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Within the field of U.S. disability studies, historians of intellectual disability, particularly in the first half of the twentieth century, have tended to adopt a social constructionist approach to “the menace of the feebleminded” (e.g., Trent, Carey, Rembis).  Their emphasis on what James Trent calls “inventing the feeble mind” is well placed, and it highlights the historical contingency of intellectual disability.  Michael Rembis’ new book, Defining Deviance, exemplifies the explanatory power of social constructionism in helping us to see how early twentieth-century eugenic field workers, maternalist reformers, and institution administrators often conflated categories of gender, sex, and disability in identifying so-called “feebleminded” girls and women as candidates for institutionalization.  

But when we explore the history of intellectual disability in the first half of the twentieth century, we are profoundly frustrated by the limits of the social model.  This is partly because, besides being scholars of disability we also love, care for, and are enriched by our relationship to a significantly disabled, autistic child.  We have the sense that had this remarkable person been alive in 1915 or 1930, his experience would be little accounted for in existing histories of intellectual disability.  And with good reason – the discourse of feeblemindedness was really not interested in people like him; he likely would have been classed as a “low-grade, excitable idiot” and a “helpless custodial case” and relegated to one of the custodial wards of the institution (Barr and Maloney, 1920).

To be sure, there were lots of people whose cognitive impairments were as significant as our child’s  – the discourse of feeblemindedness constructed a hierarchy of intellectual disability that ranged from “high-grade” morons and those of “borderline” intelligence downward to middle-grade “imbeciles,” and then finally to “idiots” – but these were not the primary concern of institution administrators and eugenicists.  Those classed as “idiots” or “low-grade imbeciles” could never “pass” as “normal”; thus they did not inflame anxieties about what we might think of as “miscegenation” between intellectually disabled and “normally” intelligent people.  As F.J. Russell, Superintendent of the Vermont State School for Feeble-Minded Children, stated in 1917,
The greatest danger in the problem of the feeble-minded comes from the moron or high-grade feeble-minded person.  We do not have to be told how to recognize the low grade, their inability to care for themselves and their limitations make them easily recognized and for this reason they do not constitute a serious problem, but the morons on the other hand can in a measure care for themselves and may present no physical evidence of deficiency but they lack in whole or in part the sense of values, the will power, the ability to withstand temptation, foresight and the fear of physical consequences and this is the class that makes for us our social and economic problems… At large the moron is always in danger of becoming a pauper, alcoholic, thief, prostitute or graver criminal” (Russell 1917).


Evidence of administrators’ disregard for more significantly disabled “idiots” and “imbeciles” runs throughout the history of the Vermont State School for Feeble-Minded Children, or Brandon Training School, as it later came to be called.  Administrators privileged the institution’s “brighter young defectives.” While “morons” and those of “borderline intelligence” might pose a threat to the larger society, administrators believed they could benefit from the school’s training program.  In contrast, they felt they could do little more than house more profoundly disabled residents (Allen, 1930, Biennial Report, 125).  Just as male and female inmates were segregated from each other, occupying different dormitories and training programs, low-grade inmates were kept apart from high-grade inmates.  They occupied separate and inferior custodial dormitories; they ate separately; and they were denied opportunities to work and learn at the institution.  In every aspect of institutional life – even in death – low-grade residents received less consideration than high-grade residents at the Brandon Training School.  

Yet while residents of the Brandon Training School, like those at other U.S. institutions for the intellectually disabled, led vastly different lives depending on whether administrators regarded them as “high-,” “middle-,” or “low-grade defectives,” historians of intellectual disability have paid little attention to such distinctions.  In her work on “cognitive ableism,” Licia Carlson notes that “the ‘cognitively disabled’ are treated as a homogeneous group” (Carlson, 141).  She argues that “persons with cognitive disabilities [are marginalized] from mainstream [disability] scholarship,” which perpetuates the powerlessness of such persons (Carlson, 141).  I would argue that even scholars who do address cognitive disability participate in a kind of “cognitive ableism,” marginalizing persons with significant intellectual disabilities while focusing their social constructionist gaze primarily on the invention of “high-grade” feebleminded populations. 

Eva Kittay writes: “The cognitive impairments of the severely and profoundly retarded are not merely contingently disabling.  Unlike many disabilities, [theirs] are not simply social constructions” (Kittay, 566).  In shifting our focus to include the histories of significantly intellectually disabled people, it is important to recognize that severe and profound cognitive impairments are “not merely contingently disabling.”  Of course the meaning of significant intellectual disability, like the meaning of high-grade feeble-mindedness, is historically contingent.  But part of what interests us is how the nominal intellectual disability of “morons” and “borderline” cases – both in the past and in disability historiography of the past – marginalized and defined itself against the abject, embodied difference of the low-grade idiot or imbecile.  As Judith Butler notes, The “exclusionary matrix by which subjects are formed requires the simultaneous production of a domain of abject beings, those who are not yet ‘subjects,’ but who form the constitutive outside to the domain of the subject”(3).  All too often, in recuperating high-grade feebleminded individuals as valid political subjects, authorities and activists have reinforced the non-personhood of more profoundly intellectually disabled people.

In addition to having a material bodies that are, in Tobin Siebers’ words, “teeming with vital and often chaotic forces” and are “not inert matter subject to easy manipulation by social representations,” significantly intellectually disabled people are, as Kittay writes, persons who have “the capacity to be in certain relationships with other persons, to sustain contact with other persons, to shape one’s own world and the world of others, and to have a life that another person can conceive of as an imaginative possibility for him- or herself” (Siebers, 749; Kittay, 568).  It is this materially complex and emotionally rich, relational model of personhood that we hope to apply to the history of significant intellectual disability at the Brandon Training School.   

Our research into the stories of significantly disabled male and female inmates at the Brandon Training School is far from complete and my time today is brief.  As we move forward, we will, of course, examine how the dominant discourse of feeblemindedness situated low-grade idiots and imbeciles in relation to that discourse’s central preoccupation, the high-grade feebleminded.  But we will also explore the material, spatial, social, and sexual dimensions of custodial life at the institution.  Especially, we will attempt to foreground the relationships that low-grade inmates forged and the ways they “mattered,” both as unruly bodies and as complex human beings, within the power-differentiated communities of the Brandon Training School.
Sources Cited

Allen, T.J. 1920, 1928, 1930.  Biennial Report of the Brandon Training School. Vermont State Department of Public Institutions.

Allen, T.J. 1921. Mental Defect: Its Manifestations, Influences, and Control. Proceeding of the Seventh Vermont Conference of Social Work, October 16, 1921.

Allen, T.J. 1930. The Brandon State School. Vermont Highways, September 1930, 16-25.
Barr, Martin W. and Maloney, E.F. 1920. Types of Mental Defectives. Philadelphia: P. Blakiston’s Son and Company. 
Bogdan, Robert and Taylor, Stephen J. 1989. Relationships with Severely Disabled People: The Social Construction of Humanness. Social Problems, 36(2), 135-148.

Butler, Judith. 1993. Bodies that Matter: On the Discursive Limits of “Sex.” New York: Routledge.

Carlson, Licia. 2001. Cognitive Abelism and Disability Studies: Feminist Reflections on the History of Mental Retardation.  Hypatia, 16:4, 124-146.

Carey, Allison C. 2009.  On the Margins of Citizenship: Intellectual Disability and Civil Rights in Twentieth-Century America. Temple University Press.

Dann, Kevin.  1991. From Degeneration to Regeneration: The Eugenics Survey of Vermont, 1915-1936. Vermont History, 59:1, 5-29.

Kittay, Eva Feder. 2001. When Caring Is Just and Justice Is Caring: Justice and Mental Retardation Public Culture. 13:3, 557-579.
Perkins, Henry P. 1927. Lessons from a Eugenical Survey of Vermont.  
Rembis, Michael A. 2010. Defining Deviance: Sex, Science, and Delinquent Girls, 1890-1960. University of Illinois Press.

Russell, F.J. 1917. The Deficient Child. Second Annual Conference of Charities and Correction, January 24, 1917.

Siebers, Tobin. 2001.  Disability in Theory: From Social Constructionism to the New Realism of the Body.
American Literary History, 13:4, 737-754.

State of Vermont. Department of Public Welfare. 1946. A Comprehensive Welfare Program for Vermont.
Trent, James W. 1995. Inventing the Feeble Mind: A History of Mental Retardation in the United States. University of California Press.

