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The Old Eugenics and the New

EUGENICS WAS A MOVEMENT of large ambi-
tion—to improve the genetic makeup of the hu-
man race. The term, which means “well born,” was
coined in 1883 by Sir Francis Galton, a cousin of
Charles Darwin, who applied statistical methods to
the study of heredity.! Persuaded that heredity gov-
erned talent and character, he thought it possible
“to produce a highly gifted race of men by judi-
cious marriages during several consecutive genera-
tions.”2 He called for eugenics to be “introduced
into the national conscience, like a new religion,”
encouraging the talented to choose their mates with
eugenic aims in mind. “What nature does blindly,
slowly, and ruthlessly, man may do providently,
quickly, and kindly. . . . The improvement of our
stock seems to me one of the highest objects that

we can reasonably attempt.”?
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have children—a state-run computer Qm::W ser-
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Singapore’s policy gave cugenics a frec-market
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aid them to do so. But those
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d by Singapore’s vol-
It object that the

twist; rathe
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as well. Some mig
nt is akin to cocrcion, especially
for poor women with limited life prospects. Others
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untary version
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might object tha
privileged are part of a collectivist program that in-

trudes on reproductive choices that people should
be free to make for themselves, without the heavy

d or watchful eye of the state. (The policies

han
ong women, who re-

were reportedly unpopular am
nted being urged to “breed” for Singapore.)" But

eugenics is also objectionable on other grounds;
even where no coercion is involved, there is some-
thing wrong with the ambition, be it individual or
collective, to determine the genetic characteristics
of our progeny by deliberate design. These days,
this ambition is less likely to be found in state-
enics policies than in procreative
nable parents to pick and choose

SC

sponsored cug
practices that ¢
the kind of children they will have.

James Watson, the biologist who, with
Crick, discovered the double-helix structure of

[Francis
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DNA, sces nothing wrong with genetic engincer-
ing and enhancement, provided they are freely
chosen rather than state-imposed. And yet, for Wat-
son, the language of choice coexists with the old
cugenic scnsibility. “If you really are stupid, I
would call that a disease,” Watson recently told the
Times of London. “The lower 10 per cent who
really have difficulty, even in elementary school,
what’s the cause of it? A lot of people would like
to say, ‘Well, poverty, things like that” It probably
isn’t. So I'd like to get rid of that, to help the lower

10 per cent.”"?

A few years earlier, Watson had stirred contro-
versy by saying that, if a gene for homosexuality
were discovered, a pregnant woman who did not
want a homosexual child should be free to abort a
fetus that carried it. When his remark provoked an
uproar, he replied that he was not singling out gays
but asserting a principle: women should be free Wo
abort fetuses for any reason of genetic prefere
whether testing showed the child would b born

¢ born

dyslexic or lacki
) acking musical tale
Sie nt
play basketbal] 16 or too short to

nts I
oPP of abortion, for whom all abor
: speakable cri -
peakable crime. But for those who d
o)

pro-life oppone
tion is
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not subscribe to the right-to-life position, Watson'’s
seenarios raise a hard question: If it is morally trou-
bling 1o contemplate abortion to avoid a gay child
or a dyslexic one, doesn’t this suggest there is some-
thing wrong with acting on cugenic preferences,
cven where no coercion is involved?

Or consider the market in eggs and sperm. Ar-
tificial insemination allows prospective parents to
shop for gametes with the genetic traits they desire
in their offspring. It is a less predictable way to de-
sign children than cloning or preimplantation ge-
netic diagnosis. But it offers a good example of
a procreative practice in which the old eugenics
meets the new consumerism. Recall the ad that ap-
peared in some Ivy League college newspapers, of-
fering $50,000 for an egg from a young woman
who was at least five feet, ten inches tall, athletic,
without major family medical problems, and with
a combined SAT score of 1400 or above. More re-
cently, a Web site was launched claiming to auc-
tion eggs from fashion models whose photos ap-
peared on the site—at starting bids of 515,000 to
$150,000.""

On what grounds, if any, is the egg market mor-
ally objectionable? Since no one is forced to buy or

sell, it cannot be wrong for reasons of coercion.
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Some might worry that hefty prices would exploit

poor women by presenting them with an offer they
could not u*.m:.n_ to refuse. But the designer omw\m
that fetch :.F. highest prices are likely to be sought
from .:_o privileged, not the poor. If the market for
premium cggs gives us moral qualms, it shows that
cugenic concerns are not put to rest by freedom of
choice.

A tale of two sperm banks helps explain why.
The Repository for Germinal Choice, one of Amer-
ica’s first sperm banks, was not a commercial enter-
prise. It was opened in 1980 by Robert Graham, a
eugenic philanthropist dedicated to improving the
world's “germ plasm” and counteracting the rise of
“retrograde humans.”$ His plan was to collect the
sperm of Nobel Prize—winning scientists and make
it available to women seeking donors, in the hope
of breeding supersmart babies. But Graham had
trouble persuading Nobel Prize winners to donate
their sperm to his bizarre scheme, and so settled for

sperm from young scientists of high promise. The
sperm bank closed in 199qg.!?

By contrast, California Cryobank, one of the
world’s leading sperm banks, is a for-profit com-

pany. It has no eugenic mission.20
genic mission.* Dr. Cappy Roth-

m:
1an, cofounder of the firm, has nothing but dis-
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dain for Graham'’s eugenics. And yet the standards

Crvobank imposes on the sperm donors it recruits
acting than Graham’s. Cryobank has
Massachusetts, located be-

and in Palo Alto, Califor-

are no less ex
offices in Cambridge,

tween Harvard and MIT,
nia, near Stanford. It advertises for donors in cam-

apers (and offers to pay up to $goo per

pus newsp
percent of the

month), and accepts fewer than 3
donors who apply.

Cryobank’s marketing materials play up the pres-
tigious source of its sperm. Its donor catalog pro-

vides detailed information about the physical char-
acteristics of each donor, as well as his ethnic
origin and college major. For an extra fee, prospec-
tive customers can buy the results of a test that as-
sesses the donor’s temperament and character type.
Rothman reports that Cryobank’s ideal sperm do-
nor has a college degree, is six feet tall, and has
brown eyes, blond hair, and dimples—not because
the company wants to propagate those traits, but
because those are the traits his customers want.
“If our customers wanted high-school dropouts, we
would give them high-school dropouts.

Not everyone objects to marketing sperm. But
anyone who is troubled by the cugenic aspect of

ou_
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the Nobel Prize sperm bank should be equally
troubled by Cryobank, consumer-driven though it
be. What, after all, is the moral difference between
designing children according to an explicit eu-
genic purpose and designing children according to
the dictates of the market? Whether the aim is to
improve humanity’s “germ plasm” or to cater to
consumer preferences, both practices are eugenic
insofar as both make children into products of de-

liberate design.

LiBERAL EUGENICS

In the age of the genome, the language of eugenics
is making a comeback, not only among critics but
also among defenders of enhancement. An influ-
ential school of Anglo-American political philoso-
phers calls for a new “liberal eugenics,” by which
Mrm% mean noncoercive genetic enhancements that

o not restrict the autonomy ild. “Whi
old-fashioned authoritarian vm”m 5.@ .or__a. e
produce citizens out of a si plbr At sl
ol e of a m_:mwmzomzqm.:% designed

. icholas Agar, “the distinguishin
mark of the new liberal eugenics | ° ’
genics is state neutral-

_J_.:NN OO ,
vernments may not tell parents what sort
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_and parents may engincer in
s that improve their
choice of life plans.

ustice, written by

of children to design
their children only those trail
capacities without biasing their

A recent text on genetics and |
biocthicists Allen Buchanan, Dan W. Brock, Nor-
man Danicls, and Daniel Wikler, offers a similar
view: The “bad reputation of eugenics” is due to
s that “might be avoidable in a future eu-
genic program.” The problem with the old eugen-
as that its burdens fell disproportionately on
the weak and the poor, who were unjustly segre-
gated and sterilized. But provided that the benchts
and burdens of genetic improvement are fairly dis-

tributed, these bioethicists argue, eugenic measures
and may even be morally re-

practice

1cs W

are unobjectionable

quired.??
The legal philosopher Ronald Dworkin also de-

fends a liberal version of eugenics. There is noth-

ing wrong with the ambition “to make the lives

of future generations of human beings longer and
more full of talent and hence achievement,”
Dworkin writes. “On the contrary, if playing God
means struggling to improve our species, bring-
ing into our conscious designs a resolution to im-
what God deliberately or nature blindly has

prove
d over cons, then the first v::o:u_n of cthi-

evolve
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cal individualism commands that struggle.”?* The
libertarian philosopher Robert Nozick proposed a
“genctic supermarket” that would enable parents to
order children by design without imposing a sin-
gle design on the society as a whole: “This super-
market system has the great virtue that it involves
no centralized decision fixing the future human

oype(s)”™

Even John Rawls, in his classic work, A Theory of
Justice (1971), offered a brief endorsement of liberal
eugenics. Even in a society that agrees to share the
benefits and burdens of the genetic lottery, Rawls
wrote, it is “in the interest of each to _::6\ greater
natural assets. This enables him to pursue a pre-
ferred plan of life.” The parties to the social con-
tract “want to insure for their descendants the best
genctic endowment (assuming their own to be
fixed).” Eugenic policies are therefore not only per-
missible but required as a matter of justice. “Thus
over time a society is to take steps at least to pre-
serve the general level of natural abilities and to
prevent the diffusion of serious defects.”
~ ./S:_m liberal eugenics is a less dangerous doc-
rine than the old eugenics, it is also less idealisti
P 1] D o g . also less .&mm_a:o.

y and darkness, the eugenics move-
g c

ment > twenti
of the twentieth century was born of the aspi
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ration to improve humankind, or to promote the
ntire societies. Liberal cugen-

ambitions. It is not a

ay for

collective welfare of ¢
ics shrinks from collective
movement of social reform but rather a w
_ule.:mmom parents to have the kind of children they
want and to arm them for success in a competitive

society.
But despite its emphasis on individual choice,
ies more S

ders of enhancement see

liberal eugenics impl tate compulsion

than first appears.”’ Defen
no moral difference between improving a child’s

‘ntellectual capacities through education and do-
ing so through genetic alteration. All that matters,

from the liberal-eugenics standpoint, is that neither

the education nor the genetic alteration violates
:goo_:_awm

utonomy, OT “right to an open future.”
Provided the enhanced capacity is an “all-purpose”
d so does not point the child toward any

it is morally per-

means, an
_um::o:r: career or life plan,
missible. : . .
iven t of parents to pron
However, given the duty of parett o
ir children (while respec ing

he well-being of the
ﬁ | future), such enhancement

their right to an opel . i
becomes not only _uc::mmm_zo but obligaton” #
~ -

an require parents to send therr €
. s to use€ ge-

state €
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:n_._o Eo.r:.o_om_.nm (provided they are safe) to boost
their child’s 1Q. What matters is that the capaci-
ties being enhanced are “general-purpose EMM:;
useful in carrying out virtually any plan of life. . .
The closer such capacities are to truly all-purpose

means, the less objection there should be to the
state encouraging or cven requiring genetic en-

hancements of those capabilities.”? Properly un-
\e liberal “principle of ethical individ-

derstood, th
“commands the

not only permits but
struggle” to «nake the lives of future generations of
human beings longer and more full of talent and
»30 So liberal eugenics does not
g after all; it

ualism”

hence achievement.
_uomom genetic engineerin

reject state-im
g respect the au-

simply requires that the engineerin
tonomy of the child being designed.

Although liberal eugenics finds support among
many Anglo-American moral and political philos-
ophers, Jirgen Habermas, Germany’s most prom-
inent political philosopher, opposes it. Acutely
aware of Germany’s dark eugenic past, Habermas

argues against the use of embryo screening and ge-
dical enhancement.

netic _:m:_.?:m:.o: for nonme
in-

His case against liberal eugenics is especially
triguing because he believes it rests wholly on lib-

o ol . . 1
ral premises and need not invoke &::Ei or theo-
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logical notions. His critique of genctic engincering
“does not relinquish the premises of postmcta-
physical thinking,” by which he means it does not
depend on any particular conception of the good
life. Habermas agrees with John Rawls that, since
people in modern pluralist socicties disagree about
morality and religion, a just socicty should not take
sides in such disputes but should instead accord
:ach person the freedom to choose and pursue his
or her own conception of the good life.™

Genetic intervention to select or improve chil-
dren is objectionable, Habermas argues, because
it violates the liberal principles of autonomy and
cquality. It violates autonomy because genetically
programmed persons cannot regard themselves as
“the sole authors of their own life history.”32 And it
undermines equality by destroying “the essentially
symmetrical relations between free and equal hu-
man beings” across generations.** One measure of
this asymmetry is that, once parents become the
designers of their children, they inevitably incur a
responsibility for their children’s lives that cannot
possibly be reciprocal ¥

[Habermas is right lo oppose cugenic parenting,
but wrong to think that the case against it can rest

on liberal terms alone. ‘I'he defenders of liberal cu-
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genics have a point when they argue that designer

children are no less autonomous with respect to

their genctic traits than children born the natural
way. It is not as if, absent cugenic manipulation,
we can choose our genctic inheritance for our-
sclves. As for Habermas’s worry about equality and
reciprocity between the generations, defenders of
liberal cugenics can reply that this worry, though
legitimate, does not apply uniquely to genctic ma-
nipulation. The parent who forces her child to
practice the piano incessantly from the age of
three, or to hit tennis balls from dawn to dusk, also
exerts a kind of control over the child’s life that
cannot possibly be reciprocal. The question, liber-
als insist, is whether the parental intervention, be it
eugenic or environmental, undermines the child’s
freedom to choose her own life plan.

An cthic of autonomy and equality cannot ex-
plain what is wrong with cugenics. But Habermas
_E.m a mwi:ca argument that cuts deeper, even as it
pomts beyond the limi iber: “bos
_u_;.m_.om_:veo:m_.ﬁ_cE:c:Mm %_m .___wo?__, ﬁ.: b

1S s. This is the idea that “we
oyvc:owoc our own freedom with reference
something which, by ifs v i nee o

» Dy 1ts very nature, is not at our

disposal” T thi
sposal.” To think of ourselve

bl (o g s as free, we must be

ribe our orjgins “
] . -
1818 1o a beginning whicl,
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cludes human disposal,” a beginning that arises
from “something—like God or nature —that is not

at the disposal of some other person.” Habermas

goes on to suggest that birth, “being a natural fact,

meets the conceptual requirement of constituting
a beginning we cannot control. Philosophy has but

rarely addressed this matter.” An exception, he ob-
serves, is found in the work of Hannah Arendt, who
sees “natality,” the fact that human beings are born
not made, as a condition of their capacity to initiate

action.”
Habermas is onto something important, I think,

when he asserts a “connection between the con-
tingency of a life’s beginning that is not at our dis-

posal and the freedom to give one’s life an ethical

shape.”% For him, this connection matters because

it explains why a genetically designed child is be-
holden and subordinate to another person (the de-

signing parent) in a way that a child born of a con-

tingent, impersonal beginning is not.’” But the
Hotion that our freedom is bound up with “a begin-
annot control” also carries a broader sig-

ning we ¢
ver its effect on the autonomy of

nificance: Whate
the child, the drive to banish contingency and to

master the mystery of birth diminishes the design-
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ing parent and corrupts parenting as a social prac-
tice governed by norms of unconditional love.

w_,_:.w Eram us back to the notion of gifiedness.
Even if it does not harm the child or impair its
autonomy, eugenic parenting is objectionable be-
cause it expresses and entrenches a certain stance
toward the world—a stance of mastery and domin-
ion that fails to appreciate the gifted character of
human powers and achievements, and misses the

part of freedom that consists in a persisting negotia-

tion with the given.
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