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In Neil Simon’s 1982 play, Brighton Beach Memoirs, the puberty-stricken Eugene, who
lusts for his beautiful cousin, is famously admonished by his older brother: “You can't
marry your first cousin. You get babies with nine heads.”' One has only to type “cousin
marriage” into any search engine to discover how widely that view is shared. Yet the
stigmatization of first-cousin marriage is a relatively recent phenomenon. During the
nineteenth century, first cousins were often favored as marriage partners in much of
Europe and North America.” In Britain, first-cousin couples included such luminaries as
Queen Victoria and Prince Albert, and Charles and Emma Darwin, and cousin marriage
was treated sympathetically in numerous Victorian novels. Toward the end of the nine-
teenth century, however, the popularity of marriage between close kin began to wane.
David Sabean notes that all studies “concur in the description of a high point in con-
sanguineal marriages reached between 1880 and 1920,” followed by a continuous and
sometimes sharp decline to the 1950s, by which time the number of first-cousin mar-
riages had become negligible for the population as a whole.? By then, the practice had
also come to seem disgraceful.

It is generally assumed that aversion to first-cousin marriage was linked to new con-
cerns about hereditary risk that emerged from the work of Charles Darwin and Francis
Galton. Indeed, we initially thought that too. Superficially, the assumption seems quite
plausible, perhaps even self-evident. After all, the acceptability of cousin marriage
declined more or less concurrently with the emergence of evolutionary theory and the
eugenics movement. But we argue that neither development is in fact importantly
implicated in the stigmatization of marriage with consanguineal kin. Injunctions to
avoid such marriages or even ban them were indeed often motivated by “eugenic”
considerations, but those concerns both predated Darwin, whose own views on the
matter were ambivalent, and were rarely endorsed by self-identified eugenists, few of
whom voiced strong objections to the practice. Moreover, those who did object to first-
cousin marriage generally considered legislative prohibitions to be useless or even
counterproductive.
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In this chapter, we explore how anxieties about hereditary risk figured in the increas-
ing disapproval of cousin marriage in Britain and the United States. In section 3.1, we
examine the concerns raised by medical writers and phrenologists of the 1830s and
1840s, that is, before the advent of evolutionary theory and its intellectual stepchild,
eugenics. In section 3.2, we discuss Charles Darwin’s complicated views on human
inbreeding and the nature and impact of his son George’s attempt to definitively deter-
mine whether cousin marriage was in fact injurious to offspring. In sections 3.3 and
3.4, we survey the views of Anglo-American eugenists and explain why their opinions
on the matter were mixed and often equivocal. In section 3.5, we consider the reasons
why in the United States, as opposed to Britain or Continental Europe, hostility to the
practice resulted in its prohibition by law. And in conclusion, we briefly explore what
the case of cousin marriage implies for our understanding of the history of eugenics.

3.1 Before Darwin

“Fugenic” concerns may have been at the core of the controversy over cousin marriage,
but both concerns and controversy clearly predate the existence of an organized eugen-
ics movement. Hereditary Genius, Francis Galton’s first substantial work on human
heredity, appeared in 1869. By then, the debate about consanguineous marriage was
already in full swing. Indeed, between 1858 and 1869, nine U.S. states prohibited first
cousins from marrying (see figure 3.1). Moreover, as Galton lamented at the time,
Hereditary Genius received a tepid reception, especially from nonscientific reviewers,
and it was several decades before his goals informed an organized movement. By the
turn of the century, when eugenic societies were being established, about half the states
that would eventually do so had already passed laws barring first cousins from marry-
ing. (Indeed, as can be seen in table 3.1, some seven states actually forbade marriages
closer than second cousins, thereby preventing unions between first cousins once
removed.) Also notable is the steady increase in the passage of laws until 1925, after
which only three more statutes were adopted (in 1946, 1985, and 200S). The gradual
increase from 1858 onward would seem to indicate that the emergence of an organized
eugenics movement had little, if any, direct impact on the trajectory of legislation. (The
trend can be examined in more detail in table 3.1.) Indeed, as we shall see, in the
United States, eugenics was often counterposed to legal restrictions on marriage.

Nancy Fix Anderson expresses a common view of the chronology when she writes
that cousin marriage was first hotly debated in mid-century “with the new scientific
interest in biology and breeding, and especially after the appearance of Darwin’s writ-
ings.”* But the passage of U.S. state laws in the mid-nineteenth century clearly reflects
pre-Darwinian worries about heredity. In a series of essays, John Waller has described
the fascination of British medical writers and alienists in the 1830s and 1840s with the
hereditary character of disease and its implications for reproduction. One of their major
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Figure 3.1
Number of U.S. states with laws against first-cousin marriage.

concerns was cousin marriage, which was assumed to produce feeble offspring. Thus,
Waller observes that “virtually all commentators on the issue of hereditary disease con-
demned cousin marriage with particular fervour, and discussions of the effects of con-
sanguineous marriage often ran to several pages.”® Of particular note is the physician S.
M. Bemiss’s influential study of consanguineous marriage in the United States, the first
to be based on extensive empirical evidence. Published in the late 1850s, its findings
were dramatic—and supported with almost a hundred pages of tables reflecting obser-
vations of 873 close-kin marriages. Bemiss acknowledged that his data were imperfect
but nonetheless felt confident in concluding that about 12% of the deaf and dumb, 8%
of the blind, and 13% of the “idiotic” were products of cousin marriage, and “that mul-
tiplication of the same blood by in-and-in marrying does incontestably lead in the
aggregate to the physical and mental depravation of the offspring.”®

In a related development, the new science of phrenology became increasingly popu-
lar, first in Britain and then the United States. Founded by the Viennese physician
Franz Joseph Gall, phrenology first came into vogue in Britain as the result of an 1814
lecture tour by the German-born physician Johann Gaspar Spurzheim. In the early
decades, its strongest support came from medical practitioners, but by 1840, the appeal
of phrenological doctrine and practice had diffused far beyond medical circles.” John
van Wyhe, writing of Victorian Britain, notes that within two decades of Spurzheim’s
tour, “phrenology was accepted to some degree by a large percentage of the population
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and was familiar to practically everyone.”® And although the nature of phrenology
changed over time and had different inflections in Britain and the United States, a
common thread was the danger of consanguineous marriage. The Scotsmen George
Combe and Alexander Walker, the American brothers Lorenzo Niles Fowler and Orson
Squire Fowler, and many other phrenologists and physiognomists opposed marriage
between close kin on grounds of potential harm to offspring. Those indulging in the
practice were denounced for antisocial behavior, with the aristocracy faulted for exces-
sive inbreeding.” Thus, in The Constitution of Man Considered in Relation to External
Objects, Combe remarks that “marriages between blood relations tend decidedly to the
deterioration of the physical and mental qualities of the offspring,” adding that if the
parents are especially robust, physically and mentally, their progeny may not fall too
far below the average but will nevertheless fall below “what they would have been, it
the parents had united with strangers in blood of equal vigor and cerebral development.”
And he goes on to assert that the fact that the defects of parents related by blood will
appear in aggravated forms in the offspring is “so well known, and so easily ascer-
tained, that I forbear to enlarge upon it.”'’ L. N. Fowler similarly remarks that the mar-
riage of near kin, “when pursued but for a few generations, produces imbecility,
degeneracy and inferiority in the descendants of those who were once renowned for
strength and vigor.”"'

Perhaps the most extended treatment of the subject is the physiognomist Alexander
Walker’s (1839) Intermarriage, a guide to principles for choosing a mate that emphasized
the bad effects of marrying close relatives and the value of crossing. According to
Walker, inbreeding both diminishes physical attraction (since differences excite) and is
associated with sterility and “diseased or degenerate offspring.” Inbreeding (or breed-
ing in-and-in, as it was then called) enfeebles the male, who is no longer able to impress
its character on the progeny.'> Walker cites a host of physicians and physiologists who
testify to the practice’s ill effects. But most of his evidence comes from plant and ani-
mal breeders. Thus, the book is dedicated to Thomas Andrew Knight, the distinguished
horticulturist who proposed the crossing of strawberry and other cultivars, and is
replete with testimony from Walker’s voluminous correspondence with breeders of
cattle, sheep, horses, dogs, birds, and other animals. With one exception, they agree
with Sir John Sebright, who confirmed to Walker that continued inbreeding would
eventually lead animals to “degenerate to such a degree, as to become incapable of
breeding at all.”**

Walker’s book nicely illustrates another element in the pre-Darwinian mix: the
upsurge of interest in animal breeding in Britain. In The Animal Estate, Harriet Ritvo
traced the extension of that interest from the landed nobility to the middle and
urban working classes.'* The importance of good heredity had been established in
horse-racing circles by the end of the eighteenth century, when the first General Stud
Book, which documented thoroughbred pedigrees, was printed in 1791. In the early



Eugenics without Eugenists? 55

nineteenth century, farm animals, most notably cattle, were selected for particular
traits, and genealogies cataloging several generations of prize animals were published.
The first of these, the General Short-Horned Herd Book, appeared in 1822; Ritvo notes
striking parallels with Debrett’s Peerage. By 1840, many middle-class city-dwellers
kept pedigreed dogs as pets. The first real dog show, involving two classes of gundogs,
was held in 1859 and was soon followed by many more and larger competitions
aimed at improving the breeds, displaying model specimens, and discouraging the
breeding of mongrels."”” Those without the space and money to house cattle or dogs
instead bred pigeons (and these data, in turn, informed Darwin in his evolutionary
theorizing).'® All of these animal breeders were aware of the consequences of inbreed-
ing: it accentuated particular characteristics, whether desirable or undesirable. In ani-
mal breeding, the bad traits could be eliminated by culling, and so inbreeding was
potentially a useful and productive technique although one needed to know when to
stop and infuse new blood."” In human populations, however, culling was not possible,
and the apparently unmistakable moral was that the practice, if sustained, would lead
to degeneration.

3.2 Charles Darwin’s Anxieties and George Darwin’s Reassurance

Charles Darwin was not only immersed in the literature and practice of breeding; he
actually studied Walker’s Intermarriage, with its warnings about the ill effects of human
inbreeding, at the end of June 1839 when Emma was pregnant with their first child.'®
Charles Darwin and Emma Wedgwood had married in 1838, a year after his sister Caro-
line wed Emma’s brother, Josiah III. In total, there were four first-cousin marriages
between the Darwins and the Wedgwoods." Indeed, the Darwin-Wedgwood family was
so intermarried that Jim Moore refers to them as the “Darwoods.”*

But if that family was extreme, in Darwin’s social circle there was nothing remark-
able about marrying a cousin. Indeed, among the English bourgeoisie, cousins (as well
as brothers-in-law and sisters-in-law) were often actively sought as marriage partners.”!
That practice obviously had the advantage of keeping wealth and influence within the
family. And at a time when there existed little in the way of financial infrastructure, it
also produced wider networks of kin that were of enormous benefit in accumulating
capital and gaining access to credit, as well as pursuing careers.”

The Victorian home was also characterized by extreme “social insularity.”*® Apart
from siblings, cousins were often the only members of the opposite sex that young
Victorians knew well. David Sabean notes that “Cousins were often the first playmates
young children had, and they often provided the chief circle of friends during the
period of entering society and courtship.”** And the large size of Victorian families
meant that there were usually many cousins from whom to choose. As Leonore Davi-
doff observes, for close marriage to become common, an essential requirement “is
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simply possessing enough relatives.”*> (However, in Darwin’s case, Emma may have
been one of the few eligible woman he knew.)

The marriage of Charles and Emma is often cited as evidence for the harmlessness or
even positive value of first-cousin marriage. Thus, in his influential Forbidden Relatives:
The American Myth of Cousin Marriage, anthropologist Martin Ottenheimer cites Dar-
win'’s marriage several times in support of his claim that Americans have a unique and
irrational prejudice against the practice. According to Oppenheimer, Charles and
Emma “produced ten excellent offspring.”*® In reality, two of the ten children died in
infancy and one in childhood, while the health of several others was frail, although the
etiology of their maladies is uncertain.”” As Darwin himself became increasingly ill, he
worried that his children had inherited their problems from him. “When we hear it
said that a man carries in his constitution the seeds of an inherited disease, there is
much literal truth in the expression,” he wrote in Variation of Plants and Animals under
Domestication.”® He also worried that inbreeding was a factor in their ill-health, includ-
ing the consumption (tuberculosis) that took his beloved daughter Annie in 1851.” (At
the time, some doctors attributed the disease to consanguineous marriage.) As Janet
Browne notes, “An undercurrent of worried self-interest ran through his researches into
plants and animals, for he was never sure if reproduction between close relatives might
inadvertently bequeath to the offspring a series of innate weaknesses, infertility, or a
tendency towards disease.”*’

The nature of Darwin’s shifting and ambivalent views of human inbreeding, and
their connections to his private concerns, have been discussed in detail by others.*'
Suffice it to say that discussions of inbreeding and crossbreeding constantly recur in
Darwin’s writings, especially The Various Contrivances by which Orchids are Fertilised by
Insects (Darwin 1862), The Variation of Plants and Animals under Domestication (Darwin
1868), and The Effects of Cross and Self Fertilisation in the Vegetable Kingdom (Darwin
1876). Adam Kuper notes that Darwin was particularly impressed by an 1865 report by
Arthur Mitchell, Deputy Commissioner in Lunacy for Scotland, which seemed to show
that consanguineous marriages were disproportionately responsible for idiocy and
deaf-mutism.** Mitchell’s influence is evident in Variation, where Darwin claims that
“the existence of a great law of nature is almost proved; namely, that the crossing of
animals and plants which are not closely related to each other is highly beneficial or
even necessary, and that interbreeding prolonged during many generations is highly
injurious.”** But “almost” is not “definitely,” and Darwin continued to wrestle with the
scientific issue as well as his personal fear that, in marrying his cousin, he was respon-
sible for his children’s medical misfortunes.

Unsure what to think, it occurred to Darwin to try to resolve the issue by having a
question on cousin marriage inserted in the upcoming 1871 population census. He
turned for help in this endeavor to a number of friends in high places including the
medical statistician William Farr and the anthropologist and just-elected Member of
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Parliament John Lubbock.** The aim, as his quantitatively able son George explained,
was to “arrive at a satisfactory conclusion as to whether these marriages are, as has been
suspected, deleterious to the bodily and mental constitution of the offspring” by ulti-
mately comparing the percentages of healthy and diseased offspring resulting from
such marriages.*® Despite the fact that Lubbock read a letter from Darwin himself on
the importance of either confirming or disproving the truth of the widespread view
that cousin marriages were injurious, the proposal failed, in part out of concerns about
privacy but also because parliament was already embroiled in an acrimonious and
seemingly endless debate over the permissibility of marriage of a man to his deceased
wife’s sister, a matter that was not resolved until 1907.*° The rejection by Parliament
prompted Darwin to ask George, who had been interested in questions of heredity by
Galton’s Hereditary Genius, to try to settle the question.”

George began by collecting statistics from asylums for the insane and cognitively
impaired (or “idiots” as they were then known), and found that roughly 3% to 4% of
the patients were products of cousin marriage. But to interpret the statistics, it was
necessary to determine the prevalence of consanguineous marriage in the population
as a whole. In the absence of census data, that turned out to be a challenging task, and
George had to settle for methods that were less than wholly satisfactory.”® Nevertheless,
he was able to roughly calculate the proportion of first-cousin marriages in the middle
class and landed gentry at about 3.5%, and in the aristocracy, 4.5%, with lower rates for
the rest of the population. (He also found much higher rates of consanguinity in rural
areas than in London.) Thus, expert and popular opinion notwithstanding, “the per-
centage of offspring of first cousin marriages in asylums is so nearly that of such mar-
riages in the general population, that one can only draw the negative conclusion that,
as far as insanity and idiocy go, no evil has been shown to accrue from consanguineous
marriages.”* George’s research was at least somewhat reassuring to his father, who
omitted the qualification “highly” before “injurious” in the revised 1874 edition of
Variation.*

Charles Darwin’s importance to the debate did not lie in the content of his writings,
for while his comments are extensive, they also reflect their author’s uncertainties.
More important is the work his writing stimulated, especially his 1862 Fertilization of
Orchids, which prompted others to study the children of cousin marriages,*' and the
train of events set in motion by his 1870 efforts to involve the state in answering the
question of whether such marriages were injurious. In the long run, however, what
mattered most was the simple fact that Charles Darwin had married his first cousin.
That example—more than that of Victoria and Albert—made it difficult for the British
in general, and for eugenists everywhere, to criticize the practice.

At a popular level, the symbolic power of the Darwin marriage is reflected in cover-
age of the issue in the British press, where it almost invariably served to illustrate
the potential virtues or at least harmlessness of marrying one’s cousin. In Britain, that
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Chart showing inheritance of ability, using the Darwin-Wedgwood-Galton family as an example.
Eugenics Education Society: 1926. Source: http://www.museumoflondonimages.com/. © Museum
of London.

message would have been reinforced by the ubiquity of the Darwin-Wedgwood pedi-
gree, which also served (in a highly bowdlerized form that omitted the insane, drug
addicts, suicides, and other unfit) as an unofficial logo of the Eugenics Education Soci-
ety (see figure 3.2)—whose President was Leonard Darwin, the product of a cousin
marriage who also married a first cousin (after the death of his first wife). That contrasts
with the situation in the United States, where Charles Darwin was rarely mentioned in
newspaper articles that discussed cousin marriage. However, as we will see, prominent
American eugenists such as Charles Davenport revered Darwin as much as their British
colleagues did. But that is only one reason that criticisms of cousin marriage were
muted. On both sides of the Atlantic, many eugenists had other reasons to think that
human inbreeding was not unreservedly bad and that it might, in some circumstances,
even serve to improve the stock.

3.3 Benefits and Risks of Cousin Marriage: The Debate in Britain

Francis Galton was pleased with George Darwin’s results, writing in a letter of Novem-
ber 10, 1875: “You certainly have exploded most effectually a popular scare.”** Galton’s
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enthusiasm is understandable given the nature of his eugenics program, which
depended on continued breeding from small isolates to create a new human subrace.
In his perspective, only if the intellectual cream of the crop intermarried would it be
possible to avoid regression to the mean. George Darwin, who had supplied family
pedigrees for Hereditary Genius, was similarly impressed with Galton’s ideas. In his 1873
essay, “On Beneficial Restrictions to Marriage,” he asserts the need to “subordinate the
interests of the individual to that of the community,” complaining that although that
principle informs compulsory education, vaccination, and sanitation, it is ignored with
respect to heredity. He notes that one method for promoting the welfare of the com-
munity would be Galton’s recently proposed scheme to “create a quasi-caste of those
endowed above the average in mental and physical qualities.” Nevertheless, he was
skeptical that the positive consequences of dividing society into “corps d’elite and
refuse” would outweigh the negative. Thus, George Darwin thought that the only prac-
tical policy, at least in the near future, would be “the prevention of breeding from the
inferior members of the race,” and he suggested several changes to marriage and divorce
law to promote that goal. As might be expected, much of the essay is devoted to the
fraught issue of human inbreeding, but in the end its author only remarks that it might
“come about that marriages of first-cousins may be ultimately prohibited, should the
evil arising from such unions prove as great as is sometimes asserted.”*

Two years later, Alfred Henry Huth published his landmark The Marriage of Near Kin:
Considered with Respect to the Laws of Nations, the Results of Experience, and the Teachings
of Biology. After reviewing all the available studies, Huth concluded that there was no
good evidence against inbreeding. “The sole reason why we now prohibit these mar-
riages,” he wrote, “is that our fathers did so, and their fathers did so before them.”
Huth’s book presents an argument that often recurs in defenses of consanguineous
marriage: crossing is always dangerous since one knows little if anything about the his-
tory of hereditary maladies in the other family. It also analogizes family with race cross-
ing, with the latter ostensibly known to produce bad results in proportion to the
“difference between the two parent races.” Thus, in a cross between persons of different
races, such as a “white with a Hindoo or negro,” the marriage will either be barren, or
the progeny sterile, “and besides have so unsettled a temperament, that these beings
are known all over the world as the worst class of mankind.”* That refrain is common
enough to suggest a significant racialist undercurrent in thinking about cousin mar-
riage, with inbreeding connoting racial purity and outbreeding racial crossing.

Later sentiment tended to be more negative but was always mixed. Galton’s disciple,
Karl Pearson, and his colleague at the Galton Eugenics Laboratory, Ethel M. Elderton,
also explored the consequences of cousin marriage. Their conclusions contradicted
those of Galton. In 1907, Pearson and Elderton presented data on the resemblances
between first cousins in several traits including general health, intellectual ability, and
success in life, concluding that the correlation was about half of that between siblings
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and equal to that from avuncular relationships. Consequently, the degree of kinship of
first-cousin marriages was the same as that of marriages between niece and uncle (or
between nephew and aunt).” From a scientific perspective, they argued, it was irratio-
nal to restrict one kind of marriage but not the other.

Interestingly, these biometricians also presented a theoretical analysis based on the
assumption that harmful traits were due to recessive Mendelian factors, thus implying
that deleterious effects of cousin marriage could be explained irrespective of one’s the-
ory of heredity. Similarly, a second pamphlet by Elderton includes a sophisticated cal-
culation explaining why the increase due to cousin marriage of the incidence of a
recessive Mendelian trait is greater for rare traits than for common ones.* True to her
biometric views, however, Elderton consistently denied that Mendelism could explain
what the admittedly imperfect data seemed to show: that cousin marriage led to
a greater frequency of undesirable “latent” conditions. On this point, all eugenists
agreed. Where Elderton and presumably Pearson differed from most other eugenists,
however, was in denying that cousin marriage had redeeming qualities in instances
where the stock exhibited desirable traits. In her view, the risk from the potential rev-
elation of numerous latent characters was simply too great. Only in the very rarest case
“which is peculiar to stock and which cannot easily be preserved for social profit except
by marriage of kin” would the practice be justified.*

Writing on Britain, Adam Kuper claims that, by the 1920s, eugenists “routinely con-
demned cousin marriage.”* In fact, it seems that most British eugenists (like their
American counterparts) neither endorsed nor condemned the practice. The typical
view is rather that everything depends on the particulars of the families involved. Bad
consequences do not result from consanguineous marriages per se but from the (appar-
ent) fact that bad traits are generally recessive and only surface when two individuals
with the same defect mate.* The closer the degree of kinship, the more likely are the
parents’ defects (as well as virtues) to appear in the progeny. Where culling occurs—as
with plant and animal breeding—the mating of close relatives serves to improve the
race. But for better or worse, human inbreeding is not accompanied by the kind of
ruthless selection practiced in horticulture and animal husbandry. Thus, it should be
avoided when a pedigree shows clear signs of a hereditary defect. However the decision
is complicated in families of good stock. They may also carry hidden physical or mental
defects that will surface in the children. But the risk is low, and if no such defects exist,
the effect of inbreeding will be to accentuate the positive characters. Moreover, as with
the breeding of other animals, such as thoroughbred horses, there is the question of
“prepotency”; that is, of a greater capacity to transmit likenesses (usually assumed to
run more strongly in one sex than the other). Thus, in eminent families, where the
same positive traits occur in generation after generation, a common assumption was
that an increased tendency to transmit these attributes had been inherited from a par-
ticular male ancestor.*
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Different eugenists weighed the potential risks and benefits differently, but most
were ambivalent and so conclusions were rarely clear-cut. For example, Leonard Dar-
win, the head of the Eugenics Education Society, maintained that those of good stock
who take the risk of cousin marriage should not be blamed since “If the stock is good,
the chances of any harm arising from cousin marriages are very small; whilst those who
have reason to fear marriage with any near relation should think twice before marrying
at all, or should at all events take the risks involved into consideration in regard to the
size of their families.”*’

3.4 Benefits and Risks: The American Debate

In the United States, as well, eugenists had disparate views. “Eugenists show an alarm-
ing tendency to contradict one another,” wrote one newspaper commentator, citing
the question of cousin marriage.> And, as in Britain, most expressed ambivalence—as
is perhaps to be expected as these were linked worlds, with British and American writers
frequently referencing each other. Books written for popular audiences explain that
some cousins ought to marry and some others not. “No arbitrary rule can be laid down
regarding the marriage of cousins,” writes Michael Guyer in Being Well-Born, since all
depends on the qualities already present in the family stock, a point similarly stressed
by Albert Wiggam in his popular The Fruit of the Family Tree.> However, the discussion
of cousin marriage in the United States was complicated by the existence of state stat-
utes prohibiting cousin marriage and, after 1907, those authorizing compulsory steril-
ization. As best we can tell from contemporary newspaper reports on the legislative
debates, eugenists played no role in passage of the marriage laws, which were based on
older folk understandings of heredity.** Indeed, most prominent eugenists were skepti-
cal of their value, and some were openly hostile. But the existence of such laws added
another dimension to eugenists’ discussions of the issues involved in cousin marriage.
And after 1907, the existence of sterilization laws meant that there was a real or poten-
tial alternative to marriage restriction that had the same long-term effect as culling.

The most important American contribution to the debate (in Britain as well) was
certainly George B. Louis Arner’s 1908 Consanguineous Marriages in the American Popula-
tion.*® Arner set out to collect all available statistics on the frequency of consanguineous
marriage and its effects, particularly on sex determination, fertility, mental defect, and
blindness and deafness. He found the statistics fragmentary and the quality of the stud-
ies generally appalling. (Bemiss is criticized harshly for what we would now call ascer-
tainment bias.) Like Huth, whose work he does admire, Arner concludes that the data
do not support common assumptions about the relative frequency of defects resulting
from consanguineous marriage. The public has an “enormously exaggerated” view of
its danger. Moreover, laws against such marriage are rarely enforced and very easily
evaded.*®



62 Diane B. Paul and Hamish G. Spencer

But in the end, Arner gives the existing legislation a lukewarm endorsement, reason-
ing that, on average, the offspring of consanguineous marriages are not quite as healthy
as their counterparts and “since public sentiment is already opposed to the marriage of
cousins, it is perhaps just as well that existing laws on the subject should remain in
force.” However, from a eugenic standpoint, it would be vastly more effective to pre-
vent the intermarriage of persons affected with hereditary disease, and he endorses
state laws that prohibit the mentally defective from marrying. “Such provisions are
wise,” he writes, “and are the most practical means of achieving eugenic ideals—by
preventing the propagation of the unfit. The interests of society demand that the men-
tally and physically defective should not propagate their kind”—reasoning that under-
lay passage of the state sterilization laws.

Another reason not to overworry about consanguineous marriage is that the tide has
ebbed. Arner notes that the United States has witnessed an unprecedented wave of
migration, resulting in “the greatest variety of social types ever brought so closely
together.” The country stands at a crossroads: it can opt

either for the perpetuation of each racial type by inbreeding, with the prospect of an indefinite
stratification of society, or for the amalgamation of all cultural and racial elements into a homo-
geneous whole, and the development of a race more versatile and adaptable than any the world
has yet known.

The latter course is much more likely since “the dynamic forces of modern civilization
are [...] opposed to caste”; thus in the Western states, the Puritan, Dutch, Germans, and
Scotch-Irish have amalgamated. The

same dynamic forces, which have prevented the formation of caste have at the same time been
diminishing the percentage of consanguineous marriage and will undoubtedly continue to oper-
ate in the same way for some time to come. And when rational laws prohibit the marriage of the
diseased and the degenerate, the problem of consanguineous marriage will cease to be of vital
importance.

Among prominent eugenists, one position on legislation was Arner’s: the problem it
is intended to solve is minor, but as the laws are already on the books, let them be.
In 1929, the American Eugenics Society sponsored a symposium on “Laws Against
Cousin Marriage: Would Eugenicists Alter Them?” The participants were George Shull,
Harrison Hunt, and Charles Davenport. Shull’s position, echoing that of Arner, was
that if such laws did not already exist, there would be no biological grounds for intro-
ducing them. With families of good stock, the results are benign. On the other hand,
such families are a minority, and thus there is “some justification for the traditional
effort of society to protect itself by laws against close breeding.” Shull concluded that
although there was no biological justification for enacting the laws in the first place,
“there is even less biological justification for repealing those already in force.””’
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Hunt, on the other hand, thought that first-cousin marriage should be legal, indeed
encouraged, as long as the cousins have eminent ancestors. (He does not say what he
thinks should be done when they are not.) Davenport’s position was that we should
regulate cousin marriage but need a more nuanced approach. There is much to be said
for the marriage of cousins who descend from outstanding individuals—as can be seen
from the marriage of Charles Darwin and Emma Wedgwood. But cousin marriage
should be avoided in the ordinary run of cases. Alas, the laws against it developed at
a time when scientific knowledge was less advanced than it now is, and “it is unfortu-
nate when they become so rigid that they can not be adjusted to meet expanding
knowledge.”>®

Alexander Graham Bell (whose mother and wife were deaf) famously opposed
deaf intermarriage, which he feared would lead to the creation of a new subrace.*
Bell’s proposed alternative was deaf-hearing unions, to be promoted through measures
like oralism that encouraged deaf integration into the hearing world, not legislative
prohibitions on marriage, an institution he revered. On the more general issue of
the risks of consanguineous marriage, Bell was agnostic, maintaining that whether
such marriages were on balance harmful could only be known in the light of
statistics on the prevalence of consanguineous marriage in the whole population,
and calling in 1908 on the U.S. Census Bureau to investigate (with as much success
as Darwin). He also suggested that eugenists had “overrated the importance of legisla-
tive interference with the marriages of the inferior” while passionately defending mar-
riage and critiquing efforts to interfere with “this most sacred and personal of all
relations.”®

Also opposed to legislation, though not because they held marriage sacred, were
Paul Popenoe and Roswell Hill Johnson. In their influential 1918 textbook, Applied
Eugenics, Popenoe and Johnson disparaged the common belief that consanguineous
marriages were dangerous, attributing the belief to the practice of picking out isolated
communities or clans where both consanguineous marriage and defects were common
and assuming that the one caused the other. Counterposed to that evidence is the his-
tory of livestock breeding. Reprising a standard argument, Popenoe and Johnson write
that consanguineous marriage

intensifies the inheritance of the offspring [...]. If the traits are good, it will be an advantage to
the offspring to have a double dose of them; if the traits are bad, it will be a disadvantage. The
marriage of superior kin should produce children better than the parents; the marriage of inferior
kin should produce children worse than their parents. In passing judgment on a proposed mar-
riage, therefore, the vital question is not, “Are they related by blood?” but “Are they carriers of
desirable traits?”

And citing Charles Davenport’s comment that a law that would have prevented the
marriage of Charles Darwin and Emma Wedgwood could hardly be considered eugenic,
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they conclude, “Laws which forbid cousins to marry are, then, on an unsound biologi-
cal basis.”*!

Ironically, it appears that the only prominent eugenist to unambiguously support
the U.S. statutes was Helen Dean King—despite her renown for experiments demon-
strating that the inbreeding of rats, even when continued over many generations, is
not injurious, a finding she extrapolated to humans. Thus, King contended that “our
repugnance to marriage with close blood relatives is only a matter of tradition and
training” and that “we have been taught by man that this is immoral, but there is noth-
ing in Nature to teach us so, or in science, either.”®* With the development of genetics,
we have learned that there is no physiological barrier to inbreeding; any ill effects are
simply the expression of deleterious recessives. But the success of inbreeding depends
on its coupling with selection. With humans as with rats, inbreeding combined with
culling “becomes a powerful agent to purify a stock, to bring about a concentration of
desirable traits, and to eliminate serious defects.” Alas, no selection is occurring—
anyone and everyone mates with whom they please. Given that only a relative handful
of families are free from serious hereditary defects, she concludes that “Laws forbidding
consanguineous marriages are therefore both desirable and necessary.” In the future,
“an enlightened people” will use consanguineous marriage to improve the race, just as
expert breeders do. Once marriage decisions are based on recorded pedigrees, and mar-
riage is denied to the unfit, “the surest way of improving the race will be through con-
sanguineous marriages in families in which the members sow exceptional mental and
physical endowment in ways that are of value to themselves and to the community
at large.”®

Our sample of eugenist opinion in the United States on cousin-marriage legislation
is necessarily limited, but we think it demonstrates that American eugenists were not
generally supportive of a legislative approach and such support as they did provide
tended to be hedged with qualifications. The ambivalence felt by so many eugenists is
perhaps best exemplified by Edward East and Donald Jones (1919) in their Inbreeding
and Outbreeding: Their Genetic and Sociological Significance, where a discussion of the his-
tory of inbreeding in distinguished families prompts the comment that American laws
would have compelled the British to punish Charles Darwin and the question “Would
it not be wise to do away with statutes against the marriage of first cousins as are laid
down in the laws of nearly half our States, even though the argument on the other side
[...] is just as great?”®*

It is also notable that, with the exception of Bell, there is very little variation in eug-
enists’ scientific assumptions, nicely summarized by one commentator as “if the ances-
try is good, a double benefit results; if it is poor, a double detriment.”® Different authors
come to different conclusions depending on the weight they accord to particular facts
and theoretical considerations. But on the nature of the facts and which theoretical
considerations are relevant, there is virtual consensus.
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3.5 Why Did Many American States Prohibit Cousin Marriage?

“There is no question which is more commonly asked of the Eugenics Record Office
than that concerning cousin marriages,” reported Charles Davenport, noting that “We
always respond that it is impossible to lay down any general rule, that it is necessary to
know the family connections, and especially the traits of the common blood” (of
course, Charles Darwin’s “illustrious sons and daughters” are the prime example).®
Davenport’s comment attests to the high level of popular concern with the risks of
cousin marriage in the United States, a phenomenon also noted by Ethel Elderton, who
remarks, “In the United States we find that the feeling against cousin marriage is very
strong.”®” Scholars since have tended to view this animosity as uniquely American. It
has seemed crucially significant that many American states prohibited cousin marriage
by law, whereas no European country did so, and also obvious that the explanation lies
in disparate underlying beliefs.

The anthropologist Martin Ottenheimer has produced the most elaborated explana-
tion of U.S. exceptionalism based on the assumption of contrasting American and
European beliefs about the risks of inbreeding. In his influential 1996 Forbidden Rela-
tives: The American Myth of Cousin Marriage, Ottenheimer maintains that U.S. legislation
is explained by acceptance of the myth that cousin marriages produce unfit offspring,
a delusion that Europeans have sensibly rejected. He writes,

This myth—cousin marriage is a form of inbreeding that threatens the well-being of offspring
and the civilized status of the country—Iled to the passage of laws against the marriage of first
cousins in a majority of states. In contrast, no European country has civil laws prohibiting cousin
marriage. Europeans have viewed cousin marriage as a sociocultural institution that engendered
social evolution through the formation of alliances.*®

That explanation has strongly influenced the historical, social-scientific, genetic, and
even policy literatures on consanguineous marriage.®” But we believe that it is seriously
flawed.

One problem is that the explanation ignores the conclusion reached by many schol-
ars that opinion in late Victorian Britain was also strongly against cousin marriage.”
Still, as Elderton suggested, Americans were apparently even more hostile to the prac-
tice. In Victorian Britain, for the elite to condemn cousin marriage was to implicitly
criticize even that model of propriety, the Queen. But in the United States, the practice
conjured up images of rural degenerates—not Victoria and Albert but the kind of char-
acters later portrayed in the film Deliverance.”" It is notable that the discourse surround-
ing cousin marriage in contemporary Europe took a sharply negative turn, including
calls for its suppression, when the practice came to be associated with recent immi-
grants from South Asia, the Middle East, North Africa, and Somalia.”

Nevertheless, it is also important that the passage of laws is influenced by many
factors, not just ideology. Different politico-legal trajectories may reflect deep-seated
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ideological differences, but ideology may only be one among several factors or play no
role at all. Britain and the United States also have contrasting legislative histories with
respect to compulsory sterilization, but it is generally understood that this is at least in
part due to structural differences; that is, in Britain, the laws required parliamentary
approval, whereas in the United States, proponents could target the most sympathetic
state legislatures. Moreover, at the state level, small groups or a handful of passionate
activists could often effectively lobby key legislators.

Ottenheimer argues not only that Americans were uniquely anxious about cousin
marriage but also that the level of anxiety is explained by the widespread acceptance of
anthropologist Lewis Henry Morgan’s evolutionary theory in the United States and of
E. B. Tylor’s alliance theory in Europe.”* We can find no empirical support for the thesis
that differing anthropological commitments explain different legislative outcomes.
Lewis Henry Morgan was an indisputably important theorist, but it does not seem that
his Ancient Society (1877) or other works had any real influence—direct or indirect—on
American state legislators. An extensive search of American newspapers in the relevant
period yields few references of any kind to Morgan and none at all related to his views
on consanguinity.”

How then do we explain the enactment of U.S. state laws against cousin marriage?
We suggest that the answer lies in the intersection of several cultural, social, and insti-
tutional factors. As already noted, the American political regime is highly decentralized
and porous, and legislation was aimed at stigmatized groups, who made easy targets.
Moreover, in the United States but also Britain and much of the rest of Europe, the
nineteenth century was characterized both by increasing interest in heredity and, espe-
cially with challenges to the Lamarckian doctrine of inheritance of acquired characters,
increasingly pessimistic attitudes about the ability to ameliorate bad heredity through
changes to the environment.”® The second half of the century was also characterized by
a shift—and not just in America—from the health of the individual to the health of the
nation as a whole.” In the United States, this new emphasis also combined with a new
willingness to legislate in matters that had formerly been considered private.

Michael Grossberg has shown in detail how, in the post-Civil War period, an empha-
sis on individual self-determination and responsibility was replaced by acceptance of
the need for state oversight in education (as in the passage of compulsory school laws),
commerce, and other areas, especially marriage and the family.”” Thus, by 1900, at least
26 states and territories had adopted anti-miscegenation laws, and by 1906, the average
national statutory age of marriage had been raised to sixteen for women and eighteen
for men, with only seventeen states and territories clinging to the old common law
standard of twelve and fourteen. Medical restrictions in marriage law also became
increasingly common, and by the 1930s, 41 states had expanded the “common law
tests of mental capacity with statutes that used terms like lunatic, feebleminded, idiot,
and imbecile.” Thus, laws regulating consanguineous marriage were part and parcel of
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a more general tendency to enlarge state supervision of health and safety, a context in
which “lax nuptial policies came under attack.”’® It is notable, as Ottenheimer himself
remarks, that states that banned cousin marriage were generally those newly entering
the Union and, thus, writing their marriage codes from scratch. Whereas these mostly
Western states incorporated the later, dimmer views of cousin marriage, states already
in the Union largely let the existing situation lie.””

In short, it would seem that laws against cousin marriage are explained by the same
factors as legislation permitting compulsory sterilization: relatively poor and powerless
targets, an increasingly pessimistic view of heredity, a new willingness to regulate on
behalf of the public’s health, and a decentralized political system easily swayed by
highly motivated activists.

3.6 Conclusion: “Eugenics” sans Eugenists

Adam Kuper is correct that, “in the USA, debates on cousin marriage [...] were infused
with eugenic arguments.”®® But we have seen that the arguments against cousin mar-
riage were in fact rarely made by self-described eugenists—either in America or Britain.
In both countries, the debates surrounding consanguineous marriage preceded both
the emergence of Darwinian evolutionary theory and Galton’s crusade, as well as the
subsequent eugenics movement. Opponents of cousin marriage relied instead on folk
beliefs about hereditary risk and their implications for reproduction, which derived
from the works of medical writers, phrenologists, and even plant and animal breeders.
On the one hand, the ubiquity of these beliefs may well have prepared the ground for
the flowering of eugenics proper, especially once the import of evolutionary ideas
became clear. On the other hand, popular opinion could undermine the goals of formal
eugenics, discouraging eugenically favored marriages between individuals of superior
character, such as Charles and Emma Darwin. The rarity of cousin marriage by the
beginning of the twentieth century also meant that the debate diverted attention from
problems where, eugenists argued, genuine progress was possible, such as preventing
reproduction by people with mental defects. Thus, this history demonstrates not eug-
enists’ influence, but the limits to their authority. That popular and not “expert” beliefs
informed the legislation prohibiting cousin marriage indicates that eugenists were not
necessarily as powerful as commonly assumed. It also suggests that the history of
eugenics would benefit from a fuller exploration of pre-Darwinian folk wisdom about
the nature of heredity and the causes of degeneration.
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ing in the Origin that “I think those authors are right who maintain that the ass has a prepotent
power over the horse, so that both the mule and the hinny resemble more closely the ass than
the horse; but that the prepotency runs more strongly in the male than in the female ass, so that
the mule, which is the offspring of the male ass and mare, is more like an ass, than is the hinny,
which is the offspring of the female ass and stallion” (Darwin 1859, 274-275). An excellent
discussion of prepotency in thoroughbred horses can be found at https://adifferentvoice
.wordpress.com/2007/09/02/prepotency/. The author notes that “Prepotency will only become
evident after several generations and may run down the male or the female line. Whilst it is not
uncommon for an exceptional horse to be the result of an unexceptional mating, it is nowhere
near as likely that the offspring will transfer those positive attributes down the bloodline. Only
where the attributes are reliably transferred can there be said to be prepotency.”

51. L. Darwin 1926, 361-362.
52. Haskins 1922.
53. Guyer 1927, 222-223; Wiggam 1924, 150. See also Woods 1906.

54. Michael Grossberg (1982, 220) reflects a common but we believe mistaken understanding
when he writes that “The eugenics crusade [...] had a direct and longlasting effect on marriage

”n

law.
55. Arner 1908.

56. The argument about enforceability is echoed by Charles Davenport with respect to the futil-
ity of marriage laws to prevent the feebleminded from marrying: “For so long as a feeble-minded
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person is at large he will find another feeble-minded person who will live with him and have
children by him. It would be as sensible to hope to control by legislation the mating of rabbits”
(1912, 154).

57. Davenport, Hunt, and Shull 1929, 23.

58. Davenport, Hunt, and Shull 1929, 23. Davenport’s view of legislation is perhaps most clearly
delineated in his contribution to the First International Eugenics Congress, held in 1912. Noting
that about a third of states forbid cousin marriage, he asked to what extent these laws were bio-
logically justified. The answer is that cousin marriages are not per se harmful but do increase the
probability of parental defects being expressed in their children. He concludes that “While the
prohibition of cousin marriages is doubtless a rough eugenic measure, it were better if the prohi-
bition were qualified somewhat as follows: “The marriage of cousins is forbidden when in the
parental fraternity that is common to both, there is a case of inability to learn at school, of
dementia precox or manic depressive insanity in any of their forms, of epilepsy, of congenital
deafness, of albinism, or of cleft palate.” Such a restriction in the application of the law might
well increase the difficulty of administering it, but the law would be rendered more significant
and less unjust.” He also comments that the laws are almost unenforceable, noting that “Love
laughs at locksmiths and no less love laughs at legal limitations” (Davenport 1912, 152-153). But
the laws do have some educational value. For his views on the legislative issue, see also Daven-
port 1911; Davenport 1923.

59. Bell 1883. On Bell’s eugenics, see also Greenwald 2004.
60. Bell 1908, 121-123.

61. Popenoe and Johnson 1918, 208. The author of a law-review article similarly maintains that a
proposed union should be questioned not on the basis of “are they related by blood” but rather
“are they carriers of desirable traits” and asserts: “The laws today which make such marriages void
are foolish” since they prevent healthy young people from marrying just because they happen to
be related while permitting the congenitally ill to marry and produce children who are “unfit to
share the burdens of life” (Brown 1930, 179-181).

62. Quoted in Ogilvie 2007, 485. The quotation is from a 1915 story on King’s work in the Phila-
delphia Evening Ledger.

63. King 1923, 276-277.

64. East and Jones 1919, 235.

65. Brown 1930, 11.

66. Davenport 1923, 429-430.

67. Elderton 1911, 4.

68. Ottenheimer 1996, 60, 151, 143. See also Ottenheimer 1990.

69. See, e.g., Bennett et al. 2002; Bittles 2003, 136; Sabean 1998, 447; Connitf 2003, 60.

70. See, e.g., Anderson 1986, 297.
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71. James Dickey’s 1972 screenplay, based on his novel, portrays a horrifically violent encounter
between four businessmen canoeing down a river in a Georgia wilderness and shotgun-wielding
locals, who are clearly inbred.

72. In Britain, where controversy first erupted in 2005, the focus is on the Pakistani community.
BBC News (2008), Birth Defects Warning Sparks Row. Available: http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/uk_
news/7237663.stm. Accessed February 24, 2014. In Denmark, cousin marriages are presumed to
be forced marriages and, as such, ineligible for spousal reunification. http://www.nyidanmark.dk/
en-s/coming_to_dk/familyreunification/spouses/forced_marriages.htm. Accessed February 24,
2014. Similar changes to immigration policy, as well as proposals to ban cousin marriage, have
been debated in Norway and The Netherlands.

73. Ottenheimer (1996, 151-152) also links these evolutionary anxieties and, hence, laws prohib-
iting cousin marriage to efforts to assimilate immigrants. Thus, he writes, “During the period in
which the American myth of cousin marriage emerged—from the 1840s through the 1920s—
most states passed their laws against the marriage of first cousins, just as the United States was
witnessing large waves of immigrations.” Those who saw immigration as a peril “sought to meet
this threat through a process of assimilation or Americanization,” in part by encouraging inter-
marriage. But there are several difficulties with this explanation. The “new” immigration from
Southern and Eastern Europe, which aroused evolutionary anxieties, did not begin until the
1880s. Moreover, most of those who saw immigration as a threat abhorred intermarriage; their
goal was to end immigration, not assimilate immigrants. It is unclear why a ban on cousin mar-
riage would produce intermarriage among groups. Above all, we have been unable to find any
empirical evidence that, in the popular imagination, cousin marriage was ever associated with
urban immigrants; in texts and images, the ubiquitous stereotype is hillbillies-poor, ignorant,
lazy, backwoods whites who drink moonshine and breed like rabbits. Regionally, the association
is with Appalachia and the Ozarks.

74. The America’s Historical Newspapers database, which includes newspapers from all 50 states,
generated only three hits for “Lewis Henry Morgan” consisting of two one-line mentions and an
obituary. (In comparison, “Charles Darwin” generated 901 hits, of which thirteen referred to his
views on consanguinity.) Similarly, a search for references to Morgan in the 19th Century U.S.
Newspapers database generated no hits at all, and the New York Times database three hits, two of
which were notices for his League of the Iroquois book and the other a one-paragraph notice of the
unveiling of a memorial tablet at Wells College in Aurora, New York.

75. In his essay in this volume, Theodore M. Porter charts the growing despair over the possibil-
ity of treating chronic insanity.

76. Waller 2001, 480, makes this point in connection with Britain.

77. Grossberg 1982; Grossberg 1985.

78. Grossberg 1985, 149; Grossberg 1982, 205-206, 208; see also Grossberg 1985, 110-152.
79. Ottenheimer 1996, 44. See also Paul and Spencer 2008.

80. Kuper 2002, 183.
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