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Jeremy Rifkin Within a generation
there will probahly be mass use of
artificial wombs 10 ‘grow babies




n the Brave New World, erotic sex-
ual activity is encouraged and
freely practised but completely
divorced from the process of
- reproductlon Huxley wrote his
*ovel in 1932, before the contraceptive
ill had arrived. By the 1970s, however,
ex and reproduction had branched into
two separate realms, thanks, in large
1art, to the pill. Itis also interesting to
rote that the pill made its debut at
sout the same time that researchers
frst began to use artificial insemination
m a wide scale, While the pill revolu-
tbnised sex, removing it from the

ocess of reproduction, artificial

emination, then later in vitro fertili-

sition, egg donation, surrogacy and,
syon, cloning further separate the com-
ppnents of reproduction from the bio-
Icgical act of mating. The artificial
vwomb completes the process.

Yet it raises troubling questions. We
lqow that a foetus responds to the

ther’s heartbeat, as well as her emo- '

tijns, moods and movements. A subtle
a1d sophisticated choreographic bond
exsts between the two and plays a criti-
| cd role in the development of the foe-
tus: What kind of child will we produce
frgm a liquid medium inside a plastic
bak? How will gestation in a chamber
afect the child’s motor functions and
emotional and cognitive development?

We know that young infants deprived of"

human touch and bodily contact often
ardlunable to develop the full range of

Men could
free
themselves
once and
forall of
their
dependence
on women

human emotions and sometimes die
soon after birth or become violent, |
sociopathic or withdrawn later in life.
How will the elimination of preg-
nancy affect the concept of parental

_responsibility? Will parents feel less

attached to their offspring? Will it |
undermine the sense of generational
continuity that is so essential for repro-
ducing and maintaining historical con-
tinuity and civilised life?

How will the end of pregnancy affect
the way we think about gender and the

 role of women? Some feminists argue

that it will finally mean liberation. Years
ago the feminist writer Shulamith Fire-
stone wrote enthusiastically about the

'| prospect of an artificial womb: “Preg-

nancy is the temporary deformation of
the body of the individual for the sake

| of the species. Moreover, childbirth |

hurts and isn’t good for you. At the very

least, development of an option should

make possible an honest examination of
the ancient value of motherhood.”

Other feminists view the artificial
womb as the final marginalisation of
womer, robbing them of their primary
role as progenitor of the species. The
artificial womb, they argue, becomes
the quintessential expression of male
dominance, a way to create a mechani-
cal substitute of the female womb.

Armed with the artificial womb, asexual
cloning technology and stem cells to’
produce all the extra body parts they
need, men could free themselves, once

| and for all, from their dependency on

women.

The artificial womb represents the
completion of an even longer historic
process that began nearly 400 years ago
at the dawn of the scientific age. It was
Francis Bacon, the father of modern-
sc:ence, who referred to nature as

“a common harlot”, He urged future
generations to “tame, squeeze, mould”
and “shape” her so that “man could
become her master and the undisputed
sovereign of the physical world”,

No doubt some will see the artificial
womb as the final triumph of modern
science. Others, the ultimate human
folly.

Many peopie,wﬂl hkely say, why
worry? Surely the artificial womb is far
off on the horizon. Five years ago, we
thought the sa.methmg abouthuman

| cloning and 1 us_mg stem cells to produce

body parts.
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