
‘De signer

ba bies on hori zon”, ran the head lines. Last week, the Nu�eld Coun cil on Bioethics, an in -
de pen dent body ad vis ing on pol icy, pub lished a re port on genome edit ing and hu man re -
pro duc tion.
New sci en ti�c tech niques, such as CRISPR-Cas9 – molec u lar “scis sors” that al low sci en -
tists to snip the genome at spe ci�c points – have trans formed ge net ics in re cent years and
raised ques tions about what is prac ti cally pos si ble and eth i cally ac cept able. De spite the
lurid head lines, they are not ushering in a new world of de signer ba bies.
The ge netic mod i � ca tion of em bryos is il le gal in Bri tain ex cept for strictly con trolled re -
search pur poses and the Nu�eld Coun cil re port did not call for a change in the law. What it
sug gested was that there ex ists no fun da men tal moral ob jec tion to genome edit ing.
Such edit ing may be “morally per mis si ble” so long as it takes into ac count the “wel fare of
the fu ture per son” and does not “pro duce or ex ac er bate so cial di vi sion or the un mit i gated
marginal i sa tion or dis ad van tage of groups within so ci ety”. Even with th ese caveats, there
is no prospect of ge need ited hu mans in the near fu ture. The sci ence is in its in fancy and
tech niques re main untested and haz ardous. A re cent study sug gested that CRISPR does not
cut the genome cleanly but causes con sid er able dam age and that as the body re pairs the
dam age new mu ta tions may be in tro duced. It will be a long time be fore such is sues are re -
solved su�  ciently even to con tem plate hu man ther a pies.
The de bate about hu man gene edit ing is less about what may hap pen to mor row than about
fun da men tal fears of dystopian change. “It is not fan ci ful to say that... the end of hu man
be ings as a wild breed ing race could be in sight,” claimed the Times. “Any small im pov er -
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ished coun try” would be able to “im prove its wealth and in �u ence” by “breed ing a race of
in tel lec tual gi ants”. This would pose an “ex tremely grave” threat “to ac cepted hu man val -
ues”.
That ar ti cle was pub lished not last week but in 1969. And in re sponse not to gene edit ing
but to the then new tech nol ogy of IVF.
On Wed nes day, the �rst ever IVF baby, Louise Brown, will turn 40, an event that will be
pub licly cel e brated. We have lost most of our anx i eties about IVF. Those old fears – about
sci en tists play ing God or about the res ur rec tion of eu gen ics – have, how ever, be come
trans ferred to a new biotech nol ogy.
One is sue that seems gen uinely new is that of “germline” edit ing. “So matic ther a pies” al -
ter genes in an in di vid ual but do not a� ect his or her chil dren. Germline ther a pies mod ify
the genome in an egg, sperm or em bryo; any changes are passed on to fu ture gen er a tions.
For many crit ics, to bur den fu ture gen er a tions with pos si bly dan ger ous ge nomic al ter -
ations with out their con sent is un con scionable. It is true that any al ter ation to the
germline should be un der taken only with the great est of care and with far more knowl edge
than we cur rently pos sess. That’s one rea son de signer ba bies are not on the hori zon. But
re fus ing to al ter the genome when one could to do so safely is also to a� ect the fu ture. If it
ever be came pos si ble to elim i nate, say, the gene that causes cys tic � bro sis, not then to do
so would con demn fu ture gen er a tions to su� er un nec es sar ily from a wretched con di tion.
There is noth ing eth i cally su pe rior in leav ing things be if it is pos si ble to change them for
the bet ter.
Per haps the most vexed ques tion is about genome mod i � ca tion not for ther a peu tic rea so…
(to elim i nate genes caus ing dis or ders) but for en hance ment – at tempt ing to im prove a
child’s in tel li gence or phys i cal ap pear ance.
There are a num ber of dis or ders, such as cys tic � bro sis, caused by the mu ta tion of a sin gle
gene. Th ese would be ideal can di dates for ge netic mod i � ca tion. Most com plex traits,
whether in tel li gence or ap pear ance or mu si cal abil ity, are, how ever, shaped by a mul ti tude
of genes. “En hance ment” would re quire al ter ing hun dreds of genes, with myr iad un told
col lat eral con se quences. It’s an un likely sce nario. If you want make a child more in tel li -
gent, �ll ing the house with books is far more e� ec tive than mod i fy ing genes.
If, 50 years ago, so ci ety had given in to fears about IVF we might be liv ing in a world with -
out fer til ity treat ments. In 50 years’ time, we may have lost our cur rent anx i eties about
ge netic en gi neer ing, just as we have shed con cerns about IVF. By then, de signer ba bies
might re ally be on the hori zon. At which point, we could take rea soned de ci sions about hu -
man germline mod i � ca tion. Un til then, we should en cour age the prac ti cal re search and the
eth i cal de bates, with out giv ing in ei ther to the hype or to the dystopic fears.


