
The Principle of Procreative Beneficence is Eugenic, but so what?

by

Andrew Hotke

A thesis submitted to the Graduate Program in Philosophy

in conformity with the requirements for the 

Degree of Masters of Arts

Queen’s University 

Kingston, Ontario, Canada

September, 2012

Copyright © Andrew Hotke, 2012



II

Abstract

In response to the possibilities for selection created by reproductive technologies like IVF and 

Prenatal screening, Julian Savulescu has argued that parents have a moral obligation to employ 

selective technology in order to have the best child that they can possibly have. This idea, which 

Savulescu has called the Principle of Procreative Beneficence, appears reminiscent of historical 

eugenics. However, Savulescu has argued that this principle is not eugenic. In this paper I argue 

that there are good reasons to think that the Principle of Procreative Beneficence is eugenic. 

Specifically, I argue that this principle shares five common features with historical eugenics 

which justify the conclusion that it is eugenic. However, while I argue that this principle is 

eugenic, I argue that it is not morally problematic for that reason because the shared features of 

historical eugenics and the Principle of Procreative Beneficence, which justify the claim that the 

principle is eugenic, are not morally problematic.
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Chapter 1: Introduction

The advent of reproductive technologies such as prenatal testing, in vitro fertilization

(IVF) and preimplantation genetic diagnosis (PGD), allows parents a measure of selection over 

the kinds of children that they will have. For instance, prospective parents who employ IVF in 

conjunction with PGD can produce multiple embryos through IVF and select which embryo to 

implant based on knowledge of the genetic traits of those embryos learned from PGD. 

In response to the possibilities for selection provided by these technologies, there has 

been, and continues to be, much debate over whether or not selection of the kinds of children 

parents have should be permitted. Some philosophers, such as Adrienne Asch, have argued that 

selection must be restricted or regulated to prevent possible harms.1 Others, including Michael 

Sandel, Jurgen Habermas and Leon Kass, have argued that these technologies should not be 

employed for selection because it is morally wrong for parents to select the kinds of children

they have.2

There are however, philosophers who defend parental selection and the use of 

reproductive technologies. Nicholas Agar and Jonathan Glover are two examples.3 Also on the 

defending side of selection is Julian Savulescu. Somewhat infamously he argues, not just that 

selection is morally permitted, but that selection is morally required and so parents should use 

reproductive technology for selection. He defends the Principle of Procreative Beneficence, 

which states that parents have a moral obligation to select. Specifically, the principle claims that 

                                                          
1 See Adrienne Asch, “Why I haven’t Changed my Mind About Prenatal Diagnosis: Reflections and Refinements.” in 
Prenatal Testing and Disability Rights ed. E. Parens and A. Asch. (Washington: Georgetown University Press, 2000).
2 See Jurgen Habermas, The Future of Humanity (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2003), Michael Sandel, “The Case Against 
Perfection,” The Atlantic Monthly 293 (2004) and Leo Kass, “Beyond Therapy: Biotechnology and the Pursuit of 
Human Improvement,” (prepared for the President’s Council on Bioethics, Washington DC, 2003).  
3 See Nicholas Agar, Liberal Eugenics (Malden, Blackwell Publishing, 2004) and Jonathan Glover, Choosing Children
(Oxford: Claredon Press, 2006).  
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parents are morally required to select the best child that they can have, using the available 

reproductive technology. 

There has been much opposition to this Principle of Procreative Beneficence. Some have 

argued against the coherence of the argument that Savulescu employs in defense of it, while 

others have argued that the principle cannot describe a true moral obligation because it has 

morally reprehensible implications. Some critics, including Robert Sparrow and Rebecca 

Bennett, have suggested that this principle is, or will lead to, eugenics. In anticipation of such 

comparisons, Savulescu has argued that there is a significant difference between his principle 

and historical or ‘old’ eugenics. 

The focus of this paper is on the relationship between Procreative Beneficence and 

eugenics. I argue that despite Savulescu’s claim to the contrary, there are good reasons to 

conclude that the Principle of Procreative Beneficence is eugenic. Procreative Beneficence 

shares important features of the historical eugenics movement; what I refer to in this paper as 

‘historical eugenics’. These common features, I argue, are sufficient to warrant the conclusion 

that Procreative Beneficence is eugenic. However, while I argue that Procreative Beneficence is 

eugenic, I argue that this accusation does not imply that it is morally wrong. 

There is much that is morally reprehensible about the historical eugenics movement. 

Because of these moral wrongs, it is often assumed that if a practice is eugenic, it is morally 

problematic. This assumption has allowed for the charge of eugenics to serve as a powerful 

rhetorical tool for discrediting practices that are accused of being eugenic. However, arguing 

over whether or not a practice is or is not eugenic is insufficient if what we are interested in 

when we consider whether a practice is eugenic is whether it is morally problematic. The charge 

of eugenics does not tell us what, if anything, is morally wrong with a practice that is claimed to 
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be eugenic. I argue in this paper that Procreative Beneficence is eugenic but I argue that this does 

not mean that Procreative Beneficence is morally problematic because the shared features of 

Procreative Beneficence and historical eugenics that warrant the conclusion that Procreative 

Beneficence is eugenic are not themselves morally problematic. 

In the first chapter I outline what the Principle of Procreative Beneficence is. I explain the 

nature of the moral obligation the principle describes and I lay out the argument that Savulescu 

uses to defend it. In the second chapter I identify what I understand to be the shared features of 

Procreative Beneficence and historical eugenics. In the third chapter I undertake a moral 

assessment of the features that I identified in the second chapter and I argue that none of the 

shared features are morally problematic for Procreative Beneficence. On the basis of the moral 

assessment I conduct in chapter three, I conclude that if Procreative Beneficence is eugenic; so 

what? The charge of eugenics does not give us moral reasons to resist Procreative Beneficence 

because the reasons why it is eugenic are not morally problematic. 
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Chapter 2: The Principle of Procreative Beneficence

Julian Savulescu first articulated the Principle of Procreative Beneficence (hereafter PPB) 

in a paper entitled ‘Procreative Beneficence: Why We Should Select the Best Children’.4 In 

subsequent papers Savulescu has further described the nature of the obligation that PPB requires 

and defended the principle and the argument that supports it against various criticisms. This 

chapter describes the obligation required by PPB and explains the argument which supports it. In 

the next chapter I argue that this principle is eugenic.

2.1 Reproductive Technology and Methods of Selection

PPB, as will be shown, requires parents to select which child they will have. This 

principle is an important principle for prospective parents largely because of advances in 

reproductive technology that offer parents ways to select their children. Before describing PPB 

and explaining the argument that supports it, I will briefly describe the currently available 

methods of selection made possible by reproductive technologies which I will be making 

reference to throughout this paper. It must be noted however, that PPB does not limit the 

obligation of parents to selection by these particular methods. The obligation extends to all 

methods of selection.

In ‘The Moral Obligation to Create Children with the Best Chance of the Best Life’,

Savulescu identifies two methods of selection; preconception and post-conception.5 Currently, 

reproductive technology for preconception methods is quite limited. There are however, two 

                                                          
4 Julian Savulescu “Procreative Beneficence: Why we Should Select the Best Children,” Bioethics 15 (2001): 415.
5 Julian Savulescu and Guy Kahane, “The Moral Obligation to Create Children with the Best Chance of the Best 
Life,” Bioethics 23 (2009): 275.
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effective post-conception methods of selection which are now available to prospective parents. 

First, there is prenatal selection. This involves prenatal or antenatal testing combined with 

pregnancy termination. Parents can learn about the genetic and anatomical traits of their fetus 

using prenatal tests such as chorionic villus sampling (CVS), amniocentesis, serum screening and 

ultrasound.6 If the child that they are having is shown by these tests to have traits which are 

undesirable to the parents, they can choose to terminate the pregnancy. This method of selection 

allows for negative selection only; choosing not to have a particular child. It does not allow for 

positive selection; choosing to have a particular child rather than a different child.

The second available method of post-conception selection allows for negative and 

positive selection. It involves the combination of In Vitro Fertilization (IVF) and preimplantation 

genetic diagnosis (PGD). IVF creates embryos ex utero. These embryos can be tested for genetic 

diseases and genetic traits using PGD. Parents who use IVF can create multiple embryos and 

select, based on genetic information learned through PGD, which embryo to implant. 

2.2 The Moral Obligation to Have the Best Child Possible

PPB claims that parents have a moral obligation to employ selection, including the 

methods described above, in order to have the best child of possible children that they could 

have. In its initial formulation, PPB was stated as the claim that:

couples (or single producers) should select the child, of the possible children they 
could have, who is expected to have the best life, or at least as good a life as the 
others, based on the relevant, available information.7   

Savulescu has since revised this claim to include some qualifications. In a more recent 

article, PPB was restated as the claim that:
                                                          
6 Ibid.
7 Savulescu, op. cit. note 4; 415.
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If couples (or single producers) have decided to have a child, and selection is 
possible, then they have a significant moral reason to select the child, of the 
possible children they could have, whose life can be expected, in light of the 
relevant available information, to go best or at least not worse than any of the 
others.8

Importantly, this modified claim demonstrates that PPB does not require certain persons 

to have children. Nor does PPB require certain persons to refrain from having children. 

The principle ‘assumes that a decision to have a child has been taken’.9 The principle 

only claims that couples, or individuals, who have decided to have a child, are morally 

obligated to select the best child of the possible children that they could have. 

As I have argued elsewhere, Savulescu defends this claim on the basis of a valid 

argument that is comprised of four key premises.10 Fundamentally, the argument relies on 

Savulescu’s claim about what morality requires. He states ‘I will understand morality to 

require us to do what we have most reason to do’.11 This means that when deciding the 

morally correct course of action, ‘We should do what we have most reason to do’.12 This 

is the first premise of the argument for PPB; morality requires us to do what we have 

most reason to do.

The second premise of Savulescu’s argument is that genetic traits influence 

quality of life. Some genes contribute to quality of life by increasing well-being and 

others lower quality of life by reducing well-being. ‘Disease genes’, for instance, can 

cause genetic disorders like cystic fibrosis or predispose a person to develop diseases like 

                                                          
8 Savulescu, op. cit. note 5; 274. 
9 Ibid.
10 Andrew Hotke “Procreative Beneficence: Old Arguments and a New Challenge,” Bioethics doi: 10.1111/j.1467-
8519.2012.01999.x
11 Savulescu, op. cit. note 4; 415.
12 Julian Savulescu, “Procreative Beneficence: Reasons to not have Disabled Children” in The Sorting Society: The 
Ethics of Genetic Screening and Therapy, ed. Loane Skene and Janna Thompson. (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2008), 52.
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asthma.13 Disease genes reduce quality of life because the diseases they cause reduce ‘the 

well-being a person experiences’.14 However, Savulescu insists that it is not just disease 

genes that influence quality of life. Many non-disease genes can influence quality of life 

by increasing or decreasing a person’s well-being. In fact, Savulescu argues that some 

non-disease genes have more influence on a person’s well-being than many disease 

genes.15 In the category of non-disease genes which influence well-being, Savulescu 

includes those genes which cause or predispose a person to have or develop particular 

physical attributes, intelligence level and moral character.16 High intelligence and an 

empathetic character, he argues, can increase well-being and lead to better quality of life 

while low intelligence and a selfish character can reduce well-being and lead to lower 

quality of life.

The third premise of Savulescu’s argument relies on the basic claim that parents 

have reasons to promote the well-being and quality of life of their future children. Since 

genetic traits influence well being, and because prospective parents have reasons to 

promote the well-being of their future children, prospective parents ought to ‘obtain and 

use all genetic and other information about disease susceptibility and non-disease states’ 

of the possible children that they could have.17 Given that parents have reasons to 

promote the well-being of their future children, then all else being equal, there is more 

reason to select a child who is expected, based on genetic and other information, to have 

more well-being than a child expected to have less. If, for example, a possible child 

                                                          
13 Savulescu, op. cit. note 4; 417.
14 Ibid.
15 Julian Savulescu, interview by David Edmonds and Nigel Walburton, Bioethics Bites, University of Oxford 
Podcasts, 2011.
16 Savulescu, op. cit. note 4; 415.
17 Savulescu, op. cit. note 5; 276.
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possesses a non-disease gene which increases the likelihood that he or she will experience 

well-being or good quality of life then, all else being equal, because that child has more 

expected well-being, and because parents have reasons to promote the well-being of their 

children, there is a reason to choose that child over another child. Likewise, a possible 

child who possesses a disease gene, such as a gene linked to asthma, has less expected 

well-being than a child without. Consequently, all else being equal, there is more reason 

to choose a child without the disease gene than a child with the disease gene because the 

child without the disease gene has greater expected well-being and higher expected 

quality of life. The third premise of Savulescu’s argument therefore, is that parents have 

more reason to select for more well-being rather than less. 

Since morality requires us to do what we have most reason to do and because 

there is more reason for parents to choose a child who will have more well-being than a 

child with less, prospective parents have a moral obligation to select the child who is 

expected to have the most well-being or the best quality of life. The final premise; that 

the child who is expected to have the most well-being is the best possible child, allows 

for Savulescu’s notorious claim that parents have a moral obligation to have the best 

possible child.

In summary, PPB is the claim that couples or individuals who have decided to 

have a child are morally obligated to have the best child, of possible children that they 

can have. The best child is the child who can be expected, based on relevant genetic and 

other information, to have the most well-being and greatest quality of life. This obligation 

implies that prospective parents are required to employ available reproductive 

technologies that allow for selection. In the following chapters where I refer to PPB, I 
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will be referring to both the claim made by PPB as well as the argument that supports it. 

In the next chapter I show the similarities between PPB and historical eugenics. 
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Chapter 3: Eugenics and the Principle of Procreative Beneficence

I have described the obligation that is required by the Principle of Procreative 

Beneficence (PPB) and explained the argument that supports it. In this chapter I argue that PPB 

is eugenic. I argue that there are five important features that PPB shares with historical eugenics 

and these shared features justify the conclusion that it is eugenic. I also argue that Savulescu’s 

claim that PPB is different to eugenics is insufficient to preclude the conclusion that PPB is

eugenic. In the next chapter I discuss the moral implications of the shared features of PPB and 

historical eugenics.

3.1 Selecting the Kinds of Children who are Born

Perhaps the most glaring similarity between PPB and eugenics is that they both involve

selecting the kinds of children who are born. As I explained in the previous chapter, PPB 

requires prospective parents to employ genetic testing and to select the child, of the possible 

children that they could have, who is expected, on the basis of its genetic traits, to have the most 

well-being or greatest quality of life. PPB, quite plainly, involves selecting the kinds of children 

who are born. As I will show, selecting the kinds of children who are born was an inherent 

feature of historical eugenics. Historical eugenics proponents wanted to improve the race, a goal 

they pursued through selective breeding strategies which aimed at controlling the kinds of 

children who are born.

Sir Francis Galton, the inventor of the term ‘eugenics’, and the first to employ the term 

‘heredity’, was the first to clearly articulate the eugenic goal. He was initially concerned with the 
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transmission of ‘inborn’ traits, which he called the study of heredity.18 In 1865 he published his 

first work on ‘heredity’ entitled Hereditary Talent and Character. In the article Galton argues 

that a person’s ‘inborn’ traits, the traits he or she is endowed with at birth, largely or mostly 

determine that person’s ‘qualities’; both mental and physical. Education and environment, 

Galton asserted, have very little impact on mental or physical qualities. If, for instance, a person 

possessed desirable qualities of ‘talent’ or ‘genius’, he claimed that it was only because of his or 

her inborn traits.

Based on his studies of the families of so-called ‘eminent men’ Galton argued that ‘strict

laws of hereditary transmission’ governed the inheritance of inborn traits in humans, including 

inborn traits which are responsible for mental qualities.19 These strict laws ensured that ‘like will 

produce like’.20 In other words, strict natural laws determined that human offspring possessed the 

same or very similar inborn traits as their parents. He also claimed, without argument, that if 

parents could pass on traits or characteristics that they acquired in their lifetime it was only ‘in a 

very small degree’.21 To summarize, Galton believed that human offspring always inherited 

similar inborn traits as the inborn traits possessed by his or her parents, and furthermore, these 

inborn traits mostly determined one’s mental and physical abilities or qualities. This is the 

fundamental idea of heredity in eugenics; that nature, rather than nurture, determines the kind of 

child you will have, and the kind of person your child will be. 

The existence of strict laws of heredity implied, Galton argued, that just as it was possible 

to selectively breed animals for selected physical qualities, it was possible for humans to 

                                                          
18 See Ruth Schwartz Cowan “Francis Galton’s Contribution to Genetics,” Journal of the History of Biology 5 no. 2 
(1972).
19 Francis Galton, “Hereditary Talent and Character,” Macmillans Magazine 12 (1865): 158.
20 Cowan, 391.
21 Galton, op. cit. note 19; 322.
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selectively breed in order to produce offspring with selected inborn hereditary qualities; both 

physical and mental. This could be done, for instance, through selective marriages:

If we were to select persons who were born with a type of character that we desired to 
intensify...and if we compelled marriage within the limits of the society so selected, 
generation after generation; there can be no doubt that the offspring would ultimately be 
born with the qualities we sought.22

Galton was very optimistic about the potential for human selective breeding implied by the 

existence of strict laws of heredity. ‘What a galaxy of genius might we not create!’ he exclaimed, 

if people with the best qualities, people possessing ‘the finest and most suitable natures, mental, 

moral and physical’, selected marriage partners with similarly desirable traits to procreate with.23

In the years following the publication of Galton’s first paper, after Galton’s ideas became 

popular, promoting marital partner selection based on presumed inborn traits became a mantra of 

eugenics movements. As Leonard Darwin, son of Charles and chairman of the British Eugenics 

Society noted, ‘the view that great forethought ought to be exercised in the selection of a partner 

for life has, indeed, been held by some authorities to be the most important aim of eugenics’.24

Eugenics proponents and eugenics societies preached that people should select partners for 

reproduction based on mental and physical qualities because they believed, as Galton did, that 

that offspring inherit the traits of their parents and that these traits determine an offspring’s 

qualities. For eugenics proponents, selecting a marital partner with good mental and physical 

qualities was selecting the inborn traits of your children because they believed that children 

inherited the traits of their parents according to strict natural laws. 

This of course, is not the full story of eugenics and selection. From Galton on, selection

in eugenics was almost always about improving the race. Eugenicists were concerned with 

                                                          
22 Galton, op. cit. note 19; 321.
23 Ibid, 165.
24 Leonard Darwin, What is Eugenics? (New York: The Third International Congress of Eugenics, 1932), 84.
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encouraging people to select marital partners with good mental and physical qualities and 

producing children with good inborn traits and good qualities because doing so improved the 

inborn qualities (genetic qualities), of the human race. The goal of race improvement was the 

foremost concern of eugenicists, as is reflected in Galton’s definition of eugenics, which he 

defined as the ‘science which deals with all influences that improve the inborn qualities of a 

race’.25

One way to improve the inborn qualities of the race was through ‘positive eugenics’

strategies. Positive eugenics involved encouraging ‘the useful classes in the community to 

contribute more than their proportion to the next generation’.26 Galton’s initial strategy for 

achieving race improvement falls into this category. He believed people would voluntarily adjust 

their reproductive behaviour if they were aware of and educated about the laws of heredity. 

Other eugenicists, including Galton’s close collaborator Karl Pearson, promoted education 

alongside ‘moral injunction’; convincing the ‘fit’ members of society of their ‘inescapable’ duty 

to procreate.27 Not all positive eugenics strategies involved voluntarism. In the preface of Man 

and Superman, George Bernard Shaw suggests that women who, through careful selection of a 

reproductive partner, produce children with ‘efficient senses, sound organs, and a good 

digestion’, should be offered financial incentives to encourage them to reproduce again.28

The goal of improving the inborn qualities of the race was also pursued through ‘negative 

eugenics’, described by Galton as courses of action aimed at preventing ‘marriages and the 

production of offspring by the exceptionally unfit’.29 Various forms of negative eugenics were 

advocated for and put into practice by historical eugenicists. Initially, the most popular negative 

                                                          
25 Francis Galton, “Eugenics: Its Definition, Scope, and Aims,” The American Journal of Sociology 10 (1904): 1. 
26 Ibid, 3.
27 Daniel J. Kevles, In the Name of Eugenics (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1985), 85.
28 Ibid, 91.
29 Francis Galton, “Local Associations for Promoting Eugenics,” Nature 78 (1908): 645. 
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eugenics strategies were marriage restriction and sexual segregation of the ‘unfit’, but later 

included voluntary and involuntary sterilization and immigration restriction. Notoriously, the 

most extreme eugenics proponents advocated for the extermination of the ‘unfit’; a strategy that 

was employed by the Rassenhygiene (racial hygiene program) in Nazi Germany.

Historically, support for negative eugenics became popular, more popular than positive 

eugenics even, because of the influence of August Weismann’s germ-plasm theory and a 

growing fear that natural selection was no longer weeding out the ‘unfit’ members of society.30

Those who took the view that natural selection was no longer removing the ‘unfit’ from society 

argued that philanthropic efforts and state interventions (artificial selection), were preventing the 

‘unfit’ from being weeded out by natural selection. This allowed the ‘unfit’ to procreate, 

something which they did, according to eugenics proponents, at a much higher rate than the fit 

members of society. 

Weismann’s ‘germ-plasm’ theory gave a reputable scientific basis for the claim Galton 

had assumed; that environment had no influence on the traits that parents passed on to their 

children. For many eugenicists, the heredity of inborn traits, which was supported by credible 

scientific opinion after the appearance of Weismann’s theory, and the failure of natural selection 

culminated in the fear of racial degradation or deterioration. This was the fear that the race was 

degrading in quality because an ever increasing proportion of children born were the offspring of 

the ‘unfit’. The solution, for eugenicists including John Haycraft, was to replace natural selection 

with ‘selection of human forethought’, or ‘eugenic selection’.31 Effective eugenic selection, 

positive or negative, could have the most impact if it was enforced by the state. Consequently, 

                                                          
30 See Kevles, 70 – 84.
31 Mike Hawkins, Social Darwinism in European and American Thought 1860-1945 (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1997), 222.
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eugenicists who recognized this and who believed that the health of the race was more important 

than any particular individuals, turned to the state for eugenic interventions.

In summary, historical eugenics always involved selection of the kinds of children who 

are born. As Dan Brock has noted, historical eugenics involved two kinds of selection; ‘selection 

of who will reproduce and who will be born’.32 Selecting who will reproduce, which historical 

eugenicists sought to do through positive and negative eugenics, was the means through which 

eugenicists sought to select the kinds of children who are born. Historical eugenicists believed 

that inborn traits, which determined a person’s mental and physical qualities, were passed from 

parents to children according to strict laws of heredity. These laws ensured that children 

possessed similar inborn traits as those of their parents, and would therefore develop similar 

mental and physical qualities. Selecting parents with desirable traits for positive eugenics was 

selecting for children with those same traits. Targeting people with undesirable traits for negative 

eugenics was selecting against children with those traits.  

3.2 Judgements about the Values of Genetic Traits

I have shown that PPB shares an inherent feature of historical eugenics; selecting the 

kinds of children who are born. Another, similarity between PPB and historical eugenics, is that 

they both involve selecting for children who are deemed to have good genetic traits. They both 

involve selecting who is born based on judgements about the values of genetic traits.33

As shown in the previous chapter, PPB requires parents to select the child, of possible 

children they could have, who, based on his or her genetic traits, is the child they expect will 

                                                          
32 Dan W. Brock, “Is Selection of Children Wrong?” in Human Enhancement, ed. Nick Bostrom and Julian Savulescu. 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009), 274. 
33 The early eugenicists did not talk about genetics however, because the word had not been invented yet. They 
talked about inborn traits, by which they meant genetic traits. See Cowan, op. cit. note 18.
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experience the most well-being. This implies, for Procreative Beneficence, that genetic traits 

have value according to how they influence well-being. A genetic trait is good or desirable if it is 

‘advantageous’ for well-being, and bad or undesirable if it is ‘disadvantageous’ for well-being.34

Since traits are good or bad only according to how they influence well-being, PPB does not 

imply that all traits are either good or bad. If a trait does not influence well-being, it is neither 

good nor bad, neither advantageous nor disadvantageous. 

Eugenics also involves judgements about the values of genetic traits. Historical eugenics 

proponents, as shown in the previous section, were always concerned with selecting the kinds of 

children who are born by selecting who reproduced. Borrowing the language of ‘fitness’ from 

Darwinian Theory, historical eugenicists promoted reproduction by the ‘fit’ members of society

and discouraged reproduction by the ‘unfit’. But the use of ‘fitness’ by historical eugenicists 

differed from how it was used in Darwin’s theory. For Darwin, fitness meant ‘the ability to 

survive and multiply in a given environment’.35 For historical eugenicists, as a Eugenics Fellow 

at University College London explained, fitness meant ‘In good condition or of good quality, 

physical and mental.36

As eugenic fitness was not related to ability to survive, in historical eugenics what was 

considered good condition, or good quality, reflected value judgements about genetic traits. The 

fit were those deemed to have traits which were judged as desirable or good, and the ‘unfit’ were 

those who possessed traits judged undesirable or bad. Unlike PPB however, which judges the 

value of genetic traits only according to how they contribute to well-being, historical eugenics 

proponents did not share a single unified metric according to which traits were judged as 

                                                          
34 Julian Savulescu, interview by David Edmonds and Nigel Walburton, Bioethics Bites, University of Oxford 
Podcasts, 2011.
35 Kevles, 91.
36 Ibid.
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desirable or undesirable, although all historical eugenicists affirmed that good and bad genetic 

traits are objectively identifiable. 

While there was not shared metric for judging the desirability of traits, there was some 

consensus among eugenicists about what traits were desirable for any person to have. Galton 

believed that while ‘the goodness or badness of character is not absolute, but relative to the 

current form of civilization’, there are some qualities which members of any civilization will 

agree are better to have.37 He listed ‘health, energy, ability, manliness and courteous disposition’ 

as examples.38 Commonly however, judgements about what genetic traits were good or desirable 

reflected eugenicists’ beliefs about what sorts of people there should be in society, rather than 

beliefs about the value of traits for the persons who possessed them. Who was considered ‘fit’, or 

‘unfit’, reflected eugenicists’ beliefs about the social worth of different kinds of people. These 

beliefs did not often allow for pluralism and, as Dan Brock recognizes, these beliefs were heavily 

influenced by racism as well as class and ethnic prejudices.39

I have argued that PPB and historical eugenics both involve selecting the kinds of 

children who are born based on judgements about the value of genetic traits. However, as I show 

in the next chapter, the difference I highlighted between how historical eugenicists judged traits 

and how they are judged for PPB is an important moral difference. 

3.3 Selection against Disability

Another common feature of PPB and historical eugenics is that they both involve

selection against disability. As suggested above, all historical eugenicists believed that there are 

objectively good and bad, desirable and undesirable, genetic traits and that we should select 

                                                          
37 Galton, op. cit. note 25; 1.
38 Ibid, 2.
39 Brock, 275.
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against undesirable traits. Among the traits that were considered objectively bad by nearly all 

eugenicists were inborn traits which caused disability. Historical eugenicists sought to prevent 

the births of people with disabilities by making persons believed to possess hereditary disability 

targets of negative eugenics. 

Historically, the foremost concern about disability, as eugenics historian Mathew 

Thomson has described, was mental disability.40 However, there were eugenicists who argued in 

favour of negative eugenics strategies aimed at people with physical disabilities. Alexander 

Graham Bell, member of the American Eugenics Society, argued in favour of measures for 

preventing the deaf from procreating.41 Leonard Darwin, argued in his book What is Eugenics? 

that people with ‘some kinds of blindness and deafness, which cause great suffering when they 

appear’ should refrain from procreating.42 In Germany, where 375,000 sterilizations were 

performed as part of negative eugenics efforts, there were sterilizations performed on people 

with hereditary blindness, physical deformities, hereditary deafness, epilepsy and Huntington’s 

Chorea.43

The focus on mental disability in historical eugenics had mostly to do with growing fears 

of racial degeneration. Eugenics proponents argued that mental defectives, a category which, in 

Britain’s 1913 Mental Deficiency Act included ‘idiots’, ‘imbeciles’ and ‘feeble-minded persons’, 

threatened the health of the race because of the hereditary nature of their conditions and because 

of their relatively high reproductive fecundity. Consequently, those deemed mentally deficient, 

including those with mental disability, became the targets of the most severe negative eugenics 

strategies. In 1895, Connecticut introduced a law prohibiting marriage between mental 

                                                          
40 See Mathew Thomson, “Disability, Psychiatry, and Eugenics” in The Oxford Handbook of the History of Eugenics
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010), 116 – 133.
41 Kevles, 85.
42 Darwin, 31.
43 Thomson, 120
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defectives. In 1907 Indiana passed a bill allowing compulsory sterilization of ‘idiots’ and 

‘imbeciles’. In the following years, parts of Canada, Scandinavia, Switzerland and Germany 

enacted similar involuntary sterilization legislation aimed at preventing reproduction by the 

mentally deficient.44

Savulescu tackles the implications of Procreative Beneficence for disability in his paper 

‘Procreative Beneficence: Reasons to not have Disabled Children’. He argues that ‘Couples (or 

single reproducers) have a moral obligation to strive to have disability-free children’.45

To meet this moral obligation, prospective parents are obligated to employ reproductive 

technologies that allow for selection of the kind of child that they have, and to select against 

children who are revealed to have genetic traits which will cause them to have a disability. 

According to Savulescu, a disability is something that will ‘reduce the goodness (value) 

of a life (disability in the intrinsic sense) and/or reduces the chances of a person realizing a 

possible good life (disability in the instrumental case)’.46 Since disabilities reduce goodness of 

life and/or reduce the chances of a good life, this gives parents more reason to select a child that 

does not have a disability and, because morality requires us to do what we have most reason to 

do, PPB morally requires prospective parents to select against disability. Notably, this definition

of disability requires parents to select against many disabilities that were selected against in 

eugenics, including physical disabilities like deafness and blindness.47

                                                          
44 Ibid.
45 Savulescu, op. cot. note 12; 51.

46 Ibid, 55.
47 Savulescu, op. cit. note 5; 289.
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3.4 Selection against Behaviour

In addition to selecting against disability, PPB and historical eugenics also both involve 

selecting against certain behavioural traits. As evinced in a co-authored article ‘Behavioural 

Genetics: Why Eugenic Selection is Preferable to Enhancement’, Savulescu believes there may 

be genetic influences for behavioral tendencies, including criminal behaviour. The authors argue 

that criminal behaviour, including ‘aggressive or violent criminal behaviour’, may have a genetic 

basis: ‘biochemical pathways involving monoamine oxidase can influence a person’s chances of 

engaging in criminal behaviour at some point in their lives’.48 In this particular article, Savulescu 

and the authors merely defend parents’ right to employ methods of selection in order to select 

children ‘without the disposition to these behaviours if they choose’.49 They do not argue that 

parents should select against certain behavioural traits. However, if behaviour is indeed linked to 

genetics as Savulescu and the authors suggest, the argument for PPB implies that parents should 

select against criminal behaviour, and any other behaviour that has a negative influence on well-

being.

PPB, as I have shown, requires parents to select for more well-being rather than less. 

Accordingly, if there are good reasons to expect that a certain behavioural trait will reduce well-

being, prospective parents are obligated to select against children who possess genes which are 

linked to that behaviour. Consider criminal behaviour. Admittedly, it is not immediately obvious 

that a disposition towards criminal behaviour, even aggressive and violent criminal behaviour, 

will in-and-of-itself reduce the well-being of a person who is disposed to that behaviour. It is 

entirely possible that people who are disposed to aggressive or violent behaviour actually enjoy 

engaging in that behaviour. However, there often are severe negative consequences for this 

                                                          
48 Julian Savulescu, Melanie Hemsley, Ainsley Newson, and Bennett Foddy “Behavioural Genetics: Why Eugenics 
Selection is Preferable to Enhancement,” Journal of Applied Philosophy 23 (2006): 158.
49 Ibid, 169.
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behaviour, including criminal punishment and incarceration, which certainly do reduce well-

being. Those who engage in criminal behaviour can be expected to experience negative 

consequences from their behaviour at some point in their lives, unless they make serious efforts 

to modify their behaviour. 

Since PPB requires parents to select the child that they expect will experience the most 

well-being, and since parents have reasons to expect that a disposition to criminal behaviour will 

reduce well-being, parents should select against children who are genetically disposed to that 

behaviour. In fact, parents should select against any behavioural genetic trait that is expected 

reduce well-being. Citing from Savulescu’s list of behavioural genetic traits, arguments could be 

made to show that parents should select against alcoholism, substance addiction and attention 

deficit hyperactive disorder.50

Notoriously, criminals were made the focus of severe negative eugenics strategies by 

eugenicists in the early twentieth century. This occurred largely due to eugenicists’ belief that 

heredity determined not only physical and mental characteristics, or qualities, but also 

temperament and behaviour.51 The widespread belief that criminal behaviour in particular was 

hereditary owed much to the work of the Italian criminologist Cesare Lombroso. He tried to 

show that those disposed to criminal behaviour shared similar physical attributes.52 Since 

physical traits were believed to be hereditary, the claim that criminal behaviour tracked certain

physical characteristics suggested that criminal behaviour was also hereditary. This idea was 

supported in the U.S. by the research of the American sociologist Richard Dugdale. In 1877 

Dugdale produced a book that traced the ancestry of the Jukes family. His book showed that 76 
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convicted criminals shared a common lineage to the Jukes family.53 While Dugdale did not stress 

the importance of this research for eugenics, a follow up study of the Jukes in 1915,

commissioned by the Eugenics Records Office and written by Arthur Estabrook, re-examined the 

Jukes family and argued that the history of the Jukes was evidence that ‘heredity with certain 

environmental conditions determines criminality, harlotry, and pauperism’.54

As explained by historian of science Elof Axel Carlson, in the history of eugenics, the 

idea that undesirable behaviour had a hereditary basis combined with a belief in hard-

hereditarianism to fuel fears of race degeneracy. These fears, says Carlson, and the advent of 

‘less-invasive sterilization techniques’, led to ‘the popularity of surgical eugenic intervention as 

an enlightened public policy’.55 In the U.S., laws were passed, first in Indiana, but eventually in 

more than 30 states, that allowed for compulsory sterilization of prison inmates who were 

regarded as ‘habitual or confirmed criminals’.56  

Criminal behaviour was the most prevalent of behavioural traits targeted by negative 

eugenics. However, historical eugenicists also targeted alcoholics, people with drug addictions 

and sexual deviants. As I explained in section 2.3, judgements about what genetic traits were 

good or desirable reflected eugenicists’ beliefs about what sorts of people there should be in 

society. Criminals, alcoholics, drug addicts and sexual deviants were considered undesirable 

elements of society and subsequently became targets of negative eugenics. 
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3.5 A Concern for Human Betterment through Selection and the Non-Identity Problem

In their seminal work on eugenics and selection, Dan Brock, Allen Buchanan, Norman 

Daniels and Daniel Wikler conclude:

If there was a core belief common to all eugenicists, it would have to be expressed in the 
most general terms: concern for human betterment through selection – that is, by taking 
measures to ensure that the humans who do come into existence will be capable of 
enjoying better lives and contributing to the betterment of the lives of others.57

I believe that there is reason to doubt that this was a core belief common to all eugenicists but 

certainly many, probably most, eugenicists believed in the goal of race improvement because it 

meant that future people would experience better lives. 

This belief is similar to the belief that Savulescu claims is implicit in ‘commonsense 

morality’, namely, the belief that ‘we should have children who have better lives’.58 This belief 

is essential for the argument for Procreative Beneficence. As I explained, the argument for PPB 

claims that there is more reason to select for more well-being rather than less. This claim, that 

there is more reason to select for more well-being rather than less, depends on the belief that 

parents have moral reasons to have children with better lives. 

These moral reasons, Savulescu claims, can be grounded in various ways. They could 

take wide person-affecting form, impersonal form or some form of virtue ethics.59 To make his 

principle as wide ranging as possible, Savulescu does not commit himself to any particular

account of what grounds these moral reasons, claiming only that PPB is compatible with 

‘different accounts of reasons to select different children’.60 How these moral reasons might be 

grounded is not important for this paper. What is important, however, is that both historical 
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eugenics and PPB justify selection based on the belief that we should act in order to improve the 

lives of future people. 

3.5b The Non-Identity Problem

The belief that we should employ selection so that future people have better lives 

involves a particular response to Derek Parfit’s ‘Non-Identity Problem’.61 The non-identity 

problem has to do with future persons and moral wrongdoing. According to what Parfit calls ‘the 

Time-Dependence Claim’, it is true that ‘If any particular person had not been conceived when 

he was in fact conceived, it is in fact true that he would never have existed’.62 If true, the Time-

Dependence Claim implies that ‘We can affect the identities of future people, or who the people 

are who will later live’ by influencing when, or with whom, people procreate.63

The upshot of the Time-Dependence claim is that we cannot appeal to personal harm to 

explain the moral wrongness of an action if that action is also responsible for causing the 

‘harmed’ person to exist. In other words, an action which changes the identity of a future person 

or persons by causing different people to be born, cannot be said to harm the people it causes to 

be born. This is because it cannot be said that the action makes those people worse off than they 

otherwise would have been because, if the action had not been performed, then given the Time-

Dependence Claim, those caused to exist by that action would not have existed. Therefore, it 

cannot be said that the action causes them personal harm.64 If the action is morally wrong, it 

must be for other reasons. This is the non-identity problem.
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Parfit illustrates the implications of the non-identity problem with the example case of a 

woman with Rubella. If a woman wishes to have a child, most people intuitively believe it would 

be morally wrong for her to do so while afflicted with Rubella if her condition will cause the 

child that she has to have a severe disability, and when it is the case that if she waited three 

months to conceive the risk for disability diminishes. Most people believe she should wait and 

have a child who will have a better life. However, if it is morally wrong for the woman to 

conceive while afflicted and cause her child to be disabled, this moral wrong cannot be grounded 

in personal harm to the child. If she decides to have the child while afflicted, then even if the 

child develops a disability, her action cannot be said to have harmed the child because, given the 

Time-Dependence Claim, the ‘harmed’ child would not have existed if she had not performed 

the act. Therefore, it cannot be said that the child is harmed by the action because the child is not 

worse off than it otherwise would have been, because the alternative for the child is not to be. If 

we object to the actions of the woman in this case then, as Savulescu recognizes, ‘we must 

appeal to some form of harmless wrongdoing’.65

The importance of the non-identity problem for this paper is that it implies that we do 

not harm anyone by failing to improve the lives of future people through selection. Therefore, to 

say that we should improve the lives of future people through selection, a belief which is implicit 

in the goal of eugenics and required for the argument for PPB, requires the further belief that we 

should do so even though failing to do so does not harm anyone.

Rebecca Bennett, in her critique of Procreative Beneficence, argues that this feature of 

PPB implies that it is eugenic. She notes that according to Savulescu, the historical eugenics 

movement ‘sought to influence reproduction...to promote social goods’.66 Since the moral 
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reasons for selecting for children who will have better lives cannot be grounded in the avoidance 

of personal harm due to the non-identity problem, Bennett argues that the obligation to select the 

best child requires the belief that we should act to make the world ‘a better place than it could 

otherwise have been, not in terms of an individual person’s welfare, but in terms of creating the 

greatest total score for what is regarded as the goods of life’.67 Since the moral obligation of PPB 

is not rooted in a concern for ‘the welfare of particular people’ but in an obligation to pursue ‘the 

best world possible’ she argues that PPB is eugenic because this implies that it is guilty of 

promoting exactly what historical eugenics movements were promoting; ‘social and not personal 

goods’.68

I disagree with Bennett that because the obligation to select the best child cannot be 

grounded in a duty to avoid personal harm, it must be grounded in the belief that we should act 

to make the world ‘a better place than it could otherwise have been’ by maximizing social goods. 

As Savulescu argues, parents’ moral reasons to select for more well-being rather than less could 

be grounded in other ways.69 However, it is true that Procreative Beneficence shares historical 

eugenics’ broad aim of human betterment through selection, despite it being true that pursuing 

this aim does not, as Bennett argues, improve the welfare of particular people, and failing to 

pursue it does not, given the non-identity problem, harm particular people. Sharing the eugenic 

goal, and the beliefs it requires, is a strong reason to claim that Procreative Beneficence is 

eugenic.
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3.6 Isn’t Procreative Beneficence Different from Eugenics?

I have explained five shared features of Procreative Beneficence and historical eugenics. I 

explained that PPB, like historical eugenics, involves selecting the kinds of children who are 

born, and that both PPB and historical eugenics involve selecting the kinds of children who are 

judged to have good or desirable traits. I have also shown that PPB and historical eugenics both 

involve selecting against disability and selecting against particular behavioural traits. Finally, I 

have shown that PPB and eugenics both share the goal of improving the lives of future people 

through selection. The first two common features show that PPB is similar to historical eugenics 

in application, the third and fourth features show that they have similar implications, and the 

final common feature shows that they share the same broad goal. These similarities are 

compelling reasons to claim that PPB is eugenic. I argue that cumulatively, these shared features 

warrant the conclusion that PPB is eugenic. 

This conclusion appears to be at odds with Savulescu’s claim that ‘Procreative 

Beneficence is different to eugenics’. Savulescu states: 

Eugenics is selective breeding to produce a better population. A public interest
justification for interfering in reproduction is different from Procreative Beneficence 
which aims at producing the best child, of the possible children, a couple could have. 
That is an essentially private enterprise. It was the eugenics movement itself which 
sought to influence reproduction, through involuntary sterilization, to promote social 
goods.70

Historical eugenics, as I suggested, was motivated by the goal of race improvement; producing a 

better population. PPB, because it does not expressly promote the goal of producing a better 

population of people, is different from historical eugenics. However, I do not think that this 

difference is sufficient to preclude the conclusion that PPB is eugenic.
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For one, while PPB does not expressly promote race improvement, following PPB 

effectively accomplishes this aim. If all parents followed PPB and selected for those qualities 

which are presumed to increase well-being, this would certainly produce what eugenicists would 

consider a better population. Moreover, while eugenicists were concerned with improving the 

race, their belief in this aim was almost certainly motivated, as the authors of From Chance to 

Choice suggest, by a belief that improving the race would mean that future individuals would 

have better lives; exactly the kind of beneficence that the argument for PPB relies on. 

Consequently, I believe the difference that Savulescu highlights cannot preclude the conclusion 

that PPB is eugenic.

I have argued that PPB is eugenic because it shares important features of historical 

eugenics which justify this conclusion. In the next chapter I undertake a moral assessment of 

these features in order to answer the question: Is Procreative Beneficence morally wrong because 

it is eugenic? 
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Chapter 4: Moral Assessment 

I have outlined reasons for claiming that PPB is eugenic. I have argued that it shares 

common features with historical eugenics which justify the conclusion that it is eugenic. In this 

chapter I look at each of these features in turn in order to answer the question: Is the Principle of 

Procreative Beneficence morally wrong because it is eugenics? 

I conclude that PPB is not morally wrong because it is eugenic. I argue that the features 

PPB shares with historical eugenics, which justify the claim that it is eugenic, do not imply that 

PPB is morally problematic. Certain aspects of historical eugenics were morally reprehensible, 

and I point towards what these aspects were, however, significant moral differences separate 

PPB from these morally problematic aspects. 

4.1 Is it Morally Wrong to Select the Kinds of Children who are Born? 

I have argued that PPB and historical eugenics both involve selecting the kinds of 

children who are born. If this means that PPB is eugenic, and if selecting the kinds of children 

who are born is morally wrong, then the charge of eugenics would imply that PPB is morally 

problematic. However, I argue that while certain methods of selecting the kinds of children who 

are born, including some used in historical eugenics, are morally wrong, and that selecting 

certain kinds of children may be morally wrong, there are no obvious reasons to think selection 

itself is morally wrong. 

To support this conclusion I look at moral arguments against selection that exist in the 

bioethical literature and other potential arguments that could be made against selection.71 I argue 

that these arguments fail to provide moral reasons against selection that applies to any and all 
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acts of selecting the kinds of children who are born. I conclude that there are no good reasons to 

think that selection of the kinds of children that are born is morally wrong and therefore PPB is 

not morally wrong because, like historical eugenics, it involves selection. 

One important objection to selection is that it is morally wrong because it causes harm. 

This is certainly true for some methods of selection, including some of the negative eugenic 

strategies advocated for and employed in historical eugenics. As I explained in the previous 

chapter, negative eugenics methods included marriage restriction, involuntary segregation and 

involuntary sterilization. These methods, I argue, were in many cases morally wrong because 

they caused unjustifiable harm. Forced sterilizations and forced segregation caused grievous 

physical and psychological harms. Historical examples that demonstrate this are well 

documented and easy to find. In Canada, the details of these harms have been described in 

several law suits against the Albertan Provincial government which permitted the Provincial 

Eugenics Board to carry out 2,832 sterilizations from 1928 - 1972, including the 1959 

involuntary sterilization of Leilani Muir.72 The emotional and physical harm done to Muir by 

involuntary sterilization and segregation, which was not unique to her case, was described as 

‘catastrophic’ by the judge. Muir was awarded $740,780 in compensation.73

Besides the physical and psychological harms these methods caused, there is another way 

these methods caused harm. I argue that they violated people’s autonomy in a way that caused 

serious harm. By autonomy here, I mean something like the conception of autonomy described 

by Gerald Dworkin. He conceives of autonomy not merely as ‘substantive independence’, or 

actual freedom from any and all outside interference, but as a freedom to make choices which 
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shape one’s life and construct its meaning. As Dworkin writes; ‘an autonomous person gives 

meaning to his life’.74

Involuntary segregation, involuntary sterilization and, to a certain extent, marriage 

restriction, interfered with people’s ability to make choices about whether or not, and with whom 

to reproduce.75 Having children is an important way in which people give meaning to their life. 

Interfering with a person’s ability to procreate, by involuntarily sterilizing him or her or by some 

other means, removes his ability to make an autonomous choice to do so, and this violates his 

autonomy. It takes away a way of giving meaning to one’s life and this makes him or her worse 

off, whether or not he or she ever attempts or even desires to exercise this choice. Since it makes 

him worse off in this way, it constitutes a harm. 

The harms caused by these negative eugenics methods, I argue, are a large part of why 

these methods were morally wrong. The grievous physical and psychological harms as well as 

the harm caused by violating autonomy cannot be justified by the goal of race improvement. A 

goal which, as shown in the previous chapter, does not benefit any particular person and failing 

to pursue it does not harm anyone. These harms, however, can be avoided in selection. Not all, 

or even most, methods of selection violate autonomy. Positive voluntary eugenics, such as 

choosing a partner with good genetic traits or encouraging those with desirable traits to 

reproduce, do not violate individual autonomy, nor does post-conception selection of children by 

prospective parents. 

However, selection could cause harm in other ways. For instance, it could be argued that 

selection causes harm to the child selected. This claim however, is difficult to maintain because 

of the non-identity problem. How can an individual who is selected, claim to have been harmed 
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by being selected, when the alternative to selection, as illustrated by the non-identity problem, is 

nonexistence? As explained in the previous chapter, to be harmed is to be made worse off, but a 

person is not made worse off by being selected because the alternative to selection is not to be. 

Unless it is the case that a person possesses a genetic trait(s) that makes existence worse than 

non-existence, he or she cannot claim to have been harmed by being selected. 

It has been argued that selection can cause harm to existing persons by indirectly 

expressing the message that some traits are better than others, or that certain traits are not worth 

having.76 This can happen through negative selection, when particular traits are selected against, 

or through positive selection when particular traits are selected for. According to the objection, 

those who have the traits that are selected against and those who lack the traits that are selected 

for, are harmed by selection because it expresses the harmful message that their traits are 

undesirable or that they lack certain desirable traits. 

Does all selection express a harmful message? Dan Brock, in his consideration of this 

argument, insists that in cases where a harmful message is claimed to be expressed by selection, 

the practice of selection is not directly responsible for the harm but rather the ‘the prior and 

underlying value judgements that support and motivate the practice of selection’.77 In many 

cases, the value judgements of people who engage in selection are not judgements that express 

the harmful messages that can be inferred by such selection. For example, it can be inferred from 

the act of selecting against a female child that the parents who do so are biased against women. 

However, it is possible that parents who select against females do not value females less than 

males. There are a number of reasons why parents would prefer a male child. For instance, 

parents might want a boy for the sake of balancing the family, or because the female parent has a 
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family history of breast cancer.78 Therefore, while negative messages can be implied by people’s 

selective choices, it is not true that all selection reflects a value judgement that expresses a 

harmful message. 

However, while it is not true that all selection reflects a value judgment that expresses a 

harmful message, some parental selection will be based on judgements that would express a 

harmful message and some people will infer a negative message from certain selective choices; 

regardless of the actual reasons motivating that selection. This means that certain selection, even 

when it is not motivated by those value judgements which are harmful, can express a harmful 

message. Is this a moral reason against selection? For a consequentialist it is. However, as Brock 

rightly argues, it is at best a weak reason against selection in comparison to the moral reasons in 

favour of reproductive freedoms and freedom of expression; freedoms which would be infringed 

by restricting selection.79 This means that on balance, the moral reasons to permit selection far 

outweigh the harms caused by the hurtful messages inferred from people’s selective choices. 

Therefore, even from a consequentialist perspective, these messages do not make selection 

morally wrong.

Besides harm, it has been argued that selection is morally wrong because it is playing 

God. This objection, while rooted in theistic religion, does not necessarily have to be religious in 

nature as C.A. Coady has argued: ‘The non-religious can make sense of the accusation by 

thinking of the attributes God would possess if there were a God. They can insist that human 

beings clearly lack these attributes and go wrong by acting as if they didn’t’.80 This objection is 
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problematic however because it does not indicate with any precision what is morally wrong 

about the action that is claimed to be an instance of playing God. The accusation implies that an 

act is morally wrong, but it is unclear exactly why it is morally wrong. As Ruth Chadwick notes 

‘it seems clear that the use of the term ‘playing God’ normally indicates moral disapproval on 

the part of the speaker, but it is not obvious what is supposed to be bad about taking the 

decision’.81

In the case of selection the argument seems to be, as Brock describes, that selection is 

playing God and that is wrong because ‘it is God who should determine the nature of our 

children, and that it is not a proper role for humans to intervene in that process’.82 But why is it 

not a proper role? Perhaps, as Chadwick suggests, it is because humans lack God’s omniscience 

(all-knowingness) and omnipotence (all-powerfulness) and thereby, by intervening, they cross 

over limits which humans ‘ought not to cross’.83 Humans, it is thought, ought not to cross these 

limits because our lack of omniscience blinds us to potentially bad consequences and our lack of 

omnipotence may render us unable to prevent disastrous consequences. 

I agree with Chadwick that because it is true that humans are not all knowing or all 

powerful, the playing God accusation can give us reasons to exercise caution, but since this 

objection does not identify what, if anything, is actually morally wrong with what is objected to, 

the argument cannot give us moral reasons to refrain from selection, or any other practice, 

without further qualification. 

There have been arguments made that suggest selection is morally problematic because it 

has morally reprehensible implications. One of the most well-known is the brand of argument 

endorsed by Leon Kass and Michael Sandel, which John Davis has called the ‘parental love 

                                                          
81 Ruth Chadwick, “Playing God,” Cogito 3 no. 3 (1989):187.
82 Brock, op. cit. note 71; 266.
83 Chadwick, 190.
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objection’.84 The parental love objection is the claim that selection is morally wrong because ‘If 

we set conditions on which child we get, we are setting conditions on our love for whatever child 

we get’.85 This setting of conditions, Brock explains, is problematic because it ‘undermines the 

attitude to human life as a gift to be unconditionally accepted as it is given’, and this precludes 

the possibility of parents’ unconditional love.86

In other words, the parental love objection claims that selection is morally problematic 

because when parents select what kind of child they have, the act of selection undermines the 

possibility of unconditional love for the selected child because unconditional love is only 

possible if parents accept their children as they are given; as gifts from nature or gifts from God. 

As Sandel argues, children should be accepted ‘as they come, not as objects of our design or 

products of our will or instruments of our ambition’ because, Sandel claims, unconditional 

parental love is impossible if parents decision to have a child is ‘contingent on the talents and 

attributes that child happens to have’.87

As Brock acknowledges, because unconditional parental love is important for a child’s 

well-being, if it were true that selection undermined parents’ unconditional love, this would be a 

reason against selection.88 However, there are good reasons to think that selection does not 

necessarily undermine unconditional love. Consider prospective parents who decide to use a 

sperm donor because the male parent has a family history of serious genetic disease. Suppose 

that these prospective parents are opposed to abortion and cannot afford to use IVF and PGD. If 

these parents select a donor who is athletic and highly intelligent, it is not true that this negative 

selection against genetic disease and positive selection for athleticism and intelligence will 

                                                          
84 John Davis, “Selecting Potential Children and Unconditional Parental Love,” Bioethics 22 (2008): 259.
85 Ibid, 259.
86 Brock, op. cit. note 71; 268.
87 Michael Sandel, “The Case Against Perfection,” The Atlantic Monthly 293, no. 3 (2004): 55.
88 Brock, op. cit. note 71; 268.
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prevent the parents from unconditionally loving the child they have. The parents’ love is 

contingent on the child possessing those traits only if it is the case that the parents will love their 

child less if it does not have those traits. In the imagined case above, there is no reason to 

suppose that engaging in selection causes it to be true, or even makes it likely to be true, that the 

parents will love their child less if it does not have the traits selected for. The traits selected for 

are the traits that the parents would hope for, even if they had not engaged in selection. These 

hopes motivate their selection; not the other way around. It is possible that they will love their 

child less if it lacks the traits selected for, just as it is possible that parents who do not select will 

love a child less if it lacks traits that they hope their child will have. But, if parents do love their 

child less for this reason, I argue that that is a moral shortcoming of the parents. It is not a moral 

problem that is caused by selection and so selection does not undermine unconditional love.  

There is another reason to think that selection will not undermine unconditional parental 

love. It will be true of whatever child that parents select for, that it will be their child. Although 

it sounds contradictory, this condition is the only condition required for unconditional parental 

love. As John Davis notes, ‘Unconditional parental love is not completely unconditional’, it is 

conditional upon ‘the child being your child’.89 Whatever child is born to the parents who engage 

in selection, it will be true that the child is their child regardless of what other attributes it has, 

and if this is sufficient for unconditional parental love, then there is good reason to think that 

even when parents take steps to improve the chances that their child will have certain traits, they 

will not love their child less if he or she fails to have the desired traits. This is what often 

happens when parents hope to have a male or female child, but end up having a child of the other 

gender. Although they hoped for, or desired a boy but had a girl, or desired a girl but had a boy, 

it is likely that they will not love the child that they have any less, because it is their child. 
                                                          
89 Davis, 261.
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At first glance the parental love objection seems to have the most force when selection is 

made from an array of different ‘possible’ children through post-conception selection because 

unlike with preconception selection, as in the above example, children can be selected on the 

basis of genetic traits that they do in fact possess. However, I argue that the parental love 

objection is not a compelling objection against all post-conception selection cases. The objection 

fails against parents who employ post-conception selection in the interests of the well-being of 

their future child. 

If parents select against a child because they are concerned about the potential suffering 

that child will experience because of his or her genetic traits, or if they select in favour of a child 

because they believe that child is likely to have well-being, neither instance of selection, I argue, 

undermines unconditional love. When the motivation for selection is not to have a child with 

trait X, or to have a child with traits X, Y and Z, but to have a child who will experience good 

quality of life or well-being, the parents’ love cannot be said to be contingent on any particular

trait or traits that a selected child is expected to have. The reason is because these traits are not 

desired, or valued for their own sake, but are desired for their value for the well-being of the 

child who possesses it. If a child fails to develop a trait which motivated the parents to select 

him, the parents will not love her less although they might regret, for her sake, that she did not 

develop the trait because that trait would have increased her quality of life. 

It may be true that if parents select a particular child solely because they want a child 

with strong musical talent, or if they select for athleticism solely because they want a child who 

is good at sports, this selection would preclude unconditional love, but this is not the type of 

selection required by PPB, nor is this kind of motivation for selection an inherent part of 

selection. Therefore, I argue, the parental love objection can be dismissed. 
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My argument against the parental love objection also shows that arguments against 

selection that have been made on Kantian grounds can be dismissed. Kant’s categorical 

imperative requires us to act only on that maxim, or general rule of action, which could be willed 

to be universal law. This implies that we can never treat persons merely as a means to an end, 

and also that we only ever treat people as ends in themselves. Some forms of selection, it has 

been argued, ‘instrumentalize’ a future child, and this violates Kant’s rule never to treat a person 

merely as a means.90 A child is instrumentalized when it is brought into existence solely because 

of certain genetic traits that the child possesses. This objection has been applied to selection in 

‘savior sibling’ cases, such as the case of Adam Nash; a child who was selected by his parents 

through PGD and IVF because he was a compatible bone marrow donor for his anaemic sister.91

This selection, it has been argued, treats the child merely as a means. However, as with the 

parental love objection, if this kind of selection does treat the child merely as a means, this 

would not imply that selection is always morally wrong, or that selecting for well-being is 

morally wrong. It could only imply, at best, that instrumental selection is morally wrong, and this 

conclusion, would only be as strong as Kant’s ethical theory. I conclude that Kant’s categorical 

imperative gives us no reason to think selection is morally wrong.

While I argue that selection is not itself morally wrong, this does not imply that it is not 

morally wrong to select for certain kinds of children. For instance, as mentioned above, if it is 

the case that a child has genetic traits which will make it have almost no well-being at all, or 

extremely low quality of life, it can be said that the child is harmed by being selected because 

existence for this child is worse than non-existence. This harm makes selecting such a child 

                                                          
90 G. Pennings, R. Schots and I. Liebaers, “Ethical Considerations on Preimplantation Genetic Diagnosis for HLA 
Typing to Match a Future Child as a Donor of Haematopoietic Stem Cells to a Sibling,” Human Reproduction 17 
(2002): 536.
91 See Merle Spriggs and Julian Savulescu, “Savior Siblings”, Journal of Medical Ethics 28 (2002): 289.



39

morally wrong. There may be other moral reasons against selecting for or against certain genetic 

traits. I cannot examine all of the possibilities here. However, even if there are, this would not 

show that all selection is morally problematic. 

I have looked at moral arguments against selecting the kinds of children who are born. I 

have argued that although certain methods or means of selecting the kinds of children who are 

born, including the negative eugenics strategies employed in historical eugenics, are morally 

wrong, and that selecting certain kinds of children may be morally wrong, selection is not always 

morally wrong. Therefore, I conclude that PPB is not morally wrong because, like historical 

eugenics, it involves selecting the kinds of children who are born.

4.2 Is it Morally Reprehensible to Make Judgements about the Values of Genetic Traits?

I have argued that both PPB and historical eugenics involve selecting children who are 

judged to have the best or the most desirable traits and therefore both involve judgements about 

the values of genetic traits. If this means that PPB is eugenic, and if it is morally wrong to make 

value judgements about genetic traits, then the charge of eugenics would imply that PPB is 

morally problematic.  Is it morally problematic to make such judgements? Robert Sparrow has 

argued that it is. He argues that ‘There is something fundamentally misguided in the belief that 

one can determine which are the best human beings. Beyond a reasonable concern that people 

should have access to a normal range of goods it is a morally reprehensible arrogance to try to 

stand in judgement over human lives’.92

Sparrow’s argument is that it is not true that there is a best kind of child, or best kind of 

life, therefore it is morally reprehensible to make judgements about what kind of lives are best, 

which PPB and eugenics both do by pursuing selection of the best children. This ‘virtue-ethical 
                                                          
92 Robert Sparrow, “Procreative Beneficence, Obligation, and Eugenics,” Genomics, Society and Policy 3 (2007): 55.
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critique’ has some purchase against historical eugenicists. In eugenics, judgements about fitness 

often reflected eugenicists’ beliefs about what sort of people there should be in society. Judging 

whether or not certain people should reproduce and pass on their genetic traits according to 

beliefs about what kinds of lives have more social value is morally reprehensible. It is especially 

reprehensible when, as was the case with many eugenicists, beliefs about social value are 

influenced by racism and other prejudices. 

PPB however, escapes this criticism. The argument for PPB does not claim that parents 

should select children who have traits that are judged to be valuable for society. It requires 

parents to select the child who has the traits judged to be the most conducive to individual well-

being. The best child, on PPB, just is the child who is expected to have the most well-being. If 

we are concerned about the well-being of our future children and we select for traits we consider 

good or bad based on judgements about the well-being experienced in other people’s lives, this is 

not morally repugnant arrogance. Genetic traits do influence well-being and some people’s lives 

are better than others with regards to well-being.

Contrary to another critique levelled by Sparrow, judging traits according to well-being 

also allows for pluralism about what kinds of children parents should select. Sparrow argues that 

since PPB is a maximizing principle that aims at the best, anyone who defends it is ‘committed 

to the conclusion that there is only one sort of child that should be brought into the world’.93

However, there is no reason to think this is true. Once again, the best child, according to PPB, 

just is the child, of possible children that parents could have, who is expected to have the most 

well-being. There are at least two good reasons to think the ‘best’ child could display any variety 

of different traits. First, many traits do not influence well-being in any substantial way. Second, 

there are very many different traits that are conducive to well-being, just as there are many 
                                                          
93 Ibid, 54.
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different kinds of good lives; lives with good well-being. Consequently, it is false that PPB 

implies that there should only be one sort of child brought into the world. 

I conclude that there is no reason to think that PPB is morally problematic because, like 

historical eugenics, it requires selection of children with good traits. Selection based on 

judgements about the value of genetic traits was morally problematic in historical eugenics when 

who was judged fit, or unfit, to pass on their genetic material was judged according to beliefs 

about social value which were frequently racist and prejudiced. However, PPB judges genetic 

traits according to how they influence well-being, which allows for pluralism and does not imply 

racism or other prejudice.  

4.3 Is it Morally Reprehensible to Select against Disability?

I have argued that PPB and historical eugenics both involve selecting against disability. 

Is PPB morally problematic for this reason? I argue that it is not. Selection in historical eugenics, 

I have argued, was morally wrong when it involved coercive involuntary negative eugenics. 

These wrongs were exacerbated because many who were judged to be ‘unfit’ by eugenicists 

were considered unfit because of racism and prejudice. These wrongs extended to selection 

against disability. Many vulnerable disabled people were made victims of involuntary coercive 

negative eugenics because of prejudice and mistaken beliefs about heredity and the social value 

of people with disabilities.94

These morally problematic aspects of selection against disability however, are not shared 

by PPB. The argument for PPB does not license coercive involuntary interference into 

reproductive choices by the state or any other third party. On PPB, parents are required to act on 

                                                          
94 For a summary of the extent of negative eugenics abuses against disabled persons see Daniel J. Kevles, “Eugenics 
and Human Rights,” British Medical Journal 319 (1999): 435-438. 
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their own value judgements about what a good life is and what traits are good and bad for 

achieving a good life. Other people’s value judgements, Savulescu claims ‘should not be 

imposed on couples who must bear and rear the child’, neither directly or indirectly.95 This 

includes the value judgements of ‘doctors, politicians, or the state’.96  No one’s value judgements 

should be imposed on others even when those judgements seem obviously flawed as they might, 

for instance, when parents select for a disabled child. This libertarianism with regards to 

selection is permitted even when parents select a disabled child because doing so does not harm 

the child selected.97

Selection against disability could be wrong for other reasons besides the reasons that 

made it wrong in historical eugenics, but I argue that it is not. Following Derek Parfit, I argue 

that practically speaking, we should do, or ought to do, what we have most reason, or decisive 

reasons to do. On Parfit’s view, there are facts which give us reasons to act or to not act in 

certain ways. We have decisive reasons to do something, Parfit argues, ‘If our reasons to act in 

some way are stronger than our reasons to act in any of the other possible ways’.98 Unlike 

Savulescu, however, Parfit does not argue that we ought morally to do whatever we have most 

reason to do. Only when there are decisive moral reasons to perform some act, can it be said that 

that act is what we ought morally to do, and we ought not to perform some act, in the moral 

sense, only if we have decisive moral reasons not to perform that act.99

It is obvious, I believe, that parents who care about their children have strong reasons to 

prevent disability in their existing children. A parent who knows that staring at the glow of an 
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96 Ibid.
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98 Derek Parfit. On What Matters (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011), 32.
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arc welder can cause permanent blindness has strong reasons to prevent her child from staring at 

it. A parent who is aware of the mental problems that concussions can cause has strong reasons 

to invest in a good quality helmet for his child that plays contact sports. A parent who is aware of 

the effects of smoking and drinking on her fetus has strong reasons not to smoke or drink while 

pregnant. That parents have these reasons, I believe, is uncontroversial. 

There are a number of facts which give parents these reasons. First is the fact that parents 

stand in special relation to their children. This gives them strong reasons to care about their 

children’s well-being. As Parfit notes, ‘we have strong reasons to care about the well-being of 

certain other people, such as our close relatives and other people who we love’.100  A second fact 

is that disability reduces the quality of life. As Savulescu notes, which I  mentioned in the 

previous chapter, a disability can reduce well-being by being intrinsically bad for well-being, by 

directly causing physical or mental suffering for instance, or it can reduce well-being by being 

instrumentally bad, by limiting opportunities for well-being. Whether it is intrinsically bad, 

instrumentally bad or both; disability reduces well-being. Since parents have strong reasons to 

care about their children’s well-being, and since disabilities reduce well-being in these ways, 

parents have strong reasons to prevent disability in their children. 

There are other reasons for parents to prevent disability in their children. For instance, 

disabled children often require more time and care from their parents. A child with a mental 

disability, for instance, may require more family assistance in order to become self-sufficient.101

A child with a physical disability may require additional resources, such as cochlear implants, a 

guide dog, a wheelchair or special medications. Parents who believe that they cannot provide for 

the additional needs of a disabled child have strong reasons to prevent disability. There are, 
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certainly, other reasons for parents to prevent disability in their existing children. My summary is 

not exhaustive. These reasons however, are among the strongest reasons.

The above facts are reasons to prevent disability in existing children, but I argue that 

these same facts are also reasons for prospective parents to prevent disability in their future

children. The fact that children with disabilities have additional needs that parents may not be 

able to accommodate for, is a reason for parents to prevent disability in their future children. 

Since parents will have the same ‘close ties’ to future children that is responsible for the special 

relation parents have with their existing children, parents have strong reasons to care about the 

well-being of their future children.102 While it cannot be said that a disabled child is harmed by 

being born, because being born cannot make him worse off (since his alternative is not to exist), 

having a disability can reduce his potential for well-being and cause him to have low quality of 

life. Since parents have strong reasons to care about their children’s well-being, including their 

future children, and since disabilities reduce well-being, parents have strong reasons to prevent 

disability in their future children. 

While the facts that give parents strong reasons to prevent disability in existing children 

also give strong reasons to prevent disability in future children, it does not follow 

straightforwardly that parents ought to prevent disability in future children by selecting against 

disability because, as Adrienne Asch has noted, preventing disability in future children, by 

selecting against disability, does not prevent disability in an existing person; it prevents a 

disabled person from being born.103 This fact could count as a countervailing reason not to select 

against disability. In other words, this fact could give reasons not to select which are stronger 

than the reasons to select. This is what moral arguments against selecting against disability 
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attempt to show. However, in the rest of this section, I will attempt to show that the strongest 

arguments that have been made against selecting against disability fail to demonstrate why this 

fact should count as a countervailing reason not to select against disability. Since there are strong 

reasons for parents to select against disability, I conclude that parents ought to do so. 

One argument for why parents should not select against disability is that selecting against 

disability is wrong because doing so kills a fetus through abortion, or requires the discarding of 

embryos through IVF, and this makes selecting against disability morally wrong. The Vatican’s 

‘Declaration on Procured Abortion’ shows this to be the view of the Catholic Church. The 

Declaration states that even if there are ‘...good reasons to fear that the child will be abnormal or 

retarded’, these reasons do not ‘confer the right to dispose of another’s life, even when that life is 

only beginning’.104

The Vatican’s argument and others like it however, do not actually represent an objection 

against selecting against disability. These are arguments against certain means of selecting 

against disability, and as such, these arguments, successful or not, do not apply to all means of 

selecting against disability. For example, they would not apply to selecting against disability by 

choosing to use a particular sperm donor. Therefore, if such arguments are purported to provide 

moral reasons against selecting against disability it is not because they demonstrate that selecting 

against disability is morally wrong, but rather only that certain methods of selection are morally 

wrong. Because I am concerned with moral reasons why parents should not select against 

disability, and because abortion and IVF are only particular means of doing so, and not the only 

means, this objection can be ignored.

                                                          
104 Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith, “Declaration on Procured Abortion,” (1974): 21. 
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The ‘expressivist argument’ against selection, already mentioned, is commonly levelled 

at selecting against disability. Applied to disability, the objection claims that selecting against 

certain disabilities, through selective abortion or other means, sends a negative and hurtful 

message to disabled people. Because selecting against disability prevents a disabled person from 

being born, it has been argued that selecting against disability expresses the message that it is 

better not to be born than to live with a disability, or that the world would be a better place 

without disabled persons.105 The fact that selecting against disability sends this hurtful message, 

it can be argued, is a moral reason to refrain from selection.

Dan Brock has argued that even if selection, including selection against disability, sends 

this harmful negative message, this is not a sufficient ground for restricting the practice of 

genetic testing and selection because ‘doing so would unjustifiably violate two important moral 

and legal rights of persons who want to use genetic testing and selection’, namely the right to 

reproductive freedom, and the right to free expression.106 To reiterate, on balance, the reasons to 

permit parents to select against disability outweigh the harms caused by these harmful messages. 

This conclusion seems right, but it does not tell us if the fact that selecting against disability 

sends a hurtful message to the disabled is a significant moral reason for prospective parents not 

to select against disability. As Brock admits, even if we support the legal right to selection, 

‘selection conveying that message might nevertheless be morally bad or wrong’.107

However, I argue that even if it is true that selecting against disability sends this hurtful 

message, this fact does not make selecting against disability morally wrong. Because they cause 

harm, there are moral reasons to refrain from expressing hurtful messages to minority groups or 
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vulnerable persons and, concomitantly, to avoid actions which express such messages. However, 

in the case of selection, I argue that the harm caused is not a strong moral reason not to select 

against disability for two reasons. 

First, it is possible for parents who select against disability to avoid this harm. For 

instance, parents can take steps to ensure that their selective choices are kept private. This is 

easier with some selective practices than with others. With PGD for instance, parents’ decision 

not to implant embryos with certain disabilities can be kept confidential. If keeping their 

selective decisions private is not possible, parents who select against disability for reasons that 

do not express a negative message can ensure that their reasons for selecting are made known, so 

that a negative message is not inferred. As Jeff McMahan argues, ‘what an act of selection 

expresses depends on the reasons for which it is done’.108 And, as I suggested is the case with 

selecting against female children, parents select against disability for a variety of reasons and not 

all of them express a negative message. Parents might, for instance, select against disability 

because they believe themselves to be unsuitable parents for a disabled child, not because they 

think that it would be better if there were no disabled children born, or that no child is better than 

a disabled child.

If however, the harm caused by a negative message is unavoidable, this still, I argue, is 

not a strong moral reason for parents not to select against disability. To establish why, I refer to a 

distinction made by McMahan between selection involving ‘substitution’, selection involving 

‘replacement’ and selection involving ‘abstention’. McMahan writes: 

Acts that prevent the existence of a disabled child and cause the existence of a 
different normal child instead are acts of substitution. Acts that eliminate an 
individual that would have been disabled and cause the existence of a normal 
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child instead are acts of replacement. And I will refer to abstention from 
procreation simply as abstention.109

All three practices of selecting against disability prevent the birth of a disabled child. All three 

practices can express a harmful message to disabled persons and to other members of society. 

Therefore, if the harm caused by expression is a moral reason not to select against disability in 

substitution and replacement, it should be a moral reason not to select against disability through 

abstention. However, it would be absurd to claim that this harm is a moral reason not to select 

against disability through abstention. If it were, this would imply that parents act wrongly if they 

abstain from procreating rather than risking having a disabled child. 

Consider a prospective parent who desires to have children, but discovers that there is a 

high risk that he will pass on a gene which causes a disability and so he decides to prevent that 

possibility by abstaining from procreation, possibly going as far as having a vasectomy. This 

person has selected against disability by abstention. This practice could be claimed to express a 

harmful negative message against that disability; namely that it is better to have no children at all 

than to have a child (or even risk having a child) who has a disability. This harm however, is 

hardly a strong or decisive moral reason for the parent not to prevent the birth of a disabled child 

by selecting against disability by abstention. If it were, it would imply that the parent morally 

ought to procreate and risk having a disabled child. If this conclusion is absurd, which I argue 

that it is, it follows that it is not the case that the harm caused by negative messages is a strong 

moral reason for parents not to select against disability.

Another objection to selecting against disability, suggested but not defended by Jeff 

McMahan, is the claim that ‘selection reduces human diversity, which may be bad not only 
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impersonally but also in its effects on others’.110 McMahan cites the testimonies of people who 

value this diversity because they have gained ‘insights into human nature and the nature of the 

good life’ through their contact and involvement with people who have disability.111 This 

objection, and others like it, attempts to undermine the idea that disabilities are undesirable by 

emphasizing the benefits of having disabled people in society. 

Although it is surely true that society benefits by having disabled members, this does not 

constitute a strong moral reason for prospective parents to refrain from selecting against 

disability. Although diversity is a social good, it would be absurd to claim that prospective 

parents have a moral obligation to promote this societal good by having certain kinds of children, 

or that it is morally wrong for parents to prevent diversity by not having certain kinds of 

children. 

From a consequentialist perspective however, the loss of diversity might be a reason to 

restrict parental selection. However, as with the expressivist argument, such restrictions are hard 

to justify because they violate moral and legal rights to reproductive freedom. If the disability 

that would be selected against is a disability that is harmful for an individual to have, preventing 

parental selection for the sake of diversity leads to what Grant Gillet has called ‘The Unwitting 

Sacrifice Problem’. He writes: 

...if we allow individuals to be born who have a predictable disposition to develop 
a condition associated with severe harms and yet offer society at large certain 
advantages, those individuals are born as unwitting sacrifices to our social desire 
for certain benefits.112   

As an unwitting sacrifice, a person is made to bear burdens or harms in order to provide benefits 

to society. While Gillet argues that it is not straightforwardly wrong to birth children with 
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harmful conditions who can benefit society, because, for instance, the individual can also value 

those benefits, it does seem to be morally problematic to justify restrictions on reproductive 

freedom on the grounds that certain individuals who parents have reasons to select against can 

benefit society, when those individuals would be unwitting sacrifices. 

Another objection is that selection against the disabled is harmful because it will lead to 

fewer disabled people in the world, and that will lead to less support for disabled people, through 

changes in resource allocation or reduced awareness, and this would be a harmful consequence 

for those who are disabled. Brock, Buchanan, Daniels and Wikler refer to this as the ‘Loss of 

support Argument’.113

The loss of support argument however, does not establish strong moral reasons for 

parents to refrain from selection. First of all, it depends upon an empirical premise about what 

could happen. Although it is hypothetically possible, there is no reason to think that selecting 

against disability must lead to a loss of support for disabled people, and good reasons to think it 

is unlikely. For instance, it does not seem to be likely that a loss of support would occur for 

disabilities, such as congenital amputations or congenital deafness, which can be acquired in 

ways other than genetically. However, even if a loss of support was a probable consequence, I 

argue that this would not be a strong moral reason for parents not to select, or to restrict parental 

selection against disability because this problematic consequence could be addressed in other 

ways, by reallocating financial support for instance. 

Both historical eugenics and PPB involve selection against disability. I have shown that 

selection against disability was wrong in historical eugenics when it involved violations of 

individual autonomy and other harms, which were often motivated by prejudiced assumptions, 
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but these moral wrongs are avoided in PPB. I have argued that parents have good reasons to 

select against disability and therefore, in the absence of moral reasons against doing so, they 

should do so when they are able to. I have looked at the strongest arguments that have been made 

to show that selection against disability is morally wrong, but I concluded that they are 

unconvincing as moral reasons not to select against disability. I have not, as Savulescu does, 

argued that parents have a moral obligation to select against disability because I have not argued 

that parents’ reasons to select against disability are moral reasons. However, my conclusion does 

show that PPB is not morally wrong because, like historical eugenics, it involves selecting 

against disability, as parents have strong reasons to do so and no decisive countervailing moral 

reasons not to.

4.4 Is it Morally Reprehensible to Select against Behaviour?

I have argued that PPB and historical eugenics both involve selecting against certain 

kinds of behaviour. Is PPB morally problematic for this reason? I argue that it is not. Parents 

who want their children to have well-being do have reasons to select against behaviour that is not 

conducive to well-being, and in the absence countervailing reasons, they should do so. In some 

cases selecting against certain behaviour will have morally problematic consequences. In these 

cases, I argue, these morally problematic consequences provide countervailing moral reasons not 

to select. Since the normative force of PPB derives from the premise that we ought to do what 

we have most reason to do, ‘in the absence of some other reason for action’, I argue that PPB 

does not imply that parents must select against behaviour when doing so would lead to morally 

problematic consequences.114

                                                          
114 Savulescu, op. cit. note 12; 52.
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Historical eugenicists’ hard-hereditarianism concerning human behaviour reflected a 

flawed and problematic belief in genetic determinism; the idea that genes fully or mostly 

determine all of a person’s traits, including behavioural traits. There is no reason to believe that 

genetic determinism is true. Particular genes can causally contribute to the development of a 

given behavioural trait, but having those particular genes does not guarantee that a particular 

behavioural trait will develop. The development of behavioural traits requires other conditions 

related to environment.115

This has implications for PPB. It means that reasons to select against traits linked to 

particular behaviour are greatly diminished because parents need not expect that possession of a 

given genetic trait linked to a certain type of behaviour must cause a child to develop that 

behaviour. Parents who believe that a certain kind of behaviour is harmful to a person’s well-

being have only weak reasons to select against genes linked to that behaviour since it is possible 

for them to influence their child’s environment in order to prevent it from developing. If a child 

possesses a gene linked to criminal behaviour, for instance, unless we are genetic determinists, 

there is no reason to think that a child who possesses that gene must engage in criminal 

behaviour. 

This implies that in cases where parents are selecting between different possible children, 

genetic dispositions towards certain behaviours that are believed to reduce well-being should not 

factor largely into calculations of expected well-being or strongly influence selective choices 

because it is not the case that any child who has a certain gene or set of genes is certain to 

develop a particular behavioural trait linked to those genes. Decisions about whether or not to 

continue a pregnancy, for example, should hardly be influenced by information about genetic 

dispositions to certain behaviours, even when the behaviour in question is thought to be harmful 
                                                          
115 Buchanan et. al., 355.
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to a child’s expected well-being. The reason being, to reiterate, that it is not true that the child 

must, because of her genes, develop that behavioural trait. 

However, in different child choices, such as choices between different embryos created 

by IVF, all else being equal, the argument for PPB does imply that parents have reasons to select 

against children who have genetic traits that dispose them to behaviours that the parents expect 

will reduce well-being. This implication of PPB could lead to morally problematic 

consequences. It appears to require parents to select against behaviours that negatively impact 

well-being only because of unjust social prejudices; prejudices the parents themselves may or 

may not have. For instance, as Robert Sparrow has argued, because of the impact of homophobia 

on the well-being of homosexual persons, PPB appears to have the following implication: ‘...if 

there are genes that elevate the chance that an individual will be attracted to others of the same 

sex, then parents will be obliged to select against these genes in homophobic societies’.116

Putting aside the compelling reasons to doubt that there might be, or even could be, a 

connection between sexual orientation and genes, if a genetic link to sexual orientation was 

backed by scientific sources then, whether or not the science was accurate, it appears that PPB 

implies that parents ought to comply with homophobic social prejudices, when they exist, and to 

select against such genes.117 If PPB implies this, it would be morally problematic because such a 

practice would have morally reprehensible consequences.

Edward Stein, in his article ‘Choosing the Sexual Orientation of Children’, describes the 

problematic impact selection against homosexuality would have. He argues that if parents 

employ selection against genes believed to be linked to homosexual behaviour, this practice ‘will 

                                                          
116 Robert Sparrow, “A Not-So-New Eugenics,” Hastings Center Report 41 (2011): 35.
117 For an expanded discussion of the reasons to doubt a link between sexual orientation and genes, see Udo 
Schuklenk, Edward Stein, Jacinta Kerin and William Byne “The Ethics of Genetic Research on Sexual Orientation,” 
Reproductive Health Matters 6 no. 12 (1998). 
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contribute to attitudes (of both heterosexuals and non-heterosexuals alike) towards lesbians, gay 

men and bisexuals’.118 In homophobic societies where a negative attitude towards homosexuals 

exists, Stein argues, orientation-selection will ‘reinforce the preference for heterosexual children 

over homosexual ones and, further, is likely to encourage the view that homosexuals and 

bisexuals are diseased, not worthy of living, and the like’.119 Strengthening the ‘disease view’ of 

homosexuality, Stein insists, would engender and perpetuate the following:

(1) attitudes that lesbians and gay men are undesirable and not valuable.
(2) policies that discriminate against lesbians and gay men
(3) violence against lesbians and gay men
(4) the very conditions that give rise to the preference for heterosexuals rather 
than non-heterosexuals.120

This consequence is morally problematic, however, PPB is not necessarily committed to it. 

Parfit, in his discussion of reasons, distinguishes between partial and impartial reasons. 

Our reasons to care about ourselves, our children and others with whom we have close ties, are 

‘partial reasons’. Partial reasons, Parfit argues, are ‘reasons to be specially concerned about the 

well-being of people who are in certain ways related to us’.121 Partial reasons differ from 

‘impartial reasons’, which are reasons ‘to care about anyone’s well-being, whatever that person’s 

relation to us’.122 An event is partially better for a person than another event, if that event is 

better for someone who is in a certain way related to that person. An event is impartially better

than another event when it is true of that event that ‘everyone would have, from an impartial 

point of view, stronger reasons to want this event to occur’ rather than the other event.123

                                                          
118 Edward Stein, “Choosing the Sexual Orientation of Children,” Bioethics 12 (1998): 15.
119 Ibid.
120 Ibid, 15 – 16.
121 Parfit, op. cit. note 99; 40.
122 Ibid.
123 Ibid, 41.
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Stein’s argument demonstrates that it would be impartially better if parents did not select 

against genes related to homosexuality, because doing so makes things go impartially worse. 

This fact gives impartial reasons not to select against those genes. However, if parents in a 

homophobic society expect that it will be partially better for themselves and their children if their 

child is heterosexual; these impartial reasons not to select compete against their partial reasons to

select against these genes. So what should parents do?

Savulescu, responding to the objection that PPB would cause harm to women, by 

requiring them to use IVF or PGD, which are expensive procedures, states that because PPB is a 

‘species of decision-theoretic consequentialism’, applying it requires one to ‘consider the harms 

as well as the benefits to all parties concerned’.124 Only after such consideration, Savulescu 

argues, can we know what we have most reason to do. In the case of orientation-selection 

therefore, parents would be obligated, according to PPB, to engage in orientation-selection, only 

if it is true that parents’ partial reasons to pursue as much well-being as possible for their future 

children are stronger than the impartial reasons not to engage in orientation-selection. 

PPB, however, does not tell us which reasons are stronger. There is nothing in the 

argument for PPB that implies that parents’ partial reasons are stronger than these impartial 

reasons. PPB, does not imply, and is compatible with, either conclusion. It is beyond the scope of 

this section to demonstrate, but I believe that the impartial reasons, in most cases, will be at least 

as strong as the partial reasons to select.125 This means that parents have at least sufficient reason 

not to select.126 If this is the case, it cannot be said that PPB implies that parents ought to engage 

                                                          
124 Savulescu, op. cit. note 114; 59.
125 I cannot say in all cases the impartial reasons would be as strong. The empirical evidence concerning how much 
reduced well-being a person could suffer as a result of their sexual orientation influences the strength of the 
impartial reasons. In societies with extreme prejudice, the empirical facts might give very strong partial reasons to 
select.
126 It might also be a sufficient or decisive reason to enact legislation to prevent selection. See Schuklenk et. al.
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in selection when doing so will lead to the morally problematic consequences that would occur if 

parents engaged in orientation-selection. If they have sufficient reason not to select, it cannot be 

said because that it is what parents should do because it is not what they have most reason to do.

4.5 Could a Concern for Human Betterment ever be Morally Reprehensible?

I have argued that PPB and historical eugenics both share the broad aim of human 

betterment through selection and that this implies that they both share the belief that we should 

improve the lives of future people through selection even though doing so does not improve any 

particular person’s welfare and failing to do so does not harm any particular person. I do not see 

any reason to think that this broad aim is in anyway morally problematic. It seems to me to be, as 

Brock, Buchanan, Daniels and Wikler conclude, ‘an unexceptional aim’.127

It is only once we try to clothe this broad aim, by identifying what human betterment 

looks like and describing how this objective ought to be pursued, that it becomes open to moral 

judgements. Historical eugenicists had an idea of human betterment that involved morally 

problematic judgements about what kind of people had social value. Many eugenicists valued 

this goal above the rights of individuals. Those who did were motivated to support methods of 

achieving these goals which people today rightly consider reprehensible, because they imposed 

eugenicists’ value judgements on others and caused unjustifiable harms. 

PPB’s project of human betterment, I have suggested, can avoid these problems. 

However, there may be other reasons to resist PPB’s aim of human betterment, which have 

nothing to do with eugenics. My objective has been to show that PPB is eugenic, but that it is not 

morally problematic for that reason. This conclusion, although it defends PPB against an 

important criticism, must not be confused as an absolute defense of PPB. 
                                                          
127 Buchanan et. al., 42.



57

Chapter 5: Conclusion

There are good reasons to claim that the Principle of Procreative Beneficence is eugenic. 

I have outlined five features that PPB shares with historical eugenics. As I explained, both 

involve selecting the kinds of children who are born. Both involve selecting children who 

possess what are judged to be good genetic or inborn traits. Both involve selecting against 

disability and selecting against certain behavioural traits. Finally, both involve the goal of human 

betterment through selection despite the fact that failing to pursue this goal harms no one. These 

common features, I have argued, justify the conclusion that PPB is eugenic. 

If these shared features, which justify the conclusion that PPB is eugenic, were morally 

problematic, this would imply that the Principle of Procreative Beneficence is morally 

problematic. However, in chapter three I showed that none of these shared features are morally 

problematic for PPB. As I indicated, there were morally reprehensible aspects of historical 

eugenics but, as I showed, significant moral differences exist between PPB and historical 

eugenics that prevent PPB from being guilty of what was morally reprehensible about historical 

eugenics. I conclude that if PPB is eugenic so what? The reasons that justify the claim that PPB 

is eugenic do not imply that it is morally problematic. 

This conclusion implies a further conclusion. The accusation of eugenics has been a 

powerful rhetorical tool against various practices because of the abuses that are associated with 

the historical eugenics movement, but if what we are interested in when we consider whether or 

not a practice, principle or idea is eugenic is whether or not it is morally problematic, it is too 

simplistic to argue over whether or not that practice is or is not eugenic. This is because, as I 

have shown, it is not necessarily true that if something can rightly be called ‘eugenic’ that it is 

morally problematic. The only way to determine whether or not a practice accused of being 
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eugenic is actually morally problematic for that reason is to examine the features of that practice 

that are supposed to make it eugenic, and to consider whether those features are themselves 

morally problematic. 

Obviously, a practice can be morally problematic for reasons other than those which are 

related to eugenics. I have argued that PPB is eugenic, but that it is not morally wrong for that 

reason. I was not my intention to defend PPB against other moral arguments that have nothing to 

do with eugenics although some of my individual arguments in chapter 3 are broad enough to 

serve that purpose. However, my primary aim was only to show that PPB is eugenic, but that it is 

not morally wrong for that reason. 
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