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BIOTECHNOLOGY & 

HUMAN DIGNITY:

THE POLICY CHALLENGE FOR EUROPE 

Discussion Paper on behalf of CARE for Europe by Professor Nigel de S Cameron, Consultant on Ethics & Public Policy 

Introduction
As is soberly and repeatedly noted in Modern Biology and Visions of Humanity,
 the challenges facing civil society and those who set public policy in the face of the new bioscience of the 21st century are not small. Lewis Wolpert harks back to Sir Joseph Rotblat’s call for a “Hippocratic Oath” for scientists
. Sophie Bessis, in her fine statement of the question, worries on the one hand that scientists are becoming “science workers” while holding out hope that they may as “scientist-citizens” succeed in welcoming Prometheus while staving off the projects of sorcerers’ apprentices
. Yet in calling for science to be “brought back into the polis” she seems aware of how tall an order this may prove to be. The haunting narrative of German Nobelist Fritz Haber hangs over the volume from its early appearance in Axel Kahn’s opening chapter.
 Lauded for his contributions to nitrogenised fertilizers, he was in 1916 director of the German army’s chemical services and supervised the first chlorine attacks (on black French troops) at Ypres. Kahn relates how his chemist wife reprimanded him, found him intractable, and later that day shot herself with his service revolver. Later in the war, it was he who led the team that developed Zyklon B, the compound that shall hang in perpetuity over the 20th century. Haber, of course, was a Jew.

The centrality of the German experience to the shaping of the European conscience is hard to overstate – not least in the hope that it offers for the future. Of course, the story of Nazi “race hygiene,” the euthanasia of the sick and handicapped, the vivisection in the camps, are not without parallel. The eugenic ideology was in substantial degree an import from the creative energies and foundation funding of the American cultural elite, as has recently been powerfully re-stated.
 The Japanese experimental programmes in Manchuria have generally escaped public attention. And science in Soviet Russia birthed its own intellectual and other atrocities. The uniqueness, and indeed the greatness, of Germany lies in the nature of its national response, which has no parallels in conscientious reflection on the past elsewhere in the world. For the largest West European state to bring into the 21st century the articulated conscience of its 20th century history, with substantial support from most sectors of the cultural-political spectrum, is among the most hopeful signs as we look ahead.
Part of the problem illustrated by Haber’s story is how hard it is to predict consequences. This points up the central practical issue confronting policy-makers: to discern the wise decision at a time when the alleged benefits of some new option are merely promised (perhaps with considerable hype), and the potential consequences are shrouded in the mists of an uncertain future. As well we know, policy choices for the human community do not present in isolation; and while they may properly be posed as moral conundrums, their location in a dynamic matrix of cultural, corporate and policy pressures will always argue for caution and some variety of the so-called “precautionary principle.”

Visions of the Future

There has long been a simmering debate about the respective merits of the two most influential books about the future that were written in English during the 20th century. They are both alike in one respect: they are dystopias, visions of a world that has gone profoundly wrong, warnings from the future to the present. 

George Orwell’s 1984 sets out a vision of political oppression and control that foresees the triumph of technology in the service of totalitarianism. Big Brother is watching you. By contrast, Aldous Huxley’s Brave New World offers a more subtle nightmare, in which technology and choice have combined to bring about a world in which, as one commentator has written, pain and suffering have been almost entirely alleviated, at the cost of everything that makes life worth living. 

In the closing years of the 20th century it became obvious who was right. As totalitarianisms crumbled around the world, the biotech revolution set out on its exponential path. We have reason to be grateful that Orwell seems to have been wrong. We have reason to be fearful that Huxley may have been right.

It is important therefore to realize the stakes for which we are playing, and the historic context of this debate. Because this is not business as usual. Though there are technical aspects to the discussion, this is not at heart an “expert” question. That is why it is so helpful for Modern Biology and Visions of Humanity to set the discussion in its  broadest context, and to raise questions about the changing nature of science, its relations with society, and the adequacy of our democratic institutions to constrain it to serve the human good.

The Human Cloning Debate

It is plain that the most pressing issue to emerge from the new biology is that of human cloning, with its potential to enable the replication of human begins - whether for live birth or, as many scientists and some states evidently desire, for purposes of biomedical research and, allegedly, “therapeutic” purposes through the mass production of clonal embryos matched to sick patients as sources of embryonic stem cells. It would be hard to devise a better test for the human community and its policymakers than this. The alleged benefits of this technology are routinely spoken of in hyperbole. At the same time, its cost to human dignity – through the mass production and destruction of cloned human embryos – is unspeakable. The challenge of human cloning confronts the global community with a defining opportunity to declare the primacy of human dignity in the development of biotechnology. Perhaps the most disturbing feature of the debate is the ease with which “therapeutic cloning” advocates suggest that the scale of the potential benefits outweighs and overrules what are prima facie substantive ethical concerns. If this is the model accepted for debates to come, it is hard to see how the human community will succeed in focusing any developments emerging from these new technologies in directions other than those sought by their advocates and practitioners, for they will always be able to use the same self-seeking argument, based on their hyped hopes for the outcomes of their research and the supposed fact that “cures” cancel out ethical concerns.
If it is true that the closing years of the 20th century demonstrated that Orwell’s totalitarian vision did not represent the human future, it lies in our hands at the start of the 21st to ensure that Huxley is also proved wrong. But to do so will require sustained engagement in the development of policy on our part, both at the national level and through the multilaterals – especially the United Nations General Assembly, the UNESCO International Bioethics Committee, and in the Council of Europe’s bioethics committee, CDBI. We cannot overstate the importance of this current conversation to the human future. 

In the American context, this point was well-made in a recent speech by President George W. Bush, in which he called for a comprehensive ban on human cloning in the United States: “Science has set before us decisions of immense consequence. We can pursue medical research with a clear sense of moral purpose or we can travel without an ethical compass into a world we could live to regret. Science now presses forward the issue of human cloning. How we answer the question of human cloning will place us on one path or the other.” This is the benchmark debate of the biotech century.

Characteristics of the Debate

1. The regulation of cloning and other questions in biotechnology offers a major challenge to democracy and the capacity of our institutions to handle something as new as it is fundamental. There are many reasons. One is the global character of science and technology, and of the corporate interests that seek to resist regulation – which offers a strong argument for multilateral policy development. Another is the problem of the expertise required to understand the questions. It is easy for scientists and corporate technology advocates to dominate the discussion. Yet, to take a parallel case, we do not leave decisions about the morality of war to the generals. We invite them into the room, and then we invite them to leave. We must not leave biotechnology policy to the biotech interests and the science community.

2. Partly for that reason, we must struggle for honest and clear use of language. Terminology has proved a key feature in the debate. The distinction between “reproductive cloning” and “therapeutic cloning,” promoted by supporters of cloning for experimental purposes, is confusing and has led many to believe that these are indeed two fundamentally different scientific processes rather than simply alternate uses to which clonal embryos can be put. Moreover, all cloning is plainly reproductive. Cloning’s biotech proponents have constantly sought to use terminology to prejudice the debate. 

3. One of the most important features of this debate is the way in which it has brought together people of conscience from different sectors of the culture who are often in disagreement – about issues such as abortion – into common cause. This fact is of enormous significance for the future of biotech policy debate around the world, since it is bringing into growing alliance two powerful cultural-political movements. 

Two Approaches to Human Cloning 
While some biotech advocates resist any regulation, two basic approaches to cloning policy have been advocated. One favors a partial ban with the goal of preventing the birth of cloned babies, but which permits the cloning of human embryos for research. The second approach is comprehensive, prohibiting the use of cloning technology in the human species. 

At first sight, the partial-ban approach seems prudent. It gains support from two very different groups – those who favor a comprehensive cloning ban but who wish to attain it in two stages; and those who wish to ban the birth of cloned babies but who support the cloning of human embryos for research. But the problems with this approach are clear. 

First, if the cloning of embryos for research is permitted, the only way such a policy can be applied is to require that they also be destroyed. Since biotech advocates need very large numbers of embryos for the “therapeutic cloning” model to work, very large numbers of embryos much therefore be destroyed. Policymakers with varied views on the nature of early embryonic human life have found the principle of creating and destroying huge numbers of embryonic human beings unacceptable. It is for this reason that at least three major jurisdictions – Canada, France, and Australia – all of which permit destructive embryo research using in vitro embryos, have been favorably considering a comprehensive ban on human cloning. (In other jurisdictions, such as Germany, a comprehensive ban on human cloning is already the law.)

Second, if the cloning of embryos for research is permitted, it will result in the perfection of that same technology that can be used to clone embryos for implantation and live birth. This is a special problem in the context of multilateral jurisdictions, since some states may not ratify such a convention. These rogue states will then emerge as islands in which the technology devised for embryo research can be applied for the purpose of producing live-born cloned babies.

Third, if the cloning of embryos for research is permitted, many millions of cloned human embryos will be produced in laboratories. It is inevitable that some of these embryos will be implanted and result in the birth of cloned babies. Motives will be many, all the way from criminal intent and financial reward to pro-life “rescue.” One way or another, the mass production of research cloned embryos will result in the birth of cloned children.

Fourth, while some of those who advocate a partial approach seem genuinely to see this as the first step toward a comprehensive ban, there is widespread agreement that if a partial ban is agreed the impetus will have been lost for comprehensive action. The “first step” will, ironically, have the reverse effect, ensuring that it is the only step. 

That is why we need to state that, whatever the good intentions of those advocating a “two-step” approach, if they are not disingenuous they are politically naïve. There is in fact no better way to protect the mass-production of human embryos for experimental purposes than by putting in place a “cloning ban” that gives publics around the world the impression that this egregious biotech practice has been forbidden. And at the same time, this encouragement of the mass production of embryos will make more not less likely the birth of cloned human beings.

In Conclusion
The introduction to Modern Biology and Visions of Humanity proposes that “modern biology is caught up in a three-sided argument.” The argument is “between those who value the products and services that emerge from it, those who feel their beliefs challenged by its new vision of what humanity is, and those who question the whole approach of Western science from a political perspective.”
 This helpfully sets out three strands in the current debate, although it needs to be qualified. On the one hand, most of those who fall in the second and third categories nevertheless “value” most of the “products and services” that emerge from biotechnology. The repudiation by some of new developments in agricultural biotechnology does not, for example mean they will refuse new medicines developed through human biotech research. This is not because they are hypocritical, but because they are seeking to be discerning. By the same token, many at the more conservative end of the cultural spectrum, who have traditionally been more supportive of business and science, are becoming alarmed by the encroachment of business-led science into fundamental issues of human dignity.

Moreover, as the cloning debate has shown, there are broad consonances across cultures and around the world. The United States, which presently accounts for around 75% of global biotech revenues and R and D, is led by a government strongly opposed to the so-called “therapeutic cloning” that the largest biotech trade group, BIO (the Biotechnology Industry Organization) has been lobbying to protect. The US administration has been pressing Congress for a domestic cloning ban, and working vigorously through the United Nations to seek agreement on a global ban on the use of this technology to produce human embryos, whether for live birth or for experimentation and “therapy.” One effect of the cloning debate in the US has been to bring together leaders of “pro-life” and “pro-choice” constituencies across the typically wide divide of US culture and politics, to work together to build a human framework for biopolicy.

The central question, though, is noted almost in passing in the programmatic statement quoted from the introduction to Modern Biology – the reference to “those who feel their values challenged by [modern biology’s] new vision of what humanity is.” This puts the matter in a somewhat strange way, for there are few things clearer in the current situation than that “modern biology” and its practitioners have no vision whatever. Biologists take many views, and if it is increasingly true that many of them seem to have fallen prey either to business interests or a naïve belief in progress and the kind of hype that the embryo stem-cell debate has ignited in some contexts, they do not speak for all their colleagues and give no evidence of speaking out of any vision of what it means to be human. It is, however, the case that the question of our human nature and its meaning lies behind every discussion of contemporary biotechnology. But it is almost invariably unarticulated. The concern is not that biologists have a new idea of what it means to be human; it is more that their generally unwitting, often well-intentioned, increasingly profit-motivated, technical activities require far more radical scrutiny by the human community - lest they manufacture tools that will facilitate the demeaning and manipulation of human beings and, in due time, the reshaping of their nature. At every point, the responsibility of the human community is to ask not, What will this cure?, or What human want will this satisfy? – but How will this enhance human dignity, and secure the flourishing of women and men? Neither a naïve focus on research, nor on its profit-led development, can be trusted with the question of what it means to be one of us.

The Unfolding Agenda

A series of questions from science and policy cluster together in the agenda for biotechnology and society. One reason why cloning has proved such a significant issue lies in its close connection with the prospect of germline genetic engineering – making inheritable changes in human nature. In parallel, research in nanotechnology and artificial intelligence has raised the prospect of enhancements and changes to human nature from another source than genetics. The provocative thinking of “transhumanists” and some outspoken biomedical scientists has set in sharp contrast the positions of those who seek to benefit from science to nurture and yet not transcend human nature as we know it, and those who boldly seek changes in human being itself. 

Intellectual property questions such as the patenting of human genes and organisms have become yet more important as bioscience has continued its steady migration from universities and other public research institutions to the private sector, and the interests of university-based scientists become more complex with their ownership of patents and participation in profit-seeking ventures. 

And haunting every one of these questions is the steadily growing pressure of a new eugenics, which has led to a spate of legislation and proposals to safeguard genetic data and undermine the possibilities for discrimination based on factors in the human genome (though as the film Gattaca dramatically demonstrates, a society can develop in which genetic discrimination is both its core principle and yet also is illegal).

Biotechnology confronts the human community with unique prospects for good and for ill. It should not surprise us that we find it difficult to grasp the challenges that result, yet we have in cloning a relatively simple opportunity to set the pace for the biotech century by saying No to a technique that people on many sides of our political, cultural, and religious divides agree is wrong. The prospect of a human biotechnology will be enhanced by every policy decision taken by the human community that secures options for the human future, perhaps by foreclosing them today. That is the challenge confronting biotechnology policy.
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