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Sacramento 2007



Uncovering Patterns and Stories of Eugenic Sterilization in California 



What is Eugenics?
Coined in 1883

Fit and 
Unfit

Better Breeding 

Improve the 
“human stock”

Classify 
and 
Control



“Positive” Eugenics 
Better babies contests, fitter families contests, marriage counseling
Encourage the reproduction of the “fit”



“Negative” eugenics
control the reproduction of the ”unfit”



Eugenic Continuum in the United States



Approximately 
60,000 
Sterilized 
Between 1907-
1970s, under 
state laws

32 States Pass Eugenic Sterilization 
Laws, 1907-1937



Disability serves as ideological linchpin in all states  



California surpassed all other states . . . 



In about 10 
different mental 
institutions 



Data abstracted from 
sterilization 

recommendation forms.

In those file cabinets I found over 20,000 patient 
records and forms, 1919-1952



Text of 1909 law in the recommendation forms



Mixed 
methods to 
explore 
patterns and 
experiences

5 institutions
more than 30 
lab members



NHGRI R01 HG010567-01-06 (2018-2024)
NHGRI R21-HG009205-01 (2016-2018)

NEH Preservation and Access Grant  (2019-2022)

University of Michigan MCubed Project #526 (2014-
2015)

Funding



212 variables

N=20,052

For California

Creating the Datasets



Stories of Resistance

Lawsuit and 
sterilization 
recommendation

Andrea Garcia, Sara 
Rosas Garcia
1939/1940



ROUTINIZATION OF STERILIZATION 
and farce of “consent” 



IN A 
HISTORICAL 
CONTEXT IN 
WITH LIMITED 
ACCESS TO 
STERILIZATION 
AND BIRTH 
CONTROL



First publication: estimate of living survivors in California 



During the height of the program, between 
1919 and 1952, women and girls were 14 
percent more likely to be sterilized than 
their male counterparts, male Latino 
patients were 23 percent more likely to be 
sterilized than non-Latino male institutional 
patients, and female Latina patients 
were 59 percent more likely to be sterilized 
than non-Latina female patients.

March 2018



Enlarging the map to include 5 states
New collaborations

2018
Expanded the research to 
include North Carolina, 
Iowa

2019
Expanded the research to 
include Michigan

2021
Expanding to include 
Utah

Total: >35,000 records
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Sterilization Rates Per Year, 
California, North Carolina and Iowa: 1919-1970



Mixed methods and new areas of research

• Cross-state demographic comparisons

• “Consent” in California
• Researcher using NVIVO to examine about 400 cases where consent 

was refused, and exploring the impossibility of true bioethical consent 
in carceral spaces

• Disproportionate sterilizations of Asian nativity patients in California
• Under peer review

• Sterilization in California institutions of approximately 40 Japanese 
Americans incarcerated at several of the camps during WWII

• Sterilization survivor estimate for Iowa



Legacies



Building an accessible digital archive for 
multiple audiences and users
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