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5 East Edenton Street

The North Carolina Department of Health and Human Services will unveil an interactive exhibit on the state’s former eugenics program.  In addition to seeing the exhibit, victims of the program whose stories are told in the exhibit will participate in a panel discussion about the program. The panel will also include Dr. Johanna Schoen, a researcher who has chronicled the program.

North Carolina’s eugenics program began in 1929.  The law endorsed sterilization of people who had epilepsy, sickness, “feeblemindedness” and other disabilities. It claimed to better society by preventing selected people from having children. But, it was used against a wide variety of people – including girls whose only “fault” was having premarital sex.

North Carolina’s program continued until 1974. Dr. Schoen’s research shows that in its latter years, as eugenics theory was largely discredited, involuntary sterilization was justified by using economic discrimination. People on public assistance were targeted as a way of limiting those expenditures. Nial Cox Ramirez, who is featured in the exhibit, was told that if she refused sterilization her family’s benefits would be halted.

The Eugenics Board of North Carolina ran North Carolina’s program. It was technically a part of the Department of Public Welfare (modern day Division of Social Services).  It had five members – one each representing the Attorney General, Dorothea Dix Hospital, Department of Public Welfare, Department of Public Health and Department of Mental Health.  Local social workers would petition the board to sterilize a person and the board would make the ultimate decision.

More than 7,600 people were sterilized under the program.  Some people requested sterilization, but many of them were forced against their will.  In some cases, victims were children as young as 14 who had no knowledge or understanding of the procedure.
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