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Introduction

This book examines how humor and satire were used as tools to interrogate,
unsettle, and mock one of the most dominant and powerful scientific fields of
the early decades of the 20th century. It investigates how, by using satire, the
rhetoric of biological social engineering of the time was re-mediated to form
pockets of social and political resistance. The authors and artists singled out
for this study were courageous enough to voice their distrust of eugenics at a
time when the science of “better breeding” was considered to be a legitimate,
if not leading, academic discipline. This book analyzes the strategies and
genres of humor used to challenge the common belief – endorsed by both
progressive and conservative thinkers – that human relationships should be
channeled towards the production of physically fit and genetically perfect
progeny, and that the state ought to control the reproduction of so-called
“degenerates.”

The study looks at how film comedies by Charlie Chaplin, play scripts by
Anita Loos, a musical comedy and a play by the young Francis Scott Fitz-
gerald, an anti-eugenic film script authored by Wallace Thurman, an imma-
ture novella by Ernest Hemingway, and an anti-fascist fictional satire by
Sinclair Lewis undermined and refuted the discourse of eugenics. Although
the authors lacked the proper scientific education to engage in a serious
scholarly debate over eugenics and could not refute the entirety of the massive
eugenics discourse, or even grasp the full scope of the science of better
breeding, they were ethically alert to its danger and defined their doubts in
clear ways. Consequently, they decided to expose the shortcomings, incon-
sistencies, and perhaps above all the absurdities in selected manifestations of
eugenics.

The not so brief and wondrous life of eugenics

The science of selective breeding was invented by Sir Francis Galton, the
nephew of Charles Darwin, who for the first time spelled out his ideas in
Hereditary Genius in 1869. Analyzing the genealogical trees of eminent Brit-
ish men, Galton decided that genius is hereditary and should be monitored by
society through a new science. He argued that human societies are organized
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along the same biological principles that govern the animal world, in which
the utmost advantages go to exceptional individuals. Human geniuses were
deemed to have the potential to advance societies to new heights, and thus all
efforts should be channeled towards the development of a science which could
produce well-born human species, that is, the science of eugenics. Galton was
convinced that the new science was a logical outcome of Darwin’s discoveries,
and that a serious treatment of the theory of evolution led to a new set of
assumptions about human societies. His theories were given an additional
impetus at the beginning of the 20th century with the work of Hugo Vries and
the publication of an English translation of Mendel’s essay on the laws of
heredity.1

The introduction of eugenics into the academic world can be compared to
a seismic shift, the after-shocks of which can still be felt today.

In the course of my research into the presence of eugenic discourse in
American culture,2 I have come to realize that from the moment of its incep-
tion the academic status of eugenics rendered any critical engagement with it
a herculean task. Eugenics’ scientific credentials were impressive indeed. In
the United States, along with a solidification of its administrative structures –
such as the opening of the Carnegie Station for Experimental Evolution at
Cold Spring Harbor (1904); the Eugenics Record Office (1910); the founding
of the Race Betterment Foundation in Battle Creek, Michigan (1906); and the
American Eugenics Society (1922) – all of which were due to the generous
funding of the Rockefeller Foundation and the Carnegie Institution,3 eugenics
soon ceased to be an imported scientific curiosity and became a full-fledged
branch of American science, to be treated with care and respect. It managed
to win scientists in major and prestigious universities over to its cause, where
it was taught as a part of instruction in sociology, economics, anthropology,
biology, psychology,4 and even in economics.5

Embraced by the scientific world, eugenics attained the position of a cut-
ting-edge academic discipline of the time, one that had the ambition to shape
both national pieties and fears. It became an agent of a national reproductive
program, as evidenced by the introduction of sterilization laws in over thirty
American states,6 as well as a dominant element of immigration policy, as
reflected in the passage of the Chinese Exclusion Act in 1882, the introduc-
tion of a literacy test for immigrants in 1917, and ultimately the passage of
the Johnson-Reed Immigration Act in 1924.

While undergoing major technological and cultural changes, and becoming
a sine wave economy – moving from the depression at the end of the 19th

century to the economic boom of the 1920s and then back to the depression
of the 1930s – American society duly registered eugenics’ unprecedented
position as an arbiter of social aims, fashions, tastes, and ethics. Opinion-
shaping periodicals such as The Saturday Evening Post and The American
Mercury, as well as dailies such as The New York Times all included ads on
eugenic publications or articles, both pro- and anti-eugenic, informed by
eugenic concerns over the significance of conscious racial reproductive choices
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and a fear of national degeneration due to the influx of immigrants with large
families from Southern and Eastern Europe.7 Early Hollywood released educa-
tional films on eugenic topics,8 theatres staged plays grounded on a desire to
promote the eugenic agenda,9 and a vibrant exhibition culture enthusiastically
embraced eugenic exhibits and competitions.10 Numerous intellectuals, writers
and artists subscribed to Jack London’s assertion that “the future human world
belongs to eugenics, and will be determined by the practice of eugenics.”11

Eugenics as the new Gnosticism: the ethics of might over right

One of the most significant and dangerous aspects of eugenics was probably
its desire to create its own system of validation and ethics, independent of the
ethics of liberal societies. Eugenics replaced the democratic logic of brother-
hood and equality with that of racial exceptionalism and hereditary aris-
tocracy. Madison Grant, one of the founding fathers of racial eugenics,
complained that “[t]he tendency in a democracy is toward a standardization
of type and a diminution of the influence of genius,”12 an assertion supported
by Grant’s admirer, Lothrop Stoddard, who vehemently argued that “[t]he
idea of ‘Natural Equality’ is one of the most pernicious delusions that has
ever afflicted mankind.”13 A similar tone of racial patricianism was raised by
Edwin Grant Conklin, an eminent professor of zoology at Princeton. His
book on heredity and environment became assigned reading in colleges, and
thus students had to ponder over passages that were in sharp conflict with the
doctrine of brotherly love, such as:

[M]any idealists maintain that every race and every people has the right
to live its life in its own way. But however philanthropic they may be in
theory, the practice of all nations demonstrates that weaker and inferior
peoples are not permitted to stand in the way of dominant ones.14

The endorsement of a new ethics of “might over right,” which Hanna Arendt,
writing two decades later, aptly diagnosed as the foundational principle of
racism and fascism,15 was heightened by the ascription of a sense of excep-
tional foresight to the so-called “rational scientific elites.” Edward Alsworth
Ross, one of the main voices in eugenic sociology, emphasized – in his Sin and
Society, a eugenically-inspired reflection on the roots of social evil and a
treatise endorsed by President Theodore Roosevelt – that his book’s “exhor-
tation is not Be good but Be rational” and its lesson is to take the reader out
of the backwoods of superstition and straight into rational modernity.
“Rationalize public opinion; modernize it and bring it abreast of latter-day
sin, make the blame of the many into a flaming sword guarding the sacred
interests of society,”16 Ross thundered, savoring the power of a biblical com-
parison of himself to the Archangel Gabriel.

Interestingly, Ross’s use of biblical imagery highlights the way in which
eugenics straddled two apparently, mutually exclusive rhetorical registers: that
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of a rational language of science, and of a metaphysics characteristic of tra-
ditional religious communities. Rationality, science, and metaphysics, even
though uncomfortable bedfellows in other contexts, became merged in the
science of eugenics. Galton was the first to initiate the religious cult of
eugenics, comparing it to a new religion. In “Eugenics: Its Definition, Scope,
and Aims,” a lecture he delivered in May 1904, Galton insisted that eugenics
“must be introduced into the national conscience, like a new religion.”17 Fol-
lowing Galton’s lead, Charles Davenport, the director of the Eugenics
Experimental Station at Cold Spring Harbor, NJ, in 1916 delivered a talk
entitled “Eugenics as Religion” at the Golden Jubilee Celebration of the
Battle Creek Sanitarium, in which he detailed his 12-point creed of eugenic
faith.18 The blending of eugenics and religion assumed its most curious shape
in the “Best Eugenic Sermon” contests organized by the American Eugenics
Society in the 1920s.19

Realization of the metaphysical status of eugenics facilitates seeing it as a
form of new religious approach, or a new Gnosticism (in the way Ihab
Hassan applied it to describe the intellectual endeavors of modernism).20

Eugenic discourse manifested all the qualities of such a “New Gnosticism.”
While perceiving social life exclusively through the prism of Social Darwin-
ism, in which individuals were functionaries in a larger system of race and
nation, eugenic discourse devalued experience and denied significance to the
individual body. Eugenics promised gnosis, or knowledge of the mechanism of
functioning of societies, and characterized everyday reality as messy and
irrelevant to the larger project of understanding and constructing the human
condition through the laws of heredity.

The eugenicist – equipped with scientific knowledge of the Mendelian laws,
statistical data, economic evidence, and shoring up his (or her) prestige with the
“big vocabulary” of abstractions – was what D. Diane Davis called, in another
context, the homo serious, the “ideologue” or, to use poststructuralist termi-
nology, the metaphysician of presence and substance.21 Believing that eugenics
provided a foundation on which to ground absolute truth and knowledge, and
cherishing a vision of an administered culture which left no space for irony, the
eugenicist saw himself (or in fewer cases herself) as the messenger of a new, one
and only, just and true order, whose role was to save Western civilization from
racial decline and apocalypse. The social and economic problems encountered
in the first two decades of the 20th century – overcrowding in the cities, the
outbreak of World War I, and the dawn of the Bolshevik revolution – con-
vinced the eugenicist of his unique role in society. Rather than piecing together
the fragments of what he believed, in accordance with T.S. Eliot, were the ruins
of the Western world, he aimed at the construction of a coherent metaphysical
system grounded on science. He was convinced that the unusual times, descri-
bed by Carl Schmitt as a “state of exception,” called for such a philosophical
and ethical reconstruction.

Given the inherently two-faced nature of eugenic discourse – which on one
hand wished to be perceived as partaking of a purely objective and detached
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system of scientific inquiry, while on the other flaunting its Gnostic and reli-
gious aspirations – the opposition to eugenics could not but assume two
forms as well. Thus, on one hand it searched for scientific blunders, errors of
judgment, and faulty assumptions in order to challenge eugenics in a rational
and scientific debate; but at the same time, it wished to expose the pitfalls and
dangers associated with the metaphysical aspirations of eugenic science and
interrogate its drive towards discorporation and etherealization. While the
former critique necessarily assumed the form of a scientific inquiry, the latter
relied on the forms of philosophical and artistic disputes, which frequently
shaded off into irony, and ultimately into satire.

Scientific inquiry: Franz Boas and G.K. Chesterton and their opposition
to eugenics

Nowhere was the scientific opposition to eugenics better manifested than in
the work of Franz Boas. A professor at Columbia University, and also a
Jewish immigrant from Germany,22 Boas quickly realized that the dedication
to scientific rigor in the newly-emerging discipline of anthropology did not
necessarily entail acceptance of eugenics’ racial and biological determinism.
And even though he initially trusted the value of measurements and statistics
to draw conclusions about human societies and carried out controversial
research at Clark University23 – where he measured “stature, weight, cir-
cumference of chest and strength of muscle”24 of immigrants coming to Ellis
Island – his findings clashed with the eugenic dogma. Boas’ argument posited
the plasticity of the human form and pointed out that measurements are
inadequate tools to decide about one’s ethnicity and race. In his “Changes in
Bodily Form of Descendants of Immigrants” (1912), he highlighted the sig-
nificance of the environment in affecting measurements of the human skull.25

Despite maintaining ties with and even seeking the advice of Charles Daven-
port, the main eugenic scientist of the first two decades of the 20th century,26

Boas could not accept eugenics’ reductive thinking, which relegated cultural
experience to the margins of anthropological investigation. As early as in
1916 he dismissed eugenics, calling it “a dangerous sword that may turn its
edge against those who rely on its strength.”27

Boas’s critique of eugenics assumed the most elaborate shape in his ground-
breaking Anthropology and Modern Life (1928). While acknowledging the
seductive nature of “the thought that it may be possible by [eugenic] means to
eliminate suffering and to strive for higher ideals,”28 Boas asserted that the
premise that the laws of heredity determine humans’ physical and mental
characteristics to the same degree was faulty. He pointed out that “[f]eatures,
and color of eyes, hair and skin are more or less rigidly hereditary; in other
words, in these respects children resemble organically their parents. (…) In
other cases, however, the deterministic influence of heredity is not so
clear.”29 Boas argued that “…we reach a parting of the ways of the bio-
logical eugenicist and the student of human society.”30 Boas questioned
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the value of major eugenic studies and concluded that “the data on which
the theory of eugenics is based are unsatisfactory,”31 while dismissing
eugenics as a serious science. His opposition to eugenics gave rise to cul-
tural anthropology, which rejected the premise of race and biology as a
basis of an inquiry into human differences.

While Boas and his disciples from Columbia University drew attention to
the shaky nature of eugenic arguments and wished to relegate eugenics to the
margins of scientific inquiry, Gilbert Keith Chesterton was a thinker who
challenged eugenics from a philosophical and ethical point of view. A British
intellectual and writer, known as the “prince of paradox” and compared to
Oscar Wilde and Bernard Shaw, he challenged eugenics as early as 1913,
when the Mental Deficiency Act was being debated in the English Parlia-
ment. He gave up on his challenge to the science of eugenics during World
War I and the exigencies that followed, but returned to it in the 1920s, when
eugenics was again in ascendance, this time through its discourse based on the
concept of Nordic supremacy. The result of Chesterton’s renewed fighting
spirit was the ambitious treatise Eugenics and Other Evils (1922), in which he
condemned eugenics on ethical grounds. Motivated by orthodox Christianity
and parading irony and paradox, Chesterton reflected on how “[t]he Euge-
nists’ books and articles are full of suggestions that non-eugenic unions
should and may come to be regarded as we regard sins; that they should really
feel that marrying an invalid is a kind of cruelty to children.”32 He pointed out
that nevertheless “history is full of the praises of people who have held such ties
to invalids.”33 Chesterton exposed the shortcomings of a eugenic rhetoric
which, while using euphemisms and casuistry, served as a smokescreen for the
real aim of eugenics – to engineer human lives in a totalitarian manner. He
urged the reader to consider the ethical implications of a eugenic hierarchical
view of humanity, with geniuses on top and “the mad” at the bottom. He
asserted that “mankind (as its name would seem to imply) is a kind, not a
degree. In so far as the lunatic differs, he differs from all minorities and majo-
rities in kind,”34 Chesterton thus denied the validity of the eugenic claim that
people differ in the degree of their humanity. Challenging the eugenic assump-
tion of the inequality of people, he pointed out that the eugenicists “cannot
define who is to control whom” and, moreover, “cannot say by what authority
they do these things.”35 In Chesterton’s eyes, eugenics has totalitarian aspira-
tions “to bring all human life under the Lunacy Laws”36 and as such should be
banned from democratic societies.

Since they came to their criticism of eugenics from disparate backgrounds
and equipped with different tools, Boas and Chesterton each refuted eugenics
in a different manner. If the former relied on the examination of accumulated
scientific data, the latter subjected the eugenic rhetoric and ideas to moral
scrutiny, thus denying its claim to be a new religious and a moral approach.
However, both brought to the table their strong ethical convictions, which
conflicted with the eugenic agenda. Boas was building on the ideas of the
Enlightenment, whereas Chesterton was prompted by the Catholic Church’s
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distrust of eugenics37 and subscribed to the ethics of Christian Universality.
Despite their different initial premises, they both reached similar conclusions:
eugenics was a “science” that undermined the ideas of brotherhood, solidar-
ity, and human equality, and thus threatened the future of humankind.
Looking back in hindsight, their critique was not only timely but also pro-
phetic. Eugenics turned out to be the ur-science of Nazism and was used to
justify the Nazi atrocities and the Jewish Holocaust.

Interestingly, at the time of their engagement with eugenics, when Nazism
was not yet foreseen as being within the realm of possibility, both Boas and
Chesterton courted some eugenic ideas or concepts. Driven by a strong moral
and intellectual sense, they were still not free from a “eugenic bite” and the
racist bias of the time, which, given eugenics’ racial provenance and its con-
cern with racial degenerates, might have made their disavowal of eugenics less
effective. Thus, Boas’s ambitious Ellis Island measurement project in the years
1907–1911, funded by the Dillingham Commission, demonstrates his initial
serious treatment of the assumptions, premises, and tools developed by racial
eugenics. A decade later however, after having questioned biological deter-
minism, he rejected the belief in the inequality of races, expressing the con-
viction that “[w]e have found no proof of an inferiority of the Negro type.” At
the same time Boas did admit while “[w]e have found that no proof of the
inferiority of the Negro type could be given, except that it seemed barely
possible that perhaps the race would not produce quite so many men of highest
genius as other races” (emphasis mine).38

Chesterton, in turn, was not free from anti-Semitism. In his anti-eugenic
treatise, for example, he called “The Bolshevist (…) above all a bourgeois; a
Jewish intellectual of the time.”39 Boas’s and Chesterton’s oversights, racial slip-
pages, and sometimes even slurs (in the case of Chesterton) demonstrate the
power of the racial paradigm in structuring the thinking in the first four decades
of the 20th century. Eugenics during this time enjoyed the status of a true and
objective science and provided the basis for what Ludwik Fleck would describe
as a “thought style” and Thomas Kuhn as “scientific paradigm.” Even those
who otherwise rejected eugenic racialism and racial absolutism had problems
disengaging from its logic as well as from its racial and racist register.

The difficulties faced by those scientists and intellectuals who wished to
challenge the underlying assumptions of the science of eugenics and dislodge
it from its pinnacle of authority seemed almost insurmountable in the cases of
those who had no scientific or philosophical training. Screenwriters, film
makers, and writers of fiction had no access to the scientific or intellectual
armature available to Boas and Chesterton. Their aversion to eugenics was
basically ethical and social in nature, sometimes even a “gut reaction.” As we
shall see, few if any of them were able to totally free themselves from the
impact of racialism, racism, and eugenics, be it anti-Semitism or the traces of
other racial approaches. What was available to them, however, was art forms,
including the oldest mode of social and cultural interrogation and perturba-
tion – satire.
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Anti-eugenic satire

Discussing the role of satire as a tool of social critique is a daunting task. The
magnitude of such an enterprise was best summed up by John Peter in his
review of The Anatomy of Satire (1963): “It is an assignment for neither the
amateur nor the crank, but only for a scholar with a rich and perceptive
experience of all the possible satiric variations, ancient and modern, gloomy
and genial, in prose and verse.”40 The discussion of “all the possible satirical
variations” definitely lies beyond the scope of this work.

One of the starting points in the present analysis of the forms of satire
applied in the anti-eugenics struggle is the issue of its way of functioning.
Satire has been alternately discussed as “a genre, mode and practice.”41

Knight argues, however, that rather than being a genre, satire is a frame of
mind, “a mental position that needs to adopt a genre in order to express its
ideas as representation.”42 The adopted pre-generic frame of mind is that of a
sceptic, who “recognizes that some people are evil, but all are foolish not only
because they do foolish things but because they are unaware of their folly.”43

And thus a satirist’s aim is “to correct perception.”44 While satire’s attempt to
move the audience from blindness to insight can be the aim of any socially or
politically involved art, satire is unique in the way it gives itself license to
irritate, unsettle, and provoke through either benevolent or aggressive
laughter.

It is important to take note of the fact that in his definition of satire,
Knight emphasizes the corrective rather than instructive aim of satire. Satire
is supposed to correct vision and not to teach one how to see, and thus
questions the acceptance of pre-ordained truths. In this regard, Knight cor-
roborates a modern critical tendency to emphasize satire’s potential as an
agent of social and intellectual liberation, in opposition to a long-held belief
that satire seeks to return the respondent to the social fold and to stale, pre-
ordained ways.

By accepting that satire may be “independent of moral purpose,”45 critics
have pointed out a tension between two types of satire, which mirrors two
critical approaches to the social function of satire. It was indeed modernism
that radically redefined satire as a mode which interrogated “coercive, even
tyrannical, ideology, wielding its power through the construction of a bour-
geois public taste” and put “the modern satirist on the side of skepticism,
rebellion, and creativity.”46

Given that the subject of anti-eugenic satires is both the status of eugenics
as a new visionary science as well as its ambition to promote an alternative,
quasi-religious ethic, it seems that a strict division into didactic and moral
satire and its provocative and interrogative variants misses the point. Anti-
eugenic satire has a strong ethical agenda that, unlike eugenic ethics, is deeply
embedded in the liberal ethics of brotherhood and equality and stands stead-
fast for individual freedom and rights. At the same time, however, its ethical
position is not grounded in a desire to conform to prevalent social norms and
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tastes, as was the case with neo-classical satires. Eugenic discourse was a
powerful agent of public life and over time became doxa itself. Consequently,
an ethical opposition to it was evidence of social rebellion and subversion,
and ran counter to corroboration or conformity.

Anti-eugenic satire, however, seems to avoid easy didacticism. It is not just
a “Department of Propaganda”47 “putting forth a rational argument”48 in
order to convey ideas and criticism, reducing its imaginative scope. Its intel-
lectual restlessness, which translates into an imaginative form – be it Charlie
Chaplin’s silent films, Anita Loos’s or Wallace Thurman’s film scripts, Francis
Scott Fitzgerald’s musical comedy, or Ernest Hemingway’s novella – is
grounded in the same set of ethical assumptions that propel its neo-classical
ethical engine.

What I describe as anti-eugenic satire is a satire which, motivated by a
strong ethical component, interrogates eugenic discourse in its various mani-
festations, yet does so without the solace of an easy and comforting closure.
An anti-eugenic satire both challenges the audience to interrogate the eugenic
worldview and openly urges a return to the principles of equality and broth-
erhood that eugenics wished to undermine. With their eyes on democracy,
anti-eugenic satirists spoke out against any form of closure, be it social, poli-
tical, or artistic.

In the same way that historically there have been two types of satires –
depending on their position with respect to their social aim – so too there
seems to have been two major ways of interpreting satire. They have been
grounded in disparate approaches to art and can be divided into the formal-
ist, also referred to as canonical, and the historical approaches.49 If the
formalist interpretation had its roots in New Criticism and insisted on the
universal structures and operations of satire (Frye, Kernan, Mack),50 the his-
torical model acknowledged the inextricability of satire from its historical
context and the impossibility of a significant interpretation in a transhistorical
and de-materialized vacuum. Bogel identifies E. Rosenheim’s Swift and the
Satirist’s Art as a turning point for the shift away from the formalist inter-
pretations of satire, where Rosenheim stressed that “[a]ll satire is not only an
attack; it is an attack upon discernible, historically authentic particulars.”51

Interestingly though, Bogel points out that the formalist’s critical habits are so
deeply entrenched in the criticism of satire that even now “historical analysis
[…] seems retrograde and antiliterary.”52

In this book I subscribe to the historical school, which highlights the sig-
nificance of the context, history, and real life in grasping satire’s significance.
Anti-eugenic satire is therefore analyzed in its specific historical background –
the might of the science of eugenics at the time, the lack of relevant scientific
education of the authors, and their need to express their ethical rejection of
this science/quasi-religion. I attempt to show how historical circumstances led
artists and authors of the first magnitude to apply satire (with the exception
of Chaplin not used in their other works) to mock and criticize fields in the
eugenic doctrine that they felt were wrong, but which they were unable to
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question scientifically. And thus Greenberg’s assertion that “[a] final char-
acteristic of satire is that it makes reference to the real world,”53 and Bogel’s
insistence on the significance of external reality which would be the “satirist’s
world or satirist’s personality”54 lurk in the background of this study. When
analyzing the chosen satires of the period I locate them in their historical
context and demonstrate how they entered into a dialogue with selected
manifestations of the eugenic discourse which dominated during a particular
historical moment. The eugenic aspects I have singled out for my analysis
were as follows: in the 1910s – the rhetoric of eugenic marriages, the rise of
eugenic nativism and the invention of euthenics, a eugenic twin-sister based
on “better living”; in the 1920s – the rise of eugenic psychometrics and IQ
testing; and in the 1930s – eugenic sterilization programs and the political
solidification of a eugenic rhetoric of Nordicism and Nordic supremacy.
Furthermore, this work, aiming to shed light on the reasons for particular
acts of satirical resistance, attempts to reconstruct the satirist’s world at the
time of composing his or her satire. I believe that the experiences of margin-
alization, or the still-fresh memories of it, were of paramount importance on
the path to concluding that the discourse of eugenics was deeply undemo-
cratic and unethical. By parading its patrician rhetoric and racial and class
typology, eugenics denied a voice to those that did not fit the class of racial
aristocrats. And so the artists discussed in this work underwent the awakening
of an anti-eugenic sensibility, either due to the status of being an immigrant
(Chaplin); making it as a woman or a black man in the white male world of
early Hollywood (Loos, Thurman); or overcoming the experience of being a
cultural parvenu (young Fitzgerald and Hemingway).

Another question which arises is that of the place of anti-eugenic satire
within the American tradition of humor. Most critics who analyze American
humor are unanimous in seeing it as a tool to gauge society’s identity myths,
taboos, and fears, and argue for satire’s prominent, even if invisible, place in
American society. “Humor occupies a central place in American discourse,”
Sloane asserts in an introduction to New Directions in American Humor, and
adds that “both major and minor authors become potentially valuable in
understanding the ‘American’ way of thinking – past, present, and future.”55

Yaross Lee makes an even stronger point about the validity of humor in
understanding American culture and ideology, and points out that “humor
reveals itself as a comic rhetoric that articulates cultural politics.”56 If study-
ing humor can throw light not only on “our national beliefs”57 but also on
the national cultural politics, then understanding the anti-eugenic satire –
which used humor to refute the eugenic discourse steeped in biological
ethics – should illuminate the ethical and social tensions within American
society in the first four decades of the 20th century.

It also seems that anti-eugenic satire performed quite well the function of a
barometer of the social and political tensions as well as of the struggle with a
dominant cultural politics. First of all, it addresses two related questions
central to American society from the Revolutionary War onward: What is the
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relationship between citizens’ freedom and the role of the state? What is the
individual’s sense of responsibility and obligation to society? These two
questions merged into a bigger and more focused one posed in eugenic times:
Does the science of eugenics have the right to limit individual freedoms
through the process of social engineering based on belief in a biological
utopia?

Aware that the science of eugenics wished to subsume an individual under
the categories of race, class, and nation and viewed individuals through the
prism of one’s utilitarian potential, anti-eugenic satire used humor to expose
the abuses in eugenic thinking. It pointed out the potential threats eugenics
posed to individual freedom and indicated ways to amend the situation.

In exploring the uneasy relationship between a citizen’s freedom and his or
her duty to the state, anti-eugenic satire was grounded in American idealism,
along with its trust in democratic foundational principles. This idealism led
the satirist to question the power of a science that negated the principle of all
men being created equal (although the satirists themselves did not, especially
in questions of race, always live up to the principle). The figure used to
convey American democratic beliefs was frequently that of a naif – “[t]he wise
fool who speaks more than he knows.”58 Reaching back to its 18th-century
prototype: a rustic Yankee, known also as Jonathan, who “embodied the
American common man,”59 the naif in anti-eugenic satire explored the power
of social and political innocence to oppose socially harmful eugenic ideas.60

Charlie Chaplin’s the little tramp, Anita Loos’ Nella from “The Force of
Heredity, and Nella. A Modern Fable with a Telling Moral for Eugenicists”,
or Francis Scott Fitzgerald’s Jerry Frost in The Vegetable are only a few
examples of the naifs discussed in this book, who were used in opposition to
the bulwark of eugenic science. Just like prototypical naifs from the American
vernacular tradition, who could “transform […] innocence from a liability to
a virtue,”61 they used their lack of formal schooling and sophistication to
expose the absurdities and dangers of applied eugenics. Exploration of the
naif ’s innocence also had the additional advantage of focusing attention on
the shortcomings of those who were eugenic functionaries. While juxtaposing
the uneducated yet humane conduct of their naifs against the callous and
inhumane actions of, for example, eugenic medical doctors, anti-eugenic
satires urged the audience to apply caution in assessing the value of medical
and legal experts, who were often proponents of eugenics.

The study of anti-eugenic satire and the naif ’s role in it also sheds light on
the power of what may be perceived as an American idealist naivete, com-
bined with an irrepressible hope. Attempting to distinguish the subversive role
of American humor from that of rebellious humor used elsewhere, critics
emphasize the American “ultimate Platonism.”62 Although acknowledging
that, just like in other international satires, “the sarcasm in American humor
derives from the conflict between reality and idealism,” they tend to concede
however that “unlike Voltaire’s Candide, American humor typically does not
accept hoeing a garden as a natural outcome.” To them “[m]ore typical is the
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picture, late in Ken Kesey’s One Flew over the Cuckoo’s Nest, of McMurphy:
although brain-dead he triumphs by not lifting the impossibly heavy machine
to set free Chief Bromden, making Bromden sane so he could head out for
the territories ahead of the rest.”63 And thus American humor, along with its
political and social arm – satire – is believed to be irrepressibly hopeful.
Rather than give in to cynicism and despair, it maintains a trust in a better
future and confidence in the self-correcting mechanisms of American folk
democracy. This trust seems to propel all the works discussed in this book.
From Fitzgerald’s youthful comedy through to Chaplin’s silent comedies, the
anti-eugenic satire stands by what Ellison’s Invisible Man called “the princi-
ple.” Unlike TV comedies of the post-1960s, condemned by Foster Wallace
for their lack of social commitment and elevation of satirical cynicism over
change and commitment-oriented satirical subversion,64 the anti-eugenic
satires demonstrate the power of ethics to drive not only social critique but
also corrective laughter in the pre-World War II decades.

The figure of a naif used by the anti-eugenic satirists to maintain American
idealism was frequently employed against the theme of a domestic saga. Since
one of the central pre-occupations of eugenics was that of engineering racially
perfect sexual unions, mocking eugenics entailed presenting a narrative which
set eugenics in opposition to the theme of romantic love and family. In nearly
all of the anti-eugenic satires discussed here, their characters are involved in a
search for the best partner. Relying on old-fashioned affection rather than
eugenically-sanctioned rational mating choices, they countered the eugenic
insistence that social reform began behind the bedroom doors.

Since a meaningful criticism of eugenics could not help but address the
question of sexual choices, it trespassed onto the field of human sexuality, the
treatment of which was far from explicit in American culture in the first three
decades of the 20th century. The visual and literary culture of the period had
to struggle with the thick curtain of Victorian propriety, which was strength-
ened by the founding in 1922 of the Motion Picture Producers and Dis-
tributors of America (MPPDA) headed by Will Hays.65 Hays turned out to
be an effective guardian of cinematic morality – he pressured studios to
eliminate morally-dubious content from their productions; in 1924 he for-
mulated guidelines that were aimed at protecting film’s moral content; and in
1934, due to “outside pressure for censorship” he submitted a strict produc-
tion code.66 The Hays code, with its set of rules regarding the depiction of
violence and sex and the establishment of a hefty fine for violators of the
code, stifled the free depiction of human sexuality for three decades. It wasn’t
until the 1960s and 1970s that the censorship of sexual matters was effectively
ended, which in turn allowed for the social acceptance of “a wide range of
sexual material.”67 Needless to say, the strong taboo on human sexuality in
the cultural politics of the pre-World War II period relegated anti-eugenic
satires to the cultural margins. Anti-eugenic satires or productions with anti-
eugenic satirical motifs from the 1900–1930s period frequently had to struggle
with censorship and accusations of immorality. The most acute case was that

12 Introduction



of Tomorrow’s Children (1934), based on a film script by Wallace Thurman
and Crane Wilbur. As the only Hollywood film that encompassed a strong
message of opposition to anti-eugenic sterilizations, it was submitted to a
strict morality review and banned in several American cities. As a result of its
problems with censorship, it eventually dropped off the audience’s radar.

Mocking Eugenics is structured chronologically, with each chapter focusing on
one artist’s response(s) to various aspects of eugenics that were given pre-
dominant attention in the decade discussed. Thus, the book opens with a chapter
devoted to the early Hollywood career of Charlie Chaplin, entitled “‘I am for the
little man’: Charlie Chaplin’s Comedies and the Eugenic American.” This
chapter focuses on Chaplin’s criticism of eugenic discourse, especially that of
nativism and degeneration, in his early silent film comedies. Coming from an
underprivileged British background, with his mother hospitalized in a psychia-
tric hospital and his father an alcoholic, Chaplin refused to accept the eugenic
premises that provided fuel for eugenic aficionados. His film The Immigrant
(1917) serves as a timely warning against the newly-introduced procedures at
Ellis Island and draws attention to the growing discrepancy between the Amer-
ican ideals of openness and the new anti-immigration attitudes fueled by eugenic
nativism. If The Immigrant scorns American nativism, The Cure (1916) exposes
the limitations of the “theological medicine” practiced by Dr. John Harvey
Kellogg in his sanitarium at Battle Creek, Michigan. Dr. Kellogg was the major
founder of the Race Betterment Foundation, and in Chaplin’s comedic satire of
Kellogg’s health empire in The Cure his resistance to the regime of racial health
promoted by eugenicists shines through. An analysis of Chaplin’s Dog’s Life
(1918) closes the chapter and examines how the comedian destabilized the dis-
course of “purity” by drawing parallels between the life of the little Tramp and
that of a “thoroughbred mongrel.”

The second chapter, entitled “Is the ‘Strenuous Life’ a Pleasant Life? Euthenic
Efficiency, Racial Duty and the Phenomenon of Anita Loos,” continues to inves-
tigate Hollywood’s response to eugenics, this time filtering it through the early
oeuvre of Anita Loos. One of the most influential women of the silent film era and
a prolific screenwriter, Loos focused on the notion of a strenuous life that was
advocated by eugenic aficionados as part of the new science of euthenics. While
Ellen Richards – the mother of euthenics and home economics – elaborated and
insisted on the roles of self-censorship and dietary and physical regimentation in
the process of perfecting one’s racial potential, Loos challenged such a “model”
life. Her short story “The Force of Heredity, and Nella: A Modern Fable with a
Telling Moral for Eugenicists” (1914) as well as her scripts for silent films featur-
ing Douglas Fairbanks, His Name in the Papers (1916) and Wild and Woolly
(1917), poke fun at the ideals of bodily austerity and the procreation fetish. The
short story mocks the shibboleth of a female reproductive duty, whereas Loos’s
scripts stand the Rooseveltian notion of the “strenuous life” on its head. They also
satirize the excesses of the eugenically-promoted masculinity, which privileged an
austerity and toughness taken right out of the myth of a pioneer, and which could
easily shade off into national or racial violence.
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The third chapter, entitled “Eugenic Marriages and Psychometrics in F.
Scott Fitzgerald’s Fie! Fie! Fi-Fi! and The Vegetable,” moves away from early
film to theatre, and introduces the reader to the criticism of eugenics in two
little-known stage comedies by Fitzgerald: the operetta Fie! Fie! Fi-Fi! (1914)
and the play The Vegetable (1923). Fie! Fie! Fi-Fi! demonstrates Fitzgerald’s
critique, while he was still a student at Princeton, of the idea of eugenic
marriages and bodily perfection. Dissatisfied with the traditional and socially
irrelevant curriculum of “a surprisingly pallid” English Department, Fitzger-
ald channeled his energy into cooperation with the Nassau Literary Magazine
and the drama group “The Princeton Triangle Club,” for which he wrote the
lyrics and the script for Fie! Fie! Fi-Fi!. In this work I reevaluate the comedy
and frame it against the discourse of eugenics, which was especially prevalent
at Princeton University owing to the powerful presence of Prof. Edwin Grant
Conklin, who as the chair of the Department of Biology was instrumental in
promoting eugenics. Fitzgerald returned to the theme of eugenics a decade
later in another play – The Vegetable – in which he poked fun at the abuses of
eugenic psychometric tests. The rise of the popularity of IQ testing was lar-
gely due to the eugenic insistence that quantitative psychology could help
distinguish American geniuses and future leaders from the so-called “degen-
erates” and feebleminded, who allegedly endangered the healthy tissue of the
American nation. Fitzgerald’s play satirizes the abuses of the trust placed in
the value of eugenic psychometric psychology as a tool to appraise one’s
potential and future prospects.

The fourth chapter, entitled “Cosmopolitanism vs. Eugenic Racial National-
ism: Ernest Hemingway’s The Torrents of Spring and Madison Grant’s The
Passing of the Great Race,” addresses Ernest Hemingway’s use of anti-eugenic
humor in the early 1920s. The chapter evaluates Hemingway’s early artistic
development through the lens of his interrogation of eugenics in a largely-
ignored satirical novella, The Torrents of Spring: A Romantic Novel in Honor of
the Passing of a Great Race (1926). By the allusion in its title to the American
eugenic “Bible” – The Passing of the Great Race: The Racial Basis of European
History (1916) authored by Madison Grant (who was later an inspiration to
Hitler when he was writingMein Kampf) –Hemingway’s satire should be read as
riddled with anti-eugenic anxieties. It is informed by the young author’s thoughts
on the emergence of new “racial” groups after the World War I peace treaty, as
well as spurred by his awareness of the consequences of implementation of a
policy of racial cleansing, the most visible proof of which was the Armenian
genocide alluded to by Hemingway in In Our Time, his first collection of short
stories. The chapter shows how The Torrents of Spring challenged the eugenic
language of ethnic and racial purity and proposed the discourse of cosmopoli-
tanism and cross-racial solidarity. As such, the novella evidences the birth of
Hemingway as a cosmopolitan author, whose works of fiction, such as For
Whom the Bell Tolls, insist on building bridges over national and racial divisions.

Chapter 5, entitled “For ‘the Betterment of the Human Family’? California
Sterilizations, Wallace Thurman and Tomorrow’s Children,” examines the
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figure of African-American author Wallace Thurman and lauds his brave and
unique script for an anti-eugenic film, Tomorrow’s Children (1934). One of
the major intellectuals of the Harlem Renaissance, Thurman voiced his dis-
satisfaction with the discourse of racial absolutism, gender normativity, and
white male supremacy as early as in his novel Infants of the Spring (1932).
While his novel has become the subject of critical scrutiny, little attention has
been paid to his film script, penned by Thurman and Crane Wilbur for the
purpose of alerting viewers to the personal and social consequences of forced
sterilization of the so-called “unfit” and “feeble-minded.” Envisaged as a
response to The Eugenic Catechism (subtitled “Tomorrow’s Children”), the
film focuses on the harmful and inhumane sterilization statutes operative in
the United States, and especially in California, in the late 1920s and early
1930s. By inserting satirical humor into his story, Thurman not only brings
comic relief to the audience, which might otherwise have been shocked by the
straightforward treatment of the subject, but also exposes the absurdity of a
world that accepts eugenic medical discourse as rational and socially justified.

Mocking Eugenics concludes with a chapter entitled “Could It Have Hap-
pened Here? The Borderline Existence of Anti-Eugenic Satire,” which focuses
on the anti-fascist novel of 1935 by Sinclair Lewis. Written as a response to
Hitlerism in Germany, the satirical novel speculates on the possibility of a rise
of fascism in the United States. While the book’s warning against fascism was
noted by critics and audiences and made the book an object of attention in
both Hollywood and the theatre, its anti-eugenic layer has been largely
ignored. In my reading, the book demonstrates the consequences of the
application of eugenic reasoning to shape politics during times of economic
national insecurity. It shows how eugenic science can feed racial xenophobia
and chauvinism and promote racial hatred and violence. Moreover, apart
from drawing attention to the complicity of the eugenic discourse in the rise
of fascism, It Can’t Happen Here can also be seen as a telling example of
both the uses and limitations of anti-eugenic satire. Halfway through the
narrative, when confronted with scenes of racial murder and torture, the
novel’s satirical sneer shades off into compassion. Abandoning the secure
realm of intellectual laughter, the novel appeals to emotions, thus exposing
both the gravity of the subject and the limitations of humor to deal with the
eugenic world. Faced with the dire consequences of eugenic politics, the
satirist gives way to the compassionate commentator, who through sympathy
voices his protest against eugenic tyranny.

It may seem easy in hindsight to expose the shortcomings of the science of
eugenics and to laugh at its ambitious plans to engineer a utopian society.
The eugenic racial politics of the Nazi regime, which led to massive steriliza-
tions and racial genocide, covered the science of eugenics with disgrace.
However, in the pre-World War II period criticism of the science of eugenics –
which was viewed by multitudes as a serious science – was not so obvious or
simple. Thus, it is worth drawing attention to the resistance to eugenic ideas
at the time when eugenics was considered to be a cutting-edge science, with
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the power to appeal to and gain the approval of the “best minds.” This book
thus diagnoses an important cultural process. It asks: How did it come about
that today, in modern times, there is a nearly uniform cultural opposition to a
discourse which once functioned as an unerring scientific paradigm and
shaped education, domestic life, and politics? To answer this question, it
focuses in particular on the role satire played in the process. The analysis of
anti-eugenic satires manifests the power of American humor to resist scientific
hatred. It also demonstrates that when grounded in American idealism and
democratic principles, humor can be a powerful tool to challenge and inter-
rogate ideas that may seem to be beyond reproach. The anti-eugenic satire
showed that the Emperor was without clothes, even though the eugenic sci-
entific authorities and crowds at the time argued to the contrary.
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