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Cloning by Fr Francis Marsden


First a puzzle: “I am an uncle to my brothers and sisters, but only a distant relation to my mother. My grandfather is my father, and my second cousin is my first cousin. Who am I?”


Answer: “I am a clone, my father’s twin.”


Some writers advocate cloning as the answer to fertility. 15% of American couples are unable to bear children, and present IVF technologies work for only ¼ of them. This leaves millions childless, despite the use of fertility drugs. One proponent of cloning presents the advantages:


“In a world blessed by cloning technology, however, viable eggs or sperm would not be needed to conceive children – any body cell would do. Thus cloning offers infertile couples something everyone else takes for granted – the chance to have, raise and love their own genetic children.


“With cloning, only one parent would contribute DNA, making the child almost a genetic twin. But America already has 1.5 million identical twins – and they are far from identical. They have different brain structures, IQ’s, fingerprints and personalities, among other things.


“Moreover, a child conceived by cloning would differ from her parent much more than identical twins differ from each other. The donor egg (which is necessary to cloning) would contribute about 5% of the child’s genes. Also, the child would grow in a different uterus (which greatly affects foetal development), and be raised in a different family, decade and world.


“In short, children conceived by cloning would not be “xerox copies” of anyone. They would be babies who would grow up to be unique individuals. That’s what makes cloning attractive to millions of Americans who are otherwise unable to have their own genetic children. For them, cloning is about motherhood.” (Mark D. Eibert, attorney-at-law)


It sounds very persuasive, but it is highly dangerous.


One means of cloning uses embryo-splitting. This irritates an embryo into subdividing into two separate organisms, thus imitating nature’s way of producing identical twins. Performed on humans it is grossly immoral for the same reason as IVF: the new life is totally under the domination of the scientific technician. It is manufactured in a laboratory rather than conceived in love. It is a product, not a gift. 


What is usually meant by cloning, however, is cloning by nuclear transfer. The DNA of, say, a skin cell, is transferred into the empty nuclear space of an egg (oocyte), whose DNA has been evacuated. It is then treated chemically or electrically, so that it “forgets” it is only a skin cell, and behaves like a newly fertilised embryo.


Every cell of the adult human body contains the equivalent of more than the Encyclopaedia Britannica in encoded genetic information. However, the differentiated cell “reads” only a few pages, which specify how it is to behave – as a liver-cell, a blood-cell, brain cell, heart tissue etc. Our cells differentiate a few weeks after conception.


The cloning technique causes them to revert to the early embryonic stage, when each cell was capable of becoming any organ of the body – “toti-potential.” In the case of Dolly the sheep this was done with an electric current.


Does this then mean that the only difference between a culture of skin tissue and a newly developing embryo, is a few milliwatts of electricity? Where is the soul in all of this?


We visualise the immortal human soul being infused at the moment of fertilisation of egg and sperm. Like the body, it may not be fully developed at that point, but it is there in germ.


However, a human clone would not originate from a fertilisation event, but from asexual reproduction – the transfer of DNA from the clonee into the emptied egg. Would it therefore have an immortal human soul, or just a mortal animal soul – an organising principle of biological life? Can one have a physical human body without a human soul?


So far as we understand, God blesses the fertile act of intercourse with a child’s immortal soul. He intends this conjunction to take place in the natural context of married love, graced with the Sacrament of Matrimony. Hence a grace-filled and loving environment is ready for the new human life from the very earliest moment – a stable and permanent family bond.


IVF runs contrary to the Creator’s design because conception takes place mechanically in the cold, unprotected, laboratory environment of the Petri dish. We are forcing God’s hand. We know that IVF babies have a higher rate of birth defects. One wonders whether they may also suffer some emotional or psychological deprivation or insecurity, as a result of their earliest days under the laboratory microscope.


In the operation of human cloning, might we not be forcing God’s hand to infuse new souls into the clones? Is there a point where God would refuse to create spiritual souls for these embryonic bodies? Would a human clone grow up with religious and spiritual potential, or would it experience merely animal and physiological needs? The basic question is this: Would a clone be a full human being, or only a humanoid?


Professor Leon K. Kass of Chicago University aptly describes our natural revulsion against cloning:


“People are repelled by many aspects of human cloning: the prospect of mass production of human beings, with large numbers of clone look-alikes, compromised in their individuality; the idea of father-son or mother-daughter twins; the bizarre prospect of a woman giving birth to a genetic copy of herself, her spouse, or even her deceased father or mother; the creation of embryonic genetic duplicates of oneself, to be frozen away in case of alter need for homologous organ transplantation; the narcissism of those who would clone themselves, the arrogance of others who think that they know who deserves to be cloned, or which genotype any child should be thrilled to receive; the Frankensteinian hubris to create human life and increasingly to control its destiny; man playing at being God. Almost no-one sees any compelling reason for human cloning; almost everyone anticipates its possible misuses and abuses.”


Repugnance, continues Kass, is not an argument, but it may be the emotional bearer of a deep-seated wisdom, beyond reason’s power of precise articulation. We have a natural revulsion against child abuse, rape and cannibalism, just as we experience against cloning. Kass lists the following principal arguments against cloning:

1. The attempt to clone a human being is an unethical experiment upon the resulting child-to-be, who has never given his consent to be a clone. There is a grave risk of mishaps and deformities. Dolly the sheep resulted from the 278th attempt by the research team in Edinburgh. All their previous attempts failed.

2. Cloning creates serious issues of individuality. The clone may experience an identity crisis, because he will be identical in appearance and genotype to a twin who may be his “father” or “mother”. What psychic burdens would this impose? The clone is saddled with a genotype which has already lived. People will constantly compare his performance with those of his prior “twin.” Different nurture and environment will admittedly have some effect, but efforts will persist to shape this new life after the original. Why else did they clone from the football star, the mathematician or the beauty queen in the first place? – or even from dear old Dad?

3. Human cloning transforms procreation into manufacture. IVF has already begun this development. “Technical manipulation with human eggs and sperm is worse than the atom bomb,” was the reaction of Bishop Stimpfle of Augsburg to the birth of the first test-tube baby in 1978. It is a comment which seems less extremist as the spectre of cloning approaches.  In cloning, the total genetic blueprint of the cloned individuals would be chosen and determined by the human artisans. This is a major step towards man making himself as simply another technical product. Human nature succumbs to the technological project, which turns all of nature into raw material at the disposal of human beings, primarily the rich and the powerful.

4. Human cloning would distort the whole meaning of having children and the parent-child relationship. When a couple procreate by the normal and pleasurable means, the spouses say Yes to the emergence of new life in its novelty, to having whatever child their offspring turns out to be. They know that this child will be different from either of them: a new being with its own future. We should not expect our children to relive our own lives for us, nor anyone else’s life but their own. Their genetic distinctiveness expresses the deep truth that they have their own, never-before-enacted life to live. Though sprung from a past, they take an uncharted course into the future.                                                                                             

Cloning however is inherently despotic. It attempts to make children after one’s own image, or after an image of one’s choosing, and to mould their future according to one’s own will. The new life is patterned on an old blueprint. It recalls those parents who live vicariously through their children, trying to control their lives in order to satisfy their own thwarted ambitions.


Long ago in 1951, Pope Pius XII spoke about artificial insemination. He warned of the danger of converting “the domestic hearth, sanctuary of the family, into nothing more than a biological laboratory.” His prophetic warning has been amply vindicated.

