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...Evolution's Pregnant Pause: .

...' Artificial Wombs .



;' B~JEREMYRIF~ ' '..

/
.

"

T
'

.,

'

.

:hewom1>isa
", , ."dark and

, " dangerous
, " place,Ii haz.
" ardoUsenvi-
ronment,. the la.te, Joaeph
Fletcher, 'profeSjiorof medical
ethicsat'the UniversitY'ofVir.',
gWa School,ofMedicine,wrote
25 years ago.uWe.wcuid want

~,pur potential' chlldren ,to, be
wharethey canbe wa.tcheqand,
protected as much as posslliJ:e,.
Fletchersaid. ',. ,

, These words came'back to'
me in'tecent weeks With. taUt of '

the pr9sPect, of 'cloning a hu-
~ being ,an~'of ,usjp.g'e~ry.
'onic stem' ce~s to cre~t~, spa-:
~c body parts to cure or a1l~'
Yiate diseases;' .' ,

'But ,another,' biological
bombshell is ,waiting ',in ~e
wing~,.one, that 'would forever .
changeourconceptof humanI

life: the 'possibility 'ot"an artifi. :
cial womb so that, theoreti-
cally, tomorrow'sbabiea could
be grownin laboratories. ,

. Yet the prospect of an ar~-
cial womb' ',raises t;'oubling

'questions, One example: ,We
know that the developJng fetus
responds to the mother's heart-
beat, emotions, moods and
movements. What kind of
child would we PNduce from a
liquid'medj:uminsidea plastic
bo:.::?Do We risk prod,ucing'be-
111gswho, are unable to, emo-
tionally connect and be fu,1ly
human?

These and other important
p):actical' moral ~d ethical
questions must be addressed'
before we let science move
ahead willy-nilly." However,
there may be no way ~ stop it.
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" Sever81weeks ago, ~ team of ' " , ,

Cornell '(Jniversity scientists ' , , ,

.arinoW1ced','tl}at it ltad sue-" , " time between the beg1n111ng
ceeded in cre~t1ng an artificial It ' ." .b'

! t
'

hat' and, end of the gestation proc-,
womblfning U8mg a. cocktail of ' SPOSS! e " eSi,:",the critical period dwing,

, drugsandhorinones., ',one da yI we , ' ,,:, ,', which the fe~ deyelops most
: ",Thegoalof the research, led:, """ ~, .' of it~ organs." '" "

byDr.f!ungChiungLiuofthe 'could brmga " Eventually, being able to
. Center for Rep~()d~ctiveMeqi- b

' :
b . growa'fetus in a totally art.i#-

,'Cineand In!ertiIity,is;to11elp a y to term m cialwombwould~e it easier
infertile couples by creating an a lab'or

'

atoru .' to make genetic corrections'
entire womb that could be J. , ' ' and n1odifications, thus creat-

. transplaI),tedintoawoJnan.'Shou1d;we?" ing~designerbabies".Hallway aro~ 'the world, ,.. , ~ ,. ' The art1ficial womb coUld
wprking in a small research, even become the preferred
laboratorY'at Juntendou Urn-. ,means of producing a c;h1l4-
vers~tyin,Tokyo,YOa1nol'iKu- than:sixyears. ' ' .. Youngwomencouldhav.etheir
wabara and his co~eliguesare O~er scientists say we will eggs,removed'when,the eggs
de'Velop~the t1r~toperational. probablysee' the mass use of aremostviable.' "

artificial womb-a clear plastic art1£icialwombs by the time to-, Ditto for men's sperm. Pa.r--.~'
tank the size of a bread basket day's bibies become parents. '. enthood would thus become an'
filled with, body-temperature, .Artificial wombs will likely option ,a.tany 'time using petri
amniotic fluid. . first be' used in cases where dishes and artificial wombs. '

For the past several y.ears, either the mother c~' no lon., Mothers could thus spare
Kuwabara.and his t~am have, ger carry the child or where: themselves the rigors and in-
kept 'goat fetuses growing fo~ the'fetus needs to be cared for conveniences of pregnancy .and
up to 10 days in this womb by in an environment where it can bring their babies home when
'connectingthe goats'umbilical be easilymonitored. udone." . '

cordsto machinesthat serveas We,alreadycankeep'fetuses Farfetched?' Thousands: of
a placenta,pumpingin blood, 'alive in incubatorsduring the surrogate mQthers'wombs al-
oxygen and nutrients'and dis-, last thtee mont)lsof'gestation. 're.adyhave been used to ges-
posJngwasteproducts. And ~esearchersroutinelyfer- ta.te' someone else's fertilized

While the plastic womb is tllize eggs and keep embryos embryos. The a.rtificia1womb
still only in de"'elopment,Ku- alivein vitro for three to four seemsthe n~ logicalste'pin a
wabara predicts that, a fully daysbeforeimplantingthemin process that has increasingly
functioningartificialwombca- awoman'swomb. , removed reproductionfrom
pable of gestatinga humanfe- Scientistssuch as Kuwabara traditionalmaternityand made
tus may be a reality in less are attempting to fill in the of it a laboratory-conceived,



The artificial womb completes' . Whether this comes to be or
the process. . , . ' not, the artificial wombre-'

Supposmg there is an end to presents the completion of an
hUman pregnancy, how would even longer historic process
that affect the concept 'Of.pa- ~t began nearly 400 years
reI)tal respOnsibility? WoUld ago at the dawn of the Scien-
parents. feel less a~ed to tific Age.
thejr. offspring and come to . It was FrC!1lcisBacon, the fa-
think of a baby more as an' ob- .ther of mod~ scien~, who re-
Ject 'and less of an extension of ferred to Mother Natute as "a' .
their peing? Would there still co~on harlot: He' Urged fu-

, be a sense.ofgenercitionalcon-ture generations 'to' ."tame:
tinuity .that is so essential for "squeeze," "mold" and !'s~ape"
mainWning historical continU-,. her so that "man could become
ity and'~ life? . . henn~ster and the Undisputed

How would the end of preg- sovereign. of the physical
nancy affect the way we .think . world."
about gender and the role of No doubt some people will
women? '.' see the artificialwomb as the

Years ,~O~ the :teministfinal triumph of mode~ sci~
Writer: Shulalnith File~ne ence. 'Others, the ultimate hu-
wrote enthusiasticany about manfolly. .

. the. proSI,)ect of:~' artificial $ome take comfort in the
womb: "Pregnancy is the tem- ~faet that the artificial womb is
porary deformatio~ of the body' far off on the horizon. Five
of the indiVidualfor the~e ot years ago, we thought the
the species. 'YoreQver, 'qhild- same thing about human clon--
birth hurts and isn't good for ing and using stem cells to ,pro-
you. At the very least, develop- duce bOdyparts.
mentof an optionshouldmake .'

possiblean honesteXamIDation Jeremy Rifkin, who is the
of the ancient value 'of mother- author. of "The Biotech Cen-
hood."., '. tury" (Tarcher Putnam, 1998),

Other feminlsts view the ar- is the president of the Founda-
tificial womb as the final mar- tion on. Economic Trends in
ginalization of.women, robbing' Washington, D.C.
them of their PrimarY role as
prog~tor. of the species. The .
artificial womb, they argue, be-
'comes the quintessential ~-
pression of male dominance, a

. mechanical substitute for the
female womb honed to engi-
neering standards and quality

. controls.
Armed with the artificial

womb. asexual cloning technol-
ogy and stem cellS to .produce
all the extra body parts they
need, men could free them-

PAlGEIMATAm.ForTheTimesselves, once and for all, from
theiJ:dependency on wom~ .
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