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Unlearning Eugenics concludes on a hopeful

propriation of disability rights rhetoric as part of

note, as it explores past and present experiments

their effort to restrict abortion laws across Europe.

in “life-sharing” projects that seek to shift the

Arguably, only Herzog could have written this
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book. Unlearning Eugenics synthesizes her numer‐

toward justice and even themes of desiring and

ous areas of expertise, including the history of the

becoming. Unfortunately, in the final chapter the
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terms with Nazi mass murders. As Herzog notes in
the first chapter, pro-contraception arguments
from the 1910s-30s illuminate “how completely eu‐
genic assumptions saturated ... common sense”
(p. 31). Indeed, as such scholars as Ann Taylor
Allen and Edward Ross Dickinson have shown,
health was foundational to understandings of de‐
sirable reproduction—and sexuality—across Eu‐
rope in the late nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries; conversely, ill-health and disability
were conflated with illegitimate sex. These beliefs
were held across the political spectrum but were
arguably embraced most vigorously by “progres‐
sives.” Eugenic thinking about sexuality was wide‐
spread

and

pernicious,

informing

attitudes

decades before the horrors of the Third Reich. The
subtle infusion of eugenic thinking into the very
fabric of European sexual beliefs and practices
across generations will be very difficult to unlearn
indeed.
These caveats aside: what Herzog achieves in
this slender volume is staggering, both historically
exciting and politically invigorating. Unlearning
Eugenics not only eloquently and compassionate‐
ly unpacks the complexities of debates surround‐
ing abortion in twenty-first-century Europe but
also illuminates the difficulties involved in realiz‐
ing and defending “intimate rights of all kinds” (p.
14).
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