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\\l}10 \\TillDecideBeh~leell Defecta11d Perfect?I

motivated by fe;;.:a::d b!e; t1~ new eugenics
is SpUITed by 7..::rket fc:rces and C0nSI.:mer

T
onight, !\1J3Cwill air an adapta- desire.Geneticenbincrrbgiscomingto us

. tion of Aldous Huxley's clas"ic notas a sinisterpbt.,butrdthera.~a socialand
dystopian novel about a genetical- economic boon.

--~ I¥-l2ngi!1eered- fJtl1re sOOe1y. -.~The...(;On.seqe(';1"f"Sof p,GgT"aJ'Til1rL'1g>g(:,"'let-
When Huxley wrote "Brave ~ew\Vorld" ic changes into the human germ line are
in 1932,no one could have imaginedthat Jarge}yunpredictableandunknowable.None:
the scientific insigh~s and technologi~ the1es.s,a grO\\ingnumber of molecular
know-how would eJUst':'Y!h.eend of this biologists,medicalpractitionersandphanna-
?=nt-..:..-ythat couldmakehis \1s:onreal ceuticalcompardesare anxiousto take the

. On. March 20, ~y leading mol~ gamble,convincedthatcontrollingourevolu-
blOlo~ an~genetiClstsmet at theyrnversl- tionary destinyis humankind'snext great
ty of Califorrua a~ Los Ang~les to ~ the social frontier. Their ar-

: pros~ of ~~ geneticchangesm the g\III1e!1tsare couchedin
. human germ line -sperm and ~t tenns ofpersona!health,

would be pas..c.edon to fi..Jturegenerations. . divj
'
dual ch

.
d I-Th bili al ber . m Olcean co

e a ty to ter genes loreconception lectiv . ibili !i
raL'"-e5the possibility that we might be able to e respo~l ty or
re-engineer our genetic blueprints and redi- future generations.
rea the course of our biologicalevolution. Pr~ponen~ of ,human

Curiously absent from the discussion, and genetic;ngmeenng ar-
the subsequent reporting of the event, was. gue ~t It wouldbecruel
any mention of the word "eugenics." That and lIT~nsib~ not to
t(!11"} ,'Onceivedin the 19th century by Sir use this powerr~ .~
Francis Galton, Charles Darwin's cousin-is technology to eliminate
generoJly divided along hvo lines. Negative serious "genetic disor-
eugenics involves the systematic elimination ders." Is it wrong, ask
of so-calledundesirable biological traits. Posi- the molecular biologi:,"ts,
rive eugE'f'Jcsis concerned with the use of to want healthier bdJies?
selectiveb~g to "imprQve:theclJaractff-_The pr:pblemwith thiL.- --

~iSti~ofanorgarusmOf species. ~ argumentis thatoncewe
&>causegenetic-engineering technologies begin repairing ~defects"in the human germ

are by their nature eugenics' tools, no line, there is no logicalplaceto stop.
thoug11tfu1discussion of this revolution can If diabetes, sickle<ellanemia and cancer
occur \\ithout raising eugenics issues. Some are to be prevented by altering the genetic
might take offenseat the idea that eugenics is codes of individuals, why not proceed to
built into the new technology. They prefer to . other less serious "disorders" such as color
equate eugenics with the Nazi experience. blindness, dysleJcia,obesityand short stature?
But the new eugenics bears little resemblance In the end, why wouldwe ever say no to any
to the shrill cries of racial purity that culmi- alteration that might enhance the well-being
nated in the Holocaust. The old eugenics was of our offspring? It would be difficult to

imagine parents rejecting genetic modifica-
tions that promised to improve their chi!-.
dren's opportunities.

Accordingto a 1992HarrisPOll.43 percent
of Americans "would approve using gene

\",
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therapy to improve babies' physicalCh2.f'acter-
istics." With AmeriC4l1Salready spending
billions of dollars on cosmetic surgery to
improve their looks andon p:,-ychotropic
drugs to alter their moods. the use of gentt1c
tberapiesto en.nan~-11!1bomchildrerfhardy,~""'~~

.seems far.fetched.

Indeed, maT1Yadvocates of gernrIine inter.
vention already see the potential benefits..
They contend that the rurrent debate over
corrective measures to address serious ill-
nesses is too limited and urge a more
expansive discussion to include the advan-

tage of enhancement
therapy as well. The
Economist ma.,aar.nehas
suggested, in an editori-
al. that society needs to

. move beyond moralistic
. hand-wringing and enr
brace the new commer-

cial eugenics opportuni-
ties that will soon
become available.

The Economist em-
tors asked, "\Vhat of
genes that might make a
good body better, rather
tha., make a bad one
good?-"Sh0uJd people be--~
able to retrofit them-

selves v.~th extra neurotransmitters, to en-
hance various mental powers? Or to change
the color of their skin? Or to help them run
faster, or lift heavier weights?"

The Economist editorial board made clear '

that its own biases lay finn1y \\;th the..
marketplace. The new commercial eugenics, .
it arg\led, is about ensuring greater consumer
freedom so that individuals can make of .
themselveS and their heirs whatever they
choose. The editorial concluded \\ith a ring-
ing endorsement of the idea.

While the notion of consumer choice .
would appear benign, the very idea of elimi-
nating SCKalledgenetic defects raises the

Ho,v tolerant is

society likely to be

of those \vhose

"errors" go
uncorrected?



troubling questionof what is meantby the parents to provide their children \\ith an
tmn "defective."EthicistDanie1CaDahanof expensiveprivate school educationcannot
the HastingsCenterpenetratesto theroreof use unfairnessas a reason for rejectingthe
the is.suewhen he observesthat "brhindthe use of rep~etic technologies,"argued
hum:m horror at R"encticdefectiveness Silver.

Jurks. ..an imageofth<;.perle<:!-~uman~; Likemanyofhis colleagues,Silverisqukk
~c veT(Ian~~e ,of defect. abnorma1it), to defendthe newtechnologies:"Ina society
.dJ~ase ~d nsk presupposes ~ucJ;an thatvalueshumanfreedomaboveaneJse,it is
umge, a kindofprototypeofperfection. hard to findany legitimatebasis for restrict-

Do we then come to !o1eeourselvesas . the freprogenctics."miswiredfromthe ~et..go,riddJed\\ith errors mg use0
in our genetic code? H that is the ca..c;e,against

T
he Jle\'.'genetic-engineering technoIo-

what ideal norm are we to be measured? H gies raise one of the most troubling
every human being is made up ?f va;ymg political questions in human history:
d~eo:s of error, then we search In vam for To whom would we entrust the authority to
the norm. ~at makes the nev.'.laIlfUagt>~f decide what is a good gene and what is a bad
n:olecuJar ?Iology so subtly chillm~ISthat 1t gene? The federal government? Corpora-mks creatJoR a new archetyp(" a flawless, ti' ? The

'
ti

'

fi .
ty? F f I1 ..rect 1 = to h

'

h t ' ons, saen c corrnm.mJ , ew 0 us,
errnnes.s, [X'III "em.&;. W IC 0 a~nre--a peel, uld . t confid tIyto .' stitu. ~new man and woman\\1thoutthewartsand ~s co PO:n.. en anym.,
wrinkles, vulncrahilitiesand frailties that tionor groupof mdividuals.H,~. we
have l!efin~sJ..!:Clm-th~ning,pf~our~~~ed~i1et,her we would"sanctionJ)@W-=~
cxistmce. Howtolerantis societylikelyto be bi(}61gmeeredproducts that couldenhance
of tlJosewhose"errors"p:ouncorrected?Will thep~caI. emotionaland mentalwelJ.being
we empatJli7..ewith those who are Jcs.sthan ofourprop:eny,~ ofuswouldnothesitate
"perfect,"or wm we see them as "mistakes" to addour support. \
that could have been avoided with proper WeappearcaughtbetweenoUrinstinctive
engineering? mstrustof these institutionalrcnb and our

Some genetic engineers.believe that a desireto increaseour personal~ in the
futuregenetocracyisallbut inevitable.MoIec- biologicalmarketplace.Many of.us will be
ular biologistLeeSilverof PrincetonUniver- eager to take advantlge of the .new gene
sity writes about a not-too.mstantfutureof therapies-roth for ourse1vesand our off-
two !>i°logi~ c;!asses.which he~ers to as spring-if they deliver on their promiseto
the Gen Rich and "Naturals. The Gen enhanceour physical,emotionaland mental
~icb-perhaps 1~ percent of ~ popu1a- hea1th. After all, part of the essence of being .
~lOn-mclude bus!nessmen, muSJClanS, ~- truly human is the desire to aneviate suffering
IStS,athletes and mteIJectuaJswho are SOCI- d enhanceh pot tial.ety's elite.They hav(:all beenenhanced\\ith an ~ ~
sprofic synthetic genes that allowthem to .1?e prob~~ ISthat biotechnologyhasa .
succeed in their fieldsin ways not conceivable digtinct begummg but no clear end. In the
amongthosebornofnature'slottery. decadesto come,we mi~t ~n barter

Whne Silver acknowledgesthat' the in- ourselvesaway,~geneat a time,Inex~e
creasinp:po1ari7.ationof society into Gen Rich for some measure of temporary wet1-being.In
and Natural classes mi!1Jtbe unfair, he points the long run.. the pet"!!OnaJand cOllective
out that weaJthy parente; have always been security we have fought so hard to preserve
able to pr9}ide advantages for their children. may weDbe irreversibly compromised in our .

"Anyonewho accepts the right of affiuent pursuitofengin~gerfec!ion. ..~~ .
- -~~, . = .=--- -. . - ~- .-.'


