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[In, The Myth of the Normal Curve (2010), Curt Dudley-Marling and Alex Gurn (Eds.), (pp. 73-85). New York: Peter Lang Publishing.] 
The publication in 1886 of Robert Louis Stevenson’s gothic tale The Strange Case of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde created a sensation in England  (Dury, 2004).  Readers shuddered over the transformation of the good, respectable physician Dr. Jekyll into his terrifyingly murderous alter ego, Mr. Hyde, a repulsive, animal-like insinuation of a human being.  Hyde’s mere appearance inspired revulsion in all who saw him.  He was “deformed”  (p. 12) ”apelike” (p. 73), “troglodytic” (p. 18) “like a rat”, and compared to  “a dwarf” (p. 44).  His terrible character matched his appearance.  For sheer enjoyment Hyde trampled a young girl and beat a man to death with a cane.  A character observed  about Hyde that “there was something abnormal and misbegotten in the very essence of the creature” (p. 54). 
.  Mr. Hyde is more than a literary creation.  He is a prototype of abnormality as the category was developed just before the twentieth century.  The anxiety that resulted from Darwin’s connection of humanity and animals catalyzed the late nineteenth century project to distinguish normality from abnormality.  Longstanding myths about human-animal monsters mixed together with evolutionary theory resulted in western society’s projection of its most detested and disassociated attributes into the category of abnormality.  In this chapter I argue that in spite of its scientific imprimatur, the normality/abnormality dichotomy was infused with irrationalism at its conception.  Before turning to this history I discuss the problematic presuppositions of the normality/abnormality binary.   

The Construction of Abnormality

A widely accepted view “in the field of biology and related disciplines—physiology, biochemistry, psychology—and in the applied fields of medicine, psychiatry, and social relations appears to be that humanity can be divided into two groups: (1) the vast majority possess attributes which are within the normal range; (2) a small minority possess attributes far enough out of line so that they should be considered deviates” (Williams, 1956/1982, p. 22). The assumption that the abnormal are qualitatively different from the normal, that is, distinct in kind rather than degree, is implicit in the fear of abnormality.

This assumption is untenable because the normal/abnormal dichotomy is based upon a distinction rooted in psychometrics rather than in nature.  The abnormal individual is, presumably, one whose score on a measure of an attribute is rare (i.e., beyond the boundaries of normal) in comparison to the scores of others in a particular population, either considerably lower or higher than the group average. Too much of some things (e.g., activity level) or too little of others (e.g., intelligence) is deemed to be bad. However, the judgment about what constitutes “too much” or “too little” of given attributes and where to mark the cutoff between normality and abnormality is entirely arbitrary, and, hence open to contestation. Williams (1956/1982) observed that, “the most commonly accepted line of demarcation between normal and abnormal in biological work is the 95 per cent level.  That is, all values lying outside those possessed by 95 per cent of the population may be regarded as deviant values, and any individual who possesses such deviant values may be regarded as a deviate” ( p. 23). Yet this seemingly clear and objective criterion applied in the field of intellectual disabilities has generated a hundred year controversy over the definition of “mild” mental retardation that is still unresolved.

Before Darwin, Europeans had assumed the existence of a vast gulf separating animals and humans.  Animals were “brutes”—unreasoning, savage, cruel, and carnal.  The Devil was known as “The Beast” and evil spirits and demons were portrayed through images of animal features on human forms. To the extent that people were civilized, their intelligence, rationality and benevolence marked them as separate from animals. The road to spiritual growth required “animal man” to be transformed into “spiritual man.”  “Man stood to animal as did heaven to earth, soul to body, culture to nature. There was a total qualitative difference between man and brutes” (Thomas, 1983, p. 35). 

Europeans projected onto animals those aspects of their own violent and sexual natures that they feared the most. In reality, it was humans, not animals, who waged war endlessly against each other and engaged in sex throughout the year (Thomas, 1983).   Yet when Europeans sought to teach desirable qualities to their children they warned them against behaving like animals, and when they wished to malign a person or a group, linking them to animals was the highest form of insult. Spaniards described indigeneous peoples of the West Indies as “talking animals” (Jahoda, 1999, p. 18). In Frankfurt, Germany, the town council tormented the residents of the Jewish ghetto by maintaining a wall mural of an enormous pig being tended to by observant Jews (Elon, 1996). A German scholar wrote that native Americans were 

unquestionably the most depraved among all human, or human-like creates of the whole earth, and they are not only much weaker than the Negroes, but also much more inflexible, harder, and lacking in feelings. Despite the fact that this communication contains only a few traits of the terrible portrait of the bodily and moral nature of the Americans, one will nonetheless feel, and be astonished, that the inhabitants of a whole continent are so closely related to dumb animals. (Jahoda, 1999 quoted pp. 21-22)

In The Origin Darwin did not discuss human evolution; however, others quickly extrapolated his argument about the speciation of animals to humans. By the time Darwin turned his attention to human origins in The Descent of Man (1871), German scientist Carl Vogt (1864) had already argued that “savage” races and persons with developmental disabilities were lower in the evolutionary scale than modern Europeans and could be adventitiously studied for clues to humanity’s ancestral past. In the light of evolution human difference became a repository for disassociated projections that had been previously directed at animals. 

Human/animal monsters in European history

A definition of the word “monster,” according to the Oxford English Dictionary, is “an imaginary animal having a form either partly brute and partly human, or compounded of elements from two or more animal forms.”  Between the fifteenth and eighteenth centuries Europe produced a vast corpus of writings on monstrosity, a great deal of it focused on human-animal hybrids. Todd (1995) noted that: “the sheer volume of this literature of monsters was immense, spanning everything from popular ballads and broadsides to recondite treatises.”  At times, reports of monster sightings became so commonplace that they seemed to surface from an “apparently inexhaustible supply of human-animal hybrids (Daston and Park, 2001, p. 173). Pender (2000) observed that England, early in the seventeenth century, “seemed a fecund mix of monsters” (p. 97).  During the European Enlightenment belief in mermaids and mermen was common.  Remarkably, belief that some humans had tails lasted until the middle of the 19th century (Jahoda, 1999).

Thirteenth century Europeans divided the world up into three concentric circles: the innermost “us”; the second, non-Christian “barbarians”; and, the third, “disorder, fears and fantasies” (Zook, 2004). The latter was home to three-faced people, men with horse hooves rather than feet, and dog heads. These “monster races” lived at the edge of the earth, in unknown lands, and were naked, cannibalistic, hairy, and sexually perverted. They were outward projections of medieval Europeans’ anxieties about sex, religion and aggression.  What was new in the fifteenth century and later was that sightings were no longer confined to the margins of the world familiar to Europeans, but were reported in the heart of Europe itself (Daston & Park, 2001).   
Reactions to monsters were subsumed within three emotional categories labeled by Daston and Park (2001) as “horror, pleasure, and repugnance” (p. 176). Horror was associated with the belief that a “monster” was a warning from God that foretold an imminent disaster. Pleasure (through fascination) was experienced when rarities were viewed as marvels or wonders of nature and exhibited for amusement. Finally, repugnance emerged in response to the scientific recasting of difference (i.e., “abnormality”) as evolutionary error or waste. Although these reactions co-existed with one another, repugnance increasingly predominated as the influence of science grew in the modern era. The confluence of statistical reasoning and evolutionary theory in the late nineteenth century was the capstone of this process.     

The Monster as Religious Portent

The word “monster” is derived from the Latin monstrare meaning “to show” and, for a time, the appearance of a monster might be taken as a sign from the heavens sent to show God’s wrath. A “culture of monsters” (Daston & Park, 2001, p. 180) developed in the late fifteenth century in response to tension associated with political and religious developments (especially in Italy and Germany), and the widespread belief that humanity was living through a time of great wickedness (Davidson, 1991). A sixteenth century professor of medicine who had built a reputation upon his catalogue of “completely wild” races on distant shores wrote that it was no longer “necessary to go to the New World to find beings of this sort; most of them and others still more hideous can still be found here and there among us, now that the rules of justice are trampled underfoot, all humanity flouted, and all religion torn to bits” (quoted in Daston & Park, p. 175).  

The most celebrated and historically influential monsters of this genre were the “pope-ass,” and “monk-calf,” subjects of a bitterly anti-Catholic 1523 German pamphlet by Martin Luther and Phillip Melancthon. The “pope-ass” and “monk-calf” were drawn as part-Catholic cleric, part-animal hybrids and their discovery, according to the authors, foretold great catastrophes (Davidson, 1991).

  Melancthon argued that the pope-ass, with its head of a donkey atop a sensuous female human body signified that the Pope was not the true head of the Christian faith.  Other portents that he drew from the creature’s body included that 

 
Its left foot was like a griffon’s, because the [Catholic] canons grabbed all the wealth of Europe for the Pope. The female belly and breast symbolised the Papacy’s belly, ‘that is, cardinals, bishops, priests, monks, students and such like whorish people and pigs, because their whole life consists of nothing but gobbling food, of drinking and of sex’. The monster’s skin was like that of a fish: this symbolised the princes who clung to the papal order; the old man’s head on the monster’s buttocks signaled the decline of papal power. (Rublack, 2005, , p. 1)

Luther claimed that the disfigured monk-calf’s prominent ears showed God’s displeasure over the practice of confession and his desire for Catholic clerics, monks and nuns, to abandon their convents. Together the monsters signified the approach of terrible famines, wars, possibly even the imminent destruction of the world (Davidon, 1991).  

Monsters as Marvels


Such wailing and gnashing of teeth were absent when monsters were viewed as rare and unusual marvels that provoked a sense of wonder. Today, the appreciation of marvels is manifested in the intense fascination that attends exhibits of Egyptian mummies, moon rocks, and plasticized human bodies. In European history monstrous marvels were long collected and displayed by royalty and the nobility in cabinets of curiosity, but they were also displayed publicly in markets, fairs, taverns, parlors, and even churches (Pender, 2000).  

Exhibits of “monsters” could be profitable and parents often exhibited atypical children for a fee. Some even argued that monsters were God’s blessing on poor families (Daston & Park, 2001). Others sought to create monsters by unnatural means. A seventeenth century man confessed to an act of bestiality claiming that he was poor and hoping to sire a monster to make a living. In England, parents of “prodigies” made handsome sums selling the rights for display of their dead children (Pender, 2000).  
Others created monsters through ruses. Dessicated “mermaids” and “mermen” stitched together from parts of animals were exhibited for profit between the seventeenth and nineteenth centuries. In London, in 1822, between 300 and 400 people a day paid to see a “mummified fishlike body standing erect on a curve just above the tail, with a wizened simian head and quasi-human hands, arms, shoulders, and shriveled breasts” (Altick, 1978, p. 302). This creation, assembled from parts of a monkey and a salmon, was later displayed in the United States by P.T. Barnum as “the Fee Jee Mermaid” (Altick, , p. 303). 
Fairs in England commonly displayed people who, it was claimed, had “degenerated into animals” (Todd, 1995, p. 147). Examples include the “Northumberland monster,” a man who resembled a horse; a boy whose skin was covered with “fish scales,”; another with “bristles like a hedge-hog,” (Todd, p. 147); and a boy deemed “the Lobster Boy” (Wilson, 1993, p. 95). There was also a “most strange and wonderful creature” from the East Indies, labeled the “Man Teger (sic)” (Altick, 1978, p. 38)  and other hybrids called “The Frog Man, ”“The Camel Girl,” “The Leopard Child,” and “Jo-Jo, the Dog-Faced Boy” (Thomson, 1997, p. 69).  
John Merrick, the supposed “Elephant Man” of the nineteenth century, was described by his physician as “the loathing insinuation of a man being changed into an animal” (Davidson, p. 53). A longstanding European legend told of a stylishly dressed woman with the head of a pig who ate from a silver trough. She was immortalized in an 1815 portrait that was widely viewed (Wilson, 1993). A 1628 report described “the birth of a monster with a human face, the head and the rest of the body covered with an armour fashioned from scales” (Wilson, p. 57). A purported “man-pig” was born in Brussels in 1564  “having a man’s face, arms, and hands…and having the hind legs and hindquarters of a swine and the genitals of a sow” (Davidson, 1991, p. 51). 

A notorious fraud occurred in England in 1726, when a young woman named Mary Toft convinced eminent physicians and much of the populace that she had given birth, over a month’s time, to seventeen rabbits. In fact, she and her husband had concocted a hoax in order to enrich themselves. She placed in her vagina parts of small dead rabbits that had been purchased for that purpose, then “delivered” them to astounded physicians while convulsing in (false!) labor. Toft’s initial attending physician preserved the rabbit pieces and kept scientific notes that he sent to leading medical authorities in London, in hopes of receiving an invitation to present the case to the Royal Society.

Others, including Nathanael St. Andre, “Surgeon and Anatomist to the Royal Household” of King George I, also became interested and involved with Mary Toft.  After examining the woman and witnessing her performance, St. Andre became her staunchest scientific supporter. New developments in the case were publicized in newspapers, and King George I sent a second observer, Cyriacus Ahlers, “Surgeon to his Majesty’s German Household” to write a report. When Ahlers concluded, in contast to St. Andre, that the affair was a hoax, a physician of even higher authority, Sir Richard Manningham, was called in to adjudicate between the conflicting scientific verdicts.  Mary Toft was then brought to London, isolated and watched night and day by the eminent physicians--as well as many curious members of the nobility--to await more rabbit births.  This was more than she had bargained for and under the pressure of observation and interrogation she finally confessed that the whole affair had been a hoax. 

The Toft affair illustrates the strength and resilience of the belief in animal-human monsters in eighteenth century England. Even after the month long affair was revealed as a hoax, it remained a popular subject of discussion and controversy for five more months.  Todd (1995) noted that “everyone for whom any record exists appears to have entertained the possibility that Mary Toft’s claims were true” (p. 44). In 1750 twenty-four years after the fact, an author stepped forward to insist that Toft really had given birth to rabbits and her confession was false (Todd, 1995).

Toft’s claim was believable to people in her time for two reasons. The first was that it fit into the longstanding myth of animal-human monsters, and the second was that her explanation for the cause of the monstrous births fit with prevailing scientific theory.  She had claimed that she was startled by rabbits in a field while pregnant, and then continued to think about them for months as her pregnancy advanced. This was taken as confirmatory evidence for the widely believed theory of imagination which held that a pregnant woman’s attention and thought were potent prenatal influences on the developing fetus (Talbot, 1898).  

Many other women made claims similar to Mary Toft’s. One stated, for example, that her child was born in the form of a lobster because while pregnant she had become fixated upon a large lobster at the market which her husband later retrieved and brought home at her urging (Wilson, 1993). Another said she gave birth to a boy with the face of a frog because she had held a frog in her hand for a long time as a cure for an ailment.  The power of imagination was thought to even affect animal pregnancies. A farmer’s wife complained that her cow gave birth to a calf born with a large hat after the cow saw a woman pass by the farm in the very same hat at the moment of conception (Wilson, 1993).


The theory of the imagination was one of many postulated causes of monsters. In 1573, Ambroise Pare, author of a medical text that was popular in both France and England (Pender, 2000), listed thirteen causes of monsters that combined religious, magical, and pre-scientific elements:

The first is the glory of God. The second is his anger. The third too great a quantity of semen. The fourth too small a quantity. The fifth the imagination. The sixth the tightness or smallness of the womb. The seventh the indecorous position of the mother, as when, being pregnant, she sits too long with her thighs crossed or squeezed against her belly. The eighth, because of a fall or blow directed against the belly of the pregnant mother. The ninth because of hereditary or accidental illness. The tenth, because of the decay, or corruption of the seminal fluid. The eleventh, because of the mixing or mingling of the semen. The twelfth, because of trickeries of malignant tavern rogues. The thirteenth, because of Demons or Devils.  (cited in Wilson, p. 68)
  
Pare’s first cause, “the Glory of God,” sent forth monsters as benign marvels or wonders whose existence was evidence of the Creator’s wisdom and ingenuity, while the second, “his anger,” brought forth monsters that evoked horror because they foretold punishment through calamity. The ninth cause, “hereditary or accidental illness” foreshadowed science’s appropriation of monstrosity in the nineteenth century.  

Monsters as Medical Anomalies and the Birth of Normality

As learned societies developed in both England and France in the seventeenth century, explanations of the causes and meaning of difference moved away from folklore and religion toward more natural, scientific sounding explanations. England’s Royal Society began publishing Philosophical Transactions in 1665 and included within its early pages several empirical accounts purporting to prove Pare’s fifth cause of monstrosity: the imagination of pregnant women. Similarly, a 1667 report described a woman who saw an ape on a stage which purportedly caused her to give birth to an ape of her own (Wilson, 1993).  

The ascendant scientific view, however, and the one that would be adopted by evolutionists toward persons with disabilities, was to see difference as a deviation, a mistake, or an error from a normative plan. Although this explanation is now associated with the scientific, medical model, it had been expressed much earlier in religious contexts. Writing in Florence, Italy, in 1560, Benedetto Varchi, argued against the then widely accepted view that monsters could be appreciated as evidence of nature’s creativity. They were, he wrote, violations of nature’s laws of regularity and uniformity that had been decreed by God. The proper reaction to them should be neither admiration nor fear, but revulsion (Daston & Park, 2001). 

In the eighteenth century, French scientist Etienne Geoffrey Saint-Hilaire offered a similar argument while refuting the idea of monstrosity through divine inspiration Wilson, 1993). Thomson (1997) pointed to Saint-Hilaire’s invention of the term “teratology” -- the science of studying monsters -- as an important milestone on the way to a medical model of normality. From this point forward, monsters were to be considered affronts to the ordered structure of nature. Writing on monsters took on a more somber tone that included exasperation with those who persisted in portraying them as marvels. Fontonelle maintained that, “philosophers are quite persuaded that nature does not play, that she always inviolably follows the same rules, and that all her works are, so to speak, equally serious” (quoted in Daston & Park, 2001, p. 205). Monsters could now be valued only for their ability to shed light on the universal, inflexible regularities – or norms – from which they deviated.
Darwin and other evolutionists added a new chapter to this corpus when they accepted and published secondary reports that suggested atypical persons were animal-human hybrids. In this they not only confirmed the legend of such monsters, but also, through their use of the new language of evolutionary theory, provided it with an impressive scientific imprimatur. 

The idea that evolution might just as well be regressive as progressive haunted Europeans in the late nineteenth century. Darwin and other evolutionists argued that human civilization was a recent and fragile development and that persons who were not fully evolved still lived in advanced societies. Evolutionary regression, or degeneration as it was more commonly referred to, produced beings who were developmentally arrested at a prior, lower stage of evolution: in these the human form served to conceal hereditary vices, marks of an atavistic beast within (Bowler, 1989; Talbot, 1898).

A fictional literature based upon this scientific perspective brought these anxieties to a wider reading audience. In addition to Stevenson’s Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde, degenerate humans with brute tendencies were the subjects of Bram Stroker’s Dracula, Jack London’s Sea Wolf, Robert Louis, H. G. Wells, Time Machine and Island of Dr. Moreau, and William Butler Yeats’s (1956) poem the “The Second Coming” with its “rough beast” with a “lion body and head of a man,” whose “hour come round at last” (p. 185) waits to be born.  

Darwin’s theory of evolution unintentionally appropriated Europe’s long fascination with human-animal hybrids within the framework of its new biological paradigm. The failure of fossil evidence to provide a “missing link” between humans and animals led evolutionists to claim that persons with intellectual disabilities – whom they claimed were characterized by “low foreheads, small brains…projecting tusk-like teeth, suppressed noses, and other marks of arrested development” – could be studied instead (Lesley, 1868, p. 120). Vogt (1864), whose work was approvingly cited by Darwin, wrote that “microcephali and born idiots present as perfect a series from man to the ape as may be wished for” (pp. 194-195).  In the second edition of The Descent Darwin himself (1874) wrote that “idiots”

often ascend stairs on all fours; are curiously fond of climbing up furniture or trees…resemble the lower animals in some other respects; thus several cases are recorded of their carefully smelling every mouthful of food before eating it. One idiot is described as often using his mouth in aid of his hands while hunting for lice. They are often filthy in their habits, and have no sense of decency; and several cases have been published of their bodies being remarkably hairy.  (pp. 40-41)
The claim by Saint-Hilaire and others that human-animal monsters were “errors” for whom the proper reaction was revulsion, was reformulated in the languages of normality and evolution and, over time, applied to people with disabilities. If, as Darwin  maintained, intelligence was the mark of fitness for human beings, then those deemed to have less of it were not only to be considered errors, but also evolutionary waste (Gelb, 2008).  


Human-animal composites, now scientifically labeled “idiots” rather than monsters, continued to turn up in Europe. 
 The eminent British physician, Henry Maudsley (1873) claimed to have discovered an “animal type of brain in idiocy” (p. 47). He described one person with intellectual disability as having the face of an ape, another, the face, neck and rudimentary wings of a goose, and a third having a strong resemblance to a bull.


Some classificatory systems of persons with intellectual disability were explicitly based upon similarity to animals. Greisenger created the category of “theroid idiots”  (theroid: “suggestive of an animal; beastlike”) to label persons he believed resembled beasts (Barr, 1904).  In an influential turn-of –the-century textbook, Barr (1904) described “bestial temperament” as one of the identifying characteristics of “low grade moral imbeciles” (p. 81). He further claimed that persons with intellectual disabilities had exaggerated sexual desires due to the dominance of the “mere animal over the psychic forces” (p. 90).  Another level in his classificatory scheme consisted of individuals who were “a kind of grotesque travesty of humanity…indeed it is only through imitation – a certain apishness – that they are brought to render in an automatic, rather than intelligent service in the humblest offices of household or nursery” (pp. 127-128). Finally, there were those he called “brother to the ox,” useful only for brute, mindless work (Barr, 1904, p. 128).

Following the line of reasoning about monsters pioneered by Saint-Hilaire in the 18th century, Barr (1904) held persons with intellectual disabilities at a scientific distance: “idiocy is not a disease, it is defect” (p. 130).  His case descriptions display revulsion.  About one man he wrote: “He has a frightful temper, is bestial and brutal to small children. These characteristics are indicated in his appearance; like that of a bull; and his degenerate mouth” (p. 77).

Frequently, references to the animal-like nature of persons with intellectual disabilities were less explicit, coded within the language of evolutionary theory’s shadow, degeneracy theory. So-called “stigmata of degeneration” that supposedly revealed animal traits included asymmetry of the head or face, large and protruding (prognathous) jaws, long arms, open protruding mouths, suppressed noses, coarse skin, and unusually large or small ears (Pick, 1989). References to these stigmata are ubiquitous in clinical reports of the late 19th and early 20th centuries. A representative description stated: “Her face is very asymmetrical, she has defective enunciation, degenerate ears, and a prognathous jaw” (Barr & Maloney, 1920, p. 110).


Attitudes towards the deaf and deaf education were similarly affected by evolutionary theory and illustrate how a specific difference – the use of signs for communication rather than speech – became reframed as an abnormal mark of bestiality.  Between 1817 and 1860 sign language had been an important tool of deaf education.  Post-Darwin, in the 1860s, a campaign was launched to eliminate sign language and teach deaf children only through speech and lip reading. The new oralist generation of educators viewed sign language as a subhuman characteristic lower in the evolutionary scale than speech, a “tool of savagery” used by pre-human ape-like ancestors (Baynton, 1993, p. 100). Sign language, they reasoned, had lost out to oral language in the struggle for existence between modes of communication. Deaf persons who used sign language were like monkeys, or as one educator wrote in 1867, “creatures human in shape, but only half-human in attributes” (Baynton, 1993, p. 105). By 1900, 40% of deaf students received solely oral education and by the end of World War I, the figure was 80% (Branson & Miller, 2002).
The criminal anthropology of Cesare Lombroso, which combined evolution and degeneracy theory with the European animal-human myth, influenced scientists to seek and locate stigmata of degeneration in criminals, who, they then presumed, were intellectually disabled. Lombroso’s insight came to him during a post-mortem analysis of a criminal that uncovered a skull depression similar to a structure found in rodents. He described the degenerate criminal, now understood as the ancestral beast lurking within the human breast, as possessed by “an irresistible craving for evil for its own sake, the desire not only to extinguish life in the victim, but to mutilate the corpse, tear its flesh, and drink its blood” (Lombroso, 1911/1972, pp. xiv-xv). In this way evil, as well as monstrosity, became associated with “abnormality.”  


In 1914 psychologist Henry Goddard testified with other expert witnesses for the defense in the trial of teenager Jean Gianini who had confessed to a murder. The defense wished to save him from the electric chair by proving that he was feeble-minded, that he felt and thought like an animal and, therefore, was not responsible for the crime. The defense attorney claimed that Jean was “a degenerate” whose head had a “napex” where the “bump of self-esteem should have been located” (Gelb, 1997, p. 127). Other “stigmata of degeneracy” included distended fingers, abnormal toes, small hands, shambling gait, and a highly arched and narrow palate.  The boy’s motivation was said to be sub-human. He had hit his victim from behind, it was argued because that is what animal instinct directed him to do (Gelb, 1991).


Everyone is Abnormal: Toward a Science of Individuality


To this point I have argued that abnormality is a highly loaded term that was deeply inflected with irrationality at its origin. In this concluding section I aim to show that an educational science based on the proposition that all learners are abnormal is a more valid description of reality than the view that they may be categorized as normal and abnormal. This dichotomy is not only loaded down with historical baggage, but is also scientifically untenable.

The assumption that people who are labeled abnormal share common attributes that qualitatively distinguish them from people who are normal is a typological fallacy generated by a psychology focused on groups rather than individuals. The operative premise here has been that individual scores are less important than the average around which they are distributed. In constructing normality, an average individual, whose existence is entirely mythical (Dunlap, 1935/1982) is taken to be more real than the individual scores from which the average is computed. This assumption underlies the common practice of reporting statistically significant but meaningfully small differences between group means while ignoring the variation within groups. It explains also the long, fruitless quest in the field of intellectual disabilities to define and reliably distinguish between persons with “normal” and “abnormal” intelligence levels.

Francis Galton, the statistical pioneer who has been described as the person most responsible for promoting the use of the normal curve for purposes of classification (Diamond, 1980), was a firm believer in typology. He argued that “differences, say in stature, between men of the same race might theoretically be treated as if they were Errors made by Nature in her attempt to mould individual men of the same race according to the same ideal pattern” (Galton, 1962, p. 28). Galton acted out this belief by placing photographic exposures of Jewish people on top of one another in an attempt to identify the ideal type from which he (sadly) believed each individual deviated (Gilman, 1981). 

However, if many human traits are uncorrelated the presumption of the normal/abnormal typology collapses completely. Williams (1982) computed the possibility of an individual being measured normal on mathematically uncorrelated traits if normality is defined as scoring within the values of 95 percent of the distribution. On the first score, by definition, 95 percent of the sample would be normal. With two measures the percentage drops to 90 percent and by the tenth measurement to 60 percent.  If one hundred measurements were carried out only six-tenths of one percent of the sample would still be identified as normal. Williams (1956/1982) concluded 

that the existence in every human being of a vast array of attributes which are potentially measurable (whether by present methods or not), and probably often uncorrelated mathematically, makes quite tenable the hypothesis that practically every human being is a deviate in some respects…If this hypothesis is valid newborn children cannot validly be considered as belonging in either one of two groups, normal and abnormal. Substantially all of them are in a sense “abnormal.”  (p. 24, emphasis in the original)

Moreover, Williams tested the hypothesis by drawing and analyzing blood, urine, and saliva from twenty healthy “normal” men at weekly intervals for five or six weeks and then examining the pattern of results (a procedure seldom undertaken) as well as each individual result in comparison to (statistically) normal values. Many individual values were found to be above or below what was considered normal, but more significantly, the pattern of results for every single person was unique.

Typological thinking has been superseded in biology by “population thinking” which accepts the uniqueness of each individual. From this perspective, there is no underlying type from which individuals vary. Individual differences  are not errors or deviations, but the catalysts of species change and development (Mayr, 1976). The American psychologists who institutionalized the normal curve for categorizing people – James McKean Cattell, Lewis Terman, and Edward Thorndike – were strongly influenced by evolutionary theory which they mistakenly assimilated to typological assumptions that the theory, properly understood, actually demolished. As Greenwood (1984) explained:   


In view of evolutionary biology’s emphasis on the continuous production of variability and the complex non-directional dialogue between the variability produced and the variety of environmental pressures to which these variants are subjected, it is clear that the claims of any of these [typological] theories to be evolutionary or to represent the findings of modern science are false. (p. 101)


Near the beginning of the twentieth century belief in the normality/abnormality dichotomy led to the establishment of special classes for “mentally defective children” Channing, 1900, p. 40), those who it was thought differed from the normal “type.” This construction of difference drew down upon them the anxiety associated with evolutionary theory and its appropriation of hybrid animal/human monsters. The period known as “the myth of the menace of the feeble-minded” followed in which educators, physicians and psychologists blamed many of society’s ills upon persons with intellectual disabilities, understood, like, Jean Gianini, to be more like animals than humans (Trent, 1994). One hundred years later it is easier to identify the irrational associations and the scientific inadequacy of the practice of labeling children as abnormal for the purpose of teaching them. Educational policy and practice should now move beyond the age of monsters and anxiety toward full appreciation of the magnificent range of human diversity. 
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