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Abstract

Ronald Aylmer Fisher (1890–1962) is today remembered as a giant of twentieth-century statistics,
genetics and evolutionary theory. Alongside his influential scientific contributions, he was also,
throughout the interwar years, a prominent figure within Britain’s eugenics movement. This
essay provides a close examination of his eugenical ideas and activities, focusing particularly
upon his energetic advocacy of family allowances, which he hoped would boost eugenic births
within the more ‘desirable’ middle and upper classes. Fisher’s proposals, which were grounded in
his distinctive explanation for the decay of civilizations throughout human history, enjoyed support
from some influential figures in Britain’s Eugenics Society and beyond. The ultimate failure of his
campaign, though, highlights tensions both between the eugenics and family allowances move-
ments, and within the eugenics movement itself. I show how these social and political movements
represented a crucial but heretofore overlooked context for the reception of Fisher’s evolutionary
masterwork of 1930, The Genetical Theory of Natural Selection, with its notorious closing chapters
on the causes and cures of national and racial decline.

The campaign for family allowances in interwar Britain has primarily been understood as
a movement concerned with the alleviation of child poverty and the struggle for women’s
equality. It drew the core of its support from socialists, feminists, liberals and other
assorted ‘progressives’. However, as the literature on this much-studied campaign also
shows, family allowances were discussed, debated, and at times defended by participants
in the eugenics movement.1

It is not entirely surprising that certain ‘progressive’ causes found a sympathetic hear-
ing within the eugenics movement. Historians have long dismissed the notion that eugen-
ics in early twentieth-century Britain was the sole preserve of the ultra-conservative right
wing. The ideal of scientifically managed racial betterment appealed to thinkers across
the political spectrum, whilst in the 1930s the Eugenics Society – the institutional centre
of the British movement – became increasingly involved in leftist-tinged discussions over

† This essay was jointly awarded the Singer Prize for 2020 by the British Society for the History of Science.
1 Jane Lewis, ‘The English movement for family allowances, 1917–1945’, Histoire sociale/Social History (1978) 11

(22), pp. 441–59; John Macnicol, The Movement for Family Allowances 1918–1945: A Study in Social Policy Development,
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1914–1945, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993. See also R.A. Soloway, Demography and Degeneration:
Eugenics and the Declining Birthrate in Twentieth-Century Britain, Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press,
1990, pp. 292–301.
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social reform and state planning.2 However, recognition that the eugenics movement had
a ‘progressive’ streak goes only so far in explaining how and why the issue of family allow-
ances made its way onto the Eugenics Society’s agenda.

From the mid-1920s through the mid-1930s, statistician and geneticist R.A. Fisher
(1890–1962) was the most vocal supporter of family allowances within the Eugenics
Society’s ranks. A ‘progressive’, however, he was not; Fisher supported family allowances
despite – not because of – the policy’s ramifications for the causes of feminism and social
justice. His support, as we shall see, was grounded in his rather idiosyncratic theorizing on
the causes of national and racial decline. He appropriated the proposal of paying parents
for dependent children, refashioning it as a potential means of stimulating reproduction
among the eugenically ‘desirable’ middle and upper classes.

Fisher’s name crops up occasionally in the historiography of the family allowances
movement, identified as a notable supporter, though his specific reasons for and meth-
ods of promoting family allowances are usually left unexplored. Similarly, while histor-
ians interested in Fisher’s scientific contributions have frequently reflected upon his
support for eugenics more generally, there remains much work to be done in examining
the specifics of his proposed interventions and his attempts at publicizing them. This
essay deepens our understanding of Fisher’s particular brand of eugenics by studying
in detail how it was that he landed on family allowances as his preferred solution to dys-
genic demographic trends. I then chart his struggles to find a sympathetic audience for
his ideas, both within the Eugenics Society and beyond. In so doing, I highlight tensions
in the aims of the parties involved, and clarify Fisher’s standing with respect to the
so-called ‘reform eugenics’ movement – a more scientifically sophisticated and progres-
sively oriented strand of eugenical thinking which came to displace the more scientif-
ically naive and politically reactionary ‘mainline’ eugenics movement of the 1910s and
1920s.3 Fisher, a first-rate scientist and critic of some favoured mainliner methodologies,
has often been lumped in with the ‘reformers’.4 We will see, on the contrary, that
Fisher’s eugenical theory of civilizational decline was subjected to coordinated reformist
attacks, and that the society’s practical and political reorientations under the leadership
of reform eugenist Carlos Blacker figured centrally in Fisher’s retreat from the Eugenics
Society through the latter 1930s.

Finally, and crucially, this essay challenges some long-held ideas regarding the recep-
tion, reading and influence of Fisher’s 1930 ‘classic’, The Genetical Theory of Natural Selection.
The book is renowned for its mathematical reconciliation of natural-selection theory with
the new Mendelian genetics, for its pioneering analyses of evolution as a population-
genetical phenomenon, and for its formative role in establishing the so-called ‘modern
synthesis’ in evolutionary studies. Less celebrated are the book’s final five chapters, in
which Fisher sets out at length his theorizing on eugenics and the causes of racial decline.
Fisher’s latter-day scientific followers habitually downplay the significance of these chap-
ters, and while historians of science often comment upon their presence within Fisher’s
masterwork, we know little about their reception and influence. The second half of this

2 Michael Freeden, ‘Eugenics and progressive thought: a study in ideological affinity’, Historical Journal (1979)
22(3), pp. 645–67; Diane B. Paul, ‘Eugenics and the left’, Journal of the History of Ideas (1984) 45(4), pp. 567–90; Daniel
J. Kevles, In the Name of Eugenics: Genetics and the Uses of Human Heredity, New York: Knopf, 1985, Chapter 11.

3 On ‘reform’ eugenics see Kevles, op. cit. (2).
4 For characterizations of Fisher as a ‘reform’ eugenist see Kevles, op. cit. (2); Soloway, op. cit. (1). For criticism

see Elazar Barkan’s review of the latter book in Journal of Interdisciplinary History (1991) 21(4), pp. 672–5. For Fisher
as staunch critic of the ‘pedigree’ method, a favoured approach among early eugenists, see Pauline M.H.
Mazumdar, Eugenics, Human Genetics and Human Failings: The Eugenics Society, Its Sources and Its Critics in Britain,
London: Routledge, 1992, Chapter 3.
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essay recovers the important role of The Genetical Theory and its ‘human’ chapters within
Fisher’s continued campaign for eugenic family allowances.

A marriage of convenience? Fisher and family allowances

Eleanor Florence Rathbone (1872–1946) was already a seasoned women’s rights cam-
paigner by the time her book The Disinherited Family: A Plea for the Endowment of the
Family appeared in 1924.5 Undeterred by defeat at the polls in the 1922 general election,
she pushed once again for a national scheme of family allowances, a cause she had cham-
pioned without success throughout the war. For Rathbone, allowances paid to mothers for
each dependent child promised to combat poverty, whilst diverting national wealth into
the hands of newly enfranchised women. Motherhood was vital work and should be
remunerated accordingly.

As well as considerations of equality and social justice, Rathbone grounded her plea
for family allowances in a probing economic analysis of extant wage systems. The way
most organizations paid their employees, she pointed out, rested on the fallacious
notion that wages should be set at a level appropriate for supporting the hypothetical
‘normal’ family. In reality, the number of dependents for whom wage earners had to
provide varied widely, and thus so did a family’s necessary expenditure. The well-
intentioned principle of ‘equal pay for equal work’ resulted in bachelors with surplus
wages burning holes in their pockets, whilst their colleagues struggled to adequately
clothe, feed and educate their large families. Family allowances represented a fix
which would distribute wealth equitably to account for the needs of dependent off-
spring, at once lifting millions of children out of poverty and ending the waste of paying
for bachelors’ ‘phantom’ families.

Rathbone expected that her proposals would meet stiff resistance, and duly devoted a
chapter of The Disinherited Family to anticipating and disarming ‘[t]he case of the oppos-
ition’. Eugenic circles threatened to be especially unsympathetic; those committed to
racial advancement, Rathbone reasoned, might well (mis)understand her proposals as fur-
ther inducements to overzealous breeding among ‘undesirable’ classes.6 It will have come
as a pleasant surprise, then, when a lengthy and largely positive review of The Disinherited
Family appeared in the July 1924 number of the Eugenics Review, the official organ of
Britain’s national Eugenics Society.7 The reviewer was a certain R.A. Fisher, a statistician
of growing renown based at Rothamsted Experimental Station in Hertfordshire.

Fisher’s admiration for Rathbone’s book certainly did not stem from any feminist con-
victions. On the contrary, he complained of the book’s suffragist ‘aroma’ and the ‘sex
antagonism’ which left its author apparently unable to quote ‘a male opinion civilly, how-
ever closely his conclusions may agree with her own’.8 Despite his obvious distaste for her
style, Rathbone’s proposals struck Fisher as being of the utmost eugenic importance. He
would spend the next couple of decades attempting to bring colleagues, friends, politi-
cians and the general public around to this same view.

5 E.F. Rathbone, The Disinherited Family: A Plea for the Endowment of the Family, London: Edward Arnold, 1924. On
the writing and reception of The Disinherited Family see Susan Pedersen, Eleanor Rathbone and the Politics of
Conscience, New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2004, pp. 202–10.

6 Rathbone, op. cit. (5), pp. 232–48. On relations between the eugenics and feminist movements in the period
see Lesley Hall, ‘Women, feminism and eugenics’, in R.A. Peel (ed.), Essays in the History of Eugenics: Proceedings of a
Conference by the Galton Institute, London: The Galton Institute, 1998, pp. 36–51; Clare Makepeace, ‘To what extent
was the relationship between feminists and the eugenics movement a “marriage of convenience” in the interwar
years?’, Journal of International Women’s Studies (2009) 11(3), pp. 66–80.

7 R.A. Fisher, ‘The Disinherited Family, by E. F. Rathbone’, Eugenics Review (1924) 16(2), pp. 150–3.
8 Fisher, op. cit. (7), p. 150.
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Understanding why it was that Fisher was so taken with the idea of family allowances
requires familiarizing ourselves with his particular, even idiosyncratic, brand of eugenics.
Fisher had been a mathematics undergraduate at Cambridge when the 1911 Census drew
fresh attention to Britain’s ‘inverted’ birth rate, and, like many eugenists of his vintage, he
was deeply concerned by the observation that the rapidly reproducing lower classes
seemed to be contributing more than their share to the national stock. The reason
Fisher and his eugenist peers found this demographic fact so worrying was their dual
assumption that desirable moral and intellectual qualities had a significant hereditary
component, and that these heritable traits were to be found disproportionately among
the middle and upper classes. Unless the imbalance in the reproductive rates of the dif-
ferent classes could somehow be redressed, the quality of Britain’s population was
doomed to inexorable decline.9

First in a 1912 address to his fellow undergraduate members of the Cambridge
University Eugenics Society, and routinely thereafter, Fisher insisted that investigating
the ‘cause and cure’ of the dysgenic birth rate was the eugenist’s most pressing task.10

Though a satisfactory ‘cure’ long eluded him, Fisher was soon convinced that he had iso-
lated the underlying ‘cause’. The germ of the answer was to be found in the writings of the
father of the eugenics movement, Francis Galton. In his Hereditary Genius, published in
1869, Galton had discussed at length the peculiar phenomenon of the extinction of

Figure 1. Eleanor Florence Rathbone, 1930s, addressing a crowd at Trafalgar Square, London. © National Portrait

Gallery, London.

9 Soloway, op. cit. (1).
10 Fisher, ‘Some hopes of a eugenist’, Eugenics Review (1914) 5(4), pp. 309–15, 311.
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hereditary peerages. Examining the lineages of notable families, he observed that male
peers would often choose for a wife a wealthy heiress, presumably enticed by the promise
of financial security. If these wives brought fortune, they all too often failed to produce a
family. The very fact that these women were heiresses was a strong indicator that they
sprang from unhealthy and infertile stock, which in turn explained why such unions
were themselves so routinely childless. For Galton, the situation was disastrous: the inher-
ited ability carried by distinguished men was being continually lost through their fruitless
marriages to congenitally infertile women.

Fisher took Galton’s theory of heiresses and generalized it, to explain not only Britain’s
inverted birth rate, but also the periodic collapse of all great civilizations throughout
recorded history, from the Babylonians to the Romans.11 Fisher’s central Galtonian
assumption, quite unorthodox among his peers, concerned the heritability of fertility.
Most thinkers, in explaining the differing reproductive rates between social classes,
cited divergences in environment and custom. Fisher, meanwhile, attributed the phenom-
enon to ‘nature’, rather than ‘nurture’. For him, fertility, just like any other trait, had a
strong heritable component. From the physiological capacity of one’s reproductive organs
to the temperamental factors influencing the age one chooses to marry (earlier couplings
create larger windows for childbearing) – all of these contributors to one’s fecundity were,
at least in part, inherited. The proximate cause of the comparatively low birth rate in
society’s upper strata was a preponderance in those classes of inherited factors making
for low fertility.

Next, Fisher had to explain why it was that heritable reproductive capacity had come
to be so tightly correlated with social position. His reasoning was that, under the condi-
tions of modern society, those from small families – that is, those who were biologically
relatively infertile – enjoyed a social and economic advantage. Parents with fewer children
could afford to give a better start in life to the ones they had. At the same time, where
small families were concerned, inherited wealth quickly became concentrated in the
hands of fewer heirs. All of this led to greater upwards social mobility for those from
small families. Through this process of ‘social selection’, the heritable factors making
for relative infertility rose up through society’s ranks and, through intermarriage, became
coupled with the factors underlying eugenically desirable qualities such as intelligence
and moral virtue. Over generations, the ‘natural endowments’ of the brightest and the
best would be effectively bred out of the population. The result would be a terminal
decline in the innate ‘quality’ of the population.

Fisher set out his theory of the cause of the dysgenic birth rate in various speeches and
writings throughout the 1910s and early 1920s, but was never able, to his own satisfaction,
to devise a practical eugenic solution to combat the damaging social selection of infertil-
ity.12 It was obvious to him that some means was required of eliminating the ‘social
advantage’ enjoyed by small, and infertile, families. Already in place was a system of
income tax relief for middle-class families with children, and Fisher and the Eugenics
Society lobbied government through the 1920s to increase the generosity of the scheme.13

More, though, needed to be done, and reading Rathbone’s Disinherited Family in 1924

11 In so doing, Fisher drew inspiration from a brief article by a certain J.A. Cobb published in 1913 in the
Eugenics Review – see J.A. Cobb, ‘Human fertility’, Eugenics Review (1913) 4(4), pp. 379–82. An attempt, in just
over three pages, to extend Galton’s heiress theory beyond the confines of hereditary peerages, Fisher said of
Cobb’s contribution that it was ‘the greatest addition to our eugenic knowledge since the work of Galton’.
Fisher, op. cit. (10), p. 312.

12 Fisher, op. cit. (10); ‘Positive eugenics’, Eugenics Review (1917) 9(3), pp. 206–12; ‘The evolution of the con-
science in civilised communities: in special relation to sexual vices’, Eugenics Review (1922) 14(3), pp. 190–3.

13 Greta Jones, ‘Eugenics and social policy between the wars’, Historical Journal (1982) 25(3), pp. 717–28, 718;
R.A. Fisher, ‘Income-tax rebates: the birth-rate and our future policy’, Eugenics Review (1928) 20(2), pp. 79–81.
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convinced Fisher that family endowment, properly designed and implemented, was the
most promising way forward. Payments to parents for each dependent child – either
through a state scheme, or more realistically through equalization pools organized by
individual employers or industries – could effectively equalize living standards with
respect to family size, and thus remove the present premium on infertility, leaving innate
ability as the sole determinant of social promotion. The steady, indirect sterilization of the
eugenically worthier classes would be halted.

There was a problem, however, namely the ‘weakness of Miss Rathbone’s eugenical
interests’. The design of her scheme was based not upon the principles of racial improve-
ment, but upon ideals of ‘social justice’ and ‘democratic sentiment’, leading her to suggest
that allowances be fixed at the same absolute level for all earners, regardless of salary.14

Fisher insisted that, in order to be truly eugenically effective, allowances should instead
be proportional to income. He reasoned that higher earners –who also tended to be more
eugenically desirable – spent more on the rearing of each of their children. The better-off
must therefore be given a more generous allowance per child in order to offset their
higher expenditures. Only in this way could the economic disincentive to childbearing
be mitigated throughout all levels of society.

Keen to put the eugenic case for family allowances before the Eugenics Society, Fisher
arranged for Rathbone to address a members’ meeting on 12 November 1924. Fisher’s
review of her Disinherited Family gave Rathbone fair warning that a eugenical audience
might prefer to hear of proportional, rather than flat-rate, schemes. Though it clearly
pained her to effectively bake class inequality into her proposal, she conceded in her
speech to the society that, so long as there existed ‘exaggerated differences in the stand-
ard of life of different occupational classes’, family allowances must be ‘so graded as to
bear a reasonable relation to the standard of life of the parents’.15 Despite this concession,
her address met a frosty reception. Discussants questioned the wisdom of paying allowan-
ces directly to the mother – a move which risked eroding the father’s ‘sense of responsi-
bility’ and his ‘social dignity’ –whilst some accused Rathbone of harbouring ambitions to
turn Britain into a ‘socialistic State’.16

The principal worry, however, was the potential for family allowances to stimulate a
breeding boom at a time when many eugenists felt that the country, and the world,
was already dangerously overpopulated.17 A good number of the Eugenics Society mem-
bers in Rathbone’s audience that evening were also active in the Malthusian League (f.
1877), an organization which advocated birth control and family planning as means of
keeping the population in check.18 ‘There is one way and one way only to reduce misery’,
explained one commentator on Rathbone’s paper, ‘and that is to reduce the population’.
Pro-natalist policies such as family allowances were simply out of the question. Fisher
scrambled to Rathbone’s defence, suggesting that only the fertility of the more desirable
classes would be appreciably boosted, whilst attempting at length to dismiss the very

14 Fisher, op. cit. (7), pp. 151–2.
15 E.F. Rathbone, ‘Family endowment in its bearing on the question of population’, Eugenics Review (1925) 16(4),

pp. 270–5, 274. ‘Lest this argument appear undemocratic,’ she added in a note to the published paper (p. 275), ‘I
may point out that an exactly analogous argument is used in the Report issued on behalf of the Trades Union
Congress on Unemployment insurance by industry, to justify graded rates of unemployment insurance’.

16 ‘Family endowment: discussion’, Eugenics Review (1925) 16(4), pp. 279–84, 283, 280. Notwithstanding the
noted support for eugenics on the left, ‘socialism’ was still a distinctly dirty word for many of those in and
around the Eugenics Society throughout the 1920s.

17 Alison Bashford, Global Population: History, Geopolitics, and Life on Earth, New York: Columbia University Press,
2014.

18 R.A. Soloway, Birth Control and the Population Question in England, 1877–1930, Chapel Hill: University of North
Carolina Press, 1982.
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notion that Britain was overpopulated.19 His protests were in vain; when the issue of
adopting an official position on family allowances came before the next month’s
Eugenics Society council meeting, it was decided to ‘express no opinion’ on the matter.20

The Eugenics Society largely steered clear of the issue of family allowances throughout the
1920s, preferring to concentrate its lobbying efforts on the campaign for voluntary steriliza-
tion of the mentally ‘unfit’.21 The fruits of Fisher’s persistent pressure were meagre. In 1926,
the society published a statement of its practical policy, which included a brief comment on
family allowances. The clause simply stated the society’s belief that within any family allow-
ance scheme implemented by government or industry, ‘the benefit recovered per child
should be directly proportional to the scale of earnings of the parents’.22 Given fundamental
internal disagreements over the eugenic worth of the proposal, the society’s leadership
would not sanction a more active role in the ongoing campaign for family allowances.23

This inaction left the field clear for Rathbone’s own Family Endowment Society (FES) to
dictate the terms in which family allowances were presented to the professions, politi-
cians and the public. The FES had roots in the suffragist, feminist and socialist movements,
and whilst the demographic of its membership broadened through the 1920s, the political
flavour remained decidedly left of centre.24 FES members envisioned family allowances
chiefly as a tool of female emancipation, and as a means of alleviating poverty through
the equitable redistribution of wealth. It was imperative for Fisher that this vision of fam-
ily allowances be combated. If the socialists succeeded in shaping the narrative and claim-
ing family allowances for their own cause, then eugenists would have ‘lost the first round’.
‘Perhaps it is inevitable that we should lose this round’, Fisher conceded to his friend and
fellow eugenist Major Leonard Darwin, ‘but you must excuse me for fighting against it’.25

In his effort to steer the conversation towards racial betterment, Fisher joined the FES,
attended its meetings and even delivered papers at its conferences.26 Unsurprisingly,
his insistence that allowances be proportional to income, with higher earners receiving
larger payouts, garnered little support among FES members. The FES nevertheless

19 ‘Family endowment’, op. cit. (16), pp. 280, 281–3. Fisher knew full well that his family allowances scheme
would stir fears of overpopulation, and he often challenged Malthusian thinking in print. See e.g. R.A. Fisher, ‘The
over-production of food’, The Realist (1929) 1(4), pp. 45–60; Fisher, ‘Population and depopulation’, Nature (1929)
123(3097), pp. 357–8.

20 Minutes of Eugenics Society council meeting, 10 December 1924, Eugenics Society Papers, Wellcome
Library, London (subsequently ESP), SA/EUG/L.6, Box 81.

21 On the Eugenics Society’s campaign for legalizing voluntary eugenic sterilization see David Barker, ‘The
biology of stupidity: genetics, eugenics and mental deficiency in the inter-war years’, BJHS (1989) 22(3),
pp. 347–75; John Macnicol, ‘Eugenics and the campaign for voluntary sterilization in Britain between the
wars’, Social History of Medicine (1989) 2(2), pp. 147–69.

22 ‘An outline of a practical eugenic policy’, Eugenics Review (1926) 18(2), pp. 95–9, 98.
23 In an earlier draft of the policy outline, the family allowances clause went further, suggesting that the soci-

ety would actively campaign for graded schemes. This was amended as it passed through council. Minutes of
Eugenics Society council meeting, 14 April 1926, ESP, SA/EUG/L.7, Box 82. Three years later, Fisher managed
to push a much lengthier and more detailed statement through the council. A new version of the outline of pol-
icy including this addition was printed for internal circulation, but never published in Eugenics Review. Minutes of
Eugenics Society council meeting, 9 October 1929, ESP, SA/EUG/L.8, Box 83.

24 On the FES see Macnicol, op. cit. (1), Chapter 2; Pedersen, op. cit. (1), pp. 183–5.
25 Fisher to Leonard Darwin, 30 October 1930, in J.H. Bennett (ed.), Natural Selection, Heredity, and Eugenics:

Including Selected Correspondence of R.A. Fisher with Leonard Darwin and Others, Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1983, p. 133.
26 The FES held a conference at the London School of Economics in October 1927, at which Fisher read a paper

on ‘The effect of family allowances on population: some French data on the influence of family allowances on
fertility’. The society published the proceedings, including Fisher’s paper, as a pamphlet: Six Aspects of Family
Allowances: The Report of the Family Allowances Conference, 1927, London: Family Endowment Society, 1927. He
also contributed a paper to the first issue of the FES’s short-lived journal. R.A. Fisher, ‘The biological effects
of family allowances’, Family Endowment Chronicle (1931) 1, pp. 21–5.
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Figure 2. Contents pages of R.A. Fisher, The Genetical Theory of Natural Selection, Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1930.
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welcomed him in, being no doubt glad to be able to advertise the authoritative support of
one of the country’s leading statisticians.27 There is little evidence, however, that Fisher’s
presence within their ranks did much to sway the FES from its egalitarian ambitions.

By the latter 1920s, then, Fisher was convinced that he had identified both cause and
cure of the dysgenic birth rate. What he lacked was a sympathetic audience. His insistence
that allowances be graded in proportion to salary left him at political cross-purposes with
the FES, whilst many Eugenics Society members harboured neo-Malthusian reservations
regarding any intervention which might exacerbate the ‘population problem’. The meet-
ings and publications of these societies provided him a platform, but lack of space meant
that any attempt to put forth his arguments was necessarily compressed, and easily
drowned out by dissenting voices. A change in approach was needed, and as the decade
came to a close, Fisher opted to set out his theory of civilizations at length, with a
mind to publication as a book.

The Genetical Theory of Natural Selection

Published in the spring of 1930 by the Clarendon Press at Oxford, The Genetical Theory of
Natural Selection brought together a decade or so of Fisher’s mathematical attacks upon
various problems at the interface of genetics and evolutionary theory. According to long-
established narratives in the historiography of modern biology, The Genetical Theory was
instrumental in bringing to an end the drawn-out squabbles of Mendelians and biometri-
cians, demonstrating once and for all the complementarity of Darwinism and the new sci-
ence of genetics. At the same time, it convinced the biological community of the virtues of
turning the tools of mathematics and statistics upon the study of evolutionary processes,
and helped set in motion the so-called ‘modern synthesis’ in evolutionary studies.28 By the
end of the century, Fisher’s book was widely considered to rank among the most import-
ant in the history of evolutionary theory.29

Writing in the year 2000, following the publication of a variorum edition of The Genetical
Theory by Oxford University Press, population geneticist James F. Crow stressed the book’s
continued relevance at the cutting edge of scientific research. ‘Most of the book’, he judged,
‘can be read now, 70 years later, with great profit’.30 A lot hangs on ‘most’. The Genetical
Theory’s enduring legacy is built almost exclusively on the content of its first seven chapters.
Modern commentators – true-blue Fisherians included – tend to agree that the book takes a
sharp downward turn at around page 170, where Fisher’s discussion turns from birds,
butterflies and populations of hypothetical gene pairs vying for statistical supremacy to
the subject of man (see Figure 2). It is here, in the closing five chapters, that Fisher
takes the opportunity to set out his eugenical theory of civilizations in greater detail
than he ever has before, with whole chapters dedicated to demonstrating both the heritabil-
ity of human fertility and its unequal distribution throughout the social scale. Finally, in
Chapter 12, Fisher outlines his proposed solution – a system of graded family allowances
designed to eliminate the social advantage of small families, bolster the breeding of the pro-
fessional classes and thus prevent the slow degradation of the national stock.

27 For instance, the FES quoted Fisher’s expert testimony when giving evidence in 1930 to the Royal
Commission on the Civil Service. Macnicol, op. cit. (1), p. 35.

28 See e.g. W.B. Provine, The Origins of Theoretical Population Genetics, Chicago: The University of Chicago Press,
1971.

29 See e.g. James F. Crow, ‘Second only to Darwin’, Trends in Ecology and Evolution (2000) 15(5), pp. 213–14; Brian
Charlesworth, ‘The Genetical Theory of Natural Selection: A Complete Variorum Edition by R.A. Fisher (ed. with fore-
word and notes by J.H. Bennett)’, Genetics Research (2000) 75(3), pp. 369–70.

30 Crow, op. cit. (29), p. 213.

494 Alex Aylward

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0007087421000674 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0007087421000674


The significance of Fisher’s decision to include this eugenical material is a matter of
long-standing and continuing controversy among historical commentators upon The
Genetical Theory. Beginning in the 1970s and 1980s, historians and sociologists of science
have argued that these chapters reveal deep ideological motives which drove and shaped
Fisher’s research into genetics and evolutionary theory.31 Meanwhile, Fisher’s disciples
and admiring students have consistently downplayed the importance of eugenics in
their hero’s intellectual ontogeny, dismissing or excusing The Genetical Theory’s final sec-
tion as an unfortunate irrelevancy.32 In general, then, historical attention to these chap-
ters has centred upon the question of what their very presence reveals about the
ideological purity, or otherwise, of Fisher’s vaunted contributions to modern biology.
By contrast, questions pertaining to the reception, circulation and influence of these euge-
nical chapters among the book’s early readers have barely been broached. In the absence
of careful scholarship, moreover, Fisher’s followers and defenders have been free to
assert, based upon little more than anecdotal evidence, that readers of this ‘great’ book
have always ‘largely ignored’ its closing chapters.33

Whilst modern readers may well pass over the final chapters in embarrassment or
indifference, the same was certainly not true for many of the book’s earliest readers.34

Far from being ‘ignored’, the human chapters were avidly read and widely discussed.
Our standard histories straightforwardly present The Genetical Theory as a revolutionary
contribution to evolutionary and genetical science. At the same time, however, it was
both intended by its author and understood by its readers as a significant intervention
in political, economic and eugenical debates over the state and fate of modern civilization
itself. The book provided Fisher with a new and authoritative platform. Through it, he
communicated his eugenical ideas to new audiences, and even managed to convert
some influential figures to his cause. As ‘campaign literature’, then, The Genetical Theory
enjoyed moderate success, even if the vision of eugenic family allowances set out in its
final chapter would never be realized.

Reading the chapters nobody read

Given genre conventions at Fisher’s time of writing, his decision to include his eugenical
theory at the end of a technical tome on the mathematics of natural selection and gen-
etics was not all that unusual. Indeed, it was standard for biological texts in this period
to close with prescriptions for the human species, and Fisher insisted in the book’s preface
that his ‘deductions respecting Man are strictly inseparable from the more general chap-
ters’.35 There were potential tactical advantages too; folding his eugenical theory into a

31 Bernard J. Norton, ‘Fisher and the neo-Darwinian synthesis’, in E.G. Forbes (ed.), Human Implications of
Scientific Advance, Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 1978, pp. 481–94; Norton, ‘Fisher’s entrance into evo-
lutionary science: the role of eugenics’, in Marjorie Grene (ed.), Dimensions of Darwinism, Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1983, pp. 19–29; Donald MacKenzie, Statistics in Britain, 1865–1930: The Social Construction of
Scientific Knowledge, Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 1981, Chapter 8.

32 A.W.F. Edwards, ‘Hereditary genius’, London Review of Books, 6 August 1981, pp. 12–13; Bennett, op. cit. (25),
p. 17. See also James Moore, ‘R.A. Fisher: a faith fit for eugenics’, Studies in History and Philosophy of Biological and
Biomedical Sciences (2007) 38(1), pp. 110–35, 113–14.

33 Crow, op. cit. (29), p. 213. See also Charlesworth, op. cit. (29), p. 373.
34 In a 1991 essay critiquing both Fisher’s eugenics and his interventions in discussions around smoking and

lung cancer, Stephen Jay Gould wrote that ‘most of my colleagues … pay little or no attention to the eugenic
chapters of our profession’s bible’; Gould, ‘The smoking gun of eugenics’, Natural History (1991) 100(12), pp. 8–
17, 14.

35 R.A. Fisher, The Genetical Theory of Natural Selection, Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1930, p. x. At the outset of the
sequence of human chapters (p. 174), Fisher noted the tendency of ‘modern writers on genetics’ to ‘sum up the
human problem in a cursory, and even superficial, chapter at the end of an elaborate, and often admirable
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scholarly work – and no publisher possessed greater scholarly credentials than Oxford’s
Clarendon Press – promised to add authoritative weight to his discussion. Fisher’s authorial
decision was nevertheless a risky one. The risk did not lie, as we might imagine, in the
potential for this political material to undermine the perceived objectivity of the preceding
‘scientific’ chapters. Indeed, not one of The Genetical Theory’s early reviewers begrudged
Fisher the opportunity to meditate on the practical applications of his work to human pro-
blems. Rather, the risk posed by the book’s arrangement was that the ‘human’ portion
might simply fail to reach its intended audience. At 17s. 6d., The Genetical Theory was rela-
tively expensive, and learned books, especially those strewn with mathematical formulae,
did not tend to sell well. Readers with active interests in the dysgenic birth rate who, how-
ever, did not move in specialist biological circles – readers whom Fisher was keen to reach –
might not think to give this seemingly arcane book their attention.

On this score, early reviewers of The Genetical Theory in the scientific and popular press
did Fisher a favour. Most gave fair warning of the daunting mathematics early on, but all
tended to agree that even the ‘general reader’ would find much of value towards the end.
The reviewer for Discovery – a short-lived interwar popular-science magazine – empha-
sized that ‘any educated person’ would be able to follow the final chapters. Zoologist
Peter Chalmers Mitchell, writing in the Times Literary Supplement, explicitly advised non-
mathematical readers to ‘turn to the last five chapters of the book’, which another
reviewer agreed ‘can certainly be read with profit apart from the rest of the book’.36

There is good evidence to suggest that several readers followed such advice. Copies of
The Genetical Theory which resided in the libraries of the Eugenics Society in London
and the Station for Experimental Evolution in New York State, for instance, both bear
traces of narrow and focused readings. In each, the human chapters are peppered with
marginal notes and pencilled underlinings, while the earlier pages remain relatively
unmarked.37 Contra the suggestions of Fisher’s late-century followers, The Genetical
Theory’s early readers did not stop reading after seven chapters. At times, they did the
opposite – bypassing the earlier more demanding part and beginning with Chapter 8.

Even so, the ‘English reviews’ did not by Fisher’s reckoning give enough attention to
The Genetical Theory’s human part. ‘I do not think they are wrong scientifically in stressing
the purely biological parts’, he wrote to geneticist J.B.S. Haldane in late 1930, ‘for these
constitute the scientific foundations of the rest’. He felt, however, that ‘the human infer-
ences, if well founded, are of such practical importance that they will certainly be the
ultimate centre of interest’. His hope was that Haldane might provide a corrective by ‘put-
ting down something on Man in particular, since a great deal of what I have written,
believing it to be a single and coherent argument, has never been criticized, and therefore
presumably not followed’.38

exposition of modern inheritance discoveries’. Running to ninety-six pages, Fisher’s treatment was neither curs-
ory nor superficial, even if his assumptions were prejudiced and his conclusions contentious.

36 Frank Balfour-Browne, ‘The Genetical Theory of Natural Selection by R. A. Fisher’, Discovery: A Monthly Popular
Journal of Knowledge (1930) 11(127), p. 246; anon. [Peter Chalmers Mitchell], ‘Biological theory’, Times Literary
Supplement, 29 August 1930, p. 677; A.B. Hill, ‘The Genetical Theory of Natural Selection by R. A. Fisher’, Journal of
the Royal Statistical Society (1931) 94(1), pp. 98–100, 99.

37 The Eugenics Society’s copy is held at the Wellcome Library, London. The SSE copy is now part of the col-
lection of the Cold Spring Harbor Laboratory Library.

38 Fisher to Haldane, 17 December 1930, 6 February 1931, in Bennett, op. cit. (25), p. 213. Even when reviewers
did afford the human chapters sufficient space, the results were often disappointing. For instance, in an other-
wise pleasing review the physicist Charles Galton Darwin had thoroughly ‘missed the coherence of the different
chapters’, and in doing so grossly misrepresented the specifics of Fisher’s eugenical views. Fisher to Leonard
Darwin, 5 July 1930, Ida Darwin Papers, Cambridge University Library (subsequently IDP), Add 9368.1, Folder
16851; C.G. Darwin, ‘The genetical theory of natural selection’, Eugenics Review (1930) 22(2), pp. 127–30.
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Haldane was in some ways an unusual choice. While his name and his pen carried
weight, his political distance from Fisher was already significant and growing rapidly.
Though not yet a fully fledged Marxist, he had by 1930 already thrown off the respectable
liberalism of his youth and begun dabbling with socialism.39 This much showed when he
eventually got round to penning an essay review of Fisher’s book for the Eugenics Review.
Whilst full of praise for the volume as a whole, he foresaw a ‘good deal of opposition’ to
the policy lessons which Fisher chose to draw from his analysis of the differential birth
rate. Chapters 8 to 11, we recall, pointed out the social advantages enjoyed by the heredi-
tarily infertile and thus, in essence, exposed the ‘dysgenic’ tendencies of the very struc-
ture and organization of modern Western civilization. Where one went from here was
then a question of one’s attitude to large-scale social reform. Fisher, conservative in
his politics, set out in Chapter 12 proposals which would both stimulate a ‘favourable
birth-rate’ whilst also, and crucially, being compatible with ‘the economic organization
of our own civilization’.40 So long as its wage system was properly modified to eliminate
indirect incentives towards childlessness, it was entirely possible, Fisher maintained, for a
hierarchical class-structured, capitalist society such as Britain’s to avoid biological
degeneration.

For Haldane, what was required was not small-scale tinkering designed ultimately to
preserve the status quo, but rather urgent and wholesale societal reform. Not only was
Britain’s politico-economic system unjust and inefficient; it was also, as Fisher’s dissection
of the causes of the inverted birth rate had now demonstrated, inherently dysgenic. ‘If you
convince me [on man]’, Haldane quipped in private correspondence, ‘I shall have to
become an extreme form of socialist’. He continued his provocation in the pages of the
Eugenics Review, writing,

Indeed, if his [Fisher’s] biological facts are correct it is probable that a socialistic state
in which no wealth was inherited would be more eugenic than our present society,
and it is a little difficult to see why Dr. Fisher’s economic views are not even more
radical.41

A few months later Haldane’s sister, the author Naomi Mitchison, would turn Fisher’s ana-
lysis against him in a similar way, remarking that his ‘difficult but thrilling book on
Genetics’ represented ‘the best argument for the socialist state which I have yet seen’.42

Fisher had to some extent foreseen such politically motivated critiques. ‘Naturally’, he
explained to his ally Major Leonard Darwin in March 1931,

finding class differences to be an essential feature of the dysgenic process in civilized
life, I have tried to conceive the possibility of biologically progressive societies in
which class distinctions were unknown. At every point this seems to lead to an
impasse. Man’s only light seems to be his power to recognize human excellence, in
some of its various forms. From this it follows that actions, powers, and functions
cannot be of equal value. Promotion must be a reality, and the power of promotion
a real wealth, whether we call our potentates kings or commissars. I do not believe

39 Gary Werskey, The Visible College: A Collective Biography of British Scientists and Socialists of the 1930s, London:
Free Association, 1988, pp. 52–60.

40 Fisher, op. cit. (35), p. 265.
41 Haldane to Fisher, 29 April 1930, in Bennett, op. cit. (25), p. 209; J.B.S. Haldane, ‘Mathematical Darwinism: a

discussion of The Genetical Theory of Natural Selection’, Eugenics Review (1931) 23(2), pp. 115–17, 116.
42 Naomi Mitchison, ‘What dare I hope?’, Time and Tide, 16 January 1932; cutting held in the Ronald Aylmer

Fisher Papers, University of Adelaide Special Collections (subsequently FP), Series 24, ‘Cuttings book re [early]
career. 1930–[38]’.
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that political capital of any sort can fairly be made out of my book; politically biased
people will, I think, merely find it inconsistent, and these must be the great majority
of readers.43

It was no surprise that Haldane, ‘politically biased’ as he was, had found the book ‘incon-
sistent’ and plundered it for ‘political capital’. That his response was predictable, though,
was no comfort, and Fisher complained angrily to the editor of the Eugenics Review about
Haldane’s ‘malicious intention’ to ‘split the eugenic movement’.44 Though never ‘split’ as
such, the movement would be steadily transformed throughout the 1930s, as the Eugenics
Society bent to pressure from critics of traditional eugenics, including some prominent
voices in Britain’s increasingly influential scientific left.45 Next I examine the fate of
Fisher’s family allowance proposals through the first half of the 1930s, against the back-
drop of these ongoing reorientations of the eugenics movement. We will see that, not-
withstanding some initial interest from within and without eugenical circles, his
campaign struggled to gain ground.

‘There should be a bowdlerised edition for statesmen’: The Genetical Theory as
campaign literature

Despite Haldane’s attacks, Fisher’s eugenical theory quickly acquired some prominent
converts. Having devoured The Genetical Theory within a fortnight of its publication, the
biologist Julian Huxley – an old friend of Haldane’s from Eton and Oxford –was quickly
won over by the book’s human portion. When Huxley’s former student Carlos Blacker
was appointed general secretary of the Eugenics Society in late 1930, Huxley wrote to
him to express his wish that the society ‘go v. carefully into the thesis in Fisher’s
book’s last chapters, &, if it agrees with it, to come out hot & strong’.46

A few months later, Huxley went public with his endorsement. In a long article on
‘The vital importance of eugenics’ published in the widely circulated American monthly
Harper’s Magazine, he devoted several pages to a detailed digest of The Genetical Theory’s
later chapters.47 Like Haldane, Huxley recognized that Fisher’s analysis revealed the inher-
ently dysgenic tendencies of Western societies. His politics, however, were more moderate
than his friend’s, and he stopped well short of calls for radical reform. However ‘desirable’ it
might be as an ultimate goal, he told readers, revolutionizing the ‘whole economic and
social system’ could not happen overnight. The dysgenic birth rate, on the other hand,
was an urgent problem requiring urgent treatment. Eugenists must therefore unite behind
‘some remedy which will work within the limits of our existing system’. Fisher’s scheme of
weighted family allowances struck Huxley as the most promising remedy available.48

Fisher was mightily pleased when by chance he encountered the Harper’s article during
a North American lecture tour in summer 1931. For one thing, it reassured him that
Huxley had not been irredeemably corrupted by his friendships with Haldane and
Lancelot Hogben, another ‘red’ biologist.49 Moreover, Huxley’s growing profile as a

43 Fisher to Darwin, 16 March 1931, in Bennett, op. cit. (25), pp. 137–8, Fisher’s emphasis.
44 Fisher to Eldon Moore, 1 May 1931, FP, Series 1, Box (Mi–Nair).
45 On critiques of eugenics by the scientific left see Mazumdar, op. cit. (4), Chapter 4.
46 Huxley to Fisher, 4 May 1930, in Bennett, op. cit. (25), pp. 221–2; Huxley to Blacker, 23 December 1930, ESP,

SA/EUG/C.185, Box AMS/MF/111.
47 Julian Huxley, ‘The vital importance of eugenics’, Harper’s Magazine, 1 August 1931, pp. 324–31, 326–9. On

Huxley’s eugenics see Paul Weindling, ‘Julian Huxley and the continuity of eugenics in twentieth-century Britain’,
Journal of Modern European History (2012) 10(4), pp. 480–99.

48 Huxley, op. cit. (47), p. 329.
49 Fisher to Leonard Darwin, 8 September 1931, IDP, Add 9368.1, Folder 16862. Fisher’s fears had been aroused

when, at a Eugenics Society event in February 1931, Huxley had suggested ‘tentatively, as an inference from my
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popular writer and public intellectual made him an especially valuable ally. This value
was soon in evidence when Huxley included his glowing assessment from Harper’s
Magazine in his latest book. Like his other books, What Dare I Think? sold heavily.
Published in the autumn of 1931, it had shifted over three thousand copies by
Christmas.50 What was more, Julian Huxley was not the only famed writer who took to
digesting The Genetical Theory’s later chapters for a general audience; nor even was he
the only Huxley to do so. His brother Aldous, the novelist and satirist, was similarly con-
vinced of the importance of Fisher’s eugenic theory and wrote regularly on the subject in
popular magazines. Thus readers of the Weekend Review learned how Fisher’s work showed
that ‘a society that measures success in economic terms must fatally and inevitably elim-
inate all heritable ability above the normal’. Writing for the daily morning newspaper
New York American, Aldous quoted The Genetical Theory at length before throwing his
weight behind Fisher’s suggestion of a ‘system of liberal family allowances’.51

A year on from The Genetical Theory’s publication, Fisher began to feel hopeful that his
eugenic ideas might gain wide acceptance. Thanks to the Huxleys’ powerful pens, the
arguments of the final chapters were enjoying significant airtime in the popular press.
In September 1931, Fisher returned to Britain from his North American lecture tour to
news of better-than-expected first-year sales, and that same month read a glowing review
of The Genetical Theory in which popular-scientific writer J. Arthur Thomson suggested,
‘There should be a bowdlerised edition for statesmen’.52 Indeed, there seemed to be no
better time to push for eugenically minded reform. In October, Ramsay MacDonald’s
National Government achieved a landslide general election victory. The Labour Party –
wherein lay much of the parliamentary opposition to eugenics –was decimated, leaving
the ostensibly more amenable Conservative Party as comfortably the largest party in
the House of Commons with 470 seats. This new government would surely waste little
time in restoring the ‘cuts’ made by the second MacDonald administration amidst the
ruin of the Great Depression, and Fisher was among those hoping they would do so on
firmly eugenic principles.53

As the dust settled, Fisher wrote to congratulate his old university friend Derrick
Gunston, who had secured his Gloucestershire seat with a thumping majority. In reply,
Gunston, who had served with Fisher on the Cambridge University Eugenics Society’s
council, expressed his hope that, through the current parliament, ‘many of the dreams
which you and I dreamed at Cambridge will at long last be realised’. Encouraged, Fisher

book’, that ‘to work against individualism was eugenic’. See letters between Fisher and Leonard Darwin, 11, 16
March 1931, in Bennett, op. cit. (25), pp. 137–8. On Huxley’s political distance from the ‘red’ scientists see
Werskey, op. cit. (39), pp. 43–4.

50 Julian Huxley, What Dare I Think? The Challenge of Modern Science to Human Action & Belief, London: Chatto and
Windus, 1931. On sales see Peter Bowler, Science for All: The Popularization of Science in Early Twentieth-Century
Britain, Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2009, p. 226.

51 Aldous Huxley, ‘Foreheads villainous low’, Week-End Review, 20 September 1930; Huxley, ‘Are we growing
stupider?’, New York American, 19 March 1932. Cuttings of both articles held in FP, Series 24.

52 R.W. Chapman (the Clarendon Press) to Fisher, 24 September 1931, FP, Series 1, Box (Ch–Cu). The book had
shifted more than a third of its initial print run of 1,500 copies; a level of interest not anticipated by publisher or
author. J.A. Thomson, ‘Darwinism vindicated statistically’, Health and Empire: Journal of the British Social Hygiene
Council (1931) 6(2), pp. 153–6, 156. The review appeared in June whilst Fisher was touring North America, and
Leonard Darwin saved a copy for his return. Upon eventually reading it, Fisher remarked, ‘How does he manage
to say such nice things. I can’t think what I can say to express my appreciation’. Fisher to Darwin, 15 September
1931, FP, Series 1, Box (Darwin–Das).

53 On the opportunity which the 1931 election presented to the Eugenics Society, and the reasons for its fail-
ure to capitalize on this opening, see Bradley W. Hart and Richard Carr, ‘Sterilization and the British Conservative
Party: rethinking the failure of the Eugenics Society’s political strategy in the nineteen-thirties’, Historical
Research (2015) 88(242), pp. 716–39.
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sent along some of his articles on family allowances and alerted Gunston to his ‘more or
less unreadable book’. Some reviewers of The Genetical Theory, Fisher explained, ‘suggest
that I ought to supplement it by an edition more intelligible to politicians. I shall not
attempt that, however, until I know more clearly what difficulties people like yourself
see ahead’.54

If he was to force eugenic family allowances onto the parliamentary agenda, Fisher
would need the Eugenics Society to throw the full weight of its lobbying powers behind
him. However, there was still much scepticism within the executive council regarding the
eugenic worth of family allowances. In June 1932 they appointed a subcommittee, with
Fisher as chair, to ‘study Family Allowances and to make a recommendation thereon to
the council’.55 If, as seems likely, this was a delay tactic aimed at putting off the need
to adopt a firm position on the matter, it turned out to be a masterstroke. The subcom-
mittee dithered for months over producing a pamphlet setting out the eugenic virtues of
Fisherian graded family allowances, their progress hampered by a bitter power struggle
between Fisher and Carlos Blacker, the society’s general secretary.56

When a bloated seventeen-page draft pamphlet was finally completed in spring 1934,
the society’s council refused to sanction its publication. Instead, at the recommendation of
population scientist Alexander Carr-Saunders, the Eugenics Society opted to change
course and commission a series of ‘purely factual’ reports on existing family allowance
schemes at home and abroad.57 In autumn 1934, a new subcommittee for ‘Positive
Eugenics’ was assembled under Carr-Saunders’s chairmanship to organize the project
and disseminate its results. The research itself was outsourced to David Glass, a promising
young social scientist at the London School of Economics.58 Fisher was effectively side-
lined, his ambitions of lobbying the government on family allowances quashed, or at
least indefinitely delayed.

Fisher had observed close at hand the society’s readiness to campaign forcibly – if
unsuccessfully – for legalizing eugenic sterilization, meaning that he was all the more dis-
appointed when it failed to ‘come out hot & strong’ for his own pet proposals. His frus-
trations came close to the surface in an address to the society’s annual meeting in 1935.
‘Only by framing legislative proposals as in the advocacy of voluntary sterilization’, he
urged, ‘and by preparing ourselves to mobilize our political influence, can the Society, I
believe, achieve aims which deserve to be called practical’.59 The moment, however,
had passed. As Richard Soloway has observed, under Blacker’s 1930s leadership the society
shifted its focus steadily away from lobbying government and industry, and increasingly
towards the ‘serious study of social and biological population problems’.60

This reorientation of the society’s aims was in no small part a response to vocal criti-
cism of the eugenics movement from the likes of Haldane and Lancelot Hogben, whose
1931 book Genetic Principles in Medicine and Social Science was interpreted by many as an

54 Letters between Gunston and Fisher, 16, 18 November 1931, FP, Series 1, Box (Gaddum–Gurgel).
55 Minutes of Eugenics Society council meeting, 1 June 1932, ESP, SA/EUG/L.9, Box 84.
56 Soloway, op. cit. (1), pp. 299–300. See minutes of the Family Allowances Sub-committee, ESP, SA/EUG/L.42,

Box 96; SA/EUG/C.185, Box AMS/MF/111.
57 Minutes of Eugenics Society council meeting, 3 July 1932, ESP, SA/EUG/L.9, Box 84; Alexander

M. Carr-Saunders, ‘Note on the attitude to family allowances of the Eugenics Society’, unpublished memorandum
dated 4 July 1934, ESP, SA/EUG/D.65, Box 36.

58 Minutes of Positive Eugenics committee meeting, 1 October 1934, ESP, SA/EUG/L.45, Box 97. This work
formed the basis of Glass’s books. David Glass, The Struggle for Population, Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1936; Glass,
Population Policies and Movements in Europe, Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1940.

59 Fisher, ‘Eugenics, academic and practical’, Eugenics Review (1935) 27(2), pp. 95–100, 99, original italics.
60 R.A. Soloway, ‘From mainline to reform eugenics: Leonard Darwin and C.P. Blacker’, in Peel, op. cit. (6),

pp. 52–80, 55.
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all-out attack on the very idea of eugenics.61 Part of Blacker’s appeasement programme
involved encouraging the study of ‘the eugenic or dysgenic tendencies of different
types of social structure’, a subject which, at Blacker’s urging, Huxley tackled in his
invited Galton Lecture at the Eugenics Society’s annual meeting for 1936.62 Huxley
used to the lecture to urge the society to re-evaluate its long-standing and unthinking
commitment to the predominance of ‘nature’ over ‘nurture’. Social reform, he argued,
was an essential first step towards the eugenic improvement of the population, and
this for scientific rather than sentimental reasons. As the central role of ‘environment’
in biological development became better understood, it occurred to Huxley that
entrenched social inequalities would tend to mask and obscure the existing variation
in a population’s biological worth. Only in a more egalitarian social environment,
where all were given the opportunity to develop to their fullest potential, could the
eugenist be sure that they were selecting from the innately superior examples of the
human species.

This address, titled simply ‘Eugenics and society’, has become synonymous with the
new ‘reform eugenics’ which dominated the society’s activities from the mid-1930s. It
is also illustrative of a shift in Huxley’s political and scientific thinking, which saw him,
through the mid-1930s, adopt an increasingly critical stance towards the rigid racial
and class-based categories and thinking which pervaded contemporary biological and
eugenical discourse.63 Fisher’s eugenic scheme was among the casualties of this change
in perspective. A convinced hereditarian, Fisher’s biology and his eugenics left little
room for the importance of ‘environment’, and Lancelot Hogben had already attacked
the genetic determinism inherent in the methods employed by Fisher in The Genetical
Theory’s early chapters.64 Now Huxley turned the ‘environmentalist’ critique upon the
book’s eugenical portion. Whereas five years earlier Huxley had endorsed proportional
family allowances as a necessity for combating the dysgenic birth rate, he now read
the later chapters of The Genetical Theory as exposing the urgent need to overhaul the
structure of an essentially dysgenic society. ‘[S]o long as we cling to a system of this
type, the most we can hope to do is to palliate its effects as best we may … As eugenists
we must therefore aim at transforming the social system’.65 As Haldane and Mitchison had
pointed out some years earlier, The Genetical Theory was nothing if not a powerful argu-
ment for socialism.

Fisher, disillusioned with its direction under Blacker, had already begun to withdraw
from active participation in Eugenics Society matters by the time of Huxley’s Galton
Lecture.66 His retreat from the society did not, however, signal the end of his campaign
for eugenic family allowances, as he increasingly took to the pages of the daily

61 Chris Renwick, ‘Eugenics, population research, and social mobility studies in early and
mid-twentieth-century Britain’, Historical Journal (2016) 59(3), pp. 845–67, 851.

62 Julian Huxley, ‘Eugenics and society’, Eugenics Review (1936) 28(1), pp. 11–31. In May 1934 Blacker sent
Hogben the Eugenics Society’s latest ‘Outline of Policy’. In an accompanying note he wrote, ‘I think that you
will find in it less to criticise than in our previous Outline of Policy. You will see that reference has been
made to the eugenic or dysgenic tendencies of different types of social structure. This opens the door to a dis-
cussion on Eugenics and Communism, Socialism and Capitalism’. Blacker to Hogben, 25 May 1934, ESP, SA/EUG/
C.163, Box AMS/MF/110.

63 Elazar Barkan, The Retreat of Scientific Racism: Changing Concepts of Race in Britain and the United States between
the World Wars, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1992, pp. 235–48.

64 James Tabery, ‘R.A. Fisher, Lancelot Hogben, and the origin(s) of genotype–environment interaction’,
Journal of the History of Biology (2008) 41(4), pp. 717–61.

65 Huxley, op. cit. (62), p. 27.
66 Though he did not officially resign his position on the council until 1941, by this point he had ‘for some

years taken no part in the work of the Eugenics Society’. Fisher to Mrs Collier (secretary of the Eugenics Society),
30 June 1941, ESP, SA/EUG/C.108, Box AMS/MF/110.
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newspapers to air his views.67 What he read in those same papers gave him hope that all
was not lost. From around the middle of the decade, the widespread neo-Malthusian fears
of overpopulation which had proved such an obstacle through the 1920s were replaced
with a veritable ‘depopulation panic’ sparked by Britain’s steadily falling birth rate.68

Amid a clamour for pro-natalist policies, family allowances were widely touted as an effi-
cient means of boosting breeding, and of solving many of the challenges facing Britain’s
industrial ills. Though Fisher’s main concern was with the quality, rather than quantity, of
the population, he nevertheless sensed the opportunity. In November 1938 he wrote to his
publishers at the Clarendon Press to explain his feeling that The Genetical Theory’s later
chapters ‘possess, now, rather more popular interest than they did when they were writ-
ten’, and to enquire as to what might be done to capitalize on this change of circum-
stances. As he explained, ‘the prospect of selling, for the next nine years, some thirty
copies of the remaining stock, annually, does not go far to meeting my desire to make
these ideas more widely known’.69

Angling after a reduction in the book’s pricing, Fisher wondered ‘whether any better
use could be made of my material than merely to sell the remainder of the edition at
its present rate’. Kenneth Sisam, who had overseen the initial publication process, assured
Fisher that no such discounting could ‘alter its character as a learned book rather than
one for a wide public’. Sisam also ruled out Fisher’s second suggestion of a straight reprint
of just the human chapters, as ‘to sell a piece of an existing book is a very difficult pro-
cess’. He suggested instead that a thorough rewriting of the relevant chapters in an essay-
like form, suitably remodelled to reflect ‘the new purpose and audience’, would ‘probably
be well worth undertaking’.70 Fisher, it seems, had been hoping for a more straightfor-
ward path of action, and hardly jumped at the prospect of the extra work. When a col-
league of Sisam’s pressed him on the matter several months later, Fisher admitted that
he had ‘not given further thought to it’. At the end of July 1939, they determined to
delay further discussion until the return of Sisam, who was away on holiday. A little
over a month later, Britain was at war, and the question of republishing a revised version
of The Genetical Theory’s later chapters was quietly dropped.71

Beveridge and what might have been

Whilst the outbreak of war put paid to any tentative plans for a reissue or rewrite of The
Genetical Theory’s final chapters, it also created the conditions under which family allow-
ances would finally pass into official government policy. In 1945, the British government
set about enacting the recommendations of William Beveridge’s famous report, Social
Insurance and Allied Services. Published in the winter of 1942, the report is widely under-
stood by historians as the blueprint for the post-war British welfare state.72 A system
of ‘children’s allowances’ was one of its headline proposals. Though Beveridge was sym-
pathetic to the eugenics movement, the scheme he outlined was aimed principally at

67 ‘Big families hereditary’, Daily Mail, 13 June 1935, p. 4; ‘Paymothers for A1 babies’, Daily Sketch, 27 May 1938, p. 17;
‘Citizens of the future. Burden of a falling birth-rate. The case for family allowances’, The Times, 10 April 1939, p. 11.

68 On the ‘depopulation panic’ see Soloway, op. cit. (1), Chapters 10, 11.
69 Letters between Fisher and the Clarendon Press, 15, 18 November 1938, Oxford University Press Archive,

L.B.6398. Fisher included with his letter two cuttings from The Times newspaper for 15 November, each addres-
sing the issue of family allowances. Clearly, Eleanor Rathbone sensed a similar brightening in the prospects of
family allowances at this time; in August 1938 she asked her publishers to re-publicize The Disinherited Family.
Pedersen, op. cit. (5), p. 361.

70 Kenneth Sisam (the Clarendon Press) to Fisher, 21 November 1938, FP, Series 1, Box (Ch–Cu).
71 Letters between Fisher and the Clarendon Press, 26, 27, 28 July 1939, FP, Series 1, Box (Ch–Cu).
72 Chris Renwick, Bread for All: The Origins of the Welfare State, London: Allen Lane, 2017.
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the alleviation of the poverty which fell so heavily upon families with children. His was a
flat-rate subsistence-level scheme, funded through general taxation. In other words, it was
antithetical to Fisher’s proportional scheme aimed at boosting births in the eugenically
desirable classes.

Shortly after the publication of Social Insurance and Allied Services in November 1942,
Beveridge accepted an invitation from the Eugenics Society to deliver the Galton
Lecture for 1943, on the subject of ‘Eugenic aspects of children’s allowances’.73 Though
long estranged from the society, Fisher nevertheless caught wind of Beveridge’s impend-
ing address and took the opportunity to send him offprints of some old articles on family
allowances. Reading them persuaded Beveridge to acquire and read for the first time The
Genetical Theory. He was convinced by the arguments in its later chapters, making ‘very
great use’ of them in preparing his address to the Eugenics Society.74

As his audience at the Eugenics Society would have known, Beveridge had not neces-
sarily based his report on eugenic principles. It recommended a flat-rate allowance of
eight shillings per week per dependent child, funded through taxation, which the govern-
ment looked likely to put into practice (though at the lower rate of five shillings). Whilst
this might go some way to battling poverty, even the full amount would ‘not go far
enough from the eugenic point of view’. This much was clear once one understood
Fisher’s theory of the social selection of fertility, which Beveridge duly summarized for
his listeners. Once flat-rate subsistence allowances were in place, the next step – ‘and
an essential one on eugenic grounds’ –must be to ‘supplement’ them with further mea-
sures which would remove the premium on infertility throughout the social scale, and
not just in its lower reaches. Having familiarized himself with the arguments put forth
in The Genetical Theory, Beveridge now had ‘a eugenic reason for giving more money –
as much as he could – for children of the more wealthy classes’. In other words, a graded
scheme was required.75

Of course, this realization came too late to influence the composition of Beveridge’s
report, which was already being debated in Parliament. Eugenic ‘supplements’ to his
scheme for children’s allowances were never suggested, and certainly not implemented.76

Whilst it is tempting to speculate about what might have happened had Beveridge read
The Genetical Theory even a few months earlier, we cannot know if doing so would have
affected the recommendations he made in his 1942 report. And even if Social Insurance
and Allied Services had pushed a Fisherian proportional system of allowances, it is difficult
to imagine the post-war Labour government implementing a scheme which paid more to
those already better off.77

73 William Beveridge, ‘Eugenic aspects of children’s allowances’, Eugenics Review (1943) 34(4), pp. 117–23.
74 Beveridge to Fisher, 17 February 1943, British Library of Political and Economic Science, William Beveridge

Papers (subsequently WBP), 9A, 78, Folder 1. Along with the letter, Beveridge sent ‘two articles written as for the
Observer’ (to which he was a regular contributor), wherein he attempted to set out the essential steps of Fisher’s
argument, and which Fisher thought were ‘altogether excellent’; Fisher to Beveridge, 19 February 1943, WBP, 9A,
78, Folder 1. The articles never appeared in The Observer, though Beveridge did include them in a book of his
essays published later that year. See William Beveridge, ‘Children’s allowances and the race’, in Beveridge, The
Pillars of Security: And Other War-Time Essays and Addresses, London: Allen & Unwin, 1943, pp. 151–61.

75 Beveridge, op. cit. (73), pp. 121, 123; ‘The Galton Lecture’, Eugenics Review (1943) 34(4), pp. 124–8, 125.
76 On the implementation of the Beveridge report see José Harris, William Beveridge: A Biography, Oxford:

Clarendon Press, 1997, Chapter 17. On the passage of the 1945 Family Allowances Act see Richard Chapman,
‘The development of policy on family allowances and national insurance in the United Kingdom, 1942–1946’,
PhD dissertation, London School of Economics, 1991.

77 Beveridge had, however, already thought through the possible objections. A graded scheme was not
‘undemocratic’, as might easily be thought. Indeed, the notion of ‘equality of opportunity’ was at its very
heart, in the sense of giving a fair start to those within each social grade who would ordinarily be disadvantaged
by coming from large families. Beveridge, op. cit. (73), p. 123.
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More instructive than the counterfactual, arguably, is the actual. Beveridge did not
read The Genetical Theory until prompted to do so by its author in early 1943. This
might strike us as surprising given his long-standing commitment to family allowances;
a commitment so deep, indeed, that he introduced a scheme for the staff at the
London School of Economics, where he was director from 1919 to 1937. Like Fisher,
Beveridge had been ‘converted’ by reading Rathbone’s The Disinherited Family in 1924,
and shortly thereafter he joined the Family Endowment Society, where the two men
would have rubbed shoulders and shared the speaker’s podium at meetings.78 As we
have seen, moreover, following The Genetical Theory’s publication in 1930, Fisher’s eugeni-
cal ideas were discussed widely in print by some influential writers. Nevertheless,
Beveridge wrote and spoke in early 1943 as though Fisher’s treatment of the subject in
The Genetical Theory’s closing chapters was entirely new to him. Here, perhaps, we see
Fisher’s decisions on how to promote and publicize his ideas coming back to bite him.
It appears that, by effectively burying his discussion of family allowances at the end of
a scholarly tome on the mathematics of selection, he harmed his chances of reaching
some sympathetic and highly influential readers. The same goes for his decision to
pass up Kenneth Sisam’s 1938 proposal to rewrite and republish The Genetical Theory’s
human chapters as an extended essay. Had he done so – had he in effect followed J.A.
Thomson’s suggestion and prepared a ‘bowdlerised edition for statesmen’ – then his
ideas might have become known to the likes of Beveridge far sooner.

Conclusion

Beveridge’s 1943 Galton Lecture would turn out to be something of a last hurrah for
Fisherian family allowances. His proportionate scheme – premised upon larger payouts to
wealthier families – had proved itself a hard sell, politically, through the interwar years.
In the post-war era, as Britain’s newly elected Labour government set about redressing
social inequality and building the modern welfare state, it became an outright impossibility.
Following one final attempt in 1943 to push eugenically minded family allowances onto the
agenda for post-war reconstruction, Fisher brought his two-decade campaign to a close.79

His broader theory of the social selection of fertility fared only a little better in the
long run. Fisher was enticed into a rare and revealing reflection on the fate of this theory
when, in 1951, an old university friend who was rereading The Genetical Theory’s closing
chapters inquired to what extent ‘the Scientific Public’ had embraced his conclusions.
‘To individuals’, Fisher responded, ‘what I have written has certainly carried conviction.
Others like Haldane and his Communist friends obviously feel that my ideas were danger-
ous to the cause and should be ignored or undermined in various ways’.80 In fact, his ideas
were not entirely ignored. They attracted a certain amount of attention from post-war
demographers and practitioners of the nascent field of social-mobility studies, though
most would soon come to agree that Fisher’s writings on human societies had been dis-
credited by new data on the factors affecting social mobility. Through mid-century, refer-
ences to Fisher’s theory of civilizations dried up, as hereditarian approaches to
understanding the distribution of human fertility were almost wholly dismissed in favour
of social, cultural and environmental accounts.81

78 Harris, op. cit. (76), p. 332.
79 R.A. Fisher, ‘The birthrate and family allowances’, Agenda: A Quarterly Journal of Reconstruction (1943) 2(2),

pp. 124–33.
80 Letters between Fisher and C.S. Stock, 8, 11 November 1951, FP, Series 1, Box (Soal–Taylor).
81 See e.g. Jerzy Berent, ‘Fertility and social mobility’, Population Studies (1952) 5(3), pp. 244–60; Wolf Scott,

‘Fertility and social mobility among teachers’, Population Studies (1958) 11(3), pp. 251–61; Keith Hope, ‘Social
mobility and fertility’, American Sociological Review (1971) 36(6), pp. 1019–32. According to the introductory
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Nowadays, The Genetical Theory is chiefly remembered for the achievements of its early
chapters, which helped lay the foundations of modern population genetics and evolution-
ary theory. Scientists no longer take seriously the arguments developed in the book’s final
chapters, and their chief relevance today is as illustration and reminder of Fisher’s deep
eugenical commitments – commitments which, it is commonly held, were important in
shaping Fisher’s science ‘proper’. But as we have seen, throughout the interwar period
and in the context of Fisher’s decades-long campaign for eugenic family allowances,
The Genetical Theory’s human chapters enjoyed a significant life of their own – almost,
but not quite, in a literal sense.
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