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before purchasing it in order to gage whether or not it would be worth my time, and all praised Mental Retardation in 
America: A Historical Reader (The History of Disability): 

7 of 7 people found the following review helpful. Great resourceBy Mark Twain "Sam"I don't understand why this 
book has received bad reviews. I found it to be an excellent reader with some real gems, among them Deborah 
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Metzel's "Historical Social Geography" and Katherine Castles' "Nice, Average Americans". The editors have selected 
a body of historical writing that reflects the evolution of the social perception of developmental disabilities. It's very 
readable and not overly editorialized. Quite to the contrary, the last few selections suggest "progress" from 
institutional to community models is much less progressive than some would like to believe.9 of 9 people found the 
following review helpful. Explains a Lot!By CustomerAs a pre-service special education teacher, I sometimes wonder 
how our way of treating people who have disabilities came about. This book offers some great answers. This book is 
incredibly readable, even for the lay reader. I would highly recommend this book to those interested in working with 
peope who have disabilities or the student of history.6 of 6 people found the following review helpful. Important 
American History of Mental RetardationBy John BookreaderNoll and Trent have edited an excellent collection of 
diverse primary source documents and original essays on the American history of mental retardation. A book is a first 
rate volume for specialists, general readers, and students alike.

The expressions "idiot, you idiot, you're an idiot, don't be an idiot," and the like are generally interpreted as 
momentary insults. But, they are also expressions that represent an old, if unstable, history. Beginning with an 
examination of the early nineteenth century labeling of mental retardation as "idiocy," to what we call developmental, 
intellectual, or learning disabilities, Mental Retardation in America chronicles the history of mental retardation, its 
treatment and labeling, and its representations and ramifications within the changing economic, social, and political 
context of America. Mental Retardation in America includes essays with a wide range of authors who approach the 
problems of retardation from many differing points of view. This work is divided into five sections, each following in 
chronological order the major changes in the treatment of people classified as retarded. Exploring historical issues, as 
well as current public policy concerns, Mental Retardation in America covers topics ranging from representations of 
the mentally disabled as social burdens and social menaces; Freudian inspired ideas of adjustment and adaptation; the 
relationship between community care and institutional treatment; historical events, such as the Buck v. Bell decision, 
which upheld the opinion on eugenic sterilization; the evolution of the disability rights movement; and the passage of 
the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) in 1990.

From The New England Journal of MedicineThis is a highly readable and well-edited historical anthology, a wide-
ranging collection that deals with mental retardation over two centuries. The focus is on the views and actions of 
society. The book deserves perusal by anyone interested in mental retardation. The editors consider the history of 
retardation in the context of general history. There are only two sections that deal with medicine: one concerns a 
history of the recognition of "Mongolism" by John Langdon Down, the racial detour that accompanied that 
recognition, and the eventual delineation of trisomy 21 as the cause; the other is a treatise on the pathology of mental 
retardation by Dr. William Fish, of the Albany Medical College, which he wrote in 1879. The treatise is welcome fare 
for a physician reader. Discussed are consanguine marriages, abnormalities of the "minute structure of the brain," 
microcephaly, epilepsy, and cretinism in Switzerland (". . . the precise element or elements producing it have not as yet 
been determined"), hydrocephaly, trauma, and paralysis. Equally clear is Dr. Fish's prescription: "The necessity for 
training schools and asylums for the reception of the idiotic and imbecile is now unquestioned. . . . [It is] the duty of 
society to provide for these `feeble ones.' . . . An idiot child in the family of a laboring man is a burden weighing 
heavily upon him, and may indirectly be the means of rendering the whole family dependent on the state for support." 
This rather straightforward approach contrasts with the complexity of the history of mental retardation in American 
society, which "is reflective . . . of the larger course of events in American society." The full sweep of that history is 
outlined -- from retarded persons functioning as integral parts of their families in the Colonial and early rural United 
States to the almshouses of the late 18th and early 19th centuries, where the poor, infirm, "insane," and "idiotic" were 
conflated in conditions of indescribable depravity. Later came the specialization of institutions for epileptics and the 
retarded. The pressures of urbanization and industrialization, the needs of immigrant families, and the application of 
scientific concepts to the definition of retardation (e.g., the advent of intelligence tests and the familiar categorization 
of the retarded as "idiots," "imbeciles," and "morons") led to the heyday of institutionalization. Between 1870 and 
1880, there was a fivefold increase in the number of "feeble-minded" people. Social forces and scientific interest led to 
intense focus on and very convoluted thinking about the retarded. The 19th-century view of "degeneracy" (roughly 
synonymous with "bad heredity") led theorists to conceive of social problems such as insanity, poverty, intemperance, 
and criminality -- as well as idiocy -- as interchangeable. This view was expounded in The Jukes: A Study in Crime, 
Pauperism, Disease, and Heredity (Richard Dugdale, 1875), a study of a rural clan that "over seven generations 
produced 1,200 bastards, beggars, murderers, prostitutes, thieves and syphilitics." The second equally influential study 
was The Kallikak Family: A Study in the Heredity of Feeble-Mindedness (Henry Goddard, 1912). Inspired by the new 
mendelism, the study traced back six generations of the family of a young institutionalized woman and found "an 
appalling amount of defectiveness." Yet there was also information about "a good family of the same name." It 
emerged, of course, that the forebear met "a feeble-minded girl by whom he became the father of a feeble-minded 
son." Subsequently the father "married a respectable girl of good family," by whom he produced children with "a 



marked tendency toward professional careers," who had "married into the best families . . . signers of the Declaration 
of Independence . . . etc." Goddard invented the pseudonym Kallikak by combining a Greek root meaning "beauty" 
(kallos) with one meaning "bad" (kakos). The lesson was clear and dramatic: the study linked medical and moral 
deviance and fused the new mendelian laws with the old biblical injunction that "the sins of the fathers shall be visited 
on the sons." These ideas fueled the eugenics movement and the campaign for sterilization of the mentally retarded, 
which, according to the editors, was "the nadir of the American experience with mental retardation." The Supreme 
Court upheld eugenic sterilization in 1927, with Oliver Wendell Holmes's pronouncement that "three generations of 
imbeciles is enough." After World War II and the revelation of the Nazi experience with eugenics, support for 
sterilization faded. The sterilization issue inspired writers -- especially Steinbeck and Faulkner -- to explore the lives 
of mentally retarded characters in works that are sensitively reviewed in this book. After World War II, and with the 
ensuing general prosperity, the activism of parents on the behalf of their physically and mentally handicapped children 
arose; such activism was inspired by a new belief in human rights after the Nazi atrocities and by the "intense middle-
class familialism" of the postwar years. This attitude led to a desire that retarded children be a part of their families and 
receive the same degree of care and concern -- and ultimately the same services, including education -- as "normal 
children." Deinstitutionalization followed, and in 1975 Congress enacted a guarantee of free public education to 
children with disabilities by passing the Education for All Handicapped Children Act. The special role of President 
John F. Kennedy, his sister Eunice Kennedy Shriver, and the rest of the Kennedy family in supporting services -- 
including the Special Olympics, an important example of the "ideology of normalization" -- and advocating for 
mentally retarded persons should be noted. Further steps were taken to bring persons with mental retardation under the 
equal protection of the laws as American citizens; these measures included the ruling that people should be served in 
the least restrictive environment and the decision that established the community as the site of services for people with 
mental retardation and disallowed that condition as the sole justification for institutionalization. A problem in reading 
the various chapters of this book, which is also true of working with mental retardation in the real world, is the wide 
range of persons who are classified as mentally retarded. This is illustrated at one extreme by the vignettes of formerly 
institutionalized young men inducted into the armed services during World War II, who, in many instances, served 
effectively. In that time of great social need, it was these soldiers' abilities, not their disabilities, that counted. At the 
other extreme, in my work I encounter youngsters whose mental retardation is insignificant as compared with their 
severe disorders of behavior. Finally, it is the behavioral disorder and not intellectual retardation that is decisive and 
destructive to family life. This suggests a fundamental flaw in the concept of mental retardation: "mental" life 
constitutes not only intellectual ability (as measured by IQ tests), but also attributes that are emotional and moral (for 
lack of a better word) as well. The overvaluation of IQ seems to be leading to decisions regarding capital punishment. 
The underestimation of emotional and behavioral dyscontrol and the systematic abolition of residential placement for 
children still give rise to situations as burdensome and cruel for families as any described in this book. Mental 
Retardation in America tells a story with a broad sweep -- how a society has dealt with mental retardation through 
profound social and scientific changes. At this end, we are in many respects back where we started, with retarded 
children cared for within their families. The plot is powerful, the questions profound, and the answers that have been 
given over the years show the usual flaws and faults of most human endeavors. G. Robert DeLong, M.D.Copyright 
2004 Massachusetts Medical Society. All rights reserved. The New England Journal of Medicine is a registered 
trademark of the MMS. "The book will be of value to scholars concerned with the newly emerging history of 
disability."-Journal of the History of the Behavioral Sciences"Strongly recommended"-Library Journal"Interesting 
collection of pieces." -Gainesville Sun"This is a highly readable and well-edited historical anthology, a wide-ranging 
collection that deals with mental retardation over two centuries. The book deserves perusal by anyone interested in 
mental retardation. The plot is powerful, and the questions profound." -New England Journal of Medicine"Illuminates 
the history of mental retardation in America, a subject that has largely been ignored by scholars. This volume goes far 
beyond the history of institutional care, and covers such subjects as the role of families, changes in concepts of 
retardation and educational theory, and the role of the state. Mental Retardation in America will contribute toward a 
new understanding of the subject and serve as a stimulus to further research."-Gerald N. Grob,Rutgers 
UniversityAbout the AuthorSteven Noll is Visiting Associate Professor of History at the University of Florida. He is 
also an adaptive technology teacher for students with special needs in the Gainesville, Florida public schools. He is the 
author of Feeble-Minded in our Midst: Institutions for the Mentally Retarded in the South. 


