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Why do four out of five Americans think that human cloning is "against God's will" or "morally wrong"? Why are people so fright​ened by this technology? One important reason is that many people have a muddled sense of what cloning is. They confuse the popular meaning of the word done and the specific meaning it takes on in the context of biology.
In its popular usage, clone refers to something that is a duplicate, or cheaper imitation, of a brand-name person, place, or thing. The British politician Tony Blair has been called a clone of Bill Clinton, and an IBM PC clone is not only built like an IBM PC, it behaves like an IBM PC. It is this popular meaning of the word that caused many people to believe that human cloning would copy not just a person's body but a person's consciousness as well. This concept of cloning was at the center of the movie Multiplicity, which was released just months be​fore the Dolly announcement. In it, a geneticist makes a clone of the star character played by Michael Keaton and explains that the clone will have "all of his feelings, all of his quirks, all of his memories, right up to the moment of cloning." The clone himself says to the original character, "You are me, I am you." It is this image that Jeremy Rifkin probably had in mind when he criticized the possible application of the sheep cloning technology to humans by saying, "It's a horrendous crime to make a Xerox (copy) of someone."
But this popular image bears absolutely no resemblance to actual cloning technology, in either process or outcome. Scientists cannot make full-grown adult copies of any animal, let alone humans. All they can do is start the process of development over again, using genetic material obtained from an adult. Real biological cloning can only take place at the level of the cell — life in the general sense. It is only long after the cloning event is completed that a unique — and indepen​dent — life in the special sense could emerge in the developing fetus. Once again, it is the inability of many people to appreciate the differ​ence between the two meanings of "life" that is the cause of confusion.
A second reason people fear cloning is based on the notion that a clone is an imperfect imitation of the real thing. This causes some people to think that — far from having the same soul as someone else — a clone would have no soul at all. Among the earliest popular movies to explore this idea was Blade Runner, in which synthetic people were produced that were just like humans in all respects but one — they had no empathy. (Coincidentally, Blade Runner was based on a 1968 book by Philip K. Dick entitled Do Androids Dream of Electric Sheep?) And the same general idea of imperfection is ex​plored in Multiplicity when a clone of the Michael Keaton character has himself cloned. The clone of the clone is a dimwitted clown be​cause, as the original clone says, "Sometimes you make a copy of a copy and it's not as sharp as the original."
The Irvine, California, rabbi Bernard King was seriously fright​ened by this idea when he asked, "Can the cloning create a soul? Can scientists create the soul that would make a being ethical, moral, caring, loving, all the things we attribute humanity to?" The Catholic priest Father Saunders suggested that "cloning would only produce humanoids or androids — soulless replicas of human beings that could be used as slaves." And Brent Staples, a member of the New York Times editorial board, warned that "synthetic humans would be easy prey for humanity's worst instincts."
Yet there is nothing synthetic about the cells used in cloning. They are alive before the cloning process, and they are alive after fu​sion has taken place. The newly created embryo can only develop inside the womb of a woman in the same way that all embryos and fetuses develop. Cloned children will be full-fledged human beings, indistinguishable in biological terms from all other members of the species. Thus, the notion of a soulless clone has no basis in reality.
When the misperceptions are tossed aside, it becomes clear what a cloned child will be. She, or he, will simply be a later-born identical twin — nothing more and nothing less. And while she may go through life looking similar to the way her progenitor-parent looked at a past point in time, she will be a unique human being, with a completely unique consciousness and a unique set of memories that she will build from scratch.
To many people, the mere word clone seems ominous, conjuring up images from movies like The Boys from Brazil with evil Nazis in​tent on ruling the world. How likely is it that governments or orga​nized groups will use cloning as a tool to build future societies with citizens bred to fulfill a particular need?
The Brave New World Scenario
"Bokanovsky's Process," repeated the Director. . . . One egg, one em​bryo, one adult — normality. But a bokanovskified egg will bud, will proliferate, will divide. From eight to ninety-six buds, and every bud will grow into a perfectly formed embryo, and every embryo into a full-sized adult. Making ninety-six human beings grow where only one grew be fore. Progress.... Identical twins — but not in piddling twos and three as in the old viviparous days, when an egg would sometimes accident tally divide; actually by dozens, by scores at a time.. .. "But, alas," this Director shook his head, "we can't bokanovskify indefinitely." Ninety: seemed to be the limit; seventy-two a good average.
Thus did Aldous Huxley present one of the technological under pinnings of his brave new world where cloning would be used "as one of the major instruments of social stability." With cloning, it was possible to obtain "standard men and women; in uniform batches. The whole of a factor staffed with the products of a single bokanovskified egg."
Brave New World evoked powerful feelings within people not only because they could see inklings of the rigid conformity of the brave new world society within their own, but because the science was presented in a hyper realistic manner. Even the most minor technical details were carefully described.
Huxley, for one, was convinced that political forces would evolve in the direction he described. In the foreword to the 1946 edi​tion, he wrote: "It is probable that all the world's governments will be more or less completely totalitarian even before the harnessing of atomic energy; that they will be totalitarian during and after the harnessing seems almost certain." It was the science that he was less certain of.
Yet, like so many other twentieth-century intellectuals, Huxley underestimated the power of technology to turn yesterday's fantasy into today's reality. Only sixty-four years after he speculated on the possibility of human cloning, it is on the verge of happening. But now that one aspect of science has caught up to Brave New World, what can we say about the politics? Will there be governments that choose to clone?
Definitely not in a democratic society for a very simple reason. Cloned children cannot appear out of the air. Each one will have to develop within the womb of a woman (for the time being). And in a free society, the state cannot control women's bodies and minds in a way that would be necessary to build an army of clones.
But what about a totalitarian government that wanted to produce clones to serve its own social needs: "Standard men and women; in uniform batches. The whole of a factory staffed with the products of a single bokanovskified egg."
This scenario is highly improbable. First, only an extremely con-trolling totalitarian state would have the ability to enslave women en masse to act as surrogate mothers for babies that would be forcibly removed and raised by the state. Ruling governments this extreme are rare at the end of the twentieth century. But even if one did emerge, it is hard to imagine why it would want to clone people.
Would it be to produce an army of powerful soldiers? Any gov​ernment that could clone would certainly get more fighting power out of high-tech weapons of destruction than even the most muscu​lar and obedient soldier clones.
Would it be to produce docile factory workers? Cloning is not necessary for this objective, which has already been reached throughout many societies. And mind control could be achieved much more effectively with New Age drugs targeted at particular be​haviors and emotions (another prediction made by Huxley).
Would it be to produce people with great minds? It is not clear how a government would choose a progenitor for such clones, or what it would do during the twenty years or so that it took for clones to mature into adults. After all that time, a new set of leaders might decide that the wrong characteristics had been chosen for cloning. A better approach would be to simply build a superior sys​tem of public education that allowed the brightest children to rise to the top, no matter where on society's ladder they began their lives.
In the end, one is hard-pressed to come up with a single strate​gic advantage that any government might get from breeding clones rather than allowing a population to regenerate itself naturally. Thus, the Huxleyan use of cloning as a means for building a stable society seems very unlikely. But there is an obvious exception — one that could occur in a state or society controlled by a single ego-maniacal dictator with substantial financial and scientific resources.
The example that comes to mind is that of the Japanese cult leader Shoko Asahara. Asahara's group, Aum Shinrikyo, included well-educated chemists who produced nerve gas for the purpose of holding the Japanese government hostage. The group was exposed, and their leader was arrested and put on trial after a lethal gas at​tack on the Tokyo subway system in March 1995. Based on what we have learned about the group, it is possible that it might have had both the financial and technical resources required to put together the facility and equipment needed for cloning, as well as the power of persuasion required to convince skilled personnel to carry it out. And the aura that Asahara projected was such that he might well have succeeded in convincing women to become pregnant with his clones. Finally, Asahara himself seems to have been exactly the kind of egomaniac who would have preferred child clones over naturally conceived sons.
I doubt that we could stop people like Shoko Asahara from cloning themselves. But would it make any difference? Let us imag​ine that Asahara had cloned himself into a dozen children. It seems extremely unlikely that these children would have any greater effect on society, twenty years down the road, than sons conceived the old-fashioned way. It's not only that they wouldn't grow up in the same adverse environment that played an important role in turning Asahara into the cult leader that he became. It's also that they would grow up among different people who would be unlikely to respond to them in exactly the same way that people responded to Asahara. The same could be said for modern-day clones of Adolf Hitler. In both cases, the original men were catapulted into positions of leadership through chance personal or historical events that will never repeat themselves. An adult alive today with Adolf Hitler's mind, personality, and behavior would be more likely to find himself barricaded in a militia outpost or in jail than in the White House or the German Bundesrat.
While Hitler's Third Reich and Asahara's Aum Shinrikyo were both short-lived phenomena, there are still examples of royal fami​lies — albeit with little real power today — that have handed down the crown from parent to child over hundreds of years. If after as​cending to the throne, Prince Charles of Great Britain decided to place his clone — rather than his eldest son — next in line, would that upset the world order? On the contrary, I doubt if anyone would care.
