
 

We are the Designed 
A look at eugenics, genetic screening and gene therapy in the 
future.

 
 

Abstract 
Designer babies, genetic screening, and gene therapy 
are subjects that have made their way into the 
headlines several times over the course of the last 
decade. A center of controversy, the idea of genetically 
modifying our next generation has sickened some and 
inspired others. This paper seeks to explore a design 
fiction where those who are genetically modified make 
up the majority of the population. Designer babies in 
this future, are the norm. Children are no longer a 
product of chance, but rather a thoroughly designed 
idea, a series of checkboxes, a one sentence statement. 

In this future we are the designed.  

Introduction 
Genetic screening, gene therapy, and designer babies – 
are subjects that have been the center of controversy 
for over a decade. Some point to the past citing World 
War II, the Nazis, Hilter, and eugenics. Others look into 
the future seeing a race of stronger, healthier, more 
genetically fit humans. But what does this all mean? 
And more specifically, what is genetic screening and 
gene therapy? What are designer babies? 

Screening for diseases 
Genetic screening is, in essence, genetic selection more 
fine tuned. Genetic screening is used today to help 
those with heredity diseases to have healthy unaffected 
children [1, 3]. The process in its simplest terms is 
done as follows: 

1) The woman undergoes fertilization treatments 
as part of the in vitro fertilization process. The 
fertilization treatments allow doctors to extract 
several eggs (usually 10-20) [1]. 

2) The extracted eggs are then fertilized with 
spouse or donor sperm [1].  
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3) The embryos are allowed to develop [1]. 

4) Cells are then extracted from the embryo and 
tested for the heredity disease or disorder the 
parent is known to have or be a carrier for. The 
idea is that if the cell comes up negative for 
the disease then the likelihood the child will be 
born healthy is higher [1]. 

5) The embryos that test positive for the 
disease/disorder are discarded. If there are 
healthy disease-free embryos, these embryos 
are then implanted. If there are no healthy 
embryos then the entire process starts again 
[1]. 

 

Figure 1. Diagram on carrier parents [14] 

Currently the process of genetic screening is tedious, 
painful, and expensive. It is mostly used in select 
instances where individuals are known to have a very 
detrimental genetic disorder. It is, however, gaining 
popularity as many parents are starting to be more 
open to the idea of “disease free” children [1, 3].  

Genetic reprogramming 
Gene therapy is a process that has been tested on older 
children and fetuses. Like genetic screening, gene 
therapy exists to help those with debilitating (often 
hereditary) disorders [1]. With gene therapy, the 
following steps are taken: 

1) Unhealthy cells are taken from the patient [1]. 

2) A virus is rendered harmless and altered so it 
cannot reproduce [1].  

3) A set of desired genes is inserted into the 
innocuous virus [1]. 

4) The virus is then introduced to the extracted 
patient’s cells. The virus proceeds to infect 
those cells, thereby passing the genetic 
material into the cell directly [1]. 

5) The virus modified cells are then injected into 
the patient where they begin to reproduce 
healthy cells that do not have the defunct 
genetic material [1]. 

In theory gene therapy is a means to eradicate many 
diseases both in the born and unborn. Gene therapy 
has been used primarily in those that have a heredity 
genetic disorder [1].  



  

 

Figure 2. Diagram for gene therapy [15] 

Gene therapy is more controversial than genetic 
screening. People say that if it is possible to inject new 
genetic material, what will stop us from creating super 
humans? Or worse yet, what are the repercussions of 
gene therapy? What if something gets damaged? Many 
issues have been brought up over gene therapy 
especially since the death of a young man named Jesse 
Gelsinger who died from an immune system response 
triggered by the viral vector [1, 3].  

In fact, in an attempt to eradicate diseases there have 
been instances where a child has been born with two 
mothers and one father. The process works the same 
as gene therapy but without the virus as a facilitator. In 
addition, changes are made directly to the embryo 
rather than a developed fetus or grown individual. In 
this case defunct genetic material is removed and 
replaced by donor material [4]. 

Designer babies 
Designer babies are, in essence, babies that are 
designed by their parents. While they do not exist now, 
the idea of them is fairly prevalent. With designer 
babies, parents would be able to choose their child’s 
hair color, eye color, skin color, and other physical 
traits. In addition, the parent might even be able to 
choose the child’s intellectual strengths, personality, 
and temperament [5]. 

Summary 
This paper is centered on these controversial issues; it 
looks at what has been done and what could be done in 
the future. To better understand this potential future, a 
design fiction has been imagined that details the 
viewpoints and opinions of those living in this alternate 
world. This fiction seeks to explore the social issues 
that genetic modification conceives in a light hearted, 
down to earth means.  

Inspiration and Background Research 
Inspired by talks delivered by Lee Silver, 
documentaries such as Who’s Afraid of Designer 
Babies?, and science fiction movies such as Gattaca, I 
set out to imagine a world where gene therapy, genetic 
screening, and designing children were the norm. 

There is an abundance of articles on this subject, some 
analyze the pros and cons of genetic modification, while 
asking the question “why not humans?” After all, we 
have been modifying plants and animals for centuries; 
such as genetic selection to produce different breeds of 
livestock and hybrid plants with higher yields and more 
desirable traits [6]. More recently, within the last 20 
years or so, we have also been genetically modifying 
plants and animals. A good controversial example 



  

would be Monsanto’s genetically modified Roundup 
Ready crops which are immune to the Roundup 
herbicide [7]. There are also genetically modified cats 
that glow in the dark [8], strawberries with fish genes 
that prevent them from freezing [9], and venomous 
cabbages that kill caterpillars but are safe for humans 
[10]. The list goes on, and with every new genetically 
modified organism there is fascination, disgust, and 
fear. 

 

Figure 3. Korea’s glow in the dark cats [16] 

Truth is, some humans have been “modified”, 
especially if you consider gene therapy and children 
born with more than two parents [4]. There are talks of 
countries such as China working on super babies; that 
with each generation the population will get smarter 
and smarter as they select children for the highest IQ 

[11]. Of course, there are things that are possible now 
and things that are not… 

For starters, selecting for traits such as intelligence is a 
very difficult thing. There is no single gene for 
intelligence; some say there may be several thousand 
genes associated with higher IQ [1]. And while there 
are traits that have been isolated thanks to scientific 
research and companies such as 23&me, at this point 
we still don’t have a thorough understanding of exactly 
what individual genes do and how combinations of 
genes interact. 23&me has isolated a gene associated 
with the dislike or like of the herb cilantro [12]. 
Research has gone into a link between a certain gene 
and narcissism [1]. Some rats have even been 
genetically modified to be super muscular, but linked to 
this gene for muscle mass was the temperament of the 
rat. Studies found that rats genetically modified to be 
more muscular were surprisingly more timid (one would 
think quite the opposite) [1]. This brings up a whole 
other issue: not only are certain characteristics 
controlled by multiple genes, but multiple 
characteristics can be controlled by just one gene. So 
what does this all mean? 

We have made major strides since the discovery of DNA. 
And while it is not possible to genetically select for 
intelligence and eye color right now, it may be possible in 
the future assuming we find better ways to screen for 
thousands of traits, isolate genes associated with desired 
traits, and find a better means of modification. With this 
said, this fiction could be a probable future, though 
distant… at least from a scientific point. 

But what about this issue socially, ethically, and morally? 
Many people believe it is morally wrong to tamper with 



  

what Mother Nature, God, or some other supreme deity 
has created. Some believe it is too dangerous and could 
result in terrible mutations. Others are simply just 
uncomfortable with the idea of genetically modified 
humans; probably for the same reasons they’re 
uncomfortable with genetically modified crops and 
animals. There are others, however, who feel it is not a 
crime or morally wrong to desire healthier, happier 
children. After all, imagine a world where many 
debilitating diseases are a thing of the past. There are, of 
course, those who are members of the Transhuman 
movement who believe that we should use technology 
and science to create a stronger race of humanoids [13]. 
With this said, we can assume that right now we are fairly 
divided, but perhaps in the future more people will be 
open to the idea of genetically modified children and a 
future such as the one proposed may be entirely possible. 

The Design Fiction 
In this section of the paper we shall explain a probable 
future should science advance enough and society 
allows it. 

The child of the future 
In the future designer babies are the norm. People no 
longer conceive children naturally but choose instead to 
undergo in-vitro fertilization. In this process a woman 
will have anywhere from a few hundred to a thousand 
eggs extracted. These eggs will be fertilized using 
sperm from her spouse, a donor, or a seller. The 
resulting embryos will be screened for diseases and 
genetic disorders, thereby eliminating undesirable 
genetic defects from society as a whole.  

The remaining healthy embryos will then undergo a 
series of tests to find the 20 or so fertilized eggs that 

possess all or most of the traits the parents’ desire. If a 
certain desired trait is not present, the parents’ have 
the option of genetically modifying their embryos using 
genetic material bought or donated. The healthiest 
most viable embryos are then chosen for implantation. 
No longer are children a product of chance, now they 
are thoughtfully designed to be the “perfect child” for 
their parents.  

Social rifts 
With babies designed before they are even born to be 
doctors, scientists, artists, and musicians, this future 
world is no longer a world of the mediocre. All children 
born have the best genetic makeup, a makeup that 
could only happen once in every several thousand 
children in the past. In this future we are a society of 
“normals” (the genetically modified) and “naturals” 
(those conceived by once traditional means).  

In this future the government struggles to maintain the 
peace, to keep the population mixed, to avoid 
segregation. Some “normals” feel superior and view 
“naturals” to be inferior and unworthy of existence. 
Whereas other “normals” have become self-loathing; 
they feel trapped in a pre-designed shell, one that they 
feel is impossible to break. Then there are the 
“naturals”. Some feel they are disadvantaged. Others 
feel they are the true humans surrounded by a world of 
“fakes”, a world of “test tube babies.”  

The social strife of this time is like that of the black 
liberation, the female rights and LGBT movements. It is 
the dilemma of this time, one the government chooses 
to fight, and while its regulations benefit some, they 
create more rifts between a deeply divided society. 



  

Affirmative action is no longer for those who are poor 
or colored. Affirmative action is now for those who are 
“natural”, to allow them to obtain a higher education 
without having to compete against those genetically 
“superior.” Universities have “naturals” quotas, as do 
major corporations and companies. While these 
regulations serve to keep the population cohesive, 
some question their effectiveness in the long term. But 
without them, would this world suffer and become 
something along the lines of the science fiction 
Gattaca? Would “naturals” be forced to be janitors, 
maids, and other menial labor?  

A billion dollar business 
Babies, the new object to be designed… the new thing 
to be perfected… Universities in the future offer degrees 
in “baby design”, enabling those who graduate to 
become “baby designers” and feed off a rapidly growing 
enterprise.  

Major multi-million dollar companies exist to help 
parents design their children. Like a custom coffee cup 
or luxury car, there are companies that exist for every 
budget. They ask the parents’ questions, they research, 
they design and re-design. They seek to create the 
“perfect child” for everyone.  

A typical deliverable would include desired physical, 
intellectual, and emotional traits. In addition there 
would be future outlooks that allow the parent to see 
their child’s physical form from a baby to a middle aged 
adult. The child’s job potentials would be laid out for 
them. As well as, what type of instrument they can play 
(if any), what eye color, hair color, and their academic 
strengths (are they good at writing, math, physics). All 
would be designed before the child is even conceived, 

before a single egg is even extracted, fertilized and 
implanted. Children are the new “it” and every parent 
just wants to “keep up with the Jones.” Why leave it to 
chance when you can have the child of your dreams, 
the perfect culmination of you and your partner. 

 

Figure 4. One part of a baby designer’s deliverable. 

Fiction artifacts 
To help explain this possible future a trailer for a 
documentary in the future was created. Filmed by a 
student in this future, the documentary “We are the 
Designed” looks at the social impact of genetic 



  

modification on society as a whole. The documentary 
trailer consists of a few highlights from anonymous 
interviews where “naturals” and “normals” express their 
beliefs, concerns, fears, and desires. Meant to be a mix 
of down trodden thoughts and light hearted and funny 
remarks, the documentary trailer was designed to 
make people think about the issues at hand but still 
have a good laugh every now and then. 

In addition to the documentary, a mock-up company 
was explored called “42 babies.” Documents were 
created to show what a couple in the future might 
receive from a “baby designer.” Deliverables include 
personality, intellectual and physical traits. Better baby 

design firms would have software that would produce 
physical pictures of a couple’s future child from infancy 
to seniority. Different companies would have different 
methods, much like dating sites of today.  

Closing Remarks 
This fiction was inspired by real controversial issues 
and backed by research being conducted now. While 
trait insertion and control over intellect might be 
infeasible now, who is to say that it will be infeasible 
100 years from now? As time wears on will genetic 
screening and gene therapy become more acceptable, 
and if so, as society is primed for change, will a future 
like this even be probable?
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