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“AN EXODUS OF ENTHUSIASM™:
G. ALDER BLUMER, EUGENICS, AND US
PSYCHIATRY, 1890-1920

by
IAN DOWBIGGIN *

One of the most distinctive trends in Progressive Era America was the use of
hereditarian explanations of mental disease to justify eugenic approaches to the
treatment of insanity. Politicians, physicians, biologists, citizens’ groups, and mental
health care reformers urged the application of either “positive” eugenics which
emphasized the reproduction of favourable traits, or “negative” eugenics which
stressed the need to eliminate unfavourable characteristics such as criminality,
alcoholism, and feeble-mindedness. When it came to public policy, however, negative
eugenic measures had more far-reaching effects. For example, between 1907 and 1940
18,552 mentally ill persons were sterilized surgically in US State hospitals. Some States,
beginning with Connecticut in 1896, passed legislation that restricted marriage
between nervous and mentally ill individuals. Federal legislation was also passed in the
1920s which limited immigration from eastern and southern Europe.!

In recent years the history of eugenics around the globe has received increasing
attention from scholars, nearly all of whom cite the disproportionately high
number of physicians in general, and psychiatrists in particular, within the ranks
of the eugenics movement.2 But so far we have no detailed studies which seek to
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of Science, Medicine, and Technology at Duke University/University of North Carolina for their comments
on successive drafts of this paper.

! The main sources for the history of US eugenics are Mark H. Haller, Eugenics: hereditarian attitudes in
American thought, New Brunswick, Rutgers University Press, 1963; Donald K. Pickens, Eugenics and the
progressives, Nashville, Vanderbilt University Press, 1968; Kenneth M. Ludmerer, Genetics and American
society: a historical appraisal, Baltimore and London, Johns Hopkins University Press, 1972; Daniel J.
Kevles, In the name of eugenics: genetics and the uses of human heredity, New York, Knopf, 1985; Philip R.
Reilly, The surgical solution: a history of involuntary sterilization in the United States, Baltimore and
London, Johns Hopkins University Press, 1991. For an exhaustive bibliography of the considerable
primary and secondary literature on Anglo-American eugenics, see Kevles, ‘Essay on Sources’, In the name
of eugenics, pp. 383-405. For other references to the history of US eugenics see Charles E. Rosenberg, No
other gods: on science and American social thought, Baltimore and London, Johns Hopkins University
Press, 1976, pp. 12-13, 19-20, 47-8, 89-97, 202-3.

2 Forexample, see Richard A. Soloway, Demography and degeneration: eugenics and the declining birthrate
in twentieth-century Britain, Chapel Hill and London, University of North Carolina Press, 1990; Pauline
M. H. Mazumdar, Eugenics, human genetics and human failings: The Eugenics Society, its sources and its
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answer the question why these professionals supported eugenics so eagerly and
vociferously.?

One of the best ways for the historian to do this is to examine in depth the careers of
specific physicians. A good case in point was the career of the psychiatrist G. Alder
Blumer (1857-1940). Blumer was editor of the American Journal of Insanity from
1886 to 1894, the medical superintendent of the Utica (NY) State Asylum from 1886
to 1899 and the Butler mental hospital at Providence, Rhode Island, from 1899 to
1921, President in 1903 of the American Medico-Psychological Association (whose
name was changed in 1921 to the American Psychiatric Association), and an early
member of both the National and Rhode Island Mental Hygiene Associations. But
Blumer’s stature within American psychiatry was greater than these credentials would
suggest for, as the rich collection of his correspondence and personal papers at the
Butler Hospital indicates, there were few other asylum physicians in the US around
the turn of the century who were held in higher esteem. Thus, if only for this reason,
Blumer’s views on eugenics warrant historical attention. Yet they also illustrate how
psychiatric acceptance of eugenics was shaped to a great degree by the conditions that
characterized occupational practice. Blumer gradually adopted hereditarian and
eugenic ideas in the 1890s when the circumstances surrounding asylum medicine
made it difficult to reconcile his faith in the rehabilitative moral influence of the
asylum with his declining ability to cure a patient population that was becoming
increasingly indigent, aged, and chronically ill. By acknowledging the need for
eugenic measures, Blumer could explain away his frustration over the difficulties of
recreating the mixed-class and morally palliative asylum of antebellum America,
shifting blame from himself to society and its failure to prevent the inheritance of
pathological mental characteristics. However, Blumer began to express his scepticism
about the virtues of eugenics after he assumed the medical superintendency of the
Butler Hospital, a mental hospital that served a far more affluent clientele than Utica.
This shift in his attitude—coming at a time when US nativism was on the rise* and
other American psychiatrists were becoming increasingly sympathetic towards
eugenics—underscores the conclusion that professional considerations and the
“politics of patronage” had a dramatic impact on psychiatric opinions about eugenic
policies and theories. Still, Blumer did not change his mind as much as he tailored his
comments about eugenics to suit his audience. If he was careful about toning down

critics in Britain, London and New York, Routledge, 1991; William H. Schneider, Quality and quantity: the
quest for biological regeneration in twentieth-century France, Cambridge University Press, 1990; Angus
McLaren, Our own master race: eugenics in Canada, 1885-1945, Toronto, McClelland and Stewart, 1990;
Mark B. Adams (ed.), The wellborn science: eugenics in Germany, France, Brazil, and Russia, New York and
Oxford, Oxford University Press, 1990.

3 For references to psychiatric interest in eugenics, see Barbara Sicherman, ‘The quest for mental health in
America, 1880-1917’, Columbia University, unpublished doctoral dissertation, 1967, pp. 347-53; Nathan
G. Hale, Jr., Freud and the Americans: the beginnings of psychoanalysis in the United States, 1876-1917, New
York, Basic, 1971, pp. 79-83; Richard W. Fox, So far disordered in mind.: insanity in California, 1870-1930,
Berkeley and London, University of California Press, 1978, pp. 27-36; David J. Rothman, Conscience and
convenience: the asylum and its alternatives in progressive America, Boston and Toronto, Little, Brown,
1980, pp. 58-9; Gerald N. Grob, Mental iliness and American society, 1875-1940, Princeton University
Press, 1983, pp. 168-78.

4 John Higham, Strangers in the land: patterns of American nativism, 18601925, New Brunswick, Rutgers
University Press, 1955, pp. 158-93.
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his pro-eugenic statements after his move to Butler, it was less a reflection of his
personal convictions than the nature of the constituency he was addressing.

This conclusion is significant for a variety of reasons; first, because there have been
few studies of early twentieth-century, Anglo-American psychiatrists;> second,
because Blumer was one of the first psychiatrists to embrace eugenics during what
Mark Haller has called “the first stage of the American eugenics movement”
(1870-1905);% and third, because it suggests that medical thinking about the
pathology and treatment of psychological disease is far more sensitive to shifting
professional interests than to the changing health care needs of the dependent insane.
No less importantly, an analysis of Blumer’s career constitutes a contribution to the
research agenda recently outlined by Mark Adams: namely, the comparative study
from the professional and institutional standpoints of those figures who influenced
the growth of the eugenics movement in various nations around the world.”

I

George Alder Blumer was born in Sunderland, England in 1857. Following a
Blumer family tradition, he studied medicine, first at the University of Edinburgh and
later at the University of Pennsylvania. He developed an interest in mental illness as a
medical student and ultimately obtained a post in 1880 as assistant physician at the
nationally renowned Utica asylum, where he was to remain until 1899.%

Blumer quickly rose through the ranks at Utica to become assistant physician in
1884 and medical superintendent in 1886. He succeeded John Gray, Utica’s autocratic
and influential medical superintendent from 1854 to his death in 1886.° Unlike Gray,
who stressed physicalist remedies to cure mental disease, Blumer was in many ways a
throwback to the original generation of US medical superintendents who had
assumed leadership of the new institutions for the insane built during the era of
asylum reform in the 1820s and 1830s. More interested in treatment and
administrative matters than in either experimentation or speculation about the nature
of insanity, Blumer believed wholeheartedly that the asylum should feature the
communal order and deference to authority that many critics claimed were missing
from society. He tended to agree with the earlier generation’s emphasis on “moral
therapy”, an institutional approach to treatment that included workshops, lectures,
and formal schooling for patients. The adoption of moral therapies within a hospital
setting was designed to teach patients how to control their own behaviour and
obsessional thinking. Blumer put these ideas into practice during his early years as

5 See Andrew Scull, Social order/mental disorder: Anglo-American psychiatry in historical perspective,
Berkeley and London, University of California Press, 1989, p. 28. For a recent exception, see Lawrence J.
Friedman, Menninger: the family and the clinic, New York, Knopf, 1990.

6 Haller, op. cit., note 1 above, p. 6.

7 Mark B. Adams, ‘Toward a comparative history of eugenics’, in Adams (ed.), op. cit., note 2 above,
p. 223. The present paper is an attempt, in Adams’s words, “to see the history of eugenics in light of the
history of the professions”. Ibid.

8 For biographical information on Blumer, see ‘Notes and comment: George Alder Blumer’, Am. J.
Psychiatry, 1932, 12: 374-88. For more on Blumer’s career, see Ian Dowbiggin, ““Midnight clerks and daily
drudges”: hospital psychiatry in New York State, 1890-1905", J. Hist. Med. Allied Sci., 1992, 47: 130-52.

? For Gray’s superintendency at Utica, see Ellen Dwyer, Homes for the mad: life inside two nineteenth-
century asylums, New Brunswick, Rutgers University Press, 1987, pp. 68-70, 98-104, 120-5, 158-9.
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Utica’s superintendent by eliminating censorship of patients’ letters, introducing
outdoor games, setting up craft workshops and a patient school, and abolishing
restraint, especially the notorious “Utica Crib”, a covered-bed device for holding
violent patients.'®

Blumer rapidly gained a reputation as one of the brightest young asylum physicians
in the country. His reforms proved to be popular among his patients and his wit and
urbane manners opened doors for him in Utica society. He also took over from Gray
the editorship of the American Journal of Insanity, the most influential psychiatric
journal outside Europe, and held that post until 1894.

Yet Blumer’s personal success contrasted sharply with the professional fortunes of
American psychiatrists as the century came to a close. Since the end of the Civil War
they had been attacked by a host of critics, including ex-patients, neurologists, and
State boards of charity. Critics and reformers readily publicized the unsatisfactory
therapeutic and living conditions within mental hospitals and accused psychiatrists of
being mere custodians of the insane. Many neurologists charged that psychiatrists
possessed no reliable therapies, little precise knowledge of insanity, and an interest
only in asylum design, construction, and management. Perhaps the most striking thing
about these allegations was that psychiatrists themselves acknowledged their validity.
Many US psychiatrists agreed with physicians like S. Weir Mitchell that reform of the
profession was overdue and that the growing gap between mainstream medicine and
psychiatry had to be bridged.!!

One notable example of US psychiatry’s low fortunes at the end of the century was
the course of New York State mental health care policy. Events in New Y ork inevitably
drew national attention for, as one psychiatrist wrote to Blumer, “You know that
many states look to New York for guidance in [lunacy] matters, and that ‘as goes New
York, so goes the Union,” is true in more than politics.”'2 Legislation passed in Albany
in 1890 had far-reaching effects on the careers of Blumer and other New York State
hospital psychiatrists.

Things actually began to go sour for New York psychiatrists in 1889 when the State
Commissioner in Lunacy was replaced by a three-man commission authorized to set
and impose standards of patient care, financial accountability, and attendants’ staffing
and training on all of the State’s mental hospitals. One year later the State Care Act was
passed, centralizing the entire mental health care bureaucracy in Albany and ending
almost all county care of the poor and the chronically insane. This legislation was the

10 For the transition from Gray to Blumer at Utica, see ibid., especially pp. 20, 56-7, 74-5.

11 For the psychiatric “crisis of legitimacy™ at the end of the nineteenth century, see John A. Pitts, ‘The
Association of Medical Superintendents of American Institutions for the Insane, 1844-1892", University of
Pennsylvania, unpublished doctoral dissertation, 1979, especially ch. 7: *The crisis of psychiatric legitimacy,
1881-1885°. See also Nancy Tomes, A generous confidence: Thomas Story Kirkbride and the art of
asylum-keeping, 1840-1883, Cambridge University Press, 1984, especially ch. 6: ‘The perils of asylum
practice’; Charles E. Rosenberg, ‘The crisis of psychiatric legitimacy: reflections on psychiatry, medicine,
and public policy’, in G. Kriegman et al. (eds), American psychiatry: past, present, and future,
Charlottesville, University Press of Virginia, 1975, pp. 135-48.

12 william Russell to G. Alder Blumer, 13 August 1899, G. Alder Blumer Papers, Isaac Ray Historical
Library, Butler Hospital, Providence, RI, Box 41, hereafter cited as BP. See also H. A. Tobey to Blumer, 1
March 1894, ibid., Box 28: “*“We have always looked to the asylums of New York State as ideal asylums,
and the State as an ideal State in the management of its institutions . ..”.
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