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	Genetic Counselling/Prenatal Diagnosis

Browne1 (this issue) argues that what may appear to be a benevolent practice—disclosing the sex of a fetus to expecting parents who wish to know—is in fact an epistemically problematic and, as a result, ethically questionable medical practice. Browne worries that not only will the disclosure of fetal sex encourage sex-selective abortions (an issue we will not take up here), but also that it will convey a misleading and pernicious message about the relationship between sex and gender. More specifically, she contends that the practice of disclosure is problematic because (1) it purports to establish the gender of the developing baby based on information about the baby's sex, whereas this is not a warranted inference because while sex is determined by biological factors, gender is determined by social factors and (2) it conflates (biological) sex with (social) gender or encourages such conflation or reduction and thereby promotes ‘essentialistic’ thinking about gender that is closely linked to sexism and social injustice. If (1) is true, then disclosing fetal sex amounts to misinforming or misleading prospective parents—and since misinforming patients is wrong, the act of disclosing is also wrong. However, beyond the wrongs of misinforming patients, the practice also perpetuates the harms associated with a rigidly gendered society through endorsing the message in (2), thus lending the authority of the medical profession to the gender-essentialist ideas that have underpinned, and continue to drive, sexism and social injustice. This analysis leads Browne to recommend that clinicians be prohibited from informing parents about the sex of their developing fetus.
We agree with Browne that gender essentialism—the notion that ‘femaleness’ and ‘maleness’ carve out distinct natural classes with innate, immutable properties—is not only a false metaphysical thesis, but also a pernicious idea insofar as the sexist attitudes it fosters motivate policies that systematically violate … 


View Full Text
  


  
  



  
      
  
  
    Footnotes
	Competing interests None declared.

	Provenance and peer review Not commissioned; internally peer reviewed.

	↵i Views on gender run the gambit, from realist to eliminativist, from social constructivist to essentialist. Compare, for example, the views in refs. 5–7





  


  
  



  
      
  
  
    


  



  


  
  



  
        Linked Articles

    
  
  
    	Reproductive ethicsWhy parents should not be told the sex of their fetus

Tamara Kayali Browne


Journal of Medical Ethics 2016; 43 5-10   Published Online First:  04 Feb 2016. doi: 10.1136/medethics-2015-102989 



	Reproductive ethicsA bar too high: why we should not bar parents from knowing the sex of their fetus

Dena S Davis


Journal of Medical Ethics 2016; 43 17-18   Published Online First:  04 Feb 2016. doi: 10.1136/medethics-2015-103358 



	Reproductive ethicsSidestepping a trap: a commentary on ‘why parents should not be told the sex of their fetus’

Emily W Kane


Journal of Medical Ethics 2016; 43 13-13   Published Online First:  08 Feb 2016. doi: 10.1136/medethics-2015-103193 



	Reproductive ethicsYes. Yes but.

Barbara Katz Rothman


Journal of Medical Ethics 2016; 43 11-12   Published Online First:  04 Feb 2016. doi: 10.1136/medethics-2015-103192 



	The concise argumentSchrodinger's fetus

Dominic Wilkinson


Journal of Medical Ethics 2016; 43 1-1   Published Online First:  14 Dec 2016. doi: 10.1136/medethics-2016-104067 







  


  
  



  
        Read the full text or download the PDF:

    
  
  
    
  
    
  
    
    
      
        
  
      
  
  
      


  
  



      

    


    
      
        
  
      
  
  
    Subscribe  


  
  



      

    

    
    
      
        
  
      
  
  
    Log in   


  
  



  
      
  
  
    
  
    
  
      
  
  
    Log in via Institution
Log in via OpenAthens
  


  
  



  
      
  
  
    Log in using your username and password

 For personal accounts OR managers of institutional accounts



  Username *
 



  Password *
 




Forgot your log in details?Register a new account?

Forgot your user name or password?




  


  
  



  



  


  
  



      

    

  
  
   
  
    



  


  
  



  





  


  
  



  
        Read the full text or download the PDF:

    
  
  
    
  
    
  
    
    
      
        
  
      
  
  
      


  
  



      

    


    
      
        
  
      
  
  
    Subscribe  


  
  



      

    

    
    
      
        
  
      
  
  
    Log in   


  
  



  
      
  
  
    
  
    
  
      
  
  
    Log in via Institution
Log in via OpenAthens
  


  
  



  
      
  
  
    Log in using your username and password

 For personal accounts OR managers of institutional accounts



  Username *
 



  Password *
 




Forgot your log in details?Register a new account?

Forgot your user name or password?




  


  
  



  



  


  
  



      

    

  
  
   
  
    



  


  
  



      

      
    

    
    
      
        
  
      
  
  
      


  
  



      

    

  
  
   
    
    
    
      
        
  
      
  
  
    
    
  
    
    
      
        
  
      
  
  
    
  
      
  
    
  




  


  
  



      

    

    
    
      
        
  
        Other content recommended for you

    
  
  
    	Why parents should not be told the sex of their fetusTamara Kayali Browne, Journal of Medical Ethics, 2016

	Why parents should not be told the sex of their fetus: a response to the commentariesTamara Kayali Browne, Journal of Medical Ethics, 2016

	Sex and gender terminology: a glossary for gender-inclusive epidemiologyCharlie Rioux et al., Journal of Epidemiology and Community Health, 2022

	Importance of being persistent. Should transgender children be allowed to transition socially?Simona Giordano, Journal of Medical Ethics, 2019

	Gender identity and sexual orientation: a glossaryJennifer Ervin et al., Journal of Epidemiology and Community Health, 2023

	Fifteen-minute consultation: The prepubescent gender-diverse child: how to answer parents’ questionsLudovica Barbi et al., Archives of disease in childhood - Education & practice edition, 2023

	Sex, gender, and medical dataSusan Bewley et al., BMJ, 2021

	Gender in healthcare: a practical approachLucy Elizabeth Benson et al., Postgraduate Medical Journal, 2022

	Sex-specific and gender-specific aspects in patient-reported outcomesCaroline Hertler et al., ESMO Open, 2020

	Identification and inclusion of gender factors in retrospective cohort studies: the GOING-FWD frameworkValeria Raparelli et al., BMJ Global Health, 2021




  


  
  



      

    

  
  
   
  
  


  


  
  



      

    

  
  
   
  


  



  

          

        


        
        
      

    

   

 


    
    
      
          
    

    
  
    
  
    
  
      
  
  
    	[image: Institute of Medical Ethics]

  


  
  



  



  



  

      

    

  
    
    
      
          
    

    
  
    
  	Content	Latest content
	Current issue
	Archive
	Browse by collection
	Most read articles
	Responses


	Journal	About
	Editorial board
	Sign up for email alerts
	Subscribe
	Thank you to our reviewers


	Authors	Instructions for authors
	Submit an article
	Editorial policies
	Open Access at BMJ
	BMJ Author Hub


	Help	Contact us
	Reprints
	Permissions
	Advertising
	Feedback form





  



  

      
            
        
            
    

    
  
    
  
    
  
      
  
  
    	 RSS
	 Twitter
	 Facebook
	 Blog

  


  
  



  



  



  

        
      

          

  
      
    
      
    

    
      
        	Website Terms & Conditions
	Privacy & Cookies
	Contact BMJ


        
        Cookie Settings
        
        Online ISSN: 1473-4257Print ISSN: 0306-6800

        Copyright © 2023 BMJ Publishing Group Ltd & Institute of Medical Ethics. All rights reserved.

      

    

  
      
    
        
    

    
  
    
  
    
  
      
  
  
    


  



  


  
  



  



  



  

    

  

  
  


