
remaining uncertainty. However, it is fas-
cinating how religious Wilson’s rhetoric 
is throughout. Humans strayed from
“Eden,” he says, when “Nature” (at one
point actually identified with “God”) was
originally threatened by “civilization”; the
primal capacity for “wonder” has been
eroded by human selfishness and blind-
ness; and our “souls” and “spirits” need to
rediscover “Nature’s” wisdom and so seek
“redemption.” If this is not actually the
altar-call of Wilson’s youth, it at least has
the overtones of a latter-day Rousseau:
without the return to “Nature,” it insists,
we are morally and spiritually adrift. In
some sense we have to recover a more an-
cient purity in order to go forward.

Yet this is where two sorts of reader—
the Christian theologian and the secular
scientist—may alike be left somewhat
puzzled. Is Wilson actually espousing a
new religion of “Nature,” in which, con-
trary to the past lessons of Darwinian se-
lection, we must now aim to preserve
every existing species? Or is he urging on
us a new and unprecedented kind of
morality, a manifestation of universal “co-
operation”—well beyond “kin” and even
“group” dynamics—that must now be
achieved to save the earth? Either way, he
seems to acknowledge, albeit between
the lines, that only religious wonder, only
“spiritual” rhetoric, could e≠ectively mo-
bilize such a novel human goal.

Owen gingerich’s William Belden No-
ble Lectures, originally delivered in No-
vember 2005 at the Memorial Church, aim
much more explicitly than Wilson to
demonstrate the compatibility of science
and Christian faith. Three basic argu-
ments are wielded in support of his claim,
stirred into an alluring potpourri of auto-
biographical digressions and tales from
the history of early modern science. First,
there is the Aristotelian distinction be-
tween “e∞cient” and “final” causes: we
can allocate noncombative roles for sci-
ence and religion if we see the former as
dealing with e∞cient causes (ordinary
scientific explanations of finite natural
phenomena, such as how steam is pro-
duced when water is boiled in a kettle)
and the latter as dealing with final ones
(involving teleology and purpose, such as
my intention to make tea, or, more cosmi-
cally, God’s providential intentions for the
universe). Second, however, Gingerich
wields the argument from “fine tuning”:
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In Davenport’s words, the project

was to catalog “the great strains of

human protoplasm that are coursing

through the country.” Davenport hoped

such data would provide

the basis for eugenic ef-

forts to prevent reproduc-

tion of the genetically unfit.

…Theodore Roosevelt

wrote Davenport: “Some

day, we will realize that

the prime duty, the in-

escapable duty, of the

good citizen of the right

type, is to leave his or her

blood behind him in the

world; and that we have

no business to permit the

perpetuation of citizens of

the wrong type.” Margaret

Sanger, pioneering feminist

and advocate of birth con-

trol, also embraced eugen-

ics: “More children from

the fit, less from the

unfit—that is the chief

issue of birth control.”

…By the 1920s, eugen-

ics courses were offered

at 350 of the nation’s col-

leges and universities,

alerting privileged young

Americans to their repro-

ductive duty.

But the eugenics movement also had a

harsher face. Eugenics advocates lobbied

for legislation to prevent those with un-

desirable genes from reproducing, and in

1907 Indiana adopted the first law pro-

viding for the forced sterilization of men-

tal patients, prisoners, and paupers.

Twenty-nine states ultimately adopted

forced-sterilization laws, and more than

60,000 genetically “deficient” Americans

were sterilized. In 1927 the U.S. Supreme

Court upheld the constitutionality of

sterilization laws in the

notorious case of Buck v.

Bell. The case involved

Carrie Buck, a seventeen-

year-old unwed mother

who had been committed

to a Virginia home for the

feeble-minded and or-

dered to undergo steril-

ization. Justice Oliver

Wendell Holmes wrote

the opinion for the eight-

to-one majority upholding

the sterilization law: “We

have seen more than once

that the public welfare

may call upon the best cit-

izens for their lives. It

would be strange if it

could not call upon those

who already sap the

strength of the State for

these lesser sacrifices….

The principle that sustains

compulsory vaccination is

broad enough to cover

cutting the Fallopian

tubes. It is better for all

the world, if instead of

waiting to execute degenerate offspring

for crime, or to let them starve for their

imbecility, society can prevent those who

are manifestly unfit from continuing their

kind.” Referring to the fact that Carrie

Buck’s mother and, allegedly, her daugh-

ter were also found to be mentally defi-

cient, Holmes concluded:“Three genera-

tions of imbeciles are enough.”

New genetic knowledge

may let us manipulate

our nature: beef up our

muscles, brush up our

memory, make designer

children. What’s wrong

with that? Bass professor

of government Michael

J. Sandel proposes an answer in The Case against Perfection: Ethics in the Age of Genetic

Engineering (Harvard University Press, $18.95). Along the way, he recalls the eugen-

ics movement (and contributions to it by Harvardians Charles Davenport,A.B. 1889,

Ph.D. ’92;Theodore Roosevelt, A.B. 1880, LL.D. ’02; and Oliver Wendell Holmes Jr.,

A.B. 1861, LL.B. ’66, LL.D. ’95). In 1910, biologist and eugenic crusader Davenport

opened the Eugenic Records Office in Cold Spring Harbor, New York.

A n  E a r l i e r  B i d
f o r  M a s t e r y

O P E N B O O K

Carrie Buck, ordered to
undergo sterilization
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