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‘PRE-NATAL OR POST-NATAL EUGENICS’:
BRAVE NEW WORLD OF GENETIC TESTING

World-views do matter in science

Recently I attended a discussion on the relationship of
the Nazi Holocaust: the eugenic movement and genetic
testing.  A two-part forum included a eugenics historian
and a theologian/bio-ethicist.  The meeting, held at the
Jewish Community Center, was open to the public so
the audience was a mixture of Jews and others.

Eugenics is a movement that originated out of Darwin’s
theory of evolution, specifically Darwin’s theory of
“survival of the fittest.”  Sir Francis Galton, a relative of
Charles Darwin, is the father of the eugenic or “good
birth” movement.  After the Age of Enlightenment when
reason became the panacea for mankind’s ills, science
began to set out to prove its preconceived notions.
Mary Johnson, a historian with Facing History and
Ourselves, an organization that studies the Holocaust,
reminded the audience that doctors and science were
at the forefront of the Nazi push to produce the “Aryan
race.”

Scientists as early as 1790 were making comparisons
of cranial size of different races and comparing them to
primates.  In a chart produced during that time, artist-
depicted skulls were arranged in order with the primate
being first, the Negro next, Asians next, followed by
southern Europeans or Slavic, with the Nordic
European being portrayed as a Greek god.  Nothing
needed to be said; the implication was obvious.  The
scientist who made the drawings based his conclusion
on cranial size alone and did not distinguish between
male and female or a child’s skull.  Clearly, an agenda
was perpetrated upon an unsuspecting public that was
beginning to trust science as having the answers to
men’s problems.

Enter Darwin and the race for the perfect man began.
The problem was that the public had to be convinced.
Excerpts from Samuel George Morton’s writings show
the bias needed to persuade the public.  He was a
professor of anatomy at the University of Pennsylvania
and a medical doctor.  He stated that native American
Indians were “crafty, sensual, ungrateful, obstinate and
unfeeling, and much of the affection for their children
may be traced to purely selfish motives . . .  their
mental faculties, from infancy to old age, present a
continued childhood . . .”  All of these conclusions
come from his studies of cranial size.  He describes the

white European race as “ . . . distinguished for the
facility with which it attains the highest intellectual
endowments . . .

With the groundwork laid by science, Sir Francis
Galton had no trouble convincing people of his day
there was indeed a need for developing “healthy,
strong, well-fitted” human beings to enhance the
human gene pool while eliminating the “sick, weak and
ill-fitted” ones.  He states in an article “Eugenics: Its
Definition, Scope, and Aims” in Nature Magazine, May
26, 1904: “There are three stages to be passed
through before eugenics can be widely practiced.  First,
it must be made familiar as an academic question, until
its exact importance has been understood and
accepted as a fact.  Secondly, it must be recognized as
a subject the practical development of which is in near
prospect, and requires serious consideration.  Thirdly,
it must be introduced into the national conscience, like
a new religion [emphasis added].  It has indeed, strong
claims to become an orthodox religious tenet of the
future, for eugenics cooperates with the workings of
nature by securing that humanity shall be represented
by the fittest races.”

At this point, I am asking myself, “Who determines the
definition of ‘fitness’”?

As we all know, this theory was played out to the
extreme in Nazi Germany where, first, the feeble-
minded were targeted, then the sick, then the
deformed, less fit races, and on and on, culminating
with the solution for the “Jewish problem.”  Millions of
people lost their lives or were imprisoned, and used as
guinea pigs for Nazi doctors’ experiments.  We look
back on that and shudder, thinking “how could they
have done that?”  The Nuremburg trials concluded at
the end of the war that this must never happen again
and supposedly safeguards mankind from another
Holocaust, particularly one perpetrated by a
government on people already born (post-natal
eugenics).

Science has now broken the genetic code; the gene
sequences are mostly mapped and a brave new world
is emerging.

How will this play out in pre-natal eugenics? What part
does genetic testing of the pre-born play in a modern
holocaust?
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