The Pros and Cons of Selective Br

Dr. Garland Allen, a professor in the biology
department at Washington University, St.
Louis, gave a lecture on eugencis at Dalhousie
last Thursday. :

He argued that, contrary to the popular myth,
science is affected by the society it exists in.
Using slides to illustrate his points, Dr. Allen
showed how “enormously subjective” the data
eugenicists used in the early 1900s was. Early
eugenicists attributed traits ranging from alco-
holism to “seafaringism” to the genetic make-
up of the individual. This movement was so
powerful in the early 1900s that by 1935 thirty
states in the United States had laws requiring
sterilization for the “feeble-minded, the insane,
idiots, habitual criminals, imbeciles, and
epileptics”, to name a few. There was no doctor
required to judge who should be sterilized, only
a member of the community and a judge.

Dr. Allen spoke of “theories of biological de-
termination”, which he defined as ‘‘theories
that try to explain human social traits by refer-
ence to some biological factor.” 'These
theories," he said, “are inevitably subject to
misuse.”

He concluded with'a question: “What can we
learn from history?"

The following is the transcript of a subse-
quent interview with Dr. Allen by Sheila Fardy
of the Dalhousie Gazette.

GAZETTE: Dr. Allen, first of all, what is your
definition of eugenics?

DR. ALLEN: The definition | would use is the
definition that was first put forward around the
turn of the century by Charles Davenport,
among other people, and it was (I think it's a
pretty direct quote), “the attempt to use princi-
ples of human heredity for the purpose of per-
fecting the hereditary make-up of the human
population.”

GAZETTE: And what is your involvement
with eugenics?

DR. ALLEN: | don’t have any involvement
with eugenics itself, but I've been looking at the
history of eugenics as a scientific and a popu-
lar movement, particularly in the United States
between about 1904 and 1950.

GAZETTE: That sounds very interesting. In
the Playboy interview with Shockley, he was
concerned with something he calls dysgenics,
which he described as “‘evolution without pro-
gress” or “retrogressive evolution”. Are you
concerned at all with this problem, or is it really
a problem?

DR. ALLEN; Shockley of course is a contem-
porary person who is making these arguments,
very similar to what people in the teens and
twenties called eugenics. The notion of dysgen-
ics is the failure to weed out so-called genetic-
ally inferior traits or people and therefore to al-
low those to multiply and increase in the popu-
lation. | personally don’t believe that either now
or then was dysgenics a real problem.

GAZETTE: Well, with animals the strongest
survive and the weaker ones die off, but with
our medical progress | guess a lot of weak
traits are being perpetuated in the human race.
Do you agree?

DR. ALLEN: This depends on how you define
weak traits. Traits generally have adaptive
value according to the environment they're in. If
you put a bunch of organisms in a closed box
and turned a hundred mile an hour wind on
them, a large number would probably fall to the
bottom and be killed. Those who survive would
be considered strong in that environment. But if
you put those same individuals in another en-
vironment where there is no wind some very dif-
ferent characteristics will emerge. Those that
were knocked down by the wind in the first case
might in fact be able to do something very
special in the second case, so that what is
dysgenic in one environment might be quite
adaptive and advantageous in another environ-
ment. Especially when you talk about human
beings, who have so much control over their en-
vironment, what’s dysgenic or eugenic is purely
a matter of subjective feeling. My whole basis
of argument about eugenics, and it's current
proponents such as Shockley, is that they fail
to look at the environment and they argue only

that some traits are in an absolute sense -
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lute sense eugenic. If you look at what the older
eugenicists in the 1920s were saying they
thought the favourable characteristics were
like competitiveness, tough-minded-
ness, industriousness, a whole bunch of things
that if you look at them today are a re-state-
ment of old puritan values. These things are
values, but the point is that they are very sub-
jective values. They may work to people’s ad-
vantage in one environment and to their disad-
vantage in another environment, but we can
control our environment. Eugenicists said, for
example, that people who don't have jobs are
inferior because they aren't capable enough to
get and hold a job. On the other hand, it's only
in an environment that in some way artificially
limits the number of jobs that this becomes a
problem. The great depression in the 1930s
greatly undercut some of the eugenicists
arguments that employment was a function of
the genes because all of a sudden a whole
bunch of people were out of jobs and their
genetics had not changed.

GAZETTE: A few eugenicists have cited ex-
amples where well-educated and better-off
economically people have fewer children than
poorer people, and that costs society in welfare
payments, etc. How do you account for this?

DR. ALLEN: | think you have to look at the
data first of all, the data isn’t always so accur-
ate, but there has generally been a trend in the
last hundred years with regards to birth rate in
different sectors of the human population. One
is between rural and urban. There are far more
larger families in rural agricultural areas than
in urban industrial economies. The birth rate
has in fact changed quite dramatically when
people have moved from rural to urban settings.
That is one case which illustrates to me the

i importance of socio-economic factors in affect-

ing birth rate. In an agricultural environment
children are not a liability. They can earn their
keep at a very early age; in fact they're really

| necessary. They can feed the chickens and milk

the cows, for example, which is helping the
family as a whole to survive in a way much bet-
ter than the family could survive if they only had
a couple of children. The high birth rate in agri-
cultural environments is not a function of their
stupidity or their backwardness as is often
claimed, but a response to a real perceived
economic reality. Whereas in an urban setting
children are a liability. We tried in the United
States and Britain to use child labour, and this
turned out not only bad from a moral point of
view but it was also bad from an economic
point of view, as the factory owners found out.
The kids were not able to handle factory ma-
chinery, they were getting hurt and killed, and
that was to them an inconvenience, if nothing
elsg. The cheap wage was not made up be-
cause the children just couldn't handle that
kind of work.

Now with regards to the poor people vs the
rich people, the same kind of argument applies.
It can be said, and | think this is true, that birth
rate reflects economic conditions, not econom-
ic conditions reflect birth rate. | do not believe
people are poor because of the number of chil-
dren they have. If their economy has been dis-
turbed, or if they've been denied access to full-
scale economic development, then one res-
ponse to that (and a very real and rational res-
ponse) is to have more children. If you look at a
third world country, a Latin American country,
India and so on, one of the reasons they have a
high birth rate there is that all those countries
have been invaded economically by the western
powers for so long that most of the resources
flow out of the country; their foed, money, and
resources are taken away. This means that they
have to work really hard to even exist, and
children are a real benefit. If you went to India,
say, and sterilized every woman after her sec-
ond child, my argument is that you would find
an increase in poverty there, not a decrease. In
fact, having five, six, or seven children is an ad-
vantage, even though there are more mouths to
feed, for the following reasons: Firstly, the
children can work in the agricultural setting,
and you really do need hands. Secondly, chil-

~dren are an old-age insurance policy, in a socie- -

plans, nothing. The only way parents can ex-
pect to be supported when they finish all the
work is if they have enough kids who can share
the burden. One or two kids simply cannot, in
that kind of marginal economy, support their
parents. But the question | think is important to
bring up in that context is “why?". Why do the
economics seem to be so poor? It's not be-
cause these people are dumb or incapable of
feeding themselves. India had no population
problem before the British got there in the 19th
century and South America had no great popu-
lation problem before the United States got

| there in the 19th century. What those countries
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do when they make colonies out of third world
countries is to drain them of resources, use
their cheap labour and take the product away
and sell it at a profit elsewhere. The profit
doesn’'t go to the Indian or South American
workers, it goes to Britain or the United States.
It's like entering into an eco system and dis-
turbing it, rather profoundly, and then noticing
that you have a low subsistence level of the
organisms in that eco system and then blaming
it on the organisms for being incapable, when
in fact, there has been a major dislocation from
outside.

GAZETTE: O.K. What about the argument
that if a University professor has some chil-
dren, generally the children end up in a higher
economic bracket also; while the welfare
mother who might have fourteen children,
those children often end up on welfare or in jail
at the taxpayer’s expense. Shockley and others
say that that is as a result of genetic factors. |
would tend to think that it was because of
social factors. What do you think?

DR. ALLEN: Well, | would tend to think that
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suggests that there is anything genetic about
that.

GAZETTE: What do you think of eugenics as
a science, or do you in fact consider it a
science at all?

DR. ALLEN: | don't even consider it a
science, | consider it a;social movement using
science as a cover. )

GAZETTE: In your lecture you linked socio-
economic conditions in the United States with
popular interest in eugenics. Do you see that as
a problem now?

DR. ALLEN: O.K. That's a good question. A
clearer way to state that is that | think social

conditions change, certainly, unemployment |

goes up, there are more strikes, and inflation is
rampant. People's understanding of why these
changes are coming about and how to correct
them is often very unclear. They have different
ideas or they have vaguely expressed ideas. Eu-
genics, by being pushed forward as a readily
available explanation, catches on not so much
because people in general think of it first, but
because it, more than alternative explanations,
is made available. So naturally, it's accepted by
a certain number of people as a likely explana-
tion. It’s a very simplistic explanation, so it's
very attractive.

GAZETTE: O.K., That's about all the ques-
tions | had prepared, is there anything else you
would like to add? i

DR. ALLEN: Yes, | would add, with regards to
your birth-rate question, one thing that | think
bears stating; it has been shown in a number of
countries - since Wori®™ War |l, where the
economic condition has improved, that as soon
as standard of living reaches a certain point,
that is, certain social and welfare benefits are

available, birth rate drops automatically,
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| without major birth control programs, without

| availability of contraceptives, and that sort of
thing. | think it undermines the old myth that |

people just keep on having babies because
they don't know what else to do, and there is
real relationship between perceived economic
benefit and birth rate, and that if you increase
the economic lifestyle of people, to a certain
level that automatically causes a reduction in
the birth rate. So birth rate is not something

| that we can predict as something either inher-

ent in poor people, but also it undermines the
myth that we're sitting on a population “bomb”
that is just going to end in total over-popula-

tion.

GAZETTE: There is one other thing that I'm
interested in, and | don’t know too much about
1.Q. tests, but these eugenicists are claiming
that, for instance, black people score 15%
lower on 1.Q. tests than white people. Is there
any way to explain this?

DR. ALLEN: Despite claims to the contrary,
there is always a certain amount of social bias
in an 1.Q. test. The way they’re constructed, and
it shouldn't be a big secret, is to make them
useful predictors of later behaviour or activity.
You will always get an assortment of people
who will perform differently on any test you
make. The question is, what do you want to give
a test for in the first place? The 1.Q. test was ini-
tiated to predict school success and later to
predict their success in life. So the whole thing
was done with a predicting aim in mind. How do
you tell whether your test is a good predictor or
not? You give it to people, and then you look
down the road, years later and see what they
do. How do they perform in school and how do
thay perform in jobs? Now if that's your model
for designing the test, suppose you look at the

resuits ten or twenty years later, and the people
who did well on your test didn’t do very well at
all in life. This is all very subjective. Then your
test is not a good predictor, so you redesign
your test, take out the questions that the peo-
ple who turned out to be the bankers or the
straight A students did poorly on and you keep
and add new questions that those people did
well on.

GAZETTE: So it has a lot to do with society.

DR. ALLEN: it has ALL to do with society.
For example, up until 1937, the tests showed re-
markable discrimination between men and
women. Men did 15 or more points better than
most women on the test. Now in 1937, because
of the women’s suffrage movement, it was
argued that this can't be real, there must be
something wrong with the test. So they stand-

| to do with the designing of the tests, and it's

ardized the test. They found out which ques-
tions men and women consistently did differ-
ently on, and they eliminated those questions.
The decision to standardize the tests was
based on a social value that said that women
are no less intelligent than men, and the test
was redesigned to show that. The test has
never been standardized for black/white dif-
ferences. So | think that it is social in that it has

also social in terms of the jobs that people get
later. If people don’t have much success in the
social system, then their children are going to
look at the world very differently than if their
parents did have success in the social system.
So | think it works both ways.

GAZETTE: Thank you very much.
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