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Mendel: always a story of data.  But
not the whole story.
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Columbus, Ohio Lunatic Asylum, 1840s?  The asylum was another important
site of data on heredity, and on a question that really mattered. 



Is the history of (human) 
genetics primarily about 
genes and DNA?

Did eugenics spring forth 
from the head of Galton 
(Darwin’s cousin) like 
Athena from Zeus?

Data frenzy grew up in 
connection with a range 
of state institutions.

What are the institutions of 
science?
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Francis Galton and Bertillonage



He speaks ‘of two twin brothers who had been confined, on account of monomania, at 

Bicêtre…  Physically the two young men are so nearly alike that the one is easily 

mistaken for the other.  Morally, their resemblance is no less complete, and is most 

remarkable in its details.  Thus, their dominant ideas are absolutely the same.  They both 

consider themselves subject to imaginary persecutions; the same enemies have sworn 

their destruction, and employ the same means to effect it.  Both have hallucinations of 

hearing. They are both of them melancholy and morose; they never address a word to 

anybody, and will hardly answer the questions that others address to them. They have 

always been kept apart and never communicate with one another. 
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From a flyer by Francis Galton sent out in 
1875 asking for information about twins.  
Galton quotes here from the French alienist 
Moreau de Tours (Galton Papers, University
College, London)



Galton didn’t believe these claims, nor did 
the asylum directors to whom he sent his 
circular.

But he clearly was aware of the asylum as 
an important site of date on human heredity.

His book Hereditary Genius (1869) may 
have been inspired by the writing of an 
asylum director (Maudsley).

Hereditary data from asylums was already 
an old story by then
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From William Black, An 
Arithmetical and Medical 
Analysis of the Diseases
and Mortality of the Human 
Species (1789), p. 133
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Family and
HereditaryWilliam Black’s table of causes of

insanity from an investigation evoked
by the madness of George III (1789)



Esquirol’s tables, 1816: physical causes.  Labelling should be Salpêtrière
for left column and Esquirol’s private asylum for right column.  Evidently 
he regards heredity as a special sort of cause.
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Frederik Holst, M.D., Beretning, Betankning og Indstilling fra en til at undersøge 
de Sindsvages Kaar i Norge (1828), table of causes by disease form, from a census.
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Statistics and asylum reports
The Worcester State Asylum in 

Massachusetts, opened 1833, 
claimed for the asylum report the 
standing of science. 
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There is reason to think that the disease is hereditary—at least, one or two near relatives 

have labored under similar delusions. 

There appears to be some doubt respecting this particular.  It is certain there was a good 

deal of eccentricity in the character of his mother & grandmother but whether arising 

from this source or not opinions vary. 

Her sister R.E. died here [at the Retreat] 

Her Mother’s Father committed suicide under the depressing effect of large pecuniary 

losses and some first Cousins of her Father are insane. 

Not known to be hereditary—his Father during some function of his life acted strangely.  

What made his friends suspect that his mind was not in a healthy state. 
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From the York Retreat admission forms



“Successful treatment of the insane 
depends upon a full knowledge of their 
respective cases…  Information relative to 
even the more remote history of the case, 
would frequently be important in directing 
the right course of moral and medical 
treatment.”

from an 1842 admission form at the York 
Retreat, designed to be filled out by families.
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"had a sister, Martha Miller No. 454 here 
& it is bailed the Mother destroyed 
herself.  She was deranged and another 
sister, single, also manifested symptoms.” 
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“Predisposing causes have attracted less 
attention than exciting causes, but they are 
often the most important, and often also more 
easily guarded against.”

(John Thurnam, 1841)
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“The accumulation of disheveled, untidy patients is 
marked, and there is a lack of optimism which 
should be present in every public institution.”

“It is apparent to patients that hope is left behind 
when they enter.”

----Massachusetts Board of Insanity (1915).  This line from 
Dante begins to appear in relation to asylums in the 1840s!
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Lasciate ogni speranza



Table of male (A) and female
(B) patients with mentally ill 
relatives on side of: I fathers, 
II mothers, III both parents, 
IV siblings. 1 if parent shows
mental condition; 2 if other
relative on father’s/mother’s
side.  Figures in percent.

From Wilhelm Jung, 
“Untersuchungen über die 
Erblichkeit der Seelenstörungen”
In AZP, 21 (1864), p. 622. 

Wilhelm Jung constructs
a database of family
insanity.



Five authors demonstrate the greater hereditary “receptivity” of women to 
insanity, from Jung (1866), 220.

By 1860s, many tables were designed to look for correlations, especially
hereditary ones.
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French form, 1843, intended to yield uniform data from multiple doctors on 
relatives affected by insanity from different doctors.  (by Jules Baillarger)



At an “international” 
congress of alienists in 
Paris in 1867, the French 
initiated an effort to  
standardize the 
statistics.  

This table of causes of 
insanity, from their 1869 
report, is one of 32 
tables proposed.
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Ambitious new head of the
Prussian Statistical Office
in 1863.

About 1870 he introduced
index cards, one card for 
each individual, as the basis
of the Prussian census.

This made it much easier
to sort by category and
make tables using
correlated variables.

It also underlay a vast 
project of date integration.



At right, a Zählkarte from 
Siegburg Asylum, which seems to 
be very nearly standardized over 
much of Germany by the 1880s.  
Questions 10 and 11 concern 
heredity.
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Chart of family mental illness (”Heredity”), from a Norwegian study by
Ludvig Dahl, Bijdrag til Kundskab om de Sindssyge i Norge (1859),
seemingly the first such pedigree chart of mental defect. Half a century later,
the collection of pedigrees by the thousands became the heart of eugenics,
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The pedigree above includes Douglas Galton,
cousin of Francis, an engineer and health 
reformer, presided over reports on school-
children who could not keep up (“mentally
defective” or “feeble-minded.”
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Karl Pearson, biometrician and statistician,  
had his doubts about Mendelian explanations.
He got data from prisons officials, schoolteachers  
asylums, and special schools.  Often, they
were the ones who first made contact.

He soon recognized that doctors, psychologists,
prison administrators, school officials, and
the like were not just collectors of hereditary 
data, but were thoroughly committed to studying 
it.  They too were often disappointed by 
Mendelian reductions.



At the Eugenic Record Office (Cold 
Spring Harbor, Long Island, NYC)

The materials for a science of human 
heredity “lie hidden in records of our 
numerous charity organizations, our 42 
institutions for the feeble-minded, our 
1,200 refuge homes, our 1,300 prisons, 
our 1,500 hospitals, and our 2,500 
almshouses.  Our great insurance 
companies and our college 
gymnasiums have tens of thousands of 
records of the characters of human 
blood lines. These records should be 
studied, their hereditary data sifted out 
and properly recorded on cards …  
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… and the cards sent to a great 
central bureau for study in order 
that the data should be placed in 
their proper relations in the great 
strains of human protoplasm that 
are coursing through the country.  
Thus could be learned not only the 
method of heredity of human 
characteristics, but we shall 
identify those lines which supply 
our families of great men … and 
also our insane and feeble-
minded, blind and deaf, prisoners, 
criminals, paupers.”

Charles B. Davenport (1910)
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“The efforts of this office are directed 
toward the indexing of all the defective 
and sterling germ-plasms of the 
American population.”

H. H. Laughlin (1912)

The project involved data management 
practices like those of life insurance, of 
libraries, and of modern business and 
government more generally.
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“The constant increase of mental illness and the 
need for institutional care together with the 
disproportionately heavy burden that the 
maintenance of people with inferior characteristics 
(minderwertige Anlage) imposes on state and 
society, will advance the attainment of this goal” 
[improved collection of hereditary data]

Ernst Wittermann (1913)

“…  every family tree is only a particular instance in 
the dice game of heredity, and proves, by itself, 
nothing.” 

Ernst Rüdin (1915)
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Let all “anthropological, criminal-statistical, 
recruitment-statistical, school-statistical, and 
psychiatric data, together with the results of obligatory 
medical reporting,” be “gathered in a scientific central 
office.”

Ernst Rüdin (1907)

Die Centralstelle    
(Imperial, Prussian, and Bavarian census)

Data Central
(files at Cold Spring Harbor)
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Incurable inmates, who now fell below the 
expectations of the welfare state, were at 
least no longer reproducing themselves.  
The study of heredity accented a different 
contribution of asylums to the public good.

Rüdin wrote in 1911 of an avalanche of 
insanity, and the duty to control it.
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German interwar eugenics drew heavily from these statistical 
traditions. The key figure is Rüdin, who came out of a strong 
Swiss eugenic and statistical tradition (Ludwig Wille’s efforts 
at standardization; Jenny Koller’s experimental controls).

His techniques owed more to Munich (Kraepelin’s Zählkarte), 
and to Halle (Jolly’s massive paper integrating data from 
several institutions in the area).

… and still more to Stuttgart, with its great databases, the 
censuses of J. L. A. Koch, the demographic corrections and 
pedigree techniques (the Proband), as well as medical data of 
Wilhelm Weinberg. 
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Deutsche Forschungsanstalt für Psychiatrie, founded 1917, 
became a Kaiser Wilhelm Institut in 1927, with support from 
a Jewish philanthropist, and then the Rockefeller Foundation.  

The Nazi seizure of power created both opportunities and 
dangers, but this KWI as well as the KWI Anthropology in 
Berlin remained places of serious science.

The KWIA moved to experimental integration of genetics and 
development, the KWIP to statistics-based eugenic 
prediction.  Multi-gene genetics was very cumbersome.
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The KWIP was also engaged in analysis of (rather) big data.  
They had access to asylum records, prison records, and also 
to population level data.  The Weimar-era census of Bavarian  
made the KWIP a model Centralstelle. 

This was serious science.  Its eugenics was not much more 
compromised than the American version until the end of the 
1930s. 

As science, it formed the basis of postwar psychiatric 
genetics, an important element of human and medical 
genetics.  E.g. émigrés Eugen Kahn (Munich Psychiatric 
Clinic) and Franz-Joseph Kallmann in the US, visitors 
Aubrey Lewis and Eliot Slater from Britain. 
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There were great hopes all over northern Europe and North America to 
solve the problem of inherited insanity and feeblemindedness with 
Mendelian genetics and new diagnostic categories (Kraepelin’s).  

In every country it largely failed (on its own terms) ca. 1920-1930.  

In other respects, Mendelian human genetics did much better (blood groups, 
catalogues of rare diseases).

The intense concern with mental and psychological conditions never went 
away

To be realistic about the history, with its professional, medical, and 
bureaucratic dimensions, is also to be more realistic about our present 
capacities. 

41


	Insane Asylums and Genetics: How Human Heredity Became a Data Science
	Slide Number 2
	Slide Number 3
	Slide Number 4
	Slide Number 5
	Slide Number 6
	Slide Number 7
	Slide Number 8
	Slide Number 9
	Slide Number 10
	Slide Number 11
	Statistics and asylum reports
	Slide Number 13
	Slide Number 14
	Slide Number 15
	Slide Number 16
	Slide Number 17
	Slide Number 18
	Slide Number 19
	Slide Number 20
	Slide Number 21
	Slide Number 22
	Slide Number 23
	Slide Number 24
	Slide Number 25
	Slide Number 26
	Slide Number 27
	Slide Number 28
	Slide Number 29
	Slide Number 30
	Slide Number 31
	Slide Number 32
	Slide Number 33
	Slide Number 34
	Slide Number 35
	Slide Number 36
	Slide Number 37
	Slide Number 38
	Slide Number 39
	Slide Number 40
	Slide Number 41

