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of a Bad Idea
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a Bad Idea

Bad Example of 
a Good Idea

Good Example 
of a Good Idea



Discussion Question 1

• Have You Personally Experienced What Has Been 
Discussed?

• Do You Have An Example From Today To Illustrate 
The Same Idea?



Little Written History

From the earliest times until the 18th Century, there is 
little or no recorded information about people with 
disabilities.  

In other words, what will be shared today, can be 
disputed through your own research into the history 
of services and perceptions of people with 
disabilities.



Know the Social Context

Dr. Burton Blatt, 
from Syracuse University wrote,

“Virtually all histories in our field are dangerously 
incomplete…that which is preserved may be less relevant 

than that which is unknown; and the facts however 
pertinent are to a degree divorced from the social 

psychological context of the period…”



History is Complex

History Is Not Just Cruelty

 History also means compassion, 
sacrifice, courage, and kindness. 

 You must understand the context 
of the times. 



Thebes

We can begin 3500 years 
ago at 1522 BC and find 
the first reference to 
intellectual disabilities in 
a document called the

Therapeutic Papyrus 
of Thebes. 



Therapeutic Papyrus of Thebes



Wisdom Teachings

The “wisdom teachings” of the culture stressed 
RESPECT:  

• “Amenemope, a wise man who lived during the New 
Kingdom, wrote that care for the old, the sick, and 

the malformed was a moral duty.”

The wise man should respect people affected by 
reversal of fortune. 



Quote by Hubert H. Humphrey

At the 1976 National Democratic Convention in New 
York, Hubert H. Humphrey said, 

“The moral test of a government is how it treats 
those who are at the dawn of life, the children; 

those who are in the twilight of life, the aged: and 
those who are in the shadow of life, the sick, the 

needy, and the handicapped.”



Little People Valued

Ancient Egyptians Held 
People with Disabilities 

in High Esteem

• Worshipped several gods who were “little people”; 
• Depicted “little people” on tombs;
• King Tut may have had a rare bone disorder and a 

club foot. 



Jumping Ahead to the Greek and Roman Era



Difference Means Inferiority

The Greeks and Romans believed 
they were “Ideal Humans.” 

They were masters of art, philosophy,
literature, and science.  

Any physical difference 
meant you were inferior.

In a brief to the US Supreme Court 
about the Americans with Disabilities Act, 

the same sentence appeared. 

The Court was asked to recognize that 
physical difference did NOT mean inferiority.



George Lane Lawsuit

Tennessee v. George Lane et. al. (1998-2004).

In 1998 George Lane had to crawl up two flights of stairs to appear in court for a 
traffic violation. There was no elevator for his wheelchair in his small-town 
courthouse. He refused to crawl. The Judge ordered him to be arrested for 
failure to appear. Lane sued, and his case went to the U.S. Supreme Court.

• “Justice for all, we won’t crawl.”  

In 2004, the Court decreed:

• You cannot deny access to the courts.



Idios

The Greeks were the first to use the word IDIOS (idiot) which in the 
beginning meant not a public official or an elected official. It meant a 
“private person.”

Then the term changed to mean “someone ignorant” and through 
the 1900s it meant “someone with an IQ of 0-25.”

In one day, your challenge is to count the number of times you hear 
or see the word “idiot,” whether it is in the cartoons, the radio, 
television ads, or by commentators. 



India’s National Elections

This photo from the
New York Times (1998)

goads Bombay residents 
to go to the polls and vote. 



The Words Matter

The previous slide showed a page from the New York Times 
in 1998, which had a photo from an election in India. The 
sign above the voting location reads, “Greek dictionary 
meaning of ‘idiot,’ man who did not vote.”

Language is critical to this field, as I will explain throughout 
our session. 



Hippocrates



Touched by God?

Hippocrates, the father of Medicine in the 4th Century 
BC, believed that Epilepsy was the result of physical 
causes, not a result of being sacred or touched by God.

Hippocrates performed an “autopsy” and found 
evidence of seizures in the brain. 

• A seizure was not communication from God. 



Cause of Epilepsy

Hippocrates wrote, 

“As to cause of epilepsy, it is not any more divine or 
more sacred than any other disease. Epilepsy has a 

natural cause, we just don’t have enough experience.”



Punished by God

Examples of Punishment:
• 2012—A stranger poured lighter fluid on a woman in a 

wheelchair and tried to ignite her because she was “the 
devil.” 

• 2010—In Haiti, kids with disabilities are seen as a curse 
and will get food if there is any extra.

• 2010—Virginia legislator, “Kids with disabilities are 
punishment from God.” 



Preface to the ADA

The Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA)

Disability is a natural part of human existence and 
in no way diminishes the right of individuals to 
participate or contribute to society.

Why?  To counter the belief that difference means 
inferiority or punishment.



Seeking Miracles

New York Times 
October 25, 2001

The caption under 
the photo reads: 

“Visitors to the Sufi shrine 
give alms to the gatekeeper, 

always one of the revered 
‘small-headed ones.’”



Miracles in Pakistan

From the New York Times, October 25, 2001 comes an article from Pakistan. The 
accompanying photo is of a young woman with a startling deformity, whose 
words are screams or nonsense.  

Surrounded by caged birds and blessings, she is touched in reverence by throngs 
of people who believe she is touched by God.

The young woman sits at the door and receives money from anyone who wants 
to have a baby or is seeking a cure. The young woman is called the small-headed 
one or rat child (she has microcephaly).  The worshippers describe her as 
beautiful. This tradition has lasted 300 years.



Aristotle

One of the great philosophers, 
Aristotle (384-322 BC), wrote 
over 400 books on every branch 
of learning.  

He organized, categorized, and 
compartmentalized subjects 
such as logic, ethics, politics, 
and psychology. 



Aristotle Writings

Aristotle (384-322 BC) studied movement, analyzed how muscles degenerated, 
and developed theories about how defects developed in humans.

Over 2350 years ago, Aristotle believed that man was the most highly evolved 
being and that woman was one giant evolutionary step below, representing the 
first step along the road to deformity.  

Aristotle recommended that there ought to be laws to prevent the rearing of 
deformed children. In his book Politics, Aristotle wrote:

“As to the exposure and rearing of children, let there be a law
that no deformed child shall live.”



Aristotle and Disability

 Children with physical deformities were thrown into rivers.
 Children with disabilities were mutilated to increase their value as 

beggars.
 Children were left in the woods to die. Parents tied their feet to 

discourage anyone from adopting the children.
 In Sparta, abandoning infants with disabilities was a legal 

requirement because they were not humans.

What are some parallels today?



Dr. Peter Singer

Washington Times, June 16, 2015

Professor Singer, who teaches bioethics at Princeton 
University, has for years promoted public policy that 
would legalize the killing of infants with severe disabilities.

• “If a decision is made, by the parents and doctors, that it is better that a baby 
should die, I believe it should be possible to carry out that decision, not only by 
withholding or withdrawing life support — which can lead to the baby dying 
slowly from dehydration or from an infection — but also by taking active steps 
to end the baby’s life swiftly and humanely.”



Dr. Jack Kervokian

Jack Kevorkian was an American pathologist and euthanasia proponent. He 
claimed to have assisted 130 patients commit suicide. 

He advocated the establishment of suicide clinics, and earned the nickname “Dr. 
Death.”

The New England Journal of Medicine performed autopsies on 69 cases of 
euthanasia carried out by Dr. Kervokian. 

 The Journal found that ¾ of the people had not been terminally ill.

From the newspapers, we have the following stories.



Children Exported



Child Trafficking

In 1997, Saudi Arabia deported 76 children back to their native India, some as young as 
6 years old. All the children had disabilities or disfigurements, and were sold by their 
parents to be trafficked as beggars in the wealthy parts of Saudi Arabia.

Upon his young daughter’s return, her father said, “We will have to starve now. We have 
no other source of income.” 

Parents sell their children for $800 to traffickers who arrange for transit and passports.

Children with disabilities are prized as beggars because they elicit sympathy. The 
practice has gone on for 20 years.  An investment of $3,000 doubles within 3 months. 
Those investing in the practice include teachers, social workers, and local politicians. 



Beggar Badge

Beggar Badges are issued 
(1916).



Children Starved



Chinese Orphanage



Dying Rooms

From China comes this full page article about the systematic 
deaths of children with disabilities in orphanages by starvation.

The places are called Dying Rooms. The BBC filmed a 
documentary. 

In Shanghai, 1,000 children with disabilities died of unnatural 
deaths in state run orphanages from 1986-1992. 



Father Kills Daughter



Robert Latimer

A Saskatchewan farmer admitted to killing his 12 year old daughter, Tracey, in 1993 as “an act of 
mercy.” Robert Latimer killed his daughter, who had cerebral palsy, by placing her in a pickup 
truck and pumping carbon monoxide gas into the cab. Tracey’s mother told the jury that she, too, 
wanted Tracy’s life to end, but had been “too much of a coward” to do it. Both parents described 
Tracey’s life as one of “incessant agony.”

 The jurors felt a mandatory sentence was too harsh and recommended one year in 
prison. The judge agreed, saying the girl should not have had to suffer any more 
pain.  

 Latimer was tried twice for Tracey’s murder, and eventually served 10 years for 2nd

Degree Murder. 

An art gallery in Canada created an exhibit and portrayed Mr. Latimer as Jesus. Then they 
removed it.



No Remorse

2008
Robert Latimer granted day parole.

“What I did was 
the right thing.”

2018
Latimer asked to be pardoned 
under the Canadian Royal 
Prerogative of Mercy.



Mother Kills Daughter



Hastings Mom



Prison Sentence

Kelly Ritt was sentenced to life in prison after being convicted of intentionally 
starting the fire that killed her daughter, Hannah, a 2 year old who was deaf and had 
other serious disabilities. Hannah had been receiving in-home support, while Ritt
begged friends and relatives to adopt her.

 Ritt admitted leaving an afghan on a hot space heater in Tracey’s room. 

 Witnesses recalled conversations in which Ritt said she believed her 
daughter was in so much pain that the toddler “would be better off dead.”

Mrs. Ritt was sentenced in 1997, and will serve 30 years before being eligible for 
parole in 2027.



Professor Murder-Suicide

Professor, charged with killing baby daughter, dies in custody

St. Paul (AP) — A Villanova University professor charged with killing her baby
daughter with a kitchen knife apparently committed suicide in jail by putting
a plastic garbage bag over her head, authorities said. Mine Ener was found
unconscious Saturday with the bag over her head while lying on a mattress in
a common area outside a group of cells, the Sheriff said. 

She was being held on a charge of 2nd Degree Murder after allegedly cutting the throat of her 6-
month-old daughter, Raya Donagi, during a visit to her mother's home. 

The 38-year-old popular history professor told police she couldn't bear seeing her daughter, who 
had Down syndrome, go through life suffering. Ener also said she was considering suicide and 
was on medication for postpartum depression, according to court records.



Data Base of Homicides

Dr. Dick Sobsey, University of Alberta
Professor Emeritus, Department of Educational Psychology
Associate Director, JP Das Centre on Developmental and Learning Disabilities

Dr. Sobsey studies the relationship between violence and disability. 
He maintains a data base of 1,800 people with disabilities who have 
been victims of homicide.

In a review of 95 instances of parents who killed children with 
disabilities, 15 were not sentenced to prison, and 9 people 
served less than 5 years.



Discussion Question 2

Participatory Activity:

Discuss examples of begging and deaths.



Begging and Death Examples

Examples:
Begging—

Knights of Columbus

Telethons

Death—

“Who Should Survive?” CNN report

Suicide bombers

Exorcisms

Euthanasia (31% Dutch pediatricians)



Guillotine – 2010



Court Jester



Royal Courts

In many royal courts, people with disabilities were 
kept as court jesters. What are some examples of 
keeping people as entertainment?



Richard the Lionfaced



Marfan Syndrome



Tom Thumb



Mexican Troupe



Tiny Toreadors



Rodeo Show

 From Arizona comes a news clipping entitled Midget Madness.

Children of all ages giggled at the sight of midgets hitting each other, acting 
drunk, doing hoochie-mama dances, dressed in big Afro wigs, and in drag.  

The Mexican troupe, said to be the first of its kind, performed a 2 hour show.  
The crowd of 1,000 roared when the bull chased the midgets and made them 
fall down.  

Some call it tasteless, others call it fun. 



Headlines

• Florida legislator wants to bring back “dwarf” 
tossing in bars as a way to increase employment 
of people with disabilities. 

• Film for purchase ($19.98) called “Born Different” 
featuring “Elephant Man, One-legged dancers, 
Pinheads, Two-headed people.”



Asylum

In the 8th Century, the first asylum was created for infants who had been abandoned, called 
foundlings. 

A foundling was a baby who had been abandoned in the woods or exposed to the elements, and 
left for the public to find (or not).  The Archpriest Datheus wrote:

“As soon as a child is left at our door, we will receive and provide care to those who 
will be paid.”

Since then, out of home care has always been funded. If you give up parental 
responsibility, someone else will be paid to care for the individual.

Thomas Malthus, an economist we will meet in a moment, was violently opposed to foundling 
hospitals.



Congregate People

When you devalue people, 
you separate, congregate, and segregate.



Leper Colonies

During the 12th Century, leprosy began disappearing. The 
leper colonies were converted to other uses such as 
serving people who were orphans, prostitutes, widows, 
criminals, or those with any mental problems.

Leprosy is caused by bacteria that targets nerve cells 
under the skin. There are 200,000 new cases per year. 



Carville Hospital

Leprosy In the United States

The U.S. closed its federal hospital 
for leprosy in Carville, LA after 
100 years of operation.

If you tried to escape you were 
placed in a prison on the campus 
grounds. 

Between 400-500 people were served 
at one time.



Hospital Closing



Life Outside



“Nobody stares at you here.”



Boot Camp

What will replace the folks with leprosy? 

A boot camp for adolescents.



Idiot Cage

The next development was in 1346 in Hamburg, 
Germany, with the creation of the Idiot Cage attached 
to a tower in the city wall. 

These small imprisonments were used to keep people 
out of trouble, but they may also have been used to 
entertain the townspeople. 



Enclosure



Eastern Europe Cage



School Cage

The California 
school called it 
“A Sanctuary.” 

2015



Home-made Cage

From a 2001 press clipping, a couple in Seattle, WA 
created a 6-feet deep and 5-feet wide cage made of 
steel tubing and steel mesh.

Their son with a disability went into the cage at night 
in the basement with a bucket for a toilet. They 
padlocked the door behind him. 



School Box



Ohio Case 2005

Eleven Children Found Caged 
In Northern Ohio Home

Wakeman, Ohio -- When deputies 
removed 11 disabled children from a 
home where they were made to sleep in 
cages, the adoptive parents didn't seem 
to see anything wrong with the 
children's treatment, authorities said. 

Mike and Sharen Gravelle denied in a 
custody hearing that they'd abused or 
neglected the children -- ages 1 to 14, 
with conditions that included autism and 
fetal alcohol syndrome. 



Children in Cages

“The investigator spotted a face peering 
out of one of the cages.”

The Gravelles said a psychiatrist recommended 
they make the children sleep in the 40-inch tall 
cages that were stacked in bedrooms on the 
second floor of their house.  

• Some of the cages were rigged with alarms.

• One had a dresser in front of it. 



More Headlines

2014—Greece locks up children 
in cages in state run homes. “It is 
better than tying arms and legs 
to beds.”

2014—CA—Parents arrested for 
locking child in a dog kennel. 

2013—NM—8 year old girl 
locked in a wooden cage. 



VA Couple Jailed

Brian and Shannon Gore are serving 30 years in prison for nearly 
starving their 6 year old daughter to death. Alison, who is 
developmentally delayed, was found starved and naked in a 
makeshift cage in their Gloucester home.



CA House of Horrors

Turpin 
Family in 
California



MN House of Horrors

Star Tribune, 2018

Twins with severe 
developmental disabilities 
were repeatedly raped, 
beaten with bats and 
chained for days at a time 
without food. Doctors who 
examined their scars told the 
court that this was “clinically 
diagnostic of torture.”



Ship of Fools



Showboat

The Ship of Fools enabled people 
with disabilities to be sent away to 
other lands.  

Communities paid sailors to take 
people away so they wouldn’t pose 
a burden. The boats would sail from 
port to port charging admission to 
view the strange human cargo.  

Eventually the ships would abandon 
the people. 



Move Away

What are some examples today?

Mom from MS goes to Tulane University in New Orleans so 
her son can have several medical procedures. She was told 
to stay there. “We don’t have anyone like him in MS.”

Parents from SD are told to move to MN because SD is not 
going to provide services for their child with disabilities.



Gheel, Belgium

Gheel, Belgium – 700 years ago

• Created family care by taking people with 
disabilities into their private homes and showing 
them love and respect.

• The practice continues today.



Discussion Question 3

Participatory activity:

Discuss any examples of court jester, idiot cage, 
ship of fools, or leper colony that occur today.



More Examples

Examples:
• Idiot cage—closets, quiet rooms, whisper rooms

• Court jester—Howard Stern Show

• Ship of fools—Hennepin County sent 3,316 people 
away

• Leper colony—prisons, nursing homes



Preacher John Calvin

The next major event that had a profound effect on people with disabilities was 
the Protestant Reformation, which began in 1517.  

During this period, people with disabilities were seen as subhuman. 

John Calvin preached the 
notion of predestination stating
that God had already chosen
who will and who will not be saved. 

Those with disabilities were not chosen.



Bedlam



WI Examples

From a recent Wisconsin Master’s Thesis about the 
1800s:

County supervisors would inspect poor houses and 
write reports with sentences like:

“I saw a naked man on a heap of straw with a 
bucket for a toilet.”



Asylum in Germany



Queen Elizabeth I

Between 1563 and 
1601, Queen 
Elizabeth the First 
prompted 
Parliament to pass a 
series of laws to take 
care of poor people.



Categories

The poor were put into categories such as;

• Deserving poor; 
o Indoor Relief: If too old, too ill, too young to work then placed 

in almshouses, hospitals, poor houses, or orphanages.
• Idle or Undeserving poor.  

o Outdoor Relief: Clothes and food on the dole.

The Elizabethan Poor Law, in effect, shifted responsibility for the care 
of people to tax money of property owners. 



Poor Laws

The concept was worthy poor & unworthy poor…who is a person 
unworthy of help?  

Those who can work, but don’t; from 1994 until 1999 who was first 
targeted to be eliminated from social security? 
•Those with substance abuse problems.
•Children with emotional/behavioral problems. 
•AFDC recipients. 

Those who are worthy tend to be those born with a disability or 
acquired a disability, especially if it is visible.



Modern Worthy Poor

More Headlines

• 1994—Kids feigning disorders for federal dollars. 
SSI has run amok. 

• 2010—Boston expose—21,000 kids on 
medication to get checks.



Moral Treatment

Philippe Pinel, who lived in the late 1700s,
was the leading French psychiatrist of his day.

He was one of the first to say that people with 
mental difficulties were diseased, as opposed to 
sinful, immoral, or possessed by demons.

He removed chains and restraints from people living in asylums. He used gentle 
treatments, created humane environments, and did not “bleed” people.

He also classified types of disabilities based upon phrenology. 



Phrenology

In this slide, Dr. Pinel contrasts the 
head of someone with mental 
health problems (on the left) 
compared to someone with 
learning problems (on the right). 

The 27 lumps on a head 
represented the organs of the 
body.



Phrenology Diagram



Galileo Galilei



Slope of Forehead



Today’s Phrenology

What’s the parallel today?



Functional MRI



MRI Disproves Phrenology

The New York Times reported that phrenologists could diagnosis personality and 
intellect based upon the shape and lumps of the skull.  

For example, your benevolence was at the top of your skull, your parental love 
was at the back of your skull. 

Today, using functional magnetic resonance imaging (MRI), which captures the 
brain in action, a person is asked to count backwards and a part of the brain 
lights up.  
 Instead of parental love, today that area is known for visual perception;
 Instead of benevolence, that area is math and space perception. 



Victor the Wild Boy Found in the Woods



Raised by Wolves

In 1799, three hunters found a boy 
abandoned in the woods of France who had 
been raised by wolves. Victor the Wild Boy 
was 11-12 years old and was taken to Paris to 
the National Institute for Deaf-Mutes, to Dr. 
Itard.

Victor was chosen for an experiment to prove 
that people were blank slates and that his 
disability was caused by a lack of human 
interaction.



Special Education Begins

Jean-Marc Gaspard Itard was the 25 year old 
physician who vowed to civilize Victor. Itard
worked with Victor for 5 years. 

Victor did learn but not at the rate that Itard had 
hoped. He was taught social skills, the use of 
symbols, and awareness of environmental stimuli.  

If Victor had been younger there might have been 
greater progress, but Itard did fight against 
hopelessness.



Thomas Malthus

In 1798, Thomas Malthus, a 
British clergyman and economist, 
published an essay on the 
Principle of Population. 

The essay introduced the concept 
of Return on Investment.



Return on Investment

The Principle of Population argued that the population was increasing 
geometrically while the food supply was increasing arithmetically. Therefore, 
England was destined to run out of food. He argued that the birth rate needed to 
be cut and that all people who looked defective or were different should be 
eliminated. 

Only those who are normal and can make the greatest contribution to society 
should survive. The term is called Return on Investment and has been used 
throughout hundreds of years.

Remember Thomas Malthus being mentioned earlier in the presentation? This is 
the economist who advocated against foundling hospitals.



IA Governor

In 1997, the Governor of Iowa, Terry 
Branstad, stated that all special 
education kids have a right to 
education, but to spend tens of 
thousands of dollars on kids who will 
not support themselves or won’t 
learn a great deal, at the expense of 
the other kids, “is not fair.”



MN Expose

Minneapolis Star Tribune



CO Governor

Governor Dick Lamm of Colorado 
stated that old people should 
just die, that in fact, the elderly 
had “a duty to die … and get out 
of the way.” 

Regarding disabilities, he said, 
“Why spend money to teach 
someone to roll over?”



Scrooge

Charles Dickens wrote 
A Christmas Carol in 
response to the 
Principle of Population 
essay by Thomas 
Malthus. Malthus is 
Scrooge.



Poorhouse

The poorhouse was created in the 19th century in the U.S. 

There was a bit of wealth, which allowed for help to poor 
people. 

The poor were thought of as a source of disease. If placed in 
the poorhouse, it was thought, the poor would learn how to 
work hard, which would save money. 



Minimum Shelter



English Poorhouse



Katrina Survivors



Napoleon Bonaparte

In France and England, laws 
had been passed to provide 
basic shelter. 

Napoleon decreed in 1811 that 
abandoned children and poor 
orphans should be entrusted 
to charities. Those infants who 
cannot be put to board, the 
crippled and the infirmed will 
be raised in hospitals. 



The Poor Law of 1834

The Poor Law of 1834 in England stated 
that every idiot, lunatic, and insane 
person who cannot be provided for by 
his or her family was entitled to basic 
provisions at public charge. 

The Law formed the basis of policy for 
200 years.



US Poorhouse



Poorhouse Population

Who went to the poorhouse?

Anyone who lived in poverty because they were widows, orphans, 
alcoholic, or had any type of disability was put into a poorhouse. 

Why were people hidden in closets? 

Because almost every state passed laws requiring proper 
segregation. Each state differed, but clergy, teachers, and public 
officials were required to report anyone who looked different.



Guardianship

People lost their rights.

A person in England who was labeled an idiot could not vote, own 
property, be elected to office, be a witness in court, or be married. 
This was the period when the concept of Guardianship began. Take 
people’s rights away. 

It was so automatic and so linked with services that the practice 
continues today … people are so familiar with the term 
parent/guardian that it runs together.



Dorothea Dix



They’re not human

Social reformers were advocating for better conditions. 

Dix had taught school children, taught Sunday School in women’s corrections, 
and was appalled at the living conditions. She found dungeon cells where the 
insane were chained to walls and locked in pens.

She worked to add stoves in cells and put clothing on people.

The belief of the time was that people 
with mental illness were not human.



Treatment

In 1843, Dix said people were confined in Massachusetts in cages, 
closets, cellars, stalls, pens, chained, naked, beaten with rods, and 
lashed into obedience.

“I come to advocate for those who are helpless, 
forgotten, insane, and idiotic who are kept wretched 
in our prisons.”



Recent Treatment

St. Louis Post-Dispatch, Kirkwood, MO (2010) 

Edward “Master Ed” Bagley was one of 4 men 
arrested by the FBI for torturing a mentally 
disabled woman for 5 years. 

Master Ed “beat, whipped, flogged, suffocated, choked, electrocuted, caned, 
skewered, drowned, mutilated, hung and caged” a girl with mental 
disabilities. He restrained her, hung her in the air, and locked her in a dog 
cage. He used staples, nails, and a sewing needle during torture sessions too 
violent to describe.



Congressional Plea by Dix

She spent two years touring the U.S. to gather evidence about the 
appalling conditions and brutal treatment of people with disabilities 
and mental illness. In 1848 she appealed to the 30th Congress for 
federal funds having visited more than 9,000 people.

Dorothea Dix worked with Samuel Gridley Howe and asked that 
5,000 acres of land be set aside in trust with the income to be used 
to help the mentally ill.

The legislation passed and was vetoed by President Pierce.



PA and GA Headlines

PA – Doctors were performing surgery without anesthetic. 

GA – Care managers were purchasing life insurance policies 
for people with profound disabilities. Of the 20 policies, 7 
people were starved to death. 

The care manager collected the benefits.



KS Headlines

Kansas Couple Convicted On Involuntary Servitude 
Charges For Abusing Mentally Ill Patients

Washington, D.C. (2005) - The Justice Department announced today that Arlan Kaufman, 69, and his 
wife, Linda Kaufman, 62, were convicted on federal charges for forcing mentally ill patients to perform 
sexually explicit acts on videotape and to perform physical labor in the nude. The jury found Arlan
Kaufman guilty on 31 federal counts and Linda Kaufman guilty on 30 federal counts, including 
involuntary servitude, forced labor, conspiracy, healthcare fraud, mail fraud, and Medicare fraud.

The AG for the Civil Rights Division said, “Society will not tolerate this form of modern-day slavery."
For over 24 years, the Kaufmans operated Kaufman House, a home for mentally ill patients.



Life Insurance Scam

Los Angeles Times (1989)

The small, frail-looking woman doesn’t know it, 
but she is paying monthly premiums on $5,000 worth 
of insurance on her life. 

Neither does she know that, when she dies, the sister of 
the woman who owns and operates the run-down 
community care facility in which she lives will collect the 
insurance money.

When asked, the thin young woman with wide vacant eyes didn’t even know the meaning of the 
word insurance. 



Pulitzer Prize

Washington Post (Pulitzer Prize)

DC – Expose about deaths with no death certificates, 
cremations and social security checks cashed.

MN – One week expose in the Star Tribune, the greatest 
revelation that convicted felons were given waivers to the 
criminal background check process.



Recent Headlines

• Atalissa, Iowa—Henry’s Turkey Plant

• Phone calls—neglect leading to death

• Left on buses and dying (2015)

• Nursing homes

• Human trafficking

• Murder-suicide 



Fight Club in New York

Staff laughed at the residents forced to fight.



Beginning of Institutions

Training schools were being established in:

• Europe in 1842 in Berlin; 

• Germany in 1846 in Leipzig; and  

• England. 



Dr. Johann Guggenbuhl



Cure Cretinism

Dr. Johann Guggenbuhl was a young physician who established a training 
school in the Swiss Mountains to cure cretinism.

Cretinism (thyroid deficiency) results in severely 
stunted physical and mental growth.

Guggenbuhl was inspired by a person with cretinism
mumbling the Lord’s Prayer at a wayside cross. 

He dedicated his life to helping people with cretinism.



First Institution

Abendberg
He decided that a 40-acre training school at 4,000 feet above sea level would be 
the cure. 

• Health (fresh air, exercise), 

• Mind (speaking skills); and 

• God. 

He traveled across Europe talking about Abendberg and a cure rate of 1/3.   

• Abendberg operated for 17 years.



Dr. Edward Seguin

Another young, influential doctor who studied under Itard was 
Edward Seguin. 

He was an art critic, economic essayist, friend of Victor Hugo, and 
considered a great teacher in disabilities.

Pope Pius IX recognized his achievements and called him “the 
apostle to the idiots.” He worked in an asylum and improved upon 
sensory training.



Seguin Moves to the US



Seguin’s Book



Seguin’s Treatment

• Seguin saw the potential of physiological methods 
of treating disabilities.

Mental deficiency was a weakness of the nervous 
system and could be cured by developing 
motor/sensory abilities. If you could control your 
nervous system, then you could control your will. 



Pull Heavy Wagon



Seguin and Montessori

• As a result women in the institution would pull wagons to 
develop their motor skills.  

In 1844 the Paris Academy of Science praised the methods 
and said this was the cure.

He influenced Maria Montessori’s methods of teaching 
children.



Dr. Samuel Gridley Howe



Boarding School

• Seguin left France for the US to work with Samuel Gridley Howe in 
creating training schools.

Howe worked at the Perkins School for the Blind.

He created an experimental boarding school in South Boston in 
October 1848.

• Dr. Hervey Wilbur opened a school at Barre, MA in July 1848. 



Early US Institutions



The Faribault Report

First Biennial Report of the State Board of Corrections and Charities to the Legislature of Minnesota 
for the Biennial Period Ending July 31, 1884, St Paul: Page 25

“THE SCHOOL FOR IDIOTS AND IMBECILES
has ceased to be an experiment. With its capacity increased to one hundred, and 

pupils ready to fill it, it is an established institution. No public charity is, in our 
judgment, more important or more beneficent than this.

Anyone who has seen the lamentable condition of this class in county poor 
houses, their senseless gibbering, their loathsome appearance, their beastly 

feeding, their bantering or abuse by other paupers, will mark the contrast with 
the cleanliness, neatness and civilized appearance of the inmates of this school.”



Institution Newsletter



Boston Institution



Parental Letters

• As parents heard of success in training schools, families 
wrote seeking admission. Some wanted an education, 
others wanted relief.

We asked the Samuel Gridley Howe library if we could 
copy some letters and the next two slides are one of 
them.



Please Admit



Begging for Admission



Cures



Types of Cures

Cures
• Feingold diet
• Patterning 
• Chiropractors
• Vitamins
• Spaghetti
• Ping Pong balls
• Spina bifida—memory is in abdomen
• Dolphins
• Drugs



Boys Exercising

Remember the cure is for boys to do physical exercise.



Girls Exercising



Schools Became Custodial

People with disabilities had immoral tendencies: Lack of self 
control, were open to suggestion, and at the mercy of bad 
companions.

As the enrollment increased, training changed to custodial care. 
Pupils became inmates.

No longer called training schools, the term became custodial 
institutions. 



Punishment Squad

Education was 
sacrificed.

Control of people 
set in, so that you 
had images like this 
of a punishment 
room in the 
basement.



Dehumanization

In 1966 David Vail published a book entitled
Dehumanization in which he described how 
people have their respect and dignity 
stripped away.

Take away clothes, name, line people up, 
make them wait for hours, take a bath once 
a week, feed people at odd hours at the 
convenience of the staff, and make people 
go to bed for 14 hours because of staff 
shortages.



Discussion Question 4

Participatory activity:

What are some ways people are dehumanized today?



Vice to Squeeze Heads



Digging Ditches

This is a photo 
of people 
working in the 
fields. 

If you didn’t 
know that, 
what does this 
look like to 
you?



Women Working in the Kitchen



Making Baskets in the Asylum



Early Special Education

Children are 
receiving special 
education training, 
learning colors, 
shapes, telling time, 
and tossing 
beanbags.



“Low grades handling stones”



Self-Sufficiency

The message was one of self-sufficiency, and of no longer being a 
liability to the community. 

How inexpensively can we operate?

The major causes of disability were thought to be:

• Alcoholism

• Deficiency of Nutrition

• Tuberculosis



Colonies – 1914



Maids – 1916

Adults who live 
in an institution 
but work in 
town during the 
day as 
housekeepers.



Special Units

The institutions kept growing so that colonies were created: 

• Females only;

• Epilepsy only;

• Non-ambulatory only.

Segregation was strongly reinforced – males and 
females had separate sidewalks, separate eating areas, 
and separate living quarters.



Babies Alone

There is one 
staff member 
for 23 “young 
crippled 
children and 
babies.



Idiot Cage / Crib



Women Waiting



Please Don’t Build

In 1866, Samuel Gridley Howe was asked to give a keynote address for a 
ceremony entitled “Laying the Cornerstone” for a new institute for the feeble-
minded in Batavia, NY.

Howe pleaded with them not to open any institution. 

“Society is moved by pity to build buildings that increase 
the very problem it is trying to reduce.”

First, ask whether an institution is entirely necessary?
• Is there a more natural way to deal with the problem?
• Why build a building that depends on clockwork?



Thank You!
Colleen Wieck, Ph.D.

Colleen.Wieck@state.mn.us
651-296-9964
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