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'Sex- Select’qorg i

- Mary Anne Warren

Much public attention has been focused on the
technology of an vrtro fertilization (IVF), and on
seme of the dramatic reproductive lcclmulugus
shich might be dev cloped in the (uture, such as

the cloning ol adult hurman bcmgs or the creation
ofheritable changes to the human genome through
the genetic alteration of  human germ-line -eclls.
Meanwhiie, arother sct of reproduciive techaolo-
pes is being introduced more quiedy. It is now
possible 1o preselect che. sex of childrén, cither
before birch, throufzh selective abortion, or (lcss

rclubl\) before conception

“In China, India, and oth>r parts of Asia, amnio-

centesis has been widely used 1o enable the abor-
tinnof unwanted females, Amniocentesis is usually
performed ac fourteen weeks or later, and the
results can take several weeks o obain, Thus, il
will uyually not be carlicr

an abortion is donc, it
the sccond trimester.

thin the latter pacte of
Women who submit  such late abortions merely

for sex sclection' must cither be desperate for a
child of the *eight™ sex or subject o powerlul
sucial pressures (or both), since late abortion is
much mére cmotionally (raumatic and physically
dangerous than carly abartion, IFor these and other
reasons, sex-sclective abortion has been uncom-
man in the_Western industrialized nations, Nor
has it been common in pacts of the world (c.g.,
much of Central and South Amecrica) where abor-
tion remains allegal and clandescne. However,
there are alecady technically feasible ways of diag-
nosing feaal sex at carlicr stages of pregnancy, c.g.,

through chorion biopsy; and more techniques are
cllectof the development
detection of fetal
Proceduces being

Iikely 1o cmerge as a side
“of pmccduui (or the carly

For anstance,
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developed for isolating feal cells from maternal

blood and culturing them-to provide matcrial for
genctic analysis will probably also provide a.means
of cacly sex diagnosis. Once it bcc.um" feasible (o
diagnosce fctal sex in the frse trimester- of - prez-

nancy, sex-sclective Jboruun may bcwmc 1 muic
“-aceeptable opuion for somc prospective ‘parents.

Howc.zr, 2 rclubl: mcthed of presclecting sy
prior to conception would cerainly have greater
appeal for nmiore people. ‘There are 2 varicty of

“home remedies™ that have been recommended
for sex sclection, jovolving, for instance, the tim-
ing of intercourse in relatdon to ovulation, the
mothee's and/or father's diet, the positions uscd
for intcrcourse, or the alteration of vaginal acidity.
Ihcrc 1S no convineing evidence that any of (lese
do-it- \uursdl mcthods-is- offective. However, a
more sophisticated technique hgs been commer-
cally available for over a decade. Dr Ron Ericsson
has o] operated clinics in Eurepe, Asia, and North
Amcrica, offering to enhance the odds of having
sans, through artiticial insemination with semen

thac has been fileered in order 1o separatc andro-

~geric (male-producing) from gynogenic (female-

producing) spermatozoa. While the eflectivencss
of this particular method is unceraain, the search
for an clfcctive method of preconceplive sex
sclection 15 likely o continue. Work has been
donc tovwards the (lc\dOPmcn( of \':mnc\s that
will cause women's immune systems sclectvely
t0 attack cither andeogenic or EYNOgenic sperma-
10201, IVl pre-embreyos can be selected for sex Ly
removing a4 cell from cach, ddcnmmnc the cheo-
mosomul composiuon, and inplanting valy pre-
cbryos of the desired sex. IVE 4s sull oo
arpemvine oo phivsically and cmotionally trying,
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! \#» and too often unsuccesslul 1o be attractive to most
‘__.:.’.\ women merely as a mans of sex selection. How-
¥ cver, il the success rtes continue to improve, and

the cost comes down significanty, it may some day
commuonly be used o predeternmiine childeen's sea,
and perhaps many oflhur other characteristics as

.

well.

autritivn ot nczlect There is no fother phunbl
uphnanun tar the hizher death rtes for fcnnlc :

infanis observed, for instance, in pgres of Indiz; for
il the only Lictors were puu_ru and lllnc}s,« it
\\nuld be aule ml.xm\ who q_\lururlu.d 'm:llcr
mortality rates, since they are more vulncrable 1o
the clTects of illacss and mnlnutrin’nn." Because in
u\cnucm-ccmur: Western industrialized _nations

B . The prospect of tic- widespread usc_of ncw
mcthads of preselectin.: sex is disturbing, becausc
in practice sex sclection has almost always meant
the climination of uawanted females. Fven in the-

o - industrialized nations, where son preference tends
“to be weaker than in much of the deedddping

nules remain .ac preferred sex af the
s of both sexes tend to

\.(ll’lll,
majority. Potential pare-t
want more bovs than s,
bora, and 1o want 3 san 17 they plin o hug just

to want a mizle (irst-

onc child. 1. .
Patriarchi :lm«m incviably eréates a preference

for sons If sons have greater carning power, then
they arc apr 1o be regarded as more valuahle con-
tributers to Gmily income and old-aze secunii
Sens du not require dowrics — an important factor
in India, where Gmilies_often feac cconomic_an

frein the birih of dauehiers, \Wheére residénce pat-
]
more  permancot

sons  arc l
daughters Idave. when

mcmbers of the family;
they marry, and ncj(l ¢ir_children nop thewr

labor will belonge to their familv of grigin In patri-

terns are patcdacal,

\ lincal socictics, it is usually only sons who pass on
=y .
the paternal name. Even when the law permits
daughters o dao dhis, as in the United States, the

force of custom often means that few do. [n some
in China, sans have religious dutics

~Cultures, c.g.,
towards ancestors thar cannot be pecformed by
daughters. San preference has declined in the
industrialized nations, in part because women's
carning pawer has increased relative o men's
buc ic is valikely to disappear entirely so long as
women's average carnings are not equal (o men's
and <o long as the patrilincal inheritance of names
and property persists.

T'he sclective climination of female childeen is
nathing acw. FFemale infanticide has been a com-
mon (though oficn covert) practicc in most patri-
archal cultures  throughout  the  world, and

lhroughou( rccurdod history, To has somctimes
ocen so prcv:kn( that malcs have oumumlmcd

females by more than (vo tu onc — a5 appcears 10
have been the msc in somc parts and pcriodx uf

A
i abandoned ar bicth or allowed to dic biter of mal-

2

aacicat Greece.? Even today: in many impover-
ished parts of the world, (cmale children may be 2 sullicicat basis for admc:ung the universal legal £

female infanticide has been uncommon, znd‘l
becausc women's average life-span has surpassed |
that of men, these nations have for some time
cnjoyed sev it that are faicdly cven, oveept
lnllccd. there 1S now 1
slight female n'u.:u,-:'t_- m mations. But the
intruduction o mare reliable and less experaite : f
eon muzht alter thess rous \l\

when disrupred bs war.
l'".lll.\

metnods of sex selecizag :
even ratios. 3 s nhd van I o falscia : ’_)
How. then, ~houtd feminises rexpond o the '{;'?‘
prospect of new methods of wex sclectjan? }_\ S :;—.
sclecuon hay been suacked. a5 gmmeozal by bech 750
radical femizists and _canservatineantifenzinisis
althauelt for diltezent reasans. Relisious conser- |- e
———— T fedsons £ i .
vatives often oppuse sex selection for much the . AL
same reasons that “they often oppose abaorting: ' ' b, :f
llu\ regard aii (echnalocical micans of sex selection i\ yA
as unnutural and marsbly objectonable incerler- | 3
cnces with the humaa reproducuye prcess; 2nd : L4
they view sex-selective abartion a< the wrongfel i {
taking ola lmmm lifc. In contrast, some feminists | :
have oppased sex seloction 2ad other nciv cepro-  f sy
ducrive luhnnlu":cx as part of the hiswrical pro- o Al
cess by which- mea have - prucr(\’sncl\ tulen [ J 14
) W

w"(ful'-t“tummmmudum_luu ?amc have 3¢ A
. Lo

predicted that increases i the relsrise nomiber of
violent  sociction,

males will produce mare
increaved scvual exploitation of women and ch (g
ren, end 3 lose af pessonal liberte and socidl and
poliical influence fur women. Same hive weorsizd
that women will bie clinvinated entirely in favar os |
cuo"muns mnhmn. Both feminses and conser- { :
ative antifcminits have predicted that the 18 =t
development of IVE and other reproductive and [ 15l o
l.mcm techaalogies mav cventually bring about -
the Brave New World scenano, in which totalitar-
1an_governmencs and medical (cchnocnﬁ control
who will have childéen, and cxaal\ \l"ﬂ( sorts of 1}
childrea they will haye. ¥

lhcu IS (wo lullc space herc o deal wich all af
these abjections.’ [astcad, | will consider what A
tike 10 be the most u'oublang objection to scx "
r this cbjecrion ides b i

i
N

N (NTPOS
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-
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o

o

sclection, and ask

prohibiian of all artificial acans of scx sclection

s
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The primacy objection o sex selection is that it

nil tend 10 increase sex ratos, i.c., to reduce the
rrlm\c number of females bora. We need not fcar
that women will be deliberately rendered extinct,
smee we will soll be nceded, c.g., for reproduction.

J Even il an artificial womb is devcioped, economic

£ Sex Selection

m____orc stricklye ‘.'_f‘_a‘_&ﬂnmmnuu_(h;mﬂu_

in socu.u s with a more cven sex nlm' thev have
fewer opportunitics for economic independence,
and they are often largely excluded from the polit-

ical, reiicious, and othcr curadauwsucmstuuuons }

of(hc socicty. F cmlms! movements arc less likely

\

TR

“ralitics will (for some time, and perhaps forever)
fStAct its use to the wealthy,.awhile the majority of
vhumankind continue o be born of woman. How-

eer, il incxpensive and cffective forms of sex

* sclection bc.uxmc widely available, women may-

acatually be ou(numbcrcd by men in most of
(hc world. The disparity s likely e be greatese in
L axions which are scverely patriarchal, and nat
Cathalic. Without legal

predominantly Roman

mhxbmon lh(‘ IMost extreme sex ratio changes
xould be- likely 1o occur in India, Southeast Asia,
md China, where the anc<hild policy - now

rclixed but nat abandoned - has made many- cou-
plesecluctant o rear a lirstbarn daughter. Extreme
(hch; might also occur rn someof the prulomm—
.ml\ Islamt¢c nations which have the wealth o
anbrace -high-teeh methads of reproduction. The
nations of Ceatral and South America age coisid-
crably less iikely 1o éxpericrice extreme sex fatio
shifts, bath becadse of the influence of the Roman
Catholic - Chucch (whigh officially opposcs all of
the new rcpmduunc technolugies, including sex
5do:(|un), and bu::xusc (hc prelerence for s0ns 1§
zcncr:ll\ weaker there.’

It scems highly probnblc that large increascs in
<r ratios (i.c., in the relative number of malcs)
would be detrimental 1o the cause of gender
iu?:fcc. Other things being cqual, there is power
in numbers, whether within (amilics, commun-
itics, or nations. Given that rales often retain a
and  polivcal

in the

ceunomic
arc shghtly

nar hegemony  of
; .

pover cven when
m:;onl), it scems unrealistic to hape for signific-

ant progress whenewomen arc greatly in the min-

women

orily.
Snmc commeantators have suggesied that high
%1 ratios are good for women, who tend to benefic

fnLn “their own peargitys Mlarcia \ Guttentag iand

,4 ,u Plhl-Scoord havd.argued that in a high-scx-ratio

wgicty women cnjoy a greater range of choices in
ll\!mammunul sweepstakes, and thus more power
m!hc(crosc.\u:l relationships.® If women arc in
an ¢upplv..4hq arguc) then they arc more
( highly valued, and men ace more willing o commit
themselves (o marriage and fmily life ! ’
;..-jlq'h-c\'cr,- Guucatag and Sccond also point ous
{that women in high -.r.:-n.mu sovictics tend 1a be

gy 1

w arisc in high-sex-ratio socictics, because most
women are absorbed into the domcstic rale, leav-
ing few (0 demand entry into politics, the profes-
sions, or ather publlc social rolcs. Wives and

mothers arc u\pu.lcd but_the flip side of char

respect i
wives, and wives who fail (g bear 0_~_\\umgn

who arc content with a private domcsuc role,
wishing anly thac this role could be more hiehly
vaided, may find dhc v plC:Il high-sex-ratio sacicty
attracave. But 'uumcn wha value the lrccdnm 0

_take partin che (ull range of social, cconomic. and

poliical insttutions can only view it as a njeh.

marc.
We ciniot know that the introduction of new

mecans of sov wlccu’un \\ould producc such dire

extrem GBS af |ulrurch:l duﬂumuur’> which

Guuenuag and Sccord obsceve in - high=slx-ratio
socictics arc a2 cause rather than an’ cl'fcct of high
sex ratios. Lt s also possible that sex selection will
have only slight cffects on sex ratos in most
natons. H-nnc |unsdlcg_(__vp;J1nc_1luuc_l\-—bmuuT
{!EC_I‘_( U( '””““’ﬂcnlcqq fOl’ sex-selective abucrion
e, the American state of Peansylvania, and
some [ndian states). Perhaps public opinion will
turn- against againse all forms of e
sache that tn the future they will be
rarcly. In the \Western - industrialized

used only W
workl, improved cconomic opportunttics available

“ women mav already have undermined son pre-

eradually

sclection,

Mecence cnaugh so thae seriously skewed sex ratios

will never be a problem, 1t

Yet at scems probable thac in some_ socictics,
without legal prohibition, sex selection will lead
o much higher s and that the net results
will be detrimentalita women -4and pmt‘:bl\' also
o men. (For instance; men i l\l‘h-tcx’-h(m S0CI-
cit=< carc apt to _have:] moarc dnll'icbhy ‘finding 2
female partner, and they may have to work longer
and harder before being considercd m:rn'_:gc.nblc.)
Thus, where sex ratios arc apt to be 'severcly
alcced by sex sclection, there is 2 stroag lrgumcnt
for prohibition = provided chat it will not lead ©
saill greater harmy, suchas 4 blail ehacked in bnsale
sex-sclection procedures that will” put qucn at

RS ! (T

J16 ¢ Wi

cven greater medical risk,

cutitempt for women swha are ngr -
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" sumctiores Bt & dealy not cocroad; _
wwlly 0 Gl somcwhore boveon g owe
atromics.  Conssicy, 3 00¢  cxtrme, al pov, ?
young, uncducated weman in 2 highly patiacchal
and” highly' son-profaming rucal community i
should we arguc for its universal prohibition, cven  morthern [ndia. She Bas marmiad a0 a faeily
where significant social harm scems ualikcly to  which values her ealy for her donry and he
occur? Our answers to these questions will depend polcntlal o producc sons. She rmsombl; fears
in part upon what we thrﬁl_}um ls?omg_ she fails @ have son .I!'lt soas she may be xbusr@.

= or what is being donc to_h.cg- when she submits ¢ ‘"P'-' uted, and perhaps cven murdered. Whike

But what about the Icgal and moral states of scx

1 selection in socictics which arc unlikely to expern-
" cnce large sex-ratio shifts® Is sex sclection morally
objectionable regardless of the soaul and porsonal
context?® I we find sex sclection morally troubling,

o~ sex-selective abomon or proconceplive Sex-
selection proocduns Is shc making 2 choice
-~
which ought 10 be be protected by her right w_
: S reproductive liberty? Is she making 2 choice which
: o~ is not entitled 10 such protection” Or is_she not
3 £ R
)¢ nlenl~ 2 chotce a all, but un]\ \l(ldln‘: ] :u«!ll‘

LUCTLIU."I’

the first interpretation, arguing that the preselec-
. ton of the 1 future child 15 as mornally
accepsble as the use of contracepuon for family
: planning. On this view | indivaduals and couples
I - " LY arc endiiled to make these family-planning deci-
sions on the basis of their own moral and rcligious
and an the hight of thar own social and
ccphnumic situation. Radieaal femunists, in contrast,
gc‘()cm“_\ argue for the scecund or third incerpreta-
tion. Somc maintain that 3 woman who uses sex
T sclection in order o have 2 son may be acting
v ) voluntarily, but her chaice s cthically indefensible
L—E‘&M militate against the legitimate ri rights
.\t and interests of all women. Others arguc that 2
woman's usc of scx selection is virtually always
socially cocrced, in so far as she would probably
not have made that chuice in a socicty where sons
R and daughters were cqually valued. Thus, the
argument continucs, women cannot beaelit from
the legal right ta make such a choice; to speak of a
Nh “right to choosc™ in this conteat is to obscurc the
reality of cucrcion.
These cunﬂiaing feminist perspectives  are
& apparcat not only ia the debatc over sex selection,
X o but also In coancction with imvitre feculization,

wexn of

. LIRS -
LI

valucs,

\f

. ~

-

s .tgc‘hnologlcs..,(t is therefore important to, ask.,
:)\Tuch-‘ f“hssc perspectives on choicg iis more -
Tappropriale as a gu:dc-m the moral evaluation of.
2 these tcchuol
h (should bc clar that none of(hcsc (hrcc zl(cr--
nily!Eg rgprcsims a universally valid description of
wh:t is happening when 2 Womun agrees o the usc
3 ,of sfa-sclccnoy technalogy. A moec realistic view,

‘is thac somcumv:s thechoice is dearly. cocroed, and

e~
—_—
e

j ‘ Laberals and liberal feminists tend 1o support

. she does not bcllc\c that members of one sex are

W prenatal dugnosus and other new reproductive

she may waat a dasghter a5 2 companmion and
helper, she knuws that ethers 1 the family will
wew 2 female cduld s a1 useles drain on the
“Tamily 'y reource, and maytherefore negleot and
abuse her. Even of she i notdirectly cocroad nte
undergoing sex-sckecmon procedures (as vhe may
be), this wonun may perecive no alternative to
submusvion. To msint upoa ketting chaoce dete-
minc the sex of her children might be an ax of

but 1w n 2 heroism of which she feels
e rvond

heroism,
mcapable. la thas siwsation, het
bc:r}ng dagghtens s arguabdy no choice ac all, am]»

her “'riehC to miake 1t s amocken ol § teproductive.

“chowce™

frecdutm

New conaider a welleducated woman 1 a pros
perous industoaleed. nation, such a8 Austeali
She’ as sclf-iupﬁoninl. (though
walthy), 1nd comminad w0 doing what she aan
to remedy injustices agaiast women and other
oppressed eroups: She oy be a lesbizn or biser-
ual, but that 15 not b‘s::misl to the sitvaton | wish
to depict. What is essential is that she wishes to
have 2 child, and expects to raise the child without
a male partoer Hee personal r¢llections have led
her to conclude that she docs not want o case s |
son. She is not 2 sexist i the usual sense; that s,

single, not

inhcrently more valusble than the other. Howaer,

she fcar:. that il she has 3 son, “no amount of leve
and Gite and NONSENBL tining will save. . N L]
from a culture uhcrcuuk violenee is tnstitutionst-
ized and revered ! Sk &5 unwilling 1o spend 3
urge part of her life at best, 2 ‘ﬂlm

ing member of the ruling: ®x caste, m‘lm

< potential capisy, wwn"al.
Dug Man " She!

tions, it would be unfairso hav
have no social father, udmm
his molhct regacds hmasﬂ\g .

ptcfcf to luvc -.Iaughe& ﬂkn W'
as these. Her :cmul«mmm to‘ ise

Scanned with CarhScanner



that is not
sueis whether she can be said

dec equality she would be

1
to the [evel of coercion, since she remains free

“choice” of ng real benefic (o wamen.

deters Neither description can be gencralized to all socic..
act ‘of 6, or al| dreumstances wichin any given socie(y.
¢ feels = There is a concinuum between maximally cocrced
) avoid . tad ideally uncoerced, voluatary, and autonomous
Il, and ~“decisions, Some women may submic ‘(o scx-selec-
luctive 8¢ - uve abortion or preconceptive sex-selection trear-
j»fﬁ?k; nents because they fear violence or.abandonment

1 pros- = Pl

SEFERY Hthey refuse. Others may do g in defiance of the
stralia. ey i :
t

B | not

he-can ’2 men will be nflucaced by he social
other ®is/1. monal, and religious valycs that they have been
biscx- tught, and (he power dynamics of cheir own
[ wish lr family and community life; but of what important
hes (o 3. dedision is this not (ruc? Many will opt for sex-
ithout " eelection technologics qoc because of cocrcive
ve led forces thar they are powerless to resist, but because
aise 3 they judge that chis js the best option for (he child
at is, 73 itsell, in 2 world in which gender is still one of the
Xare ‘o4 most powerful determinants of opportunity. ~
ever, . Lhl In some socictics, poor women often wiant sons
love because daugheers are morc costly to raise ind
1im) , ‘_ Likely ¢6 contribuge less to the family's long-term
nal- ;?-,'..‘_, cimnomic sceurity. If they seck to Have more sons
da 'k "'1'. than daughters, are (hcy.b.cing cocreed or are they

-making a responsible feproductive dexisiop 'in the
- light of harsh ;t_ali(ics?_ls their .IIII‘IU(’Q entially
'fdﬁ§h Ol: ’cstscnml!yz!truis£c’ We simulﬁ; .
- of rash g%{\cnliia(ions here. There may be some
f¢" contemporary socictics i which the cconomic and
. ideological forces that shape son preference are so
powerful, md‘\_«j'omcn have so liude Power 1o resist
res, that (g permit the ale of scx-

j Wlncrable to cocecion. Deprived of daughters and

f=11

R -
g6 l 1 ? l { 3 2 .o o [
élq-{j!;’! Hh;' [ ol

y;:a*rsrsas‘on.'Banmiﬁnuﬁncc &S ot women 'irﬁh?"WcsT:m”‘i'rﬁ;-f

1 o
wary :

* sclection procedures @n only make women marc |

SCrs, women may beeome more isolated and

Sex Sélection

mstances, it is difficult o 4“‘
argue that new meth s of presclecting sex will *‘\"_‘?.
provide a net benefit women, or an extension, of \“, o
their reproductive frecdom, On the contrary, =

women's reproductive {rcedom may be best pro-

tected by the effective prohit ition of sex sclection.

powerless. In such i

\Cestnalized nations.
There, more women may choose to taise daughters

in preference 1o sons. More women and cou.pl-csv
will use sex selection in order to have a child of
cach sex. Q(hcrs will p}zfcr‘sgtf;g_ﬁtigbbabl)' not
SO many 25 (d'p(oducc hrgc increases in SCX ratios.
Ip_d_gg(i,‘ it is ‘possible chat in some instances sex
selection wil| ﬁré'\'cnt—‘scvcrcly declfning sex ratios
in the future, €8, il natural sex rtios at_birth
decline due 1o environmental contamidfants -tha

-are diffcrcntiall_\' lethal to male fetuses, or andro-

ECNic spermacozos. _
New mcthods of presclecting sex will probably

‘be ir_\\lirqduccd Qver a.period of severa] decades; or
Jonger. Thus, there will be time to mprove aur

R K " € TRV
-understanding of ¢he social canscquences of small”

sex-ratin changes. As Guttentag and Secord point
out, sonic of (ncse changes might e beneliciaj 0
women. For ‘Nsance, a shortage ‘of women jn
underpaid fcm'zlc—domina(cd'profdsions, such as
nursing, might make it casier for members of these
professions (o demand improved Pay-and working

‘conditions, and (he redefinition of their rolc 1o

better refect their Tevels of responsibility and
skill, Similarly, older \&l‘pmcn might find it casicr
0 find male parences jif the relative number of
males were higher - 5 nontivial consideration,
since women's longer fives, together with men's
preference for Younger women, cause many
women (o face unwanged singleness in their later
years.

The impossibility of accurately peedicting the
long-term social consequences of small sex-ratio
changes militates againgt the. prohibition of sex
sclection whete large sex-catio «chasges arc an-
likely. Individual rights 2nd (ccedoms agenot abso-
lute, and must ‘sometimes et 'ﬂﬂd.;:nf c the
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avoid the crcation of public hazards iByt repro- |
ductive freedoms are crugal (o ,omcn" othc.r:- !
basic moral rights, and i s wise it jagti 1
sions upon these ficedoms, unlcss'ldlc entg,
are extremely strong. Even if we knew
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