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other leaders of the Human Betterment Foundation 
from campus buildings and spaces. 
2. Caltech is the direct institutional successor of the 
Human Betterment Foundation. 
3. The Human Betterment Foundation’s activities had 
widespread and severe effects, in both the US and Nazi 
Germany, and its leadership took pride in these effects. 
4. Responses to possible counter-arguments. 
5. Why rename now?



1. Caltech should remove the names of Millikan and 
other leaders of the Human Betterment Foundation 
from campus buildings and spaces.



“Human Sterilization Today,” pamphlet published by 
Human Betterment Foundation, Pasadena, 1938.

https://slate.com/human-interest/2015/05/history-of-sterilization-in-california-pamphlet-from-the-human-betterment-foundation.html
https://slate.com/human-interest/2015/05/history-of-sterilization-in-california-pamphlet-from-the-human-betterment-foundation.html


The Human Betterment Foundation 
distributed 140,000 copies (Kline 
2005) in a mass campaign. 
It saw forced sterilization as 
potentially applying to millions of 
people. 
It advocated for compulsory 
sterilization of “defectives.” 
It appealed to scientific expertise.

https://www.google.com/books/edition/Building_a_Better_Race/hacwDwAAQBAJ?hl=en&gbpv=1&bsq=140,000
https://www.google.com/books/edition/Building_a_Better_Race/hacwDwAAQBAJ?hl=en&gbpv=1&bsq=140,000
https://www.google.com/books/edition/Building_a_Better_Race/hacwDwAAQBAJ?hl=en&gbpv=1&bsq=140,000
https://www.google.com/books/edition/Building_a_Better_Race/hacwDwAAQBAJ?hl=en&gbpv=1&bsq=140,000


The President of the Human 
Betterment Foundation was E.S. 
Gosney. 
Trustees included: 
A.B. Ruddock 
William B. Munro 
Robert A. Millikan 

Members included: 
Harry Chandler 
Their goal was to “investigate the 
possibilities for race betterment by 
eugenic sterilization.”



The Rome Statute of the International Criminal Court 
(2002) specifies widespread or systematic forced 
sterilization as a crime against humanity.

https://www.icc-cpi.int/NR/rdonlyres/336923D8-A6AD-40EC-AD7B-45BF9DE73D56/0/ElementsOfCrimesEng.pdf
https://www.icc-cpi.int/NR/rdonlyres/336923D8-A6AD-40EC-AD7B-45BF9DE73D56/0/ElementsOfCrimesEng.pdf


1a. The Human Betterment Foundation zealously 
advocated for mass forced sterilization, a crime against 
humanity. 
1b. Millikan, Ruddock, and Munro were trustees of the 
Human Betterment Foundation and responsible for its 
activities.  Chandler was a member. 
1c. By naming campus buildings and spaces after these 
people, Caltech honors them. 
1d. Caltech cannot honor people who advocated for 
crimes against humanity and claim moral decency. 
The end.



2. Caltech is the direct institutional successor of the 
Human Betterment Foundation.



On November 21, 1943, the Los 
Angeles Times reported that the 
assets of the Human Betterment 
Foundation were being transferred 
to Caltech.   
“[T]he foundation’s research in the 
field of eugenics will be continued 
by the institute under the terms of 
an agreement signed by James R. 
Page, president of the Caltech board 
of trustees.”

http://chwe.net/millikan/latimes1943.pdf
http://chwe.net/millikan/latimes1943.pdf
http://chwe.net/millikan/latimes1943.pdf
http://chwe.net/millikan/latimes1943.pdf


In May 1947, Caltech announced in 
Engineering and Science that 
Gosney and Paul Popenoe “carried 
on an extensive study in the field of 
eugenic sterilization.” 
After Gosney’s death, “the Trustees 
of the Human Betterment 
Foundation agreed that the best 
interests of the Foundation would be 
served by transferring its activities 
to the California Institute of 
Technology.”

http://calteches.library.caltech.edu/835/
http://calteches.library.caltech.edu/835/


According to its own public announcements, Caltech 
accepted the “research in the field of eugenics” and 
“activities” of the Human Betterment Foundation. 
Lois Gosney Castle, daughter of E.S. Gosney, who 
helped with the transfer, wrote that it was understood 
that “substantially the same activities [would] be 
carried on” (Spicer 2015).

https://digitalcommons.chapman.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1092&context=vocesnovae
https://digitalcommons.chapman.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1092&context=vocesnovae


Caltech has not made a public statement saying that it 
is no longer pursuing these activities, including public 
advocacy for forced sterilization and research in 
eugenics (as far as I am aware). 
In his July 22, 2020 announcement, Caltech President 
Thomas Rosenbaum mentioned the Human Betterment 
Foundation but did not express an opinion about its 
activities. 
Gosney Postdoctoral Fellowships are still being 
awarded today.

https://mailchi.mp/caltech/2019-20-academic-year-end-letter-349864?e=28d449fcf7
https://bit.ly/386Kefu
https://mailchi.mp/caltech/2019-20-academic-year-end-letter-349864?e=28d449fcf7
https://bit.ly/386Kefu


3. The Human Betterment Foundation’s activities had 
widespread and severe effects, in both the US and Nazi 
Germany, and its leadership took pride in these effects.



Gosney was the eugenic sterilization movement’s 
“chief public relations agent. . . . When Gosney died in 
1942, the [Human Betterment] foundation was known 
worldwide.  Hundreds of thousands of its studies, 
pamphlets and books were distributed to policymakers, 
schools, and libraries.”  
Popenoe, chief employee of the Human Betterment 
Foundation, wrote that people who should be sterilized 
“are numbered not in the thousands, not in the 
hundreds of thousands, but in the millions” (Anton 
2003).

http://chwe.net/millikan/latimes2003.pdf
http://chwe.net/millikan/latimes2003.pdf
http://chwe.net/millikan/latimes2003.pdf
http://chwe.net/millikan/latimes2003.pdf


Between 1909 and 1979, over 20,000 people, some still 
living today, were forcibly sterilized in California, far 
more than in any other state in the US. 
The Human Betterment Foundation was proud of this 
and took credit.

Los Angeles Times, 
July 30, 1933

https://leginfo.legislature.ca.gov/faces/billTextClient.xhtml?bill_id=201920200AB1764
https://www.theatlantic.com/health/archive/2017/01/california-sterilization-records/511718/
https://leginfo.legislature.ca.gov/faces/billTextClient.xhtml?bill_id=201920200AB1764
https://www.theatlantic.com/health/archive/2017/01/california-sterilization-records/511718/
http://chwe.net/millikan/latimes1933b.pdf
http://chwe.net/millikan/latimes1933b.pdf


The Human Betterment Foundation worked hand-in-
hand with California state officials. 
When Gosney died in 1942, California Governor 
Culbert Olson stated that his death was a “blow to [the 
Department of Institutions], as it [was] to all friends of 
social progress.  Mr. Gosney’s Foundation was an 
outstanding force in the advancement of the practice 
of sterilization of mental deviates” (Spicer 2015).

https://digitalcommons.chapman.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1092&context=vocesnovae
https://digitalcommons.chapman.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1092&context=vocesnovae


John R. Haynes, member 
of the State Board of 
Charities and Corrections, 
is quoted saying that “Mr. 
Gosney and Mr. Popenoe 
have kept the ball rolling 
with a great deal of 
enthusiasm, tact and 
energy” on forcibly 
sterilizing California 
inmates (Los Angeles 
Times, October 8, 1933).

http://chwe.net/millikan/latimes1933.pdf
http://chwe.net/millikan/latimes1933.pdf
http://chwe.net/millikan/latimes1933.pdf
http://chwe.net/millikan/latimes1933.pdf


In 1933, Nazi Germany passed the “Law for the 
Prevention of Offspring with Hereditary 
Diseases,” mandating forced sterilization of people 
with certain disabilities. 
This law caused the sterilization of 400,000 people.

https://www.ushmm.org/learn/timeline-of-events/1933-1938/law-for-the-prevention-of-offspring-with-hereditary-diseases#:~:text=July%2014,%201933,with%20physical%20and%20mental%20disabilities.
https://www.ushmm.org/learn/timeline-of-events/1933-1938/law-for-the-prevention-of-offspring-with-hereditary-diseases#:~:text=July%2014,%201933,with%20physical%20and%20mental%20disabilities.


In 1933–1934, the Human Betterment 
Foundation mailed its pamphlet “Human Sterilization” 
to Nazi administrators responsible for enforcing the 
law. 
Arthur Gütt and Herbert Linden, Nazi politicians 
advocating for sterilization, used the Human 
Betterment Foundation’s pamphlet to argue for the law  
(Kühl 2002).

https://www.google.com/books/edition/The_Nazi_Connection/DvO1DeQxbVIC?hl=en&gbpv=1&bsq=%22influential%20pamphlet%20detailing%22
https://www.google.com/books/edition/The_Nazi_Connection/DvO1DeQxbVIC?hl=en&gbpv=1&bsq=%22influential%20pamphlet%20detailing%22


In 1934, Popenoe wrote, “The law that has been 
adopted is not a half-baked and hasty improvisation of 
the Hitler regime, but is the product of many years of 
consideration by the best specialists in Germany. . . . I 
must say that my impression is, from a close following 
of the situation in the German scientific press, rather 
favorable” (Kühl 2002).

https://bit.ly/2BhgT62
https://bit.ly/2BhgT62


In 1934 in the Journal of 
Heredity, Popenoe, 
writing with the 
affiliation of the Human 
Betterment Foundation, 
discussed the German 
forced sterilization law in 
depth and quoted from 
Adolf Hitler’s book Mein 
Kampf liberally and 
without criticism. 

http://chwe.net/millikan/popenoe1934.pdf
http://chwe.net/millikan/popenoe1934.pdf
http://chwe.net/millikan/popenoe1934.pdf
http://chwe.net/millikan/popenoe1934.pdf


In 1936 in the American 
Sociological Review, Marie 
E. Kopp wrote, “The leaders 
in the German sterilization 
movement state repeatedly 
that their legislation was 
formulated only after careful 
study of the California 
experiment as reported by 
Mr. Gosney and Dr. 
Popenoe.” 

http://chwe.net/michael/kopp_1936.pdf
http://chwe.net/michael/kopp_1936.pdf
http://chwe.net/michael/kopp_1936.pdf
http://chwe.net/michael/kopp_1936.pdf
http://chwe.net/michael/kopp_1936.pdf
http://chwe.net/michael/kopp_1936.pdf


C.M. Goethe, also a trustee of the Human Betterment 
Foundation, wrote to Gosney:  
“You will be interested to know that your work has 
played a powerful part in shaping the opinions of the 
group of intellectuals who are behind Hitler in this 
epoch-making program.  Everywhere I sensed that 
their opinions have been tremendously stimulated by 
American thought, and particularly by the work of the 
Human Betterment Foundation.  I want you, my dear 
friend, to carry this thought with you for the rest of 
your life, that you have really jolted into action a great 
government of 60,000,000 people.” (Kühl 2002).

https://bit.ly/3ibd8zy
https://bit.ly/3ibd8zy


4. Responses to possible counter-arguments.



4a. “Many people, including political progressives, 
supported eugenics back then.  Millikan was not 
unusual.” 
This is not mainly about Millikan’s beliefs, but his 
actions. 
It was extremely unusual to be a trustee of an 
organization which was one of the world leaders in 
advocating for forced sterilization, which even Nazi 
leadership looked up to for guidance and inspiration.



4b. “How do we know that Millikan was actively 
involved with the Human Betterment Foundation?” 
Trustees are responsible for an organization.  That’s 
the entire point of being a trustee. 
Millikan was a trustee starting from 1925 until the 
foundation dissolved (Platt and O’Leary 2015). 
He could have resigned at any time, including after the 
beginning of World War II.

https://www.google.com/books/edition/Bloodlines/-z4eCwAAQBAJ?hl=en&gbpv=1&bsq=trustee%20from%201925
https://www.google.com/books/edition/Bloodlines/-z4eCwAAQBAJ?hl=en&gbpv=1&bsq=trustee%20from%201925


4c. “Millikan’s [anti-Semitic] biases were typical at the 
time of a man of his upbringing and 
background” (Goodstein 2001). 
Lots of people were not anti-Semitic at that time, 
including Jews. 
Why should we refer to the mores of one particular 
ethnic and social grouping (Millikan’s) as opposed to 
others’ or our own? 
Also, the issue is not so much Millikan’s beliefs but his 
actions.

https://bit.ly/2AczoYT
https://bit.ly/2AczoYT


In any case, Millikan expressed racist views in his 
public communications. 
Millikan wrote that “California marks now, as England 
did three centuries ago, the farthest western outpost of 
Arian civilization” (Kay 1993). 
Millikan wrote that Southern California “is today, as 
was England two hundred years ago, the westernmost 
outpost of Nordic civilization,” with the “exceptional 
opportunity” of having “a population which is twice as 
Anglo-Saxon as that existing in New York, Chicago or 
any of the great cities of this country” (Waxman 2000).

https://bit.ly/3dGValc
https://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-srv/WPcap/2000-03/16/076r-031600-idx.html
https://bit.ly/3dGValc
https://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-srv/WPcap/2000-03/16/076r-031600-idx.html


In his book Science and Life 
(1924), Millikan wrote, 
“Why is it that ‘fifty years 
of Europe is better than a 
cycle of Cathay’? Is it not 
simply because in certain 
sections of the world, 
primarily those inhabited by 
the Nordic race, a certain 
set of ideas have got a start 
in men’s minds, the ideas of 
progress and of 
responsibility?”



In a letter to his family in 1925, Millikan wrote, “I am 
sitting down in the Santa Fe station in Chicago. . . . 
surrounded with Coons and many other kinds of 
colored elegance” (Platt and O’Leary 2015). 
In a letter to his wife in 1951, Millikan wrote, “more 
than half of the population in this state is made up of 
negroes—a very serious situation. For it means that 
under universal suffrage they could control the state 
now, an unthinkable disaster in view of the sort of 
people they now are” (Platt and O’Leary 2015).

https://bit.ly/2XyGBLl
https://bit.ly/2PuGn3l
https://bit.ly/2XyGBLl
https://bit.ly/2PuGn3l


Millikan’s anti-Semitism influenced the hiring of 
Caltech physicists. 
In a letter to Hale in 1921, Millikan wrote, “I am still 
hesitating about [Paul] Epstein but will certainly write 
him at once if Darwin can’t come.  Do you think we 
might want to get Epstein anyway even though a 
Jew?” 
“If Fuller is coming with us you might show him the 
enclosed in re Tyksciker.  But alas another Jew‼ . . . . 
His knowledge of Westinghouse processes would be of 
the greatest value.  But we can’t get more than about 
one Jew anyway!” (Kargon 1982)

https://bit.ly/2DrorEm
https://bit.ly/2DrorEm


While Millikan was chair of the board of the 
Huntington, no Jews were hired, and “staff were 
expected to identify potential researchers who might 
be Jewish” (Platt and O’Leary 2015). 

https://bit.ly/30yGrW3
https://bit.ly/30yGrW3


4d. “Eugenics is not necessarily about white 
supremacy, racism, or anti-Semitism.” 
There are several book-length treatments of the history 
of eugenics movements. 
“In the early years of the Nazi regime, most mainline 
eugenicists in the United States and Britain could not 
know—and likely did not want to imagine—that a river 
of blood would eventually run from the sterilization 
law of 1933 to Auschwitz and Buchenwald” (Kevles 
2013).



What about the views of 
the Human Betterment 
Foundation in particular? 
This is from Popenoe and 
Johnson, Applied 
Eugenics (1920).

https://bit.ly/3a2mlGH
https://bit.ly/3a2mlGH
https://bit.ly/3a2mlGH
https://bit.ly/3a2mlGH


In his 1934 article in the 
Journal of Heredity, if 
Popenoe had any 
disagreement with 
Hitler’s characterizations 
of Jews in Mein Kampf, 
he did not express them. 

http://chwe.net/millikan/popenoe1934.pdf
http://chwe.net/millikan/popenoe1934.pdf


In the 1943 and 1947 
announcements that it 
was accepting the 
activities of the 
Human Betterment 
Foundation, Caltech 
did not disavow 
eugenic sterilization. 
This was after the 
start of World War II 
and the discovery of 
the Nazi death camps.



4e. “Removing Millikan’s name is an attempt at 
rewriting history or even censorship.” 
No one is asking for Millikan to be erased from history. 
Rather, we need a richer understanding of Caltech’s 
history, and Millikan’s. 
No one is asking for people to not talk about Millikan. 
Rather, we need greater and more informed discussion 
about Millikan.



4f. “Removing Millikan’s name does not lead to a 
nuanced understanding of his legacy.” 
Putting someone’s name on a building and putting a 
bust of him on campus does not lead to a nuanced 
understanding either. 
A nuanced understanding, as opposed to hagiography, 
is exactly what we need. 
It should be possible to set up a physical manifestation 
of many aspects of Caltech’s, and Millikan’s history, 
such as a series of plaques, a set of exhibits, etc.



4g. “It is OK to name buildings after people because of 
their scientific achievements, regardless of their moral 
actions, about which standards change over time.” 
Surely there are some morally terrible actions which 
would cause us to reconsider naming a building after a 
person, for example if we discovered that Millikan 
murdered someone. 
Leading an organization that advocated for the forced 
sterilization of hundreds of thousands of people, and 
succeeded, and took pride in this success, is worse.



4h. “If we remove Millikan’s name, what about 
everyone else who did things back then that we do not 
approve of today?” 
There are plenty of people from the past and today 
who are laudable by today’s standards. 
It is possible that people who have lots of things 
named after them did so because of “reputation 
laundering” (Milken Institute, Nobel Prize, Rhodes 
Scholarship, etc.). 
Our own choice, right now, indicates our own values.



5. Why rename now?



Our petition started in June and has 1048 signatories, 
including 65 Caltech faculty, 98 staff, 546 alumni, 69 
postdoctoral fellows, 169 graduate students, 69 
undergraduate students, and 48 members of the 
community.

http://chwe.net/millikan/
http://chwe.net/millikan/


The petition was covered in the Los Angeles Times and 
other news outlets.



This reckoning and reconsideration has been 
happening for a long time. 
USC removed R.B. Von KleinSmid’s name (June 2020). 
Neighborhood Unitarian Universalist Church in 
Pasadena removed Millikan’s name (2019). 
Polytechnic School removed Gosney’s name (2013). 
Sacramento State University removed C.M. Goethe’s 
name (mid-2000s). 
The Burbank Unified School District removed David 
Starr Jordan’s name (2019). 
The Palo Alto Unified School District removed the 
names of Jordan and Lewis M. Terman (2017).



Very recently, it has 
been propelled by the 
Black Lives Matter 
movement. 
The Black Scientists and 
Engineers of Caltech 
started a petition in 
June 2020, on many 
issues of racial justice, 
including the renaming 
of buildings, including 
Watson.

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1d_Peq8uJViDh_311ItcOpR3KtiAZKH8X/view
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1d_Peq8uJViDh_311ItcOpR3KtiAZKH8X/view


As each additional institution shows its ability to 
reckon with its past, Caltech’s failure to do so and take 
a clear moral stand on forced sterilization becomes 
increasingly alarming. 
If Caltech cannot make a clear break from people who 
led an organization that took pride in cooperating with 
Nazis and implementing their policies in the 1930s, 
how can Caltech have any credibility in talking about 
issues of racial justice (or any moral issue)?



Right now, among people in the US who are 18 and 
under, 50 percent are people of color. 
Among people in California who are 18 and under, 75 
percent are people of color (KFF 2018). 
These people are Caltech’s future students, staff, and 
faculty.

https://bit.ly/33APgRg
https://bit.ly/33APgRg


Social justice concerns are increasing among young 
people and this trend will likely continue into the 
future. 
The costs for Caltech not acting will only increase.



Cybele Garcia Kohel: 
“I am a writer and Pasadena resident who signed your 
petition (my husband is a physicist at JPL as well). . . . I 
am Puerto Rican, and eugenics was used extensively 
there. It is just for some more context, and to tell you 
how important this is to me, and many others.” 
Between 1930 and 1970, roughly one third of Puerto 
Rican women were sterilized (Andrews 2017).

https://www.panoramas.pitt.edu/health-and-society/dark-history-forced-sterilization-latina-women
https://www.panoramas.pitt.edu/health-and-society/dark-history-forced-sterilization-latina-women


In 1975, ten Mexican-American women successfully 
sued Los Angeles County Hospital for sterilizing them 
without their consent (Madrigal v. Quilligan). 
These women, including Maria Hurtado above, were 
interviewed for the film No Más Bebés in 2016.

https://www.pbs.org/independentlens/films/no-mas-bebes/
https://www.pbs.org/independentlens/films/no-mas-bebes/


Councilmember John J. Kennedy, Pasadena City 
Council, District 3, former President of the Pasadena 
Branch of the NAACP: 
“Pasadena as a City and Caltech as an institution grew 
up together.   Pasadena was a segregated town, with 
racially restrictive covenants on most of the city 
permitting sale of real property only to ‘gentile 
caucasians.’ ”



“We (Pasadena NAACP) had to sue to integrate the 
Brookside Plunge which was open to people of color 
only on ‘International Day’ the day before it was 
cleaned.  We had to sue to integrate the schools 
(Spangler v. Pasadena Schools).  We had to sue to 
integrate the police department (El Centro de Accion 
Social).  We had to sue to establish an equitable election 
system (Interdenominational Ministerial Alliance), and 
so on.” 



“Where was Caltech through these early days?  It was 
not a voice which spoke out for social justice, but a place 
which honored those who favored ‘race betterment 
through eugenic sterilization’ and so on.  So this slow 
study of the obvious is consistent with past practice.” 



“My father was the chauffeur and bodyguard for Dr. 
Theodore Von Karman, founder of the Jet Propulsion 
Laboratory.  Von Karman was one of the most brilliant 
minds in the world, a Hungarian Jew. . . .  
The souls of our ancestors cry out for the telling of 
their truth and story.”


