DNA testing raises questions we may not be able to answer

Bioethics

By Bruce Hilton


James Watson is 64 years old, and his one-time colleague Francis Crick is 76.


But most of us will remember them as the confident, fresh-faced young scientist who, 40 years ago this month discovered the double helix- the shape of the DNA molecule that holds the secret of life.


“Unlocked” is the word often used for what they did, because the result went a lot further than just the Nobel prizes they each won.


DNA is the inheritance code; it’s in the nucleus of most of the 10 trillion cells in the human body, and in the cells that make up every other living thing, from bacteria to bees to bluebells.


As a result of this 40-year-old bit of knowledge about a billion-year-old substance, scientists have been able to develop bacteria that will devour oil spilled in the ocean, make real human insulin for diabetics, and distill alcohol for fuel in half the usual time.


They can identify the six or eight lethal genes each of us carries- harmless unless we mate with someone carrying one of the same genes.


They can identify a criminal from the DNA in blood or semen left at a crime scene, and identify children who have an above-average inherited risk of heart attack.


Because of Watson and Crick, they believe they’ll someday be able to substitute a good gene for a bad one in every one of an embryo’s cells, to cure its inherited disease.


Not without cost and confusion, though.


Along with wonderful possibilities in medicine, agriculture and commerce, Watson and Crick have handed us a series of puzzles- ethical questions that science isn’t equipped to answer.


The test for lethal genes, for example.  Since it takes two people each carrying the gene, to pass on certain inherited diseases, in the future some see potential mates screening each other in regards to their genes.


There are those who think we should be doing such testing before giving out marriage licenses.


Industry is already using the DNA test for a susceptibility to heart disease- to make sure they don’t hire somebody who might add to their health-care costs.  And parents of children at risk for Huntington’s disease are agonizing over whether to test them, wondering what effect the knowledge would have on how they live in the 40 years before the disease appears.


Lurking behind these questions are other, deeper ones:  What is a “normal” child and who decides?  Now that we have the tools, will we see a resurgence of the U.S. eugenics movement of the 1920’s, seeking a “better” gene pool?  If science gives us a tool, must we always use it?


The oil-eating bug raises another kind of question: When the bug finishes off the oily main course, does it look around for dessert?  That is, when we set these things in motion, are we sure we can stop them?  And if not, how do we decide how to proceed?


The fear of an “Andromeda strain” of unstoppable illness from genetically engineered bacterium isn’t as big a worry as it was; research is now done with weakened bacteria in high-security labs.


There is a real question, though about the “exotic” – the life form moved out of the environment in which it evolved.


When you short-circuit evolution, leaving behind the checks from natural predators – trouble is always a possibility.


It happened with the English sparrow imported to the United States, the English rabbit that devoured much of Australia, and the African “killer” bee brought to South America for agricultural purposes.


A final question is political as well as ethical: Will the endeavors set off by the DNA discovery be used ultimately for the good of all the people, or will this great new industry develop just as the pharmaceuticals did – driven by the marketplace, for the good of the stockholders? 
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