
State and federal law enforcement agen-
cies are beginning to crack down on such
abuses, however. As the Fort Worth Star-
Telegram reported in January, until recent-
ly such prescription-writing was “not ille-
gal in all states,” which meant that “online
pharmacies have thrived as state regulato-
ry agencies … feverishly rewrite rules and
close loopholes.”

The country also faces the growing chal-
lenge of monitoring a burgeoning market
of “middlemen,” who shadily divert drugs
from wholesalers for resale or dilute drugs,
with serious consequences for patients who
receive counterfeit medications.

In some cases, Internet pharmacies and
rogue sellers do far worse than siphon
drugs off the mainstream market. In early
February, the FDA issued a warning to
consumers regarding a website, apparently
run out of India, which was selling counter-
feit birth-control patches. The patches were
made to resemble the popular Johnson &
Johnson Ortho Evra patch, but provided no
protection at all against pregnancy.

Faced with rising costs for prescription
drugs, Americans are also turning to less
expensive outlets in Mexico and Canada.
The Post places the number of Americans
who have sought cheaper foreign drugs in
the millions, despite the fact that the FDA

warns that such foreign-bought medica-
tions are often illegal and unsafe.

It is not only prescription medications
that pose risks. Americans consume copi-
ous amounts of unregulated, nonprescrip-
tion dietary supplements, from weight-loss
pills such as Zantrex-3 to herbal pills that
claim to improve vision, cure prostate
problems, and prevent the common cold.
Writing in a February issue of the New
Yorker, Michael Specter noted that “thou-
sands of different tablets, elixirs, potions,
and pills are sold in the United States, and
remarkably little is known about most of
them.” Last December, the FDA banned
over-the-counter supplements that contain
the weight-loss substance ephedra, which
has been linked to increased risk of heart
attacks, strokes, and death. As nonpre-
scription pills continue to proliferate, more
regulatory action might be called for.

In the end, though, it seems unlikely that
federal regulators will be able to stay
ahead of such risks in an age of countless
new drugs and supplements and countless
new means of obtaining them. Consumer
vigilance may be the only protection, and
these early incidents of trouble may help to
encourage some caution. However much
the market may change, the ancient watch-
word still rings true: caveat emptor.
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History Repeating?
The Peculiar Comeback of Eugenics

In the U.K., birthplace of the pseudo-
science of eugenics, old ideas apparently
linger. Dr. John Harris, a bioethics pro-

fessor at Manchester University, member of
the country’s Human Genetics Commission,
and advisor to the British Medical
Association, has a sterling professional pedi-
gree. His moral judgment, however, is quite

another matter. In January, Harris told a
meeting of leading scientists and ethicists
that children born with less-than-perfect
parts or severe defects should not be allowed
to live and burden society. “I don’t think
infanticide is always unjustifiable,” Harris
said, according to the London Sunday Times.
“I don’t think it is plausible to think there is
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any moral change that occurs during the
journey down the birth canal.”

In other words, the moral difference
between late-term abortion and infanticide
is really nonexistent. “There is no obvious
reason why one should think differently,
from an ethical point of view, about a fetus
when it’s outside the womb rather than
when it’s inside the womb,” Harris
explained. And rather than take this to
mean that fetuses might be afforded some
ethical and legal regard, he concludes that
killing may be permissible even after birth.

Harris’s comments drew criticism from
many observers, especially British pro-life
groups. As Julia Millington, spokesman for
one such group, noted: “It is frightening to
think that university students are being
educated by somebody who endorses the
killing of newborn babies, and equally
worrying to discover that such a person is
the establishment’s ‘preferred’ bioethicist.”
Harris remains entirely unrepentant about
his remarks.

There is, of course, a history to such
views. In the United States in the 1910s, as
historian Martin Pernick has documented,
Chicago physician Harry J. Haiselden
became a minor celebrity after admitting
he was an eager practitioner of infanticide.
Haiselden went so far as to make and star

in a propagandistic film, The Black Stork,
extolling the virtues of infanticide for
severely deformed infants. And Haiselden
was not alone: Progressive leaders such as
Judge Ben Lindsay, Clarence Darrow, and
even Helen Keller approved of the practice
of letting severely handicapped infants die.

Today, eugenics clearly has not died.
And Harris is not the only contemporary
figure offering modern twists on that old,
pernicious science. This fall, in Denmark, a
leading psychologist, Professor Helmuth
Nyborg of Aarhus University, declared
that “the 15 to 20 percent of those at the
lower levels of society—those who are not
able to manage even the simplest tasks and
often not their children—should be dis-
suaded from having children.”

Nyborg was criticized for encouraging
an idea with such a dark past, but he pooh-
poohed the comparisons to Nazi Germany.
“Hitler didn’t believe in eugenics,” Nyborg
said, “He just wanted to exterminate indi-
vidual groups.” But Nazism was based on
the belief that some human beings are not
fit to live; so is modern eugenics of the
Harris-Nyborg variety. It is the belief that
some people are so sick, so weak, or so stu-
pid that we have the right (or obligation)
to screen and destroy them. It is barbarism
with a less barbaric face.

The work of scientific research
depends absolutely on a reliable
system of verification. For newly

announced findings to be trusted,
researchers (and the public, for that mat-
ter) need some assurance that proper pro-
cedures have been followed, and that the
work has been checked and rechecked by

people who know what they’re doing.
For a great many years, the community

of scientists has relied upon the system of
“peer review” to perform this function.
When a new paper is proposed for publica-
tion in a journal, the editors have it
reviewed anonymously by a number of
prominent researchers in the field, to be

Gatekeepers of Science
Peer Review Controversies at Home and Abroad
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