieth century, failed to realize that a pea plant and breeding physical traits in animals is much
less complex than a human being. Charles Davenport made great strides for genetics. He and his
wife wrote several papers that correctly applied Mendelian ideas to human traits such as hair and
eye color. Davenport published a work titled, “Heredity of Eye Color in Man,” which still serves
as the basic model for understanding human heredity for simple traits. 6 Davenport became more
devoted to eugenics and began to apply his beliefs to many human traits that are not strictly
hereditary. Davenport is quoted as saying, “Although, not strictly within the scope of experimental
work the necessity of applying the new knowledge (laws of heredity) to human affairs has been
too evident to permit us to overlook it.” 7 This implies that even though Davenport was applying
Mendelian ideas to his work he understood that there was not a great enough knowledge to
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adequately apply it to humans. Davenport began to incorrectly represent Mendel’s science when
he began applying the principles to more complex human traits including mental disease and
pauperism. 8 Pauperism we know today has nothing to do with heredity in a biological sense.
Mental disease, such as schizophrenia, is a topic that is still not fully understood by physicians but
Davenport applied the simple Mendelian heredity techniques to it. Davenport had a good
understanding of Mendel’s work but the fault of both eugenics and Davenport’s work is that many
of the traits believed to be solely hereditary, such as feeblemindedness, were not connected to a
single trait, but to thousands and were also influenced by the individual’s environment.
Thomas Hunt Morgan is another very influential figure in the development of the field of
heredity. Morgan is best known for his experiments with fruit flies and using them to study
heredity. He was not necessarily using fruit flies because he wanted to understand fruit flies better.
Instead, he used them to study heredity as a whole because of their quick reproduction rate and the
simplicity of their hereditary traits, such as their wings and eye shape or color, which could be
easily observed. Eugenicists, however, took the evidence of being able to genetically alter fruit
flies as proof that humans could be manipulated as well. Eugenicists understood all traits, whether
speed in horses, milk production in cows, or intelligence in humans, to be strictly hereditary. 9 The
thought behind this kind of assumption is flawed. Physical characteristics such as height, eye color,
and hair color are hereditary. Characteristics such as musical ability, intelligence, and morality are
also influenced by the environment. An individual can have blue eyes regardless of where or how
he is raised, but his moral values will be influenced by his environment and are more malleable.
The same can be said about an individual and musical ability, if the individual is never exposed to
an instrument there is no way the individual could display musical ability.
Eugenicists did not receive encouragement from Morgan to use these techniques with
humans. Morgan, in fact, shunned eugenics as a vulgar and unproductive science. 10 Morgan was
a long term and vocal critic of eugenics and even published articles in the 1920s that noted his
reservations about the practice. 11 Morgan criticizes eugenics in his article, “The Inheritance of
Mental Traits,” by writing:
The case most often quoted is feeble-mindedness that has been said to be inherited as a
Mendelian recessive, but until some more satisfactory definition can be given as to where feeblemindedness begins and ends, and until it has been determined how many and what internal physical
defects may produce a general condition of this sort, and until it has been determined to what extent
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feeble-mindedness is due to syphilis, it is extravagant to pretend to claim that there is a single
Mendelian factor for this condition. 12
Raymond Pearl, a biologist was another scientist critical of eugenics. Pearl was one of the
first scientists to publicly denounce eugenics in his article, “The Biology of Superiority.” In the
article Pearl writes, “The founder of the science of eugenics as it exists today did his splendid
pioneer work without the benefit of the exact knowledge of the mechanism of inheritance….” 13He
also states, “It would seem to be high time that eugenics cleaned house, and threw away the oldfashion rubbish which has accumulated in the attic.” 14 Pearl criticized eugenics for trying to assign
single genes to things such as madness and poverty in the same manner as fruit flies and eye
color. 15
Eugenicists ignored these criticisms in pursuit of their goal to “make better humans” and
found plenty of support from others in the scientific community. Many scientists at the time were
supporters of eugenics. Scientists often came from upper class and privileged families and it was
common for them to believe in eugenics. 16 Notable scientists at the time, such as Charles
Davenport, Paul Popenoe, and Edwin Conklin joined the American Eugenics Society. 17 Scientists
chose to do research in eugenics partly because of the amount of money available from the
Eugenics Records Office in research. The ERO spent almost $80,000 on an experiment with
thoroughbred horses and genetics in 1940. 18 The eugenicists obviously wanted their theory to
work, so they were willing to disregard the guidance scientists such as Pearl and Morgan to
legitimize their own position. The scientists that were involved with the eugenics movement used
evidence such as diseases running in certain families to support the idea that Morgan’s research
could be applied to humans. This was indeed the case; however, the eugenicists began applying
the same evidence to characteristics such as insanity and poverty which were not hereditary for the
most part. The eugenicists adopted the research conducted by Morgan and believed it to be
applicable to humans not because of Morgan himself, but because of the geneticists who were also
eugenicists.
Animal breeders were another source of legitimacy and inspiration. The use of pedigrees
in animal breeding influenced eugenicists, such as Laughlin and Davenport, to promote pedigrees
to track traits in human families as well. Horse breeders and chicken farmers are just two types of
animal breeders that utilize pedigrees. Pedigrees are used by animal breeders to track certain traits,
good or bad, through a family to determine whether or not to breed that particular animal. Horse
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breeders use pedigrees to track traits such as speed and susceptibility to injuries. 19 The use of
pedigrees in chicken breeding tracked traits such as egg production and the color of feathers the
chickens had. 20 The use of famous race horses’ pedigrees, such as Man o’ War, and horses prone
to injuries, such as the Ultimus line, by eugenicists contributed greatly to the idea that pedigrees
could be used in humans to track favorable and non-favorable traits. 21 Davenport and other
eugenicists began using pedigrees to track traits such as albinism and color blindness which was
potentially legitimate. Davenport and others, however, also used pedigrees to track traits that were
not necessarily hereditary and associated with a single allele. Davenport tracked a wide range of
traits in humans including musical ability, insanity, and a tendency to be poor. 22 The pedigree
became an easy and convincing way for eugenicists to prove that certain traits ran in a family,
without addressing the environment or other alternative explanations or influences. It was hard to
refute the eugenicists’ arguments when they had convincing evidence such as the pedigree to
“scientifically” support their claims. The pedigree was a powerful tool, borrowed from animal
breeders, in the eugenicists’ arsenal to deter criticism of the eugenics movement.
The eugenicists were very connected to and influenced by the animal science and breeding
world in both practice and organizations. These worlds were so intermingled that in 1906 the
American Breeders Association (ABA) created a section for eugenics at their yearly meetings. 23
The ABA was an organization focused on scientific agriculture. 24 Prominent eugenicists such as
Charles Davenport were influential members in the ABA; in fact, Davenport was one of the
founders of the ABA in 1903 and he served as secretary of the animal breeding section in 1909.25
The leader of the ABA, Willet Hays, envisioned the ABA as standing on “a broader base with
animal breeders, plant breeders, physicians, preachers, teachers, publishers, and others interested
in eugenics.” 26 As shown in the program from the eighth annual ABA meeting eugenics occupied
a whole section on two separate days. 27 Speakers included Alexander Graham Bell, W.M. Hays,
Dr. William White, Frederick A. Rhodes, and Henry Cotton. 28 The speakers at the meeting were
highly educated people, many were physicians and Hays was the United States Assistant Secretary
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of Agriculture. Most of the physicians worked with the insane and their speeches at the meeting
concerned such topics as “Eugenics from the Physicians Point of View” and “New Studies on the
Inheritance of Insanity.” 29 The eugenicists at the meeting were pushing the idea that unfavorable
traits such as insanity were hereditary in nature and that scientists could perhaps rid humans of
insanity through selective breeding. Hays spoke of “Constructive Eugenics” in a general session
meant for all ABA members to attend. 30 H.H. Goodard presented a paper in the general session
titled, “Heredity of Feeblemindedness: A Social Danger.” 31 Ten out of twenty-nine presentations
at the eighth annual meeting had a topic related to eugenics.
Instead of increasing speed, strength, or the ability to lay eggs, eugenicists were concerned
with creating a better human by making humans who are more intelligent, physically fit, and
morally righteous. Family pedigrees collected by the ERO demonstrate that eugenicists tracked
traits such as musical ability in humans in much the same way a horse breeder would track
champion offspring. 32 Musical ability, however, is a very different thing to measure than the speed
of horses. Musical ability is determined by a multitude of factors, some of which have nothing to
do with heredity. These factors include things like the availability of instruments the amount of
practice time the individual had, the quality of the teacher, and how early the student began
learning. Speed in a horse, on the other hand, was relatively straightforward and there were few
variables to consider. Breeders could accurately and easily measure the speed of a horse; the horse
was either fast or the horse was slow. It is much more difficult to measure or quantify musical
ability. Eugenicists had to rely on family pedigrees for research data because human beings could
not be “bred” under controlled conditions. 33 The eugenicists failed to realize that unlike the hair
color of guinea pigs, the traits they wanted to breed in people are affected by so many variables
that pedigrees are inaccurate predictors at best and possibly completely irrelevant. The eugenicists’
pedigrees are suspect a few reasons. Some of the traits eugenicists created pedigrees for such as
musical ability and poverty are traits that are not just affected by heredity and cannot be simply
breed like traits for animals. Eugenicists’ pedigrees searched for humans that would fit their
research and would make pedigrees for families in which musical ability or poverty was a trait of
most of the individuals but there was no scientific backing for these pedigrees. The pedigrees of
the eugenicists’ were concerned with traits that were relative. Musical ability is a trait that is
relative to whoever is listening, while a trait such as a dog’s strength in pulling a cart can be
quantified accurately. It is one thing to breed a fast horse and yet another thing entirely to create
an intelligent human being through heredity.
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Unsurprisingly, eugenicists also sought to use the tools of animal breeders. There are
certain techniques that are common to animal selective breeding that eugenicists later applied to
humans. The main objective for selective breeding in animals was to make the animals better at
whatever they were supposed to do for humans. The goal of eugenics was to improve the human
race by using selective breeding techniques. Selective breeding takes all “unfit” or “unworthy”
organisms out of the breeding pool in order to keep them from reproducing. There are three ways
that animal breeders remove animals from the gene pool: killing, sterilizing, and isolating. All
three of these techniques were advocated, in varying degrees, by eugenicists in an attempt to make
the human race “better.” These techniques were used by eugenicists, because if it worked for
animals, they believed, it should also work for human beings.
Eugenics was heavily influenced by animal science and breeding. The two fields were both
influenced by the same famous scientists, including Thomas Hunt Morgan and Gregor Mendel.
The two fields also had similar objectives in trying to make certain organisms better. Members of
the American Breeder’s Association and the eugenics movement overlapped significantly and
regularly-met at annual meetings. The eugenicists used animals to conduct experiments like Harry
Laughlin’s chicken experiments they thought they could apply to humans. The most important
influence, however, that the science of animal breeding had on eugenics was the ways that were
used to deal with the organisms deemed “unfit” to reproduce. Many eugenicists advocated for
sterilization or isolation of the “unfit” to control the gene pool and try to make it better in their
eyes, even after being strongly advised against these practices by a number of leading scientists.
While its advocates saw animal breeding and eugenics as birds of a feather, clearly they are horses
of a different color.
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