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Abstract

The concept of Eugenics is derived from a social philosophical notion supporting the improvement of human
genetic traits through selective breeding that has had a debatable history since its inception in the late 19th
century. This paper surveys the origins, ideas, beliefs, global ideological expansion, and consequences of eugenic
thought. Through a historical and ethical lens, it inspects how eugenics became intertwoven with scientific
racism, leading to harmful policies, particularly in Nazi Germany, but also influencing practices in countries like
the United States, Britain, and Canada. The paper also discusses the modern genetic research and its potential
for reviving eugenic ideologies in modern contemporary society.
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. Introduction

The word ‘Eugenics’ is derived from the Greek words ‘eu’ meaning ‘good’ and ‘genes’ meaning ‘born’,
referring to the science of improving human populations by controlled breeding to increase the incidence of
desirable heritable traits. The concept of Eugenics was proposed by Francis Galton in the late 19th century, later,
eugenics grew from a scientific theory to a global movement that has had a great and significant impact on public
policy in various countries (Bashford & Levine, 2010). It has left an ineffaceable mark on the course of human
history, mainly through its role in supporting racial superiority theories, sterilization programs, and genocidal
movements (Kevles, 1985). This paper encompasses a study and analysis of the history of eugenics, tracing its
intellectual roots, development, and its continuous ethical debates over several decades.

Il.  History And Origin Of Eugenics
Francis Galton and the Early Foundations (Aliya, 2021).

The term and concept of Eugenics was founded by Francis Galton, a cousin of Charles Darwin, in the
1860s. Being influenced by Darwin’s theory of natural selection, Galton believed and laid the idea that human
beings, like animals, could be selectively bred to improve future generations. According to him the intellect and
other such desirable traits were hereditary, and therefore, they could be improved through controlled reproduction
(Nicholas, 2001). Francis Galton proposed two primary divisions of eugenics, viz., ‘positive eugenics’, that
promoted the reproduction of individuals deemed genetically ‘superior’, and ‘negative eugenics’, which sought
to limit the reproduction among individuals considered genetically ‘inferior’ (Galton, Francis. 1876).

Expansion of Eugenic Thought

In the beginning of 20th century, eugenics became increasingly predominant, particularly in Europe and
North America (David & Phelan, 2022). Eugenic doctrine was given propulsion by eminent scientists, social
reformers, and politicians emphasizing that societal problems such as poverty, crime, and mental illness could be
addressed by preventing the ‘unfit’ of the population from reproducing. Institutions like the Eugenics Record
Office in the United States and the Eugenics Education Society in Britain were set-up to support these ideas
(Susan McKinnon, 2021).

The movement gained a boost by exploiting fears concerning issues like urbanization, immigration, and
the perceived degeneration of national populations. It was heavily supported by both conservative and progressive
thinkers, who believed that scientific advancements could be utilized to create a more efficient and morally
superior society (Benjamin, 2022). This era also saw the rise of pseudoscientific methods for measuring fitness’,
such as 1Q tests and skull measurements, which were used to justify the exclusion and oppression of certain groups
(Chris Renwick, 2011).

I11.  Eugenics And Public Policy
Eugenic Sterilization and Marriage Laws
One of the most damaging effects of eugenic thought was the execution of sterilization laws in many
countries. The United States, in particular, led the way with the passage of sterilization laws in over 30 states,
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starting with Indiana in 1907 (Stern, 2005). These laws were rationalized on the grounds of improving public
health by preventing people with mental disabilities, hereditary diseases, or criminal tendencies from passing on
their genes. The infamous 1927 U.S. Supreme Court case Buck v. Bell upheld the constitutionality of sterilization
for the ‘unfit’, with Justice Oliver Wendell Holmes declaring, “Three generations of imbeciles are enough”. (Buck
v. Bell, 274 U.S. 200, 47 S. Ct. 584. 1927).

Countries such as Germany, Canada, and Sweden also supported sterilization policies, some of which
were predominant towards the mid-20th century (Daniel J Kevles, 1999). In addition to sterilization, eugenicists
promoted marriage restrictions that prevented certain individuals from reproducing, particularly interracial
couples and those deemed mentally ill or disabled (Garland-Thomson, 2012).

Nazi Germany and the Holocaust

Eugenics reached its most outrageous expression in Nazi Germany. The Nazis adopted a revolution
clarification of eugenic principles, which they combined with virulent anti-Semitism and Aryan supremacy
doctrine (Weindling P. 1989). The Nazi regime implemented the Nuremberg Laws, which prohibited marriage
and sexual relations between Jews and non-Jews, and enacted a comprehensive sterilization program that targeted
disabled individuals, as well as those considered racially inferior (Kevles, 2002).

The eugenic support of Nazi policies terminated in the Holocaust, in which over six million Jews, along
with Roma, disabled individuals, and others, were methodically exterminated (Emily Wittmann, 2004).

The hold of eugenics is widely considered as the most intense and destructive of these principles during
the Nazi Regime, emphasizing the precarious attempts to engineer human populations through selective breeding
(Kelves, 1999).

Eugenics in the Post-World War Il Era (Garver & Garver, 1991)

After the viciousness committed during World War 11, eugenics fell into ignominy. The divulgence of
the Nazi death camps, combined with an increasing understanding of human genetics, led to widespread
denunciation of eugenic practices. However, elements of eugenic thought prevailed in some parts of the world.
Sterilization programs continued in countries such as Sweden and the United States until the 1970s, often targeting
poor women, ethnic minorities, and individuals with disabilities (Broberg & Roll-Hansen, 1996).

IV.  Modern Eugenics And Genetic Engineering
With the unfolding of modern genetic research, including the Human Genome Project and the
development of technologies such as CRISPR-Cas9, concerns about a revival of eugenics have re-surfaced
(Charpentier, 2014). While these technologies hold huge potential for curing genetic diseases and improving
human health, they also raise ethical concerns about the possibility of designing "perfect” humans or creating a
genetic disadvantaged class (Duardo-Sanchez, 2017).

A. Ethical debate in Contemporary Genetics (Braverman, 2018)

The ethical concerns encompassing modern genetic interventions centres on the issue of consent,
potential misuse, and the danger of worsening of the existing social inequalities (Katz, 1994; Faden &
Beauchamp, 1986). While positive interventions such as the prevention of hereditary diseases are largely
accepted, there is concern that genetic engineering could reinvigorate old eugenic principles, leading to the
enhancement of certain traits (such as intelligence or physical appearance) in a way that could reinforce social
hierarchies and discrimination (Derek So, 2021).

Moreover, the commercialization of genetic technologies raises concerns about access and equity.
Wealthy individuals may be able to afford genetic enhancements for their children, while poorer families are left
behind. This could lead to a new form of social stratification based on genetic “fitness’ (Mayo & Nanjundiah,
2024; Clark, 2023).

V.  Conclusion

Eugenics represents one of the darkest chapters in modern history, reflecting on the wrong exploitation
of science that lead to widespread human suffering. From its origins in the late 19th century to its gruesome
termination in the Holocaust, eugenics has left a lasting impact on the world.

While modern genetics holds great promise for improving human health, it also carries the risk of revival
of eugenic ideologies in new forms. As scientific advancements continue to evolve, it is vital that society remains
vigilant in addressing the ethical and social implications of these technologies to avoid repeating the mistakes of
the past (Aultman, 2006).
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