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Michael J. Sandel, the Anne T. and Robert M. Bass Professor of Government at Harvard
University, is concerned about the potential use of genetic engineering methods to produce
“designer children.” His small and engaging book, an expanded version of an article
published in 2004 in The Atlantic Monthly, opposes the use of genetic engineering to
“enhance” children because such enhancement violates the ethic of giftedness. Sandel says,
“To appreciate children as gifts is to accept them as they come, not as objects of our design,
or products of our will, or instruments of our ambition” (p. 45). The use of genetic
engineering to eliminate or mitigate disease is acceptable, but it is not ethical to strive
“beyond health” and reach for perfection in our children.

If we come to believe that we can control the fate of our children by designing their
genomes, then we could not give our children the unconditional love that a child deserves.
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Nor could we extend to other people's children the acceptance and generosity that sustain an
ethical society. “If the genetic revolution erodes our appreciation of the gifted character of
human powers and achievements,” says Sandel, “it will transform three key features of our
moral landscape—humility, responsibility, and solidarity” (p. 86). Power corrupts.

Sandel summarizes and critically evaluates arguments for and against a wide variety
of enhancement methods, including the use of steroids and other drugs to elevate athletic
performance, cosmetic surgery to increase physical beauty, Ritalin and Adderall to boost
mental alertness, human growth hormone to increase height, and microphones to extend the
projection of opera singers. He presents a rich collection of “hyperparenting” practices,
which hurl children into a maelstrom of enriching activities—music lessons, dance classes,
sports teams, SAT preparation courses, and college admissions counseling—intended to
improve their chances in a fiercely competitive world.

All of these enhancement techniques, according to Sandel, make us uncomfortable
because they deprive us of the pleasure we feel when witnessing the performance of
naturally gifted people. A steroid-powered home run is not the same as a natural one; a
Ritalin-powered 1450 on the SAT is not the same as a natural one; a gene-powered 3-min
42-s mile would not be the same as a natural one. (It should be noted here that this book is
filled with interesting and entertaining examples taken largely from nontechnical sources.
Many of these are available online at URLs provided in the reference section at the end of
the book.)

Genetic engineering seems to worry Sandel even more than does hyperparenting.
Genetic tinkering alters the very “gift” that children receive through the natural process of
reproduction and deprives us of the ability to unconditionally and gratefully accept our
children as they come —and, even more, of the ability to accept the less-than-perfect
children of others. Sandel speaks of “enhancement” as a way of giving a child a leg up in a
competitive world. The rich will produce competitive children who have the right stuff; the
poor will produce children who have the wrong stuff. This, according to Sandel, will create a
world in which the kids with the right stuff will feel entitled to enjoy the good life and to
offer no help to, and spare no sympathy for, those who were born deficient.

Sandel does not consider the possibility that enhanced and highly educated children
might be blessed with creativity, wisdom, generosity, and social consciousness. Isn't it at
least conceivable that a technology capable of producing smarter and healthier humans
would also produce kinder and more responsible humans? Is it obvious that enhanced kids
are more likely to be morally diminished than to be morally improved?

The problem addressed in The Case against Perfection: Ethics in the Age of Genetic
Engineering is not urgent. For purely practical reasons, genetic engineering is unlikely to
become a widely used method for creating designer children. The technology for making
designer children does not currently exist. No one can list the genes that one would want to
introduce into an embryo to make a “perfect” child. Most of the genetic traits that would be
considered “enhancements” are affected by multiple genes, and, although methods now exist



for introducing single genes into mammalian eggs, it will take a great deal of difficult
research to identify the sets of genes, if they exist, needed to produce a champion golfer or a
brilliant composer or a titan of industry.

Furthermore, it is extremely unlikely that the research needed to develop the
technology for introducing such sets of genes into a human embryo will ever be approved in
our society. And, even if the technology for genetic enhancement of human embryos were
developed, the medical procedure would be exceedingly expensive. If the cost of the
technology didn't discourage its use, the clinical ambiance in which such procedures were
performed almost certainly would. Even rich and ambitious parents will generally prefer to
produce children in the traditional way, which is cheaper, more pleasurable, and a great deal
easier than the hassle of in vitro conception. Couples who are unable to conceive in the old-
fashioned way and who, out of necessity, seek help from a fertility clinic might want to
“design” the children they conceive in vitro. But infertility affects only a small fraction
(roughly 10 percent) of couples, and I suspect only a small minority of that small minority
would choose the expensive (and, let's face it, somewhat spooky) option of “enhancing” the
children they produce.

Sandel's excellent epilogue in defense of human embryonic stem cell research is
curiously out of sync with the remainder of his book. In it, he challenges the pro-life
argument that an embryo is a person and that the disruption of a blastocyst to harvest
embryonic stem cells is a murder. The pro-lifers' argument is that, because there is no
defined point at which a potential human being becomes a human being, the embryo enjoys
the same moral standing as the person. Sandel points out that the ancient Greeks pondered
the Sorites paradox, which argued that “two separate qualities linked by a continuum were
actually the same” (p. 118).

But that assertion is not persuasive. Although it is impossible to say at what point a
collection of individual grains becomes a heap, no one would argue that a single grain is the
same as a heap. Nor is an acorn the equal of an oak, nor a blastocyst the equal of a person. It
seems to me that this argument applies to Sandel's case against perfection. Even if Sandel is
right when he argues that the power to engineer a perfect child would be morally corruptive,
where, exactly, does enhancement leave off and perfection begin? Where is the boundary
between genetic engineering to produce health, a practice that Sandel accepts, and genetic
engineering to produce enhancement, a practice that Sandel rejects?

One thing is clear: Perfection is unattainable. Judged in comparison with a technology
that could produce a perfect child, genetic engineering ranks little higher than duct tape.
Anyone who believes that genetic engineering can somehow quench appreciation of the
“giftedness” of life greatly overestimates the power of genetic engineering. Nothing the
genetic engineer can do will provide much protection from the slings and arrows of
outrageous fortune. It would be a mistake to hobble genetic engineering research for fear of
perfection. Better to let the geneticists do what they can to enrich the gift of life, realizing
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that all of us, whatever our genotypes, will encounter enough adversity to keep us morally
grounded.
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