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Recently Bratsberg & Rogeberg (2023) presented an analysis in Biology Letters
of how cognitive ability is associated with fertility in Norwegian men. Our
concern relates to the theoretical framework of this paper. The analysis is
framed around the concept of ‘dysgenic fertility’, which is treated through-
out as a scientific theory, but ‘dysgenic fertility’ is not science, it is an
ideological concept.
1. What is ‘dysgenic fertility’?
The concept of ‘dysgenic fertility’ stems from eugenic ideology, which was
popularized in the ninteenth century by Charles Darwin’s cousin Francis
Galton [1,2]. Galton and other eugenicists believed that human populations
can be ‘improved’ through selective reproduction; encouraging those with
‘desirable’ traits to have children while discouraging reproduction in those
with ‘undesirable’ traits. ‘Improving’ the human population through selective
breeding was referred to as ‘eugenics’. ‘Dysgenics’ was the term used as the
antonym to eugenics, referring to the ‘degradation’ of the population through
proliferation of ‘undesirable’ traits. ‘Dysgenic fertility’ was therefore a phrase
used by eugenicists to indicate that people with ‘undesirable’ traits were
having more children than those with ‘desirable’ traits. They believed this
would lead to those ‘undesirable’ traits being selected for within the
population, and so become more common.

Since Galton first coined the term eugenics, a common belief among euge-
nicists has been that higher cognitive ability, or ‘intelligence’, is a ‘desirable’ trait
and a hallmark of inherently superior people. A negative association between
cognitive ability and fertility is, therefore, an example of ‘dysgenic fertility’.
Many eugenicists have used the claim that a negative association between cog-
nitive ability and fertility exists in twentieth and twenty-first century human
populations to argue for their preferred social policies, such as reduced social
welfare. In the belief system of eugenicists, social welfare is often con-
sidered problematic because it encourages fertility among ‘undesirables’ [3–6].

The findings of Bratsberg & Rogeberg [7]’s paper in fact challenge the claims
of eugenicists who posit that there is a negative association between cognitive
ability and fertility, given they show a positive association between these traits
in Norwegian men. They also provide evidence against the typical eugenicist
claim that ‘social welfare policies raise the relative fertility of low-ability
parents’. However, Bratsberg & Rogeberg have uncritically adopted the dys-
genic framing of eugenicists throughout their paper: they simply conclude
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‘there was no dysgenic male fertility’ in their population,
without critiquing the concept of dysgenic fertility itself.

By uncritically adopting the framing of ‘dysgenic ferti-
lity’, they grant scientific legitimacy to three common
eugenic beliefs or values:

1) the belief that higher cognitive ability is a ‘desirable’ trait,
2) the belief that it would be problematic for society if natu-

ral selection were to favour people with lower cognitive
ability, and

3) the belief that cognitive tests measure a general, singular
cognitive ability determined by genes and that therefore
greater reproductive success of individuals who score
lower on cognitive tests would effectively select for
lower cognitive ability.

The first of these, the belief that higher cognitive ability is
a ‘desirable’ trait, is a subjective value judgement, as there is
no universally agreed definition of ‘desirable’. Some research
finds greater cognitive ability is associated with life outcomes
that are considered ‘good’ by many people, such as higher
educational attainment, but it is also associated with life out-
comes that are typically considered ‘bad’, such as Parkinson’s
disease and victimization at work [8–10]. Judgements can be
made from these data about whether higher cognitive ability
is desirable (for individuals) but they are value judgements,
based on which outcomes are prized most highly by the
person making that judgement.

Eugenicists’ belief systems take these value judgements
further and assume that higher cognitive ability is ‘good’ for
society (belief (2)). Measuring what is good or bad for society
is even more subjective than measuring what is good or bad
for individuals. This belief also gives a remarkable level of
importance to this trait, such that people of higher cognitive
ability are considered of more ‘worth’ to society. The goal of
eugenics is to subvert the process of natural selection, not
simply to observe it as a process, as ‘objective’ evolutionary
science would do. If any evidence were to be found that natu-
ral selection is favouring those with lower cognitive ability
(and the following paragraphs discuss why such evidence
might be difficult to find), then an evolutionary scientist
would conclude that those with lower cognitive ability are
better adapted to contemporary environments than those
with higher cognitive ability. Eugenicists instead conclude
from their value system that if natural selection does not
favour higher intelligence, then the situation is ‘bad’ for society
and something must be done to intervene, even at the expense
of violating human rights. The subjective values associated
with eugenics should not be confused with objective knowl-
edge (though we recognize that separating knowledge from
values is not always easy).

Belief (3) has the appearance of a scientific hypothesis but
would require a great deal more evidence to function in this
way than Bratsberg & Rogeberg [7] provide. Bratsberg &
Rogeberg do cite research claiming to find an association
between polygenic scores for cognitive ability and fertility
[11,12], but polygenic scores do not necessarily capture a
causal relationship between genes and a complex trait such
as cognitive ability, due to confounding factors such as cul-
tural inheritance, assortative mating, dynastic effects and
population stratification, [13–16]. Genetic and environmental
entanglement has plagued behavioural genetic research on
intelligence since long before the era of polygenic scores
[13,17–19]. If the association between the identified genes
and the trait is not in fact causal, then the eugenicists’
assumption that selection acting on the associated genes
would necessarily affect the frequency of the trait in descen-
dent populations is invalid. ‘Cognitive ability’ is also
typically measured in a culturally and context-specific way,
prioritizing abilities that are developed in formal education,
and is therefore a construct that does not necessarily have
universal validity [20–23].

Even if we assume that (some measure of) cognitive abil-
ity can be accurately measured and that a causal relationship
between genes and cognitive ability (as currently measured)
exists, additional assumptions need to be made before it
can be held that cognitive ability is being favoured or disfa-
voured by natural selection. For example, that associations
between cognitive ability and fertility are consistent and
stable over time, and that differences in polygenic scores
cannot be accounted for by a neutral evolutionary model
[24,25]. Belief (3) should therefore also be critically evaluated
in any paper claiming to examine evidence that particular
traits are being selected for, or against, in any human
population.
2. If ‘dysgenic fertility’ is an ideological concept,
why is it still being treated as science in the
twenty-first century?

During the early twentieth century, eugenic ideology was
widespread within science [26]. The increasing realization
that eugenics cannot be scientifically justified, and that
human rights abuses inevitably result from it, such as eugenic
laws which made the sterilization of ‘undesirable’ individuals
without their consent legal, and the Nazi regime exterminat-
ing ‘undesirables’ in horrifying numbers, led to a decline in
the ideology within mainstream scientific literature. This
decline was gradual; even after the Second World War, jour-
nals continued to publish on eugenic themes [27], and it may
be that the terminology declined more than the ideology
underpinning eugenics. The practice of eugenics certainly
never went away: sterilizations have been performed without
free and informed consent in many countries into the twenty-
first century, typically targeted at marginalized groups
[26,28–34].

Despite explicit discussion of eugenics having largely
fallen out of the mainstream academic literature by the
twenty-first century, many of its assumptions, such as belief
in hereditary determinism (that the biological inheritance of
traits or genes have a deterministic effect on life outcomes),
have had remarkable longevity in the academic literature
[26,30,35]. Pertinent to Bratsberg & Rogeberg’s article is
that, in addition, a small network of individuals has
worked hard to keep eugenic ideology active on the fringes
of the scientific literature [36–39]. As a recent example of
this, the ‘London Conferences on Intelligence’ (LCI) dis-
cussed eugenic themes and were held at University College
London (UCL) between 2014–17, in violation of UCL’s regu-
lations (see UCL’s report: [40]). The first citation in Bratsberg
& Rogeberg’s paper, which they use to build their frame-
work, has Michael Woodley as its senior author, who is
part of this network. Woodley was an attendee of the LCI,
and has published multiple works on ‘dysgenic fertility’,
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including two co-authored books, one titled At our wits end:
why we’re becoming less intelligent and what it means for the
future. His ‘research’ promoting ideas of inevitable human
hierarchies, a key principle underlying eugenics, was cited
in the manifesto of the terrorist who carried out a fatal
attack in Buffalo, USA, in 2022 (see [41]).

This eugenics network succeeds in publishing their ideol-
ogy mostly in a small number of journals ‘friendly’ to this
approach, including the Elsevier journal Personality and Indi-
vidual Differences (the journal that published the Woodley
article, used by Bratsberg & Rogeberg to build their argument
around ‘dysgenic fertility’). These journal publications give
the sheen of scientific respectability to eugenic ideology,
and may deceive researchers unaware of the history of
eugenics into believing it is legitimate science.

We are not suggesting that Bratsberg & Rogeberg deliber-
ately intended to promote eugenic ideology with their paper,
nor are we suggesting that their findings should not have
been published; however, they have uncritically framed
their analysis around an ideological concept, as if it were a
scientific hypothesis. We are concerned to see explicit eugenic
ideology appear in a highly respected biology journal and
treated as if it were science. This re-emergence of explicit dis-
cussion of eugenics into mainstream academic journals likely
reflects the reality that eugenic ideology continues to have a
powerful influence in human society across multiple spheres,
including academia, alongside the active promotion of this
ideology by a small number of individuals deliberately
trying to push eugenic ideas into the mainstream.

To avoid unwittingly reproducing eugenic ideology, we
urge researchers, editors, and reviewers in the human sciences
to make themselves familiar with the history of eugenics, and
with how the scientific community continues to be exploited
today by eugenicists (see e.g. [42,43]). Those working on
research related to themes favoured by eugenicists, such as
the process of natural selection in human populations,
especially as it relates to cognitive ability, should also ensure
they are well versed in relevant principles in evolutionary
biology and genetics. A critical approach should be taken to
research in the human sciences, ensuring it meets high stan-
dards of scientific rigour and that it is responsibly and
sensitively communicated [44]. Due to the potential to cause
harm, it is imperative that research in the human sciences is
held to the highest scientific and ethical standards.
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