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Eugenics: the original sin?



The Nuremberg code (1947)
1. Voluntary consent of the human subject is absolutely 

essential
2. The experiment must yield generalizable knowledge that 

could not be obtained in any other way and is not random 
and unnecessary in nature

3. Animal experimentation should precede human 
experimentation

4. All unnecessary physical and mental suffering and injury 
should be avoided

5. No experiment should be conducted if there is reason to 
believe that death or disabling injury will occur



The Nuremberg code (1947)
6. The degree of risk to subjects should never exceed the 

humanitarian importance of the problem
7. Risks to the subjects should be minimized through proper 

preparations
8. Experiments should only be conducted by scientifically 

qualified investigators
9. Subjects should always be at liberty to withdraw from 

experiments
10.Investigators must be ready to end the experiment at any 

stage if there is cause to believe that continuing the 
experiment is likely to result in injury, disability or death to 
the subject



Declaration of Geneva (1948)
• Modern form of Hippocratic Oath

• As a member of the medical profession
o I solemnly pledge to dedicate my life to the service of 

humanity;
o The health and well-being of my patient will be my first 

consideration;
o I will respect the autonomy and dignity of my patient;
o I will maintain the utmost respect for human life;



Declaration of Geneva (1948)
o I will not permit considerations of age, disease or 

disability, creed, ethnic origin, gender, nationality, 
political affiliation, race, sexual orientation, social 
standing or any other factor to intervene between my 
duty and my patient;

o I will respect the secrets that are confided in me, even 
after the patient has died;

o I will practice my profession with conscience and dignity 
and in accordance with good medical practice;

o I will foster the honour and noble traditions of the 
medical profession;



Declaration of Geneva (1948)
o I will give to my teachers, colleagues, and students the 

respect and gratitude that is their due;
o I will share my medical knowledge for the benefit of the 

patient and the advancement of healthcare;
o I will attend to my own health, well-being, and abilities in 

order to provide care of the highest standard;
o I will not use my medical knowledge to violate human 

rights and civil liberties, even under threat;
o I make these promises solemnly, freely and upon my 

honour.





Eugenics: the original sin?
• Francis Galton (statistician)

o Coined the term eugenics in 1883
• Alexander Graham Bell (AT&T)
• Winston Churchill (English prime minister)
• Ronald Fisher (statistician)
• Theodore Roosevelt (US president, New Deal)
• Helen Keller (first deaf-blind person to obtain a university 

degree)
• Francis Crick (DNA double helix)

• Large-scale sterilization campaigns





WWI chemical warfare
WWI
• Fritz Haber
• Otto Hahn
• James Franck
• Gustav Hertz

• Victor Grignard

Post-WWI
• Zyklon A
• Degesch
• IG Farben (BASF, Bayer, 

Hoechst, Agfa, Griesheim-
Elektron, and Weiler-ter
Meer & Co.)

• Veritasium episode: 
https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=EvknN89JoWo



Thalidomide
• Sedative (non-addictive, hard to overdose), anti-

convulsive, anti-emetic (morning sickness)
• Severely teratogenic



Thalidomide
• Grünenthal Co., Germany (Mückter, Ambros [sArin], 

Baumkötter, Staemmler, Schenck)
• 1954 patent by Keller and Kunz (early development by 

Ciba AG or Ambros and Mückter?!?)
• Marketed 1957
• Withdrawal 1961
• >10,000 births?
• Currently used

against leprosis
and myeloma



Frances Oldham Kelsey
“said she could not help regarding 
thalidomide as a "peculiar drug." 
It troubled her that its effects on 
experimental animals were not 
the same as on humans – it did 
not make them sleepy.”



Thalidomide
• 1968 criminal trial in Germany
• 1970 settlement
• In Germany, most compensations paid by government 

(2400 victims alive) – compensation waives right to sue
• IN UK, 1972 article by the Sunday Times led to change in 

settlement from £3.25m to £32.5m (400 victims alive)
• 2012: “We also ask for forgiveness for not reaching out to 

you from human to human for almost 50 years... We ask 
that you see our long speechlessness as a sign of the 
silent shock that your fate has caused us.”

• Victims argue that they are not able to access all promised 
compensations



Declaration of Helsinki (1964)
• Extends Nuremberg code

o Minimize harm to the environment
o Ensure respect for all human subjects
o Provide appropriate access to underrepresented groups
o Respect the welfare of animals used for research
o Submit research protocol to the research ethics 

committee for approval
o Protect the privacy of research subjects
o Adequately inform subjects of aims, methods, and 

funding
o Seek freely-given informed consent



The Tuskegee experiment (1932-1972)



John Cutler



The Tuskegee experiment (1932-1972)
• John C. Cutler (assistant Surgeon General 58-60, Prof. U. 

Pittsburgh)
o The Deadly Deception (60 min)
o https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3I3vPgJNFwg

(03:30, 34:38, 41:15, 48:36) 

• Raymond A. Vonderlehr (CDC director 1947-51)
• John R. Heller (NCI director 48-60, CEO Memorial Sloan-

Kettering Cancer Center 60-63)
• Thomas Parran Jr. (Surgeon General 36-48)
• Eugene Dibble, Eunice Rivers

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3I3vPgJNFwg


Moral disengagement

● Albert Bandura
● Cognitive dissonance

○ Misalignment between behavior and values
○ Cognitive strategies to reduce dissonance

Behavior
1. Moral justification
2. Advantageous comparison
3. Euphemistic labelling



Moral disengagement

Effects

4. Disregarding or misrepresenting injurious consequences

Victim

5. Dehumanization

6. Blaming the victim

Link between behavior and effect

7. Displacement of responsibility

8. Diffusion of responsibility



Double effect fallacy
• Double effect principle

o Under what circumstances is it morally acceptable to carry out an 
action that has both morally positive and negative effects?
• The nature-of-the-act condition. The action must be either morally good 

or indifferent.
• The means-end condition. The bad effect must not be the means by 

which one achieves the good effect. Good ends do not justify evil 
means.

• The right-intention condition. The intention must be the achieving of only 
the good effect, with the bad effect being only an unintended side effect. 
All reasonable measures to avoid or mitigate the bad effect must be 
taken.

• The proportionality condition. There needs to be a proportionally grave 
reason to allow the bad effect.

• Double effect fallacy
o Conditions for the double effect principles are not met
o False dilemma



The Belmont report (1979)
• Birth of bioethics
• Respect for persons

o Individuals should be treated as autonomous agents
o Persons with diminished autonomy are entitled to 

additional protections
• Beneficence

o Do no harm
o Maximize possible benefits and minimize possible harm

• Justice
o Requires that individuals and groups be treated fairly 

and equitably in terms of bearing the burdens and 
receiving the benefits of research



Seven pillars of clinical research
1. Autonomy
2. Non-maleficence
3. Beneficence 
4. Fidelity
5. Truthfulness
6. Confidentiality
7. Justice



More cases
• Vioxx (Merck, 2006)
• Mediator (Servier, 2009)
• …



Opioid epidemic (ongoing)
• Prescription drugs and illegal drugs
• Purdue Pharma, Johnson & Johnson, Teva, etc.



Opioid epidemic
• US Department of Human Health Services

o “In the late 1990s, pharmaceutical companies reassured the medical 
community that patients would not become addicted to opioid pain relievers 
and healthcare providers began to prescribe them at greater rates. 
Increased prescription of opioid medications led to widespread misuse of 
both prescription and non-prescription opioids before it became clear that 
these medications could indeed be highly addictive.”

• National Institute on Drug Abuse
o “Of people entering treatment for heroin addiction who began abusing 

opioids in the 1960s, more than 80 percent started with heroin. Of those 
who began abusing opioids in the 2000s, 75 percent reported that their first 
opioid was a prescription drug. Examining national-level general population 
heroin data (including those in and not in treatment), nearly 80 percent of 
heroin users reported using prescription opioids prior to heroin.”



All-cause mortality, ages 45–54 for US White non-Hispanics (USW), US Hispanics (USH), and 
six comparison countries: France (FRA), Germany (GER), the United Kingdom (UK), Canada 

(CAN), Australia (AUS), and Sweden (SWE).

Anne Case, and Angus Deaton PNAS 2015;112:15078-
15083

©2015 by National Academy of Sciences



Mortality by cause, white non-Hispanics ages 45–54.

Anne Case, and Angus Deaton PNAS 2015;112:15078-
15083

©2015 by National Academy of Sciences



Moral disengagement

● Albert Bandura
● Cognitive dissonance

○ Misalignment between behavior and values
○ Cognitive strategies to reduce dissonance

Behavior
1. Moral justification
2. Advantageous comparison
3. Euphemistic labelling



Moral disengagement
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Is technology morally neutral?

I think that technologies are morally neutral until we apply 
them. It's only when we use them for good or for evil that they 
become good or evil.

― William Gibson, 1994 



Ideally, science should be applied by humanists. In 
this case it would be good. In actual fact it is more likely to be 
applied by economists, and so to turn out, if not wholly bad, 
at any rate a very mixed blessing. It rests with us and our 
descendants to decide whether we shall use the 
unprecedented power which science gives us for good or for 
bad purposes. It is in our hands to choose wisely or unwisely. 
Alas, that wisdom should be so much harder to come by than 
knowledge!

Science in itself is morally neutral; it comes good or evil as it 
is applied.

― Aldous Huxley, 1933

Is technology morally neutral?



Is technology morally neutral?

For mechanical arts are of ambiguous use, serving as well for 
hurt as for remedy, and they have in a manner power both to 
loose and bind themselves.

― Francis Bacon, 1609



Guns don’t kill people, people kill people
• Replace “guns” with “nukes”

• Proximate cause
o Key legal element to determine liability
o “But for” test: If the cause had not occurred, the harm 

would not have occurred
o The consequences of the action were foreseeable









Cool, isn’t it?





Why?



Should we care?



“collect DNA [...] from non-United 
States persons who are detained 
under the authority of the United 
States.” 24 U.S.C. § 40702(a)(1)(A)

Credit: Salvador Gonzalez/AP

46







Economics of surveillance

• Jevons’ paradox

• Video surveillance
o Low marginal cost

• Facial recognition
o Near zero marginal cost

• Without constraint, near infinite demand for surveillance



Why technology?

The picture of Dorian Gray







Technology and humanism

Man by the Fall, fell at the same time from his state of 
innocence and from his dominion over creation. Both of these 
losses can in this life be in some part repaired; the former by 
religion and faith, the latter by arts and science.

― Francis Bacon, 1620



Technology and humanism
… by means of which, knowing the force and action of fire, water, air, the stars, 
the heavens, and all the other bodies that surround us, as distinctly as we know 
the various crafts of our artisans, we might also apply them in the same way to all 
the uses to which they are adapted, and thus render ourselves like lords and 
possessors of nature. And this is a result to be desired, not only in order to the 
invention of an infinity of arts, by which we might be enabled to enjoy without any 
trouble the fruits of the earth, and all its comforts, but also and especially for the 
preservation of health, which is without doubt, of all the blessings of this life, the 
first and fundamental one; for the mind is so intimately dependent upon the 
condition and relation of the organs of the body, that if any means can ever be 
found to render men wiser and more ingenious than hitherto, I believe that it is in 
Medicine they must be sought for. 

— René Descartes, 1637



Human dignity
• Autonomy
• Rationality



Discussion

What about eugenics today?


