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Introduction: Eugenics and the Ethical 

Frontier  

Eugenics has been a belief ever since Darwin 

brought up the idea of evolution. Francis 

Galton, Darwin’s cousin, introduced the 

concept of eugenics to society, influenced by the 

idea of evolution; however, he never knew how 

much this experimental belief would alter the 

standards of the ethical frontier. The eugenics 

movement, which aimed to improve the genetic 

quality of a population, gained support in 

several countries, including Germany, the U.S., 

China, Japan, and Korea, among others. This 

belief was that this approach would yield the 

desired traits to enhance overall society. While 

the intentions behind eugenics, aiming to 

promote desirable characteristics, were a 

positive idea, the methods countries employed 

to achieve this goal had many negative aspects, 

leading people to wonder whether this crossed 

the ethical line. So, what is the ethical line? 

Well, the ethical line, or the ethical frontier, 

refers to humans testing in uncharted 
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territories, where it really brings up the question 

of whether it’s against one’s morals or not. In 

simple words, it’s an abstract frontier that 

determines if something is morally right or 

wrong. Eugenics has been a controversial topic 

moving from the positive to the negative side of 

the ethical border ever since it was introduced, 

and the ideology of achieving it has hindered 

the standards for the ethical frontier ever since. 

Origins and Ideology of Eugenics  

Eugenics is a social and political movement that 

started in the late 19th century, which promotes 

the enhancement of human genetic makeup 

through selective breeding and sterilization. 

The term was coined by British scientist Francis 

Galton, a cousin of Charles Darwin and a 

follower of the theory of evolution. Galton's 

idea of eugenics was based on the belief that an 

individual's intelligence was passed through 

genetics and could be inherited by future 

generations. Eugenics was popular in a number 

of countries, especially in Europe, where it was 

controversial because of its inhumane 

procedures in the early 20th century. Several 

prominent scientists, intellectuals, and 

politicians supported the movement, viewing it 

as a means to improve the overall health and 

well-being of society. Nevertheless, eugenics was 

also linked to racism, nationalism, and other 

forms of discrimination since most of the 

eugenicists held the view that some ethnic and 

social groups are genetically inferior to others. 

The eugenics ideas and practices justified forced 

sterilization, restrictions of immigration, and 

other measures to curb the growth of 

populations that people regarded as undesirable 

and unethical or morally wrong, but on the 

other hand, a good idea. 

Religious Opposition to Eugenics  

Sterilization was a highly debated topic in the 

1930s, and not everyone supported the idea. An 

example is the Catholic Church, which issued a 

firm opposition to the practice, especially when 

it was being practiced by the Hitler regime in 

Germany. Pope Pius was quoted as saying that 

"Magistrates have no direct power over the 

bodies of their subjects… they can never directly 

harm or tamper with the integrity of the body, 

either for reasons of eugenics, or any other 

reasons." This statement clearly illustrates the 

Pope's stance against the idea of eugenics, which 

presumes a person's identity solely based on 

their genetic information and disregards their 

individual rights and autonomy. The Pope's 

statement also highlights the injustice of judges 

taking away the sexual identity of individuals for 

the purpose of eugenics, which was a significant 

issue during that time. His argument lies with 

many people, as during this era, the Pope was 

endowed with considerable authority, and most 

of what he said was considered infallible by his 

followers. The Catholic Church would be 

another angle to look at eugenics in religion. 

The Catholic Church, just like the Pope, 

opposed the concept of eugenics since it, 

“unnaturally separates the twofold purpose of 

the marital act, it is contrary to the nature of 

man and woman and their loving union, and it 

exceeds the control that a person exercises over 

his or her generative powers.” In a nutshell, the 

Catholic Church was not practicing eugenics 

because of its inhuman practices of forced 



breeding and control of the bodies of other 

people. Such opinions are especially 

noteworthy, considering that many individuals 

during that period subscribed to the idea of the 

superiority of certain races, sexes, and family 

lineages, due to the extent to which such beliefs 

were given credence. It demonstrated that the 

churches could not ethically test on humans. 

Nazi Germany and the Extremes of Eugenics 

In contrast to religious resistance, this is not the 

case with the United States. They knew that 

eugenics was inhumane, but they proceeded to 

sterilize a particular group of people, thus 

depriving them of their sexual capabilities in 

favor of the alleged good of society. It is a fact 

that the US and Germany tried to cross the 

ethical frontier of eugenics in such an 

inhumane way that it shows just how vital the 

ethical frontier is and how it should not be 

crossed. 

Spreading across the globe, the idea of eugenics 

became a more widely accepted notion in the 

20th century. More than 20,000 sterilizations 

took place in California alone, between 1909 

and 1979, aimed at preventing the birth of 

children by mentally ill people. In 1927, the US 

Supreme Court ruled that sterilization was 

constitutional, and at the time, 33 states had 

authorized it. But the unfairness of these 

practices was later exposed. In Puerto Rico, 

Governor Rafael Menendez Ramos 

implemented sterilization as a means to combat 

poverty and preserve the "pure" Aryan race. In 

1976, the Government Accountability Office 

found that 25-50 percent of Native Americans 

had been sterilized improperly or without their 

consent in 1970-1975. Doctors were also 

reported to be carrying out forced sterilizations 

to women aged below 15 years. Such unfair and 

immoral actions raised the question of whether 

this had gone too far. 

Eventually, after thousands of involuntary 

sterilizations, the U.S in 1942 realized that 

reproduction was a fundamental right that 

every person was supposed to have. Eugenics 

remains a subject that is highly debatable in the 

U.S on whether it is morally good or bad. And 

because of this ambivalence of the country, 

eugenics continues to be tested even today in 

miniature forms. 

Nazi Germany and the Extremes of Eugenics 

The most horrible moment in the history of 

eugenics took place in 1939. Hitler's 

implementation of eugenics was driven by his 

clearly hateful beliefs that Jews and Romani 

were inferior races and aimed to create a 

"perfect" society through their extermination. 

This ideology was clearly stated in his 

autobiography, Mein Kampf, where he 

advocated for genocide to preserve the "pure" 

(270 Hitler) German gene pool and said that, 

“Never in this world can the Jew become master 

of any people except a bastardized people” (270 

Hitler). Trying to justify his way of genocide and 

to show that he has the greatest hatred for the 

Jews and the Romani. 

The horrific nature of Hitler's eugenics crossed 

numerous ethical boundaries and was achieved 

through brutal and inhumane means. It is 

estimated that approximately 6 million Jews and 

5 million Romani were murdered during the 



Holocaust, all in the name of Hitler's misguided 

pursuit of a so-called perfect society. But then, 

towards the end of the 1930s, Hitler turned 

against the Rheinlandbastarde, Germans of 

African descent, and deprived them of 

citizenship rights as well. He viewed them as a 

threat to the pure Aryan bloodline and called 

their mothers "whores" who were part of a 

French plot to corrupt German heritage. 

This racial segregation was further entrenched 

in the Nuremberg Laws of 1938, which 

outlawed interracial marriages. In 1933, the 

Nazis also passed the Law to Protect Genetically 

Diseased Offspring, which aimed to prevent the 

propagation of hereditary illness by 

sterilization. More than 400,000 individuals 

were sterilized in the period. The medical 

experiments that were conducted in the 

concentration camps, such as Auschwitz, 

involved testing the reproductive capabilities of 

the prisoners by subjecting their genitalia to X-

ray radiation burns. This represented a dark 

chapter in history, where the Nazis pushed the 

boundaries of the ethical line and committed 

unspeakable acts in the name of creating a 

"perfect society." 

Conclusion: Lessons from a Dark Chapter 

The eugenics movement was a complex and 

contentious topic that has been a subject of 

discussion and debate for the last century. 

Although the movement was motivated by the 

need to enhance the genetic purity of a given 

population, the processes through which the 

objective above was to be realized were, in most 

cases, unethical, inhumane, and unfair. One of 

the loudest critics of the eugenics movement 

was the Catholic Church and Pope Pius XI; 

meanwhile, in the United States, sterilizations 

and other measures to curb the expansion of the 

populations deemed undesirable were being 

practiced. 

Such policies overlooked the personal rights 

and free will of the affected individuals and 

instead emphasized the genetic aspect only; this 

resulted in massive discrimination and 

unfairness. The unfairness of these activities 

was later revealed, highlighting the need to 

avoid compromising ethics in our pursuit of a 

better society. The eugenics movement is a 

warning story that we should remember the 

risks of trying to play with genetics to achieve 

the desired, supposedly ideal society. It 

highlights the importance of considering the 

ethical implications of our actions and the need 

to adhere to the principles of individual rights 

and autonomy. People should never forget this 

historical concept and ensure that it is never 

misused. The eugenics movement was a black 

stain on human history that showed the 

consequences of these mystifying ideas if they 

were propagated. It has always been a concept of 

moral argument, a concept that transformed 

our perception of what we thought was morally 

right and wrong. 
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