









































TED PETERS

One problem is that the CRG argument is too glib, failing to discern the
complexities here. The eugenics movement of the late nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries was originally a socially progressive movement that embraced the ideals
of a better society. In England and America it became tied to ethnocentrism and the
blindness of class interests, leading to forced sterilization of feeble minded prisoners.
Tt was eventually discarded because advances in genetics proved it unscientific.* In
Germany the eugenics movement became tied to anti-Semitism, resulting in the
racial hygiene (Rassenhygiene) program of the Nazi SS and the atrocities of the so-
called “final solution.™ With this history in mind, the present generation must
assuredly be on guard against future programs of “ethnic hygiene” which seem to
plague the human species in one form or another every century. Yet we must observe
that ethnocentric bias in England and America and the rise of Nazism in Germany
were social phenomena that employed eugenics for their respective ends. Eugenics
was not the source of injustice, even if it was a weapon in the service of injustice.
The CRG’s use of the volatile word “Nazi” in this discussion of germ-line
enhancement is an attempt to paint their opponents in such a repulsive color that no
one will open-mindedly view the matter.

The third CRG argument, the ethical argument, is much more worthy of serious
consideration. The central thesis here is that germ-line modification will reinforce
existing social discrimination. The position paper declares,

The cultural impact of treating humans as biologically perfectible artifacts would be
entirely negative. People who fall short of some technically achievable ideal would
increasingly be seen as ‘damaged goods.” And it is clear that the standards for what
is genetically desirable will be those of the society’s economically and politically
dominant groups. This will only reinforce prejudices and discrimination in a society
where they already exist.*®

Let us look at this argument in terms of its component parts. The assumption in the
first sentence is that germ-line intervention implies biological perfectibility and, on
account of this, that human persons will be treated as artifacts. It is of course
plausible that a social construction of the perfect child or the perfected human strain
might appear in Saturday morning cartoons and other cultural forms. Yet, this does
not seem to apply to the actual situation in which genetic scientists currently find
themselves. They are occupied with much more modest aspirations such as
protection from monogenetic diseases such as cystic fibrosis. The medical
technology here is not much beyond infancy. At this point in technological history
we do not find ourselves on the brink of designer children or the advent of a super
strain. What is “genetically desirable” is by no means scientifically attamable. Thus,
Hessel Bouma and his colleagues are less worried than the CRG because they
recognize that the technological possibility of creating a genetically perfect human
race is still very remote. “Things like intelligence and strength are not inherited
through single genes but through multi-factoral conditions, combinations of inherited
genes and numerous environmental factors. Our ability to control and to design is

4 See: Daniel 1. Kevles, In the Name of Eugenics (Berkeley and Los Angeles:
University of California Press, 1985).

** See: Robert N. Proctor, Racial Hygiene: Medicine Under the Nazis (Cambridge:
Harvard University Press, 1988).

* This statement comes directly from the position paper. It fits appropriately with what
one of the drafters, R. C. Lewontin, elsewhere says critically about science and class interests:
““Science’ is the ultimate legitimator of bourgeois ideology.” Robert Lewontin et al., Not In
Our Genes (New York: Pantheon, 1984), 31.
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limited by the complexity of many traits, so there are seemingly insurmountable
technological and economic barriers that weaken the empirical slippery-slope
argument that we are sliding into the genetic engineering of our children.”*’

Continuing our analysis of the ethical argument, the CRG rightly alerts us to
the social-psychology of feeling, and being treated like, “damaged goods.” If a
“technically achievable ideal” should become a cultural norm, then those who fail
to meet the norm would understandably feel inferior.*® Furthermore, the economi-
cally and politically advantaged groups will help to steer the definition of the ideal
norm to serve their own class interests.” Here the CRG should be applauded for
alerting us to a possible loss of human dignity.

At this point a reaffirmation of human dignity is called for, I believe, wherein
each individual person is treated as having the full complement of rights regardless
of his or her genes. Ethical support here comes from the Christian doctrine of
creation, wherein God made men and women in the divine image and pronounced
them “good” (Genesis 1:26-31). It also comes from the ministry of Jesus, wherein
the Son of God sought out the outcasts, the lame, the infirm, the possessed—surely
those who were considered the “damaged goods” of first century Palestine—for
divine favor and healing.*® Each human being, regardless of health or social location
or genetic endowment is loved by God, and this recognition should translate into
social equality and mutual appreciation. There is no theological justification for _
thinking of some persons as inferior to others, and new technical possibilities in
genetics ought not change this.

We also note the CRG’s prognostication for the future: germ-line modification
“will only reinforce prejudices and discrimination in a society where they already
exist.” Prejudices and discrimination exist in the present, says the CRG. This is an
obvious fact we readily concede. Does it follow, however, that germ-line interven-
tion “will only reinforce” them? Is germ-line modification the cause of present
prejudice and discrimination? No. Prejudice and discrimination seem to flourish
quite well without germ-line manipulation, yet somehow their existence is alleged
to count as an argument against the latter.

If the argument rests on the premise that germ-line enhancement will create a
technical ideal achievable by some but not others, then it fails on the grounds of
triviality. This could apply to countless ideals in our society. We daily confront

1" Bouma, Christian Faith, Health, and Medical Practice, 264.

**“Why does the notion that medical technology might give some children an advantage
elicit such a strong negative reaction?” asks Zimmerman. “Perhaps it is because the notion of
fairness is well embedded in Western culture.” He goes on to note that we already accept
randomized differences between people and the inevitability that some individuals will excel
over others. Then in support of germ-line enhancement he adds: “What about the positive
side, of increasing the number of talented people. Wouldn’t society be better off in the long
run?” “Human Germ-Line Therapy,” 606-7.

* We must be clear that genetic prejudice would be a cultural or social phenomenon,
not a scientific one. “It is society, not biology, that turns some genetic characteristics into
liabilities,” writes Roger L. Shinn, Forced Options: Social Decisions for the 21st Century
(New York: Pilgrim Press, 2nd ed., 1985), 140. If our society is serious about the fairness or
Justice dimension here, we could institute a sort of “Affirmative Action” public policy in which
the underprivileged classes would be given privileged access to germ-line enhancement
technology.

* Cole-Turner makes much of Jesus’ healing ministry as a directive toward inspiring
contemporary science and technology to continue healing and to think of this as continuing
the divine work of redemption. New Genesis, 80-86.
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intervention, in contrast, could be motivated only by seeking benefit for future
generations whom we may not live to see. With or without accountability, the latter
at least has the virtue of altruism going for it.

The other subargument raises an interesting issue worth pondering. The CRG
says: “Germ-line modification is not needed in order to save the lives or alleviate
suffering of existing people. Its target population are “future people’ who have not
yet even been conceived.” On the face of it, this argument looks like another brand
of defense for the ecological hedonists just mentioned whose interest is limited to
only the present generation without any regard for future progeny. But this may be
amisreading. The CRG is not eliminating our responsibility for future generations.
Yet, for some unexplained reason, the CRG makes central the distinction between
people who exist and people who do not yet exist. The assumption is that moral
priority is given to those who exist over against those who have “not yet even been
conceived.” The interesting puzzle is the relative moral status of present and future,
of existents and not yets.*!

Suppose we draw up the previous concern for accountability and combine it
with the concepts of rights and wrongful birth. Might future generations blame us
today for their wrongful birth by damaging them through germ-line intervention? Or,
in contrast, might they blame us for not intervening in the germ-line, thereby leaving
them to suffer from diseases we could have prevented? We are on the verge of an
ethical crisis—that is, on the verge of an ethical challenge where creative action is
demanded—because whether we engage in germ-line intervention or not, if we are
technically capable, we will be morally accountable.

Here the contrast with the environmental crisis is illuminating. We can imagine
our great grandchildren living on a deforested earth, mines depleted of their
minerals, lakes dead from acid rain, food supply contaminated by chemicals, skin
cancerous due to excessive ozone exposure, raising their fists in anger at us. They
will claim we violated their right to a life-giving environment and, despite what the
CRG says, they will claim we are accountable as they burn us in effigy.

Does this apply by analogy to germ-line enhancement? We can certainly
imagine a future person asserting, “My parents and great grandparents and the
genetic scientists of their generation violated my rights by giving me a bad genetic
endowment.” It would be a variant on the wrongful birth accusation. Yet, not
everyone sees the sense this makes. Hardy Jones, for example, would argue: had this

* Bioethicists dealing with genetics ask whether nonexistent future persons belong in
the domain of present moral deliberation. David Heyd says no. Heyd advocates a “person-
affecting approach to morality” which presupposes that only the needs, wants, interests and
ideals of actual persons are the sources of value or the objects of value considerations. Value
does not derive from the impersonal world, nor from as yet non-existing persons. He defines
genethics as the field concerned with the morality of creating or procreating people. The
genesis or creation or procreation of future persons marks an ethical domain for us, the
procreators, but not for those yet to be brought into existence. David Heyd, Genethics: Moral
Issues in the Creation of People (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1992). Jan
Christian Heller criticizes Heyd for being anthropocentric—for deriving value only from
persons and not from the world or from God—and for expelling from our ethical domain
future persons whose existence is still contingent. Heller proposes a “qualified person-
affecting” approach to value as part of an “impersonal theocentric” ethic in order to
incorporate contingent future persons into a divine domain of value. Jan Christian Heller,
Human Genome Research and the Challenge of Contingent Future Persons (Omaha, Neb.:
Creighton University Press, 1996), 16.
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an ethic appropriate to genetic engineering, openness to the future translates into
responsibility for the future, even our evolutionary future. Such a theological vision
undercuts a conservative or reactionary proscription against intervening in the
evolutionary process. Rahner describes the temptation to condemn genetic research
and its application as “symptomatic of a cowardly and comfortable conservatism
hiding behind misunderstood Christian ideals.”®" The concept of the created co-
creator we invoke here is a cautious but creative Christian concept that begins with
a vision of openness to God’s future and responsibility for the human future.

The health and well-being of future generations not yet born is a matter of
ethical concern when viewed within the scope of a theology of creation that
emphasizes God’s ongoing creative work and that pictures the human being as the
created co-creator. A vision of future possibilities, not the present status quo, orients
and directs ethical activity. When applied to the issue of germ-line intervention for
the purpose of enhancing the quality of human life, the door must be kept open so
that we can look through, squint and focus our eyes (o see just what possibilities
Joom before us. This will include a realistic review of the limits and risks of genetic
technology.® But realism about technological limits and risks is insufficient warrant
for prematurely shutting the door against possibilities for an improved human future.
Rather than playing God or taking God’s place, seeking to actualize new possibilities
means we are being truly human.

& Rahner, Theological Investigations, IX:211.

62 Roger Shinn’s advice is salutary here. “I know of no way of drawing a line and
saying; thus far, scientific direction and control is beneficial; beyond this line they become
destructive manipulation. I think it more important to keep raising the question, to keep
confronting the technological society with the issue.” Forced Options, 142. Deborah Blake
says it eloquently: “The risk of the nineties is the seduction of a technological fix. The
challenge for the nineties is to find the moral courage necessary to guide and realize the
promises made by this new genetics so that our moral wisdom is not outpaced by our
technological clevemness.” “Ethics of Possibility: Medical Biotechnology for the Nineties,” The

Catholic World, 234.1403 (September—October, 1991): 237.




