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Abstract
Scholars such as Nancy Leys Stepan, Alexandra Minna Stern, Marius Turda and Aaron 
Gillette have all argued that the rejection of coerced sterilization was a defining feature 
of “Latin” eugenic theory and practice. These studies highlight the influence of neo-
Lamarckism in this development not only in Latin America but also in parts of Europe 
in the first half of the twentieth century. This article builds upon this historiographical 
framework to examine an often-neglected site of Latin American eugenic knowledge 
production: Chile. By focusing on Chilean eugenicists’ understandings of environment 
and coerced sterilization, this article argues that there was no uniquely Latin objection 
to the practice initially. In fact, Chilean eugenicists echoed concerns of eugenicists from a 
variety of locations, both “mainstream” and Latin, who felt that sterilization was not the 
most effective way to ensure the eugenic improvement of national populations. Instead, 
the article contends that it was not until the implementation of the 1933 German racial 
purity laws, which included coerced sterilization legislation, that Chilean eugenicists began 
to define their objections to the practice as explicitly Latin. Using a variety of medical texts 
which appeared in popular periodicals as well as professional journals, this article reveals 
the complexity of eugenic thought and practice in Chile in the early twentieth century.
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In their 2014 study, Latin Eugenics in Comparative Perspective, Marius Turda and Aaron 
Gillette argued that, “Latin eugenicists shared more than just religious, cultural, and 
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linguistic ties; they also thought of themselves as representatives of a distinct type of 
Latin, ‘humanitarian’ civilization, reflected in their interpretation of eugenics.”1 They go 
on to specify that nowhere was this distinction more relevant for Latin eugenicists than 
in their overwhelming rejection of coerced sterilization as a eugenic practice. For Turda 
and Gillette, along with many other historians of eugenics, objecting to legislation related 
to forcible sterilization of individuals identified as eugenically unfit is considered to be 
the defining feature of what constituted a Latin-style eugenic science. This contention is 
often supported with references to the role that Catholic intellectuals and eugenicists 
played in cultivating this aspect of Latin eugenics.2

An October 1940 article in Estudios [Studies], a Chilean Catholic magazine, seems to 
support these scholarly claims. In it, physician Miguel Arezzi wrote, “The physician looks 
with distrust and aversion at whatever form of intervention that results in the diminish-
ment or destruction of a manifestation of human life, because, behind a coerced mutila-
tion, one can see taking shape in the distance, the shadow of the executioner.”3 Frankly 
discussing his concerns regarding coerced sterilization as eugenic practice, Arezzi’s florid 
statement highlights what has come to be considered a defining characteristic of so-called 
Latin eugenics. His ostensible Italian heritage, location in Chile, and choice to publish in 
a Catholic periodical seems to support this claim. However, by 1940, characterizing 
coerced sterilization as a gross overstepping of medical and legislative power was no 
longer restricted to Latin practitioners working at the fringes of the eugenic community. 
Indeed, by the end of the decade, the specter of Nazi atrocities perpetrated under the guise 
of social hygiene experiments helped to usher the very word “eugenics” out of use.

So, can Arezzi’s rejection of coerced sterilization as eugenic practice be attributed to 
his belonging to a distinctly “Latin” intellectual community? This article examines 
Chilean responses to coerced sterilization in an effort to answer that question. Scholars of 
eugenics have often noted the relative unpopularity of the measure, and other negative 
eugenic practices such as abortion and euthanasia, across what this special issue has 
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identified as the Latin world.4 Yet it was one of the most controversial aspects of eugenic 
practice internationally and many eugenicists, not only in the Latin world, were concerned 
about its use, the role of the state in its implementation, as well as the very real health risks 
it presented for those undergoing the procedure.5 This indicates that, at least when consid-
ering coerced sterilization, the divide between Latin and mainstream eugenics might not 
be as stark as scholars (or eugenicists themselves) imagine prior to the 1930s.

Early twentieth-century objections to coerced sterilization, Latin or otherwise, are all 
the more intriguing for the historian of eugenics because decrying the practice as an 
obvious form of racism and genocide was one of the primary means of discrediting 
eugenics as a science in the post-World War II period.6 As such, contextualizing “Latin” 
resistance to coerced sterilization allows for a better understanding of the malleability of 
eugenics as a science and social movement. Rather than approach objections to coerced 
sterilization as simply the result of the power and influence of Catholicism in Latin 
America or the Latin world, this article traces the increasing ambivalence and skepticism 
regarding the effectiveness of coerced sterilization in Chile to better understand the 
development of a unique intellectual and scientific tradition there that was not as com-
mitted to biological determinism as a central tenet of human evolution that eventually 
came to be identified by the historical actors as “Latin.”7

One of the important contributing factors to this development was the influence of 
Comtean positivism among Latin American intellectuals throughout most of the nine-
teenth century. Historians of Darwinism in Argentina, Alex Levine and Adriana Novoa, 
argue that positivism fostered belief in, “the inevitability of progress as the historical 
force governing all peoples and producing universal results wherever civilization was 
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embraced.”8 In this context, it is no surprise that both Latin American eugenic theory and 
practice were less receptive to biological determinism and the negative eugenic practices 
that often resulted from it. In the formulation of Latin American racial thought, eugenics 
was a tool meant to facilitate the human civilizing process, which was possible for everyone 
regardless of race, ethnicity, or ability. However, the emphasis on the possibility for advance-
ment should not suggest that race and ethnicity lost their significance. Despite the claims of 
Latin American intellectuals that began as part of independence struggles in the early nine-
teenth century, the region was not without racial discrimination and prejudice. Indeed one of 
the more pernicious purposes of the development of a Latin hygienic movement was to 
protect Latin American elites from the racial stigma they felt strict Darwinism emanating 
from northern Europe and North America suggested.9 Even so, the emphasis on environ-
ment throughout the region distinguished the type of eugenic possibilities and futures avail-
able for national populations from those espoused in North America and northern Europe, 
which built upon stricter notions of biological determinism and hereditarianism.

Returning to Chile, where Arezzi published his article, the eugenic movement was 
characterized by an overwhelming belief in the racial homogeneity of the Chilean popu-
lace. Unlike racial ideologies developing in other parts of Latin America, which typically 
celebrated racial mixture as both a past and present reality, Chilean eugenicists claimed 
that the period of active racial mixture in Chile was essentially over.10 Chileans, it was 
contended, had not only surpassed their Latin American counterparts in terms of achiev-
ing the racial homogeneity to which they all nominally aspired; they also were a superior 
racial mixture.11 These two claims relied primarily on the small indigenous population at 
the turn of the twentieth century as well as the belief that virtually no peoples of African 
descent spent meaningful time in Chile.12 This created an environment in which one of 
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the primary eugenic concerns throughout the first half of the twentieth century was a 
supposedly shrinking national population that was under siege from both disease and 
racial degeneration in the form of moral turpitude. In this context of relative racial homo-
geneity and superiority, limiting the number of adults able to reproduce was far from 
desirable. This, too, should be considered an important factor when evaluating the 
Chilean ambivalence toward coerced sterilization before there was a distinctly Latin set 
of arguments against it.

This article will discuss Chilean reactions and responses to coerced sterilization, espe-
cially in the 1930s, to highlight the different practical and theoretical aspects of eugenics 
as conceptualized in Latin America more generally. This, in turn, will allow me to con-
sider the value and utility of identifying a transnational network of scientific experts and 
ideas as “Latin.” First, I will discuss scholarly treatments of coerced sterilization and 
eugenics. This will demonstrate how coerced sterilization existed adjacent to eugenic 
theory and practice in order to show that Latin objections should not be treated as aber-
rant or atypical. Next, the article will examine Chilean responses to coerced sterilization 
prior to the passage of the 1933 German sterilization law. While the practice was consid-
ered medically dubious before that time, after 1933 Chilean eugenicists began to mount 
an explicitly “Latin” campaign against the use of coerced sterilization. The final section 
of the article will discuss the development of that Latin identity and consider its links to 
postwar ideas about race and improvement. Ultimately, this article will demonstrate how 
the overwhelmingly negative response to coerced sterilization as eugenic practice not 
only in Chile, but throughout Latin America, allows for a new consideration of the move-
ment away from biological determinism and hereditarianism in racial thought and sci-
ence as well as the persistence of racialized groups as categories of scientific analysis 
after eugenics had fallen out of favor.

Coerced sterilization and the limits of “Latin” eugenics

Nancy Leys Stepan’s “The Hour of Eugenics” was the first English language monograph 
that explicitly referred to a Latin network of eugenic theorists and practitioners. She was 
so successful in this aspect of her argument that historian of eugenics Alexandra Minna 
Stern credited her with “latinizing eugenics.”13 One of the primary aspects of this latini-
zation, beyond simply looking at eugenics in places other than the United States Germany 
or England, was Stepan’s ability to show how neo-Lamarckism influenced eugenic and 
biological thought in Latin America. Not only did she show how this worked in practice, 
she also insisted on treating this influence with the same academic rigor as Mendelism, 
which had received far more coverage in eugenic and biological literature up to that 
point.14 For example, Stepan wrote, “Many of the doctors and reformers who were drawn 
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Latin world who did not object to coerced sterilization possibly performed the procedure on 
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certainly a precedent within the United States that doctors did this for “therapeutic” reasons 
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practiced in similar ways. However, there was no legislation outside of Mexico that author-
ized these practices in the early twentieth century. There have, however, been more recent 
efforts in Latin America to sterilize women without their knowledge or consent. This is espe-
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and in the United States,” History Compass 8(9) (2010): 1036–54.

into eugenics in Latin America were not readily persuaded of the correctness of the 
Weismannian–Mendelian point of view, however. This was less a matter of their being 
‘out’ of the mainstream of genetics than of their being ‘in’ an alternative stream of tradi-
tion of Lamarckian hereditarian thought.”15 Stepan linked the preference for neo-
Lamarckism directly to the existence of a Latin intellectual community by specifically 
tracing the influence of French theories of human development, biology, and anthropol-
ogy in Latin America.16

“The Hour of Eugenics” also included a discussion of the only successful steriliza-
tion law in the region to highlight the differences between Latin American and ‘main-
stream’ eugenic practice. Authorized by then governor of Veracruz Adalberto Tejeda 
on July 6, 1932, the Mexican law legalized eugenic sterilization for citizens identified 
as “idiots” and “delinquents,” among other things.17 The law also stipulated that recipi-
ents of the procedure would not be castrated, but would undergo a surgical steriliza-
tion, which was considered more humane by all practitioners at the time, Latin and 
otherwise.18 Stepan argued that almost as soon as the Veracruz law was passed, it was 
panned by the larger Mexican medical and eugenic communities.19 This condemna-
tion, she argued, demonstrated how Latin American “preventive eugenics” disrupted 
the binary of positive and negative, hereditarian and environmental, divisions at work 
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in the scholarship on eugenics. This article will build on this to demonstrate that 
Chilean objections to coerced sterilization, though motivated by ostensibly humane 
impulses, did not preclude the belief in the moral and physical “betterment” of indi-
viduals that eugenic racial theories supported.

Turda and Gillette’s Latin Eugenics in Comparative Perspective (2014) also con-
tended that coerced sterilization was not popular among eugenicists in Europe’s Latin 
nations. Much like Stepan, they argued that neo-Lamarckism was far more important to 
the theorization of Latin eugenics than its North American and northern European coun-
terparts. In addition, they argued that Latin eugenicists defined their work specifically in 
contrast to eugenic practices they identified as in keeping with an “Anglo-Saxon” intel-
lectual tradition, such as coerced sterilization.20 According to Turda and Gillette, Latin 
eugenicists felt that Anglo-Saxon eugenics operated almost exclusively to reinforce the 
supposed racial superiority of Anglo-Saxon and Nordic racial groups.21 As such, they 
characterized the development and foundation of the Latin Eugenics Federation in 1933 
as a distinct response not only to the 1933 German sterilization law but also to the sug-
gestion that the Latin race was inferior.22 This article supports this claim by demonstrat-
ing that Chilean eugenicists, like their Latin European colleagues, became increasingly 
skeptical of coerced sterilization as the 1930s progressed. Additionally, it highlights how 
this development was characterized as “Latin” specifically in response to the 1933 
German sterilization law.

The literature regarding coerced sterilization in the United States of America is also 
helpful in contextualizing the Chilean case. Looking at coerced sterilization in the United 
States of America from the end of the nineteenth century until the 1970s, Mark A. 
Largent’s Breeding Contempt (2008) contended that the practice of coerced sterilization 
was not necessarily a central theoretical tenet of eugenics or scientific racism during the 
late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, much like Chilean eugenicists claimed at 
the time.23 Instead he argued that coerced sterilization existed alongside the eugenics 
movement and was only conceptually linked to eugenics, specifically Nazi-style nega-
tive eugenics, as part of a larger growth in identity politics in the 1970s.24 Decoupling 
coerced sterilization from eugenics allows for a better understanding of how the practice 
began being tested well before the eugenics movement started and persisted long after 
eugenic science had lost its appeal.

Largent’s monograph is also helpful in contextualizing the influence of the Roman 
Catholic Church in debates regarding coerced sterilization.25 He argues that the Church’s 
official position regarding coerced sterilization, and eugenics more generally, was not 
clear until the release of the papal encyclical Casti Connubii in December 1930. Prior to 
that time, there was no official Catholic position regarding sterilization, coerced or 
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26. Largent, Breeding Contempt, p. 103–5.
27. Leon, An Image of God.
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after World War II in Eugenic Nation. By focusing on hereditarianism, rather than on eugen-
ics per se, she contextualized American coerced sterilization into a longer set of historical 
developments and intellectual traditions, p. 3.

29. Briggs, Reproducing Empire, pp. 143–4, 150.
30. Ibid, p. 77.
31. Briggs, Reproducing Empire; Yolanda Eraso, “Biotypology, Endocrinology, and Sterilization: 

The Practice of Eugenics in the Treatment of Argentinian Women during the 1930s,” Bulletin 

otherwise, though most Catholics objected to it on the grounds that it was a form of birth 
control.26 The encyclical also did not prohibit other forms of eugenic intervention, a 
distinction that will be discussed below. Largent and, to a much larger extent, Sharon 
Leon both discuss how U.S. Catholic opinions regarding the perceived relationship 
between eugenics and racism moved outward from the Catholic community into the 
larger U.S. populace throughout the 1920s and 1930s.27 It should be noted, however, that 
these opinions did not stop coerced sterilizations from taking place in the United States 
for another three decades despite the fact that the ideological tide had supposedly turned 
against them.28

Finally, the overlapping coherences and contradictions in “Latin” and American 
eugenics regarding coerced sterilization have been discussed at length in Laura Briggs’s 
Reproducing Empire (2002). This work concurred with the others in terms of noting the 
1970s as the moment when coerced sterilization was conceptually linked to eugenics and 
demonized in the United States.29 What was unique to Briggs’s monograph, however, 
was how her focus on Puerto Rico encouraged an explicit comparison of mainland, 
“American” ideas regarding sterilization and insular, “Latin” ones. She deftly showed 
how various strands of eugenic thought operated in Puerto Rico simultaneously, much as 
they did in Chile as this article will show. One of the more striking was the belief, among 
many Puerto Rican nationalists, that birth control efforts (sometimes in the form of steri-
lization brought to the island by mainland activists) were considered to be genocidal 
plots organized by the American government.30 Concerns about the asymmetrical power 
relationship between Puerto Rico and the United States formed the background for the 
formulation of alternative eugenic concepts there that often supported arguments against 
coerced sterilization but that did not necessarily disrupt the larger eugenic belief in racial 
“betterment” or hierarchy.

All of these works suggest that a more nuanced understanding of coerced sterilization 
sheds light on what constitutes eugenic theory and practice in the early twentieth century, 
both inside and outside Latin America. For Latin Americans, at least, it seems that 
coerced sterilization was a specific site in which ideas about the relationship between the 
Global North and Global South were debated and worked out. In this sense, coerced 
sterilization offers a unique opportunity to consider what constitutes the Latin world or a 
uniquely Latin American race science. Because coerced sterilization was conspicuous by 
its relative absence in Latin American eugenic practice, the scholarly coverage of this 
issue has mostly been limited to the Veracruz law, subtle efforts on the part of specific 
physicians, or covert contemporary government efforts to sterilize women from socially 
marginalized groups.31 However, this article points to the rather intense debate Chilean 
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eugenicists produced regarding a practice they generally disliked from the start. For 
something that was presumably so beyond the pale, there was a significant amount of 
discussion about coerced sterilization as a practice. In fact, a more careful look at debates 
regarding coerced sterilization in Chile suggests that Chilean eugenicists did not see 
themselves as differing very much from their North American and northern European 
colleagues until rather late in the eugenics movement. It was not until the German steri-
lization law of 1933 that a more concerted effort to discredit the practice, which was 
self-identified as “Latin,” arose in Chile.

Initial indifference: Chilean responses to sterilization as 
medical practice before 1933

Early discussions of sterilization as eugenic or medical practice in Chile were not neces-
sarily critical. For example, an October 1905 article in the Revista Médica de Chile 
[Chilean Medical Review] offered a rather favorable estimation of the practice. The 
author, identified as the journal’s editor Dr. C. Pérez Canto, considered the use of x-rays 
for the purpose of sterilization to be quite promising. Clodomiro Pérez Canto (1863–?) 
began his career as a naturalist, but moved more into medicine over the course of his life. 
One of his special interests was the use of x-rays as treatment for a variety of medical 
conditions.32 The first half of the article discussed various experiments on rabbits and 
rats to test the effects of x-rays on their fertility. Referring to work done by radiological 
oncologists and physicians such as Hermann Heineke (1872–1922), Charles-Edouard 
Aubertin (1876–1950), Antoine Béclère (1856–1939), Ludwig Halberstaedter (1876–
1949), Jean-Alban Bergonie (1857–1925), Louis Tribondeau (1872–1918), and Frederick 
Tilden Brown (1855–1910), all included in the article’s bibliography, Pérez seemed 
enthusiastic about the benefit of this method of sterilization.33 His obvious and extensive 
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familiarity with experiments of this type taking place in Europe and North America also 
suggests that he felt no particular intellectual loyalty or connection to an identifiably 
“Latin” medical or eugenic tradition.

Pérez’s seeming enthusiasm for the procedure also indicates that he did not fit tradi-
tional scholarly notions of a Latin eugenicist. He wrote, “And the effects of such mag-
nitude are obtained easily, without the brutal surgeon’s knife, without the nauseating 
pharmacist’s potion.”34 Even more important, for him, was that x-ray exposure treat-
ment did not deprive men and women of their ability to engage in sexual intercourse. As 
he put it, “they do not suspect that they have been stripped of their biblical mission to 
populate the earth.”35 His use of the term “suspect” should be explained here. It is 
unclear from this article if Pérez felt that he, as a physician, could sterilize people with-
out their knowledge or consent. He did believe that it was a promising new option, as it 
might allow men and women who suffered from serious health conditions to avoid 
pregnancy in the short- or long-term as their health dictated.36 Additionally, in contrast 
to previous methods which involved castration, the maintenance of sexual function with 
an x-ray induced sterilization was part of what made coerced sterilization both more 
palatable and possible as a eugenic practice in this period.37 Even so, Pérez only sug-
gested the possibility of coerced sterilization in the context of individual physicians 
making “good” decisions for their patients. It is unclear how he might have felt about 
state-legislated sterilization programs.

His ambivalence was further illustrated by the fact that, even though he thought that 
x-ray induced sterility offered some valuable options for patients, he also had real 
concerns about some of the possible drawbacks of the procedure. First and foremost, it 
was very important to protect the x-ray technicians from becoming sterile themselves.38 
This was easily done, according to Pérez, by, “covering the sensitive regions with the 
appropriate screen.”39 Additionally, Pérez noted that it was unclear what kind of long-
term effects x-ray treatments might have on women, as they worked by atrophying the 
Graafian (or ovarian) follicles in order to prevent regular menstrual cycles. He worried 
that this might prevent women from having children in the future, considerations of 
potential side effects that were not unwarranted in a medical journal.40 Surprisingly, 
though, he had no corresponding concern regarding what long-term exposure to x-rays 
might do to a man’s ability to reproduce. Most likely, this was because Pérez shared the 
belief of many of his colleagues at the time all over the world that to remove the ability 
for a woman to have a child was to make the “most profound change in her entire 
sexual life.”41
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Though his medical evaluation of x-rays as sterilizing agents seemed relatively 
favorable, the final page of Pérez’s article was much more ambivalent. He feared that the 
ease and effectiveness of sterilization by x-ray would present a moral dilemma not only 
to the doctors performing the procedure, but to human society at large. He wrote, 
“Limiting these observations to the evolution of sexual passions, it is necessary to admit 
that x-rays have opened up unanticipated pathways to [sexual] satisfaction without com-
promise ranging from the simplest passionate moment to the most hypocritical libertin-
ism.”42 Leaving aside his ability to turn a phrase, Pérez’s concern with the possibility that 
sterilization, especially one that might only be temporary and could be used as birth 
control, would lead to increased sexual contact between men and women, speaks to his 
commitment to traditional relationships organized by patriarchal sexual norms. This 
approach to sterilization was typical among Chilean eugenicists and physicians at this 
time who, prior to 1933, based their objections to the practice primarily on the fear that 
it would pave the way to sexual profligacy on an unprecedented scale.

This mirrored the concerns of some eugenicists in the United States as well. It may come 
as a surprise that Charles Davenport, for all his support of eugenic intervention into the lives 
of U.S. citizens, did not believe that sterilizing the unfit was a good idea.43 In fact, much like 
Chilean eugenicists, he feared that this practice would only encourage the most base of U.S. 
society to indulge in all their most torrid desires. After a flurry of states passed compulsory 
sterilization laws starting in 1907, in his 1911 monograph Heredity in Relation to Eugenics 
Davenport wondered if coerced sterilization, while addressing one issue, might create another 
by encouraging sterilized people to “become a peculiar menace to the community through 
unrestrained dissemination of venereal disease?”44 For him, one of the few brakes to the ram-
pant sexuality of the poor and non-white was the possibility of pregnancy. Removing that 
barrier was dangerous. Eugenics, after all, was not only about physically improving the 
human population but also morally improving them. Instead, Davenport advocated a pro-
gram of physically separating dysgenic individuals from the larger population.45

By the 1920s, strictly medical concerns regarding coerced sterilization had matured 
among Chilean eugenicists. As a result, despite the widespread ambivalence toward the 
procedure, theses about eugenics and coerced sterilization submitted at the Universidad 
de Chile in the interwar period came from disciplines as diverse as social work, law, and 
medicine. An example of the latter was Maria Figueroa P.’s 1924 thesis, “Estudio sobre 
Eugenesia y Herencia Patológica [Study on Eugenics and Pathological Inheritance].” In 
order to obtain her bachelor’s degree in Medicine and Pharmacy, Figueroa reflected on 
the various efforts different countries had made in the implementation of eugenic social 
welfare programs. Much like Pérez, her discussion of eugenic developments reflected a 
wide-ranging knowledge of intellectual networks and communities as well as no particu-
lar allegiance to any one group. For example, when describing the foundation of eugen-
ics societies, Figueroa did not privilege links between Latin countries. She wrote, 
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“other countries have followed the example of the English and U.S. eugenics societies and in France 
the French Eugenic Society was founded in 1912. Italy followed after with its Italian Committee for 
the Study of Eugenics, in fact a branch of the Danish Anthropological Committee (1913). Germany 
and Sweden participated too. Belgium in 1920 received [the call] and enthusiastically participated 
in the movement. South America has collaborated also; in Argentina the Eugenic Society formed in 
1916, Brazil founded another in 1918. Chile, at the Fifth International Conference celebrated in 
Santiago in 1923, agreed to give the necessary importance to these deserving questions.”46

Though Figueroa portrayed the French as exemplary in this passage, she did not claim 
any particular connection to France’s scientific traditions or a unique Latin affinity. Nor 
did she separate Anglo and Nordic countries from Latin ones in this list. The only hint of 
a potentially Latin predisposition in this text was her statement that these endeavors 
would also include considerations of “the influence of the environment” such as eco-
nomics, law, and customs in the health and fitness of a given individual.47

Building on her belief in environmental intervention, Figueroa insisted that sexual 
responsibility was a central aspect to eugenic best practices and the easiest means of 
avoiding the ethical problems presented by coerced sterilization. Though Pérez feared 
sexual libertinism, it was Figueroa who proposed a solution to this potential danger. She 
argued that fostering the sexual discipline necessary for eugenic coupling was only pos-
sible through “well-directed [sex] education from the start.”48 It is unclear if she intended 
this education for all people or only men, as the passage refers to “man” without clarify-
ing whether this referred to humanity as a whole. Yet it is likely that she meant men, as 
social commentators of the period in favor of sex education typically contended that it 
need only be taught to men and boys because they were the only ones likely to engage in 
“risky,” and therefore dysgenic, sexual practices.49

While sex education was popular with eugenicists outside Latin America too, teach-
ing eugenic sexual conduct became even more important in a context in which steriliza-
tion of any sort was looked upon with suspicion. Though eugenicists in Latin America, 
including Figueroa, accepted the notion that “mental defects” were hereditary and wanted 
to limit the possibilities of this eventuality, they still were reticent about using coerced 
sterilization as a means to that end. Expressing this concern in no uncertain terms, 
Figueroa wrote, “The laws of heredity are better understood every day. Of course we 
cannot copy natural selection slavishly; if we attempted to do so, we would end up com-
mitting murders.”50 Clearly, if lacking an obvious Latin eugenic theory upon which to 
call, some Chileans felt that eugenic practices that relied too heavily on hereditarianism 
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presented ethical problems. While later this would be discussed as a defining feature of 
Latin eugenic science, prior to 1933 it simply illustrated the variegated landscape of 
eugenic theory in Latin America.

Chilean objections to coerced sterilization prior to 1933 in particular reflect a more 
localized set of concerns. Before the German sterilization law, Chilean eugenicists were 
most concerned about the small size of the national population relative to comparable Latin 
American neighbors. Some experts at the time attributed the small population to a high 
incidence of infant mortality.51 Others argued that it was due to a relatively high mortality 
rate, often linked to the prevalence of tuberculosis among the lower classes. These discus-
sions always placed Chile into a wider Latin American context that at least nodded to a 
more regional, Latin American identity. An especially notable example of this can be found 
in physician Victor Grossi’s opening article in a 1932 special issue of the medical journal 
Medicina Moderna [Modern Medicine]. The issue was dedicated to the study of the signifi-
cant amount of tuberculosis in the Aconcagua Valley, about sixty miles north of Santiago 
in the interior of the Valparaíso Region. The introductory page of the issue compared 
Chile’s population size to that of other Latin American nations. Grossi wrote, “If we take 
into consideration the enormous progress achieved by Argentina and especially Brazil, 
countries that do not have as privileged climates [as ours]…we have to arrive at the conclu-
sion that if our country’s population does not grow, that [it] is exclusively due to the lack of 
economic and cultural planning that this progress signifies.”52 To drive his point home, he 
included a visual rendering of the population growth of each country over the past sixty 
years (Figure 1). His choice of populations with which to compare Chile demonstrates that 
Grossi felt that these countries had some kind of relationship, if only geographic. More 
important, to his mind, Chile was lagging behind its “less privileged” neighbors. Perhaps 
that was why he also included Peru in the image. As a country that Chile often considered 
of lesser import, the fact that its population remained similar in size to that of Chile’s was 
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Figure 1. Visual rendering of Chile’s supposed population stagnation relative to other Latin 
American nations, Grossi, “La tuberculosis en Aconcagua,” Medicina Moderna (1932), Photo 
taken by author, material housed at the Biblioteca Nacional de Chile.
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possibly meant to shame Chileans into action. Written just before the 1933 German sterili-
zation law, this focus on Chile’s environmental obstacles to progress and better health as 
part of a wider Latin American world presaged more explicit references to a unified Latin 
American eugenic theory and practice that would arise soon after.

Latinizing objections: Chilean rejection of coerced 
sterilization after 1933

Until the early 1930s, the majority of Chilean eugenicists were cautious about sterilization as 
an optional medical treatment for the reasons discussed in the previous section. However, the 
articles they wrote in popular periodicals and medical journals after the passage of Germany’s 
race laws in July 1933 took a much stronger position against the practice. Unlike the some-
what ambivalent responses to strict biological determinism and hereditarianism in eugenic 
theory emanating from North America and northern Europe prior to this time, Chilean eugen-
icists began to emphasize how important the environment was to human development and 
how humans were able to shape their own environments through culture and civilization. 
They insisted that human beings, though part of the natural world and even animals them-
selves, should not be treated as if they were livestock. An author identified only as “J.L.C.” 
wrote the following in a 1934 issue of La Revista Católica [The Catholic Magazine]:

“There is the famous Mendelian law of heredity of which modern biologists have made a great 
show, but this law of heredity is for the animal kingdom; for man, the dispositions of heredity 
do not always follow a uniform path, but rather are comprised of so many exceptions and 
combinations making the notion of a law illusory, because of this one cannot simply substitute 
the vulgar denomination of ‘good or bad.’”53

According to this writer, the ability to control the environment, and be affected by it, 
distinguished human beings from all other types of natural life on Earth. Most Latin 
American eugenicists did accept that natural selection occurred for all living organisms. 
Yet they refused to accept that human reproduction was commensurate to that of animals, 
in contrast to many U.S. eugenicists who often concretely connected animal breeding to 
human eugenics.54

The timing of this renewed rejection of biological determinism and its conceptual 
linkage to coerced sterilization among Chilean eugenicists is suggestive. Although 
coerced sterilization laws had been on the books in the United States since 1907, it was 
not until the German sterilization law that Chilean critics began a more concentrated 
denunciation of the practice.55 Appearing in the July 1934 issue of the Revista Medica de 
Chile [Chilean Medical Review], physician and public health advocate Waldemar E. 
Coutts wrote about his concerns related to coerced sterilization. Coutts represented the 
upper echelons of the Chilean medical community in the early twentieth century. Born in 
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December 1895 in Viña del Mar, an affluent beach community about seventy-five miles 
west of Santiago, he studied both in Scotland and Chile and, in 1918, he graduated from 
the Universidad de Chile’s medical school with a degree in surgery with specialties in 
urology and venereal disease. He founded the Sociedad de Urología [Society of Urology] 
and its corresponding periodical. In recognition of his reputation in the medical commu-
nity, he was named director and chief physician of the Department of Social Hygiene in 
1925 and remained an influential government functionary, including serving as Minister 
of Health (1952–3), until his death in 1959.56

In his 1934 article, entitled “El problema de la esterilizacion desde el punto de vista 
bio-social [The Problem of Sterilization from the Bio-Social Point of View ],” Coutts 
took exception to the practice of coerced sterilization because he felt it was too much 
informed by a biologically-determined hereditarian model of human evolution. He 
argued that people were more than the sum of their physical parts. Unlike animals and 
plants who reproduced “freely,” the advancement of human civilization and culture, as 
well as human self-awareness, had drastically changed the environment in which human 
beings lived and reproduced.57 In his own words, “This environment should not be 
reduced to the strictly material, but rather it can be found imbued into the cultural and 
spiritual values, which allow man to adapt from childhood to the conditions imposed by 
civilization.”58

His expertise in both urology and venereal disease probably helps to explain his inter-
est in coerced sterilization from a medical perspective, as it might affect similar parts of 
the body. However, his objections to the practice went well beyond the potential physical 
complications. Coutts wrote, “we cannot accept that the individual depends exclusively 
on heredity, if that were true, we would have to accept the existence of superior men, 
castes or races.”59 This comment might seem surprising coming from a eugenicist such 
as Coutts. Presumably, one of the foundations of eugenic theory was the belief that there 
were indeed superior and inferior types of humans. The origin story of the term and the 
discipline itself perpetuates the idea that eugenics was primarily about the study and 
cultivation of “good genes.”60 Yet Coutts’s insistence on the unity of the human race 
speaks to what might constitute one of the fundamental differences between mainstream 
and Latin eugenics. In his view, the practice of eugenics was about improving the human 
race through environmental interventions. In particular, the Chilean race needed eugen-
ics to bring it from the brink of extinction caused by what Coutts identified as cultural 
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factors: alcoholism, syphilis, and infant mortality.61 The issue, to his mind, was not an 
innate or insuperable Chilean racial degeneracy but rather a lack of resources to combat 
public health and hygiene problems that threatened all Chileans.

Coutts also objected to coerced sterilization because he believed that humanity was 
united by its need for sexual expression and reproduction. Presaging later objections to 
birth control and coerced sterilization programs aimed at women across the Global 
South, he felt that every person ought to be free to exercise reproductive self-determina-
tion. He argued, “In free nature, every being, upon reaching sexual maturity biologically, 
has the right to reproduce according to their sexual constitution.”62 This comment is 
interesting because Coutts also stipulated that most human beings did not live in so-
called free nature. As the previous quote demonstrated, culture had moved humans out of 
this free zone. But Coutts claimed that human sexuality functioned outside the purview 
of civilized life and therefore was not to be regulated by human institutions. In some 
ways, it was the only remaining link to humanity’s animal past.63 As such, he used the 
universality of the reproductive impulse as proof of the biological unity of humanity and 
the folly of eugenic theories premised upon maintaining racial purity.64

Surprisingly, Catholic intellectuals and physicians in Chile also favored a version of 
sexual self-determination inspired by their objections to coerced sterilization. In the 
August 1935 edition of Estudios, contributor Carlos Hamilton Depassier (1908–1988) 
wrote a scathing indictment of coerced sterilization as a eugenic tool.65 Specifically, he 
argued that there was very little scientific proof that coerced sterilization actually resulted 
in the eugenic improvement of a population. The article, entitled “ El problema de la 
esterilización eugénica [The Problem of Eugenic Sterilization],” argued that, “The pro-
portion of attacks [on coerced sterilization] in the name of humanity and science were 
not less than those made in the name of religion and morality.”66 Hamilton was not incor-
rect in that estimation. As the previous example demonstrates, there was substantial sci-
entific and medical debate among physicians and eugenicists as to whether or not coerced 
sterilization would actually achieve better results than a less intrusive program of public 
health initiatives.

The difference between a Latin and mainstream approach to coerced sterilization 
probably has more to do with timing. In the United States and northern Europe, the 
1930s represented a peak in state-sanctioned sterilizations.67 In the Latin world,  
however, this period saw an increased insistence on the unnecessary cruelty and 
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questionable effectiveness of the practice. In fact, objections to coerced sterilization 
became so vociferous and widespread that eugenicists in Latin America and southern 
Europe began to claim that acceptance of this premise was an identifying feature of a 
“Latin” eugenic theory and practice. To support their claims, some Chilean eugenicists 
heavily relied on the writings of Catholic theologians and intellectuals.68 Hamilton’s 
article quoted at length from the papal encyclical Casti Connubii. This encyclical, pub-
lished in December 1930, was the first text to officially document a Catholic stance 
against coerced sterilization. Regarding other types of eugenic practices, Hamilton 
wrote, “It is evident that the [encyclical] does not condemn improvement of the race in 
itself, but rather the immoral methods that some propose as necessary.”69 The distinc-
tion between coerced sterilization and eugenics is critical. Hamilton argued that the 
encyclical did not prevent the dissemination of information regarding improving an 
individual’s health and wellbeing, which would ultimately benefit the race much more 
than preventing supposedly unfit individuals from procreating. The main Catholic 
objection to the practice of coerced sterilization, according to Hamilton, was that these 
measures would interfere with an individual’s right to have children within the institu-
tion of marriage. Intriguingly, with this insistence on rights and self-determination, the 
Catholic reaction to coerced sterilization began to outline what feminist and progressive 
intellectuals would argue about reproductive rights for women in the developing world 
decades later. It should also be noted that objections to coerced sterilization, Catholic or 
otherwise, did not disrupt the notion that populations could be ‘improved’ both morally 
and physically.

However, Hamilton’s objections to coerced sterilization also specifically named rac-
ism as one of the primary faults of eugenic efforts occurring outside the so-called Latin 
world. In the closing pages of his article, he described the German sterilization law as 
racist, but the racism that he described is not what a contemporary reader might expect.70 
He wrote that, “The ‘racist’ state has for its supreme goal the exultation of the race over 
all other things.”71 In other words, Hamilton’s definition of racism was not so much 
about having negative views of different or marginalized racial groups. Rather, it was 
about becoming obsessed with perfecting the race at the national level to such a degree 
that politics and legislation became ethically bankrupt. To conclude, like many before 
him, he argued that coerced sterilization would not really solve the moral issues that 
caused most of society’s troubles. In fact, it would only encourage increased prostitution 
and libertinism.72

Though more and more Chilean eugenicists came to reject coerced sterilization, there 
were some who advocated its use. One example was university student Ernesto 
Hechenleitner Trautmann.73 In order to receive his bachelor’s degree in Law and Political 
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Science from the Universidad de Chile, Hechenleitner wrote a thesis in 1936 lionizing 
the German law with an eye to its application in Chile. He translated the text from its 
original German to Spanish himself and included it in his thesis. His surname and famili-
arity with German suggest that Hechenleitner’s family was of German descent, which 
might account for his positive view of the law.74 In response to the argument that coerced 
sterilization would only encourage sexual impropriety among individuals with already 
questionable morals, Hechenleitner wrote the following, “it is preferable to allow a well 
understood libertinism, that in fact already exists, in exchange for a judicious selection 
of individuals whose fruits would guarantee the increased perfection of the human line-
age.”75 Yet, it is clear that he anticipated some push back from his readership and thesis 
examiners, suggesting the growing support for Latin eugenics among Chilean intellectu-
als. To his colleagues at the Universidad de Chile’s Faculty of Law and Political Science 
who might dislike this approach, he contended that coerced sterilization, “[would be] a 
preventative measure with an efficient and transitory character because, with the passage 
of time, the number of individuals requiring its application will diminish.”76

In an effort to portray coerced sterilization in a better light, Hechenleitner distin-
guished between it as a medical procedure overseen by experts and a method of birth 
control used by sexually irresponsible women. Playing on the fears that sterilization of 
any kind would result in improper sexual behavior, he railed against those who would 
use the procedure for their own ends. “The lack of maternal instinct in many, entirely 
healthy, women who, through ego or caprice, rebel against the laws of nature should be 
the object of the most severe criticisms; renouncing, through the use of [voluntary] steri-
lization, the most sacred mission with which life entrusts them.”77 Women seeking out 
sterilizations voluntarily in an effort to manage their reproductive health, which some 
eugenicists saw as responsible behavior, was here treated as morally suspect. Turning 
previous arguments in favor of sexual self-determination on their head, Hechenleitner 
argued that sterilization was only appropriate when experts decided who should undergo 
the procedure. In other words, for him, sterilization was only appropriate when it was 
prescribed (or coerced) by doctors or state officials.

It seems that his examiners were not persuaded. While most of the theses published 
by the Universidad de Chile’s press in this period contained only the student’s writing, 
Hechenleitner’s thesis was published with the examiners’ comments. This was unusual 
in itself, but the examiners’ low opinion of the thesis is also evocative. Perhaps these 
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negative comments were included in an effort to show that the faculty, and by extension 
the university, wanted to distance itself from the positive claims Hechenleitner made 
about coerced sterilization. Regardless of whether or not the examiners considered him 
a part of their professional community, or considered coerced sterilization beyond the 
pale of Latin eugenics, they left no doubt that the thesis was poorly executed.

The first examiner, professor in Legal Medicine at the Universidad de Chile Alfonso 
García Gerkens, was relatively reserved in his evaluation of Hechenleitner’s work.78 He 
stated that the first and second parts of Hechenleitner’s thesis, which had to do with how 
human inheritance worked from a biological perspective and how that inheritance should 
be considered in legal terms, were poorly executed and did not reflect the depth required 
of such important issues.79 In the third part, which focused on coerced sterilization spe-
cifically, García wrote, “the author has developed his personal point of view on the heav-
ily discussed issue of sterilization, giving reasons that he believes justify [it].”80 It is not 
entirely clear whether or not García himself approved of coerced sterilization. However, 
it is apparent that he did not feel that Hechenleitner had done a thorough enough job 
when considering such a contentious issue. Nonetheless, García still considered the the-
sis passable. In his closing paragraph he wrote, “In the end, lord dean, the thesis consti-
tutes an interesting contribution for better understanding the German Sterilization law in 
effect since 1 January 1934.”81

The second examiner was even more troubled by Hechenleitner’s thesis. Gustavo 
Labatut Glena, director of the Seminary of Penal Law and Legal Medicine at the 
Universidad de Chile, highly disapproved of almost every aspect of the thesis.82 However, 
it is unclear if this was because of the subject matter or because Labatut felt that 
Hechenleitner handled the material so poorly. Labatut noted that the bulk of the thesis, 
presumably parts one and two about human biology, appeared to be nothing more than a 
pastiche of notes Hechenleitner took while attending lectures given by esteemed univer-
sity lecturers and physicians Giovanni (Juan) Noé Crevani (1877–1947) and Roberto 
Barahona Silva (1908–1982).83 Labatut then went on to say that there was a series of 
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fairly concerning errors throughout the entire work.84 In his own words, “Unfortunately, 
the author does not elucidate with the amplitude that they deserve [the scientific prob-
lems of coerced sterilization]. Allowing him to carry on with his exaggerated eagerness 
for brevity, he has reduced the fruits of his research to the minimum, barely sketching the 
many important issues.”85 For all his displeasure, though, Labatut deferred to the dean as 
to whether or not Hechenleitner’s thesis should pass. The reactions of these reviewers, 
and the publication of their comments, suggest that in 1934 the Chilean eugenics move-
ment was becoming more trepidatious about coerced sterilization while still willing to 
accept some discussion of the procedure as potentially beneficial. But this would not last.

Over the course of the 1930s and 1940s too much enthusiasm for coerced sterilization 
as eugenic practice increasingly seemed to be discursively associated with Nazi atroci-
ties among eugenicists in Chile. Rather than point to similar laws passed in the United 
States and the United Kingdom, Chilean eugenicists seemed to focus on Germany as the 
heart of hereditarian eugenic models. Miguel Arezzi’s 1940 Estudios article, which 
opened this essay, illustrates this very well. Arezzi argued that, “The eugenic attempts of 
the modern Germans that they hope will result in ‘pure blood’ is, practically speaking, a 
vain effort.”86 Again, this was because he believed that sterilizing the worst elements of 
society would result in the loss of sexual morality. Worse, coerced sterilization did not 
really address the most important issue. According to Arezzi, while a sterilized individ-
ual may no longer produce offspring of their own, the psychological predisposition 
toward delinquency was not curbed. Therefore, the social problems that coerced sterili-
zation proposed to correct would not actually be resolved.87

Arezzi also alluded to the type of racism Hamilton addressed four years earlier. He 
argued that the German sterilization law, while theoretically sound in some ways, was 
more about a political project to encourage the growth of German nationalism.

“This law, that could be more explicitly defined as ‘coerced sterilization’, has a eugenic end, 
and it should not be confused with the other political and social arrangements that attempt to 
maintain the Germanic race’s ‘purity’, better said, the various races that make up the German 
people and who have been grouped under the incorrect category of ‘Aryan race’. It is not that 
the law in question does not consider the purity of the ‘race’, but in this case the word ‘race’ 
does not have any ethnic significance and, to avoid confusion, with the racist issue that 
mobilizes Germany.”88

Though the race-based nationalism that Arezzi mentions was not what the word “racism” 
would come to mean only a few years later, Chilean eugenicists’ concerns about overly 
enthusiastic race appreciation are notable. While they had no problem with discussing 
the merits of various races, and working to improve the health of their racialized national 
population, Chilean eugenicists clearly felt that the kind of racism Germans practiced 
was disturbing. A racialized nationalism based on the supposed racial purity of a given 
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nation was especially cause for concern. This type of race thinking also supported the 
idea that Latin Americans, almost all of whom were racially mixed in some way, were 
lesser than other peoples.

The turn against coerced sterilization among Chilean eugenicists during the 1930s 
formed part of a larger Latin American awareness that race, despite its supposed scien-
tific irrelevance, had become central to political relationships between their nations and 
the world at large. An article appearing in Estudios in 1947 entitled “Seleccion mas o 
menos natural [A Somewhat Natural Selection],” illustrated that awareness:

“One of the inadmissible aspects of Hitlerism was that cult of pseudo-betterment of man 
through anthropotechnic measures and interventions in the intimate liberty and integrity of 
physical nature. But now we see that scientists of the victorious [nations] are starting to worry 
intensely about the possibly ‘better world’ and accept, under other colors, of course, the 
principles that yesterday would make them shed tears of indignation.”89

Implying that cultural modernization efforts led by white-majority nations like the United 
States still supported the idea that some people were more superior, this quote indicates 
that at least some in Chile saw a direct link between the racially-motivated negative 
eugenic measures of the early twentieth century and the supposedly more humane, anti-
racist postwar period. Perhaps that should not be surprising. Latin Americans had already 
experienced decades of eugenic rhetoric that labeled their nations, peoples, and races as 
lesser, degenerate, or hopelessly mixed. Arguing against coerced sterilization became 
one of the ways to fight against those narratives. Unfortunately, though the guise of sci-
ence had been lifted when it came to race, Latin Americans had still not freed themselves 
of the need for “betterment” relative to more developed nations in North America and 
northern Europe.

Chilean objections to coerced sterilization in the 1930s were only a part of a much 
more diverse landscape of what might be considered Latin eugenics, but they illustrate 
the conflicting threads at work in race science in Latin America in the twentieth century. 
On the one hand, objections to the practice were made based on notions of the universal-
ity of the human species and an insistence on sexual self-realization. On the other, the 
idea that undesirable individuals could be limited in their ability to affect society through 
education or persuasion remained a powerfully seductive myth to many Latin American 
eugenicists. The development of Latin American racial thought shows how certain racial 
groups can construct and maintain their privilege while simultaneously condemning 
racial prejudice and discrimination on a larger scale. Better understanding these tensions 
helps to contextualize the longevity of coerced sterilization, cultural improvement pro-
grams, and the scientific importance of “populations” even as race supposedly ceased 
being a meaningful scientific category in the wake of World War II.
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