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Introduction to Eugenics

ïEugenics: from the Greek ñeugenesò for ñgood 

birthò

ÁUnderlying ideas quite ancient in origin

ÁPlato argued that human baby production should be 

limited to people selected for desirable qualities

ïTerm coined in 1883 by Francis Galton

ÁEnglishman and cousin of Charles Darwin

ÁApplied Darwinian science to heredity and ñgood 

birthò



Definitions

ÁThe Encyclopedia of Bioethics:
ïñA science that investigates methods to ameliorate the 

genetic composition of the human race, a program to 
foster such betterment; a social movement; and in its 
perverted form, a pseudo-scientific retreat for bigots and 
racists.ò

ÁKevles:
ïñBy 1935 eugenics had become hopelessly perverted 

into a pseudoscientific facade for advocates of race and 
class prejudice, defenders of vested interests of church 
and state, Fascists, Hitlerites, and reactionaries 
generally.ò



The popularization of genetic 

science:

ÁPhrases used at the end of the 19th century:

ïñSurvival of the fittestò

ïñStruggle for existenceò

ÁEugenics societies were created throughout 

the world



Social Origins of Eugenics 

ÁEconomic, social, and political context

ïThe rapid growth of American industry

ïIncreased mechanization of agriculture

ïMajor migration away from farms

ïCities expanded faster than adequate housing

ïWholesale exploitation of labor created militant 
labor union organizations

ïHuge influx of immigrants from Europe in years 
before WWI



Social Darwinism

ÁExplained social and economic inequalities 
as the ñsurvival of the fittest.ò 

ïDeclining birthrate among the wealthy and 
powerful

ïWorking class was reproducing at a faster rate

ÁSocial philanthropy and religious institutions 
little help.

ÁProgressive reformers: faith in science as a 
ñcure-allò 


