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The Nature Protection
Framework

he central question that orients the nature

protection framework is this: are scientists
manipulating the genetic nature of human heings
to such an extent that they "play God” and risk
hurling our society down a path toward a Brave
New World? To this question one could, in princi-
ple, answer yes or no, Critics of stem cell research
ANSwWer yes.

When opponents to stem cell research and
similar research into genetics speak, one can hear
frequent references to Prometheus, Frankenstein,
pride, hubris, and disdain for the so-called tech-
noscientific or post-human future. The appeal to
nature protection can be recognized with its slo-
gan descriptors, such as “anti-Brave New World"
or “anti-playing God.”

Arguments against geneticists from within this
framework rise up out of a stew pot of fear, The
fear at work here is that the human race is being
hoodwinked by a conspiracy of mad scientists and
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their paid ethicists to sacrifice what is precious
about human nature while promoting a post-
human future. Human nature is under threat; and
we must protect it!

From what do we need protection? The threat
comes from the de-humanizing forces of technol-
ogy. Almost nobody openly advocates creating a
Brave New World as depicted in Aldous Huxley's
novel, written in 1931. The enemy is not mount-
ing a direct assault. Rather, the enemy is ambi-
ent. It inheres to our cultural environment. It is
the culture of progress and technological advance
applied to the essence of human nature. Human
nature is just fine the way it is, thank you. It does
not need improvement.

The anti-Brave-New-World rebels feel that they
stand in opposition to an implicit worldview—
what they perceive to be a dominant or prevailing
worldview—over against which they need to take a
stand. Lutheran theologian Philip Hefner describes
this worldview. “We approach nature—including
our own human nature—in terms of what we can
make of it; nature is not something we accept,
rather it is the object of our fantastic ability to re-
shape our world. Further, this characteristic is not
incidental, but it reveals itself as a fundamental
American habit of the heart.” The American habit
that opponents to a brave new world shun is the
habit of re-shaping what nature has given us. To
technologize and transform the human race into a
post-human future strikes fear into the hearts of
those who revere nature as it is,

The Nature Protection Framework

The U.S. President's Council on Bioethics
argues for protecting human nature

Arguments raised from within this framework have
been most coherently articulated by the majority
members of President George W. Bush's Council
on Bioethics.! Consciously calling to mind the
moral warnings of Huxley's famous a Brave New
World, this framework comprehends the stem cell
debate by first imagining undesirable and unfore-
seen consequences of stem cell research, and
working backward from these undesirable futures
to regulate present-day policy. Positions employ-
ing this framework usually assume a reverence for
nature, an appreciation for the human plight with
reproduction and disease. They fear getting too far
away from what is natural.

Leon Kass, University of Chicago professor and
former chair of President George W, Bush’s Coun-
cil of Bioethics (COB), speaks for the policymak-
ers. When denouncing reproductive cloning, he
writes, “| exaggerate somewhat, but in the direc-
tion of truth: we are compelled to decide nothing
less than whether human procreation is going to
remain human, whether children are going to be
made to order rather than begotten, and whether
we wish to say yes in principle to the road that
leads to the designer hell of Brave New World."™
Kass's denunciation of reproductive cloning here
leads also to a correlate denunciation of thera-
peutic cloning—that is, a ban against stem cell
research. Even if stem cell research has some

51




b2

The Stem Cell Debate

redeeming features, it should be outlawed because
the development of the technique for therapeutic
cloning could be co-opted by those who would
use it for reproductive cloning. “What we need is
an all-out ban on human cloning, including the
creation of embryonic clones.™

Nature protection requires that we avoid
playing God with our genomes

To protect human nature, we must avoid playing
God with our genomes, say nature protectionists.
Opponents to playing God argue that while any
individual case of technoscientific advance might
be ethically permissible, the cumulative effects of
widespread biotechnological pursuit cannot be
adequately anticipated. Nature protectionists worry
that human desire for technological advancement
will go unhridled, confusing genetic medicine with
genetic enhancement, thus producing an unjust
society of genetic haves and have-nots. As such,
these moralists argue that it is pride or hubris to
believe that through science and technology we can
control human biological destiny. To think that we
can control human nature through genetic manip-
ulation is to play God; and it is to risk reprisal by
nature, resulting in some unimaginable tragedy.
Called to mind here is the ancient myth of
Frometheus and the modern myth of Franken-
stein. Leon Kass shrinks away in horror from “the
Frankensteinian hubris to create human life and
increasingly to control its destiny; man playing

The Mature Protection Framework

God.™ Within this framework some ethicists con-
clude that destruction of embryos, even in pursuit
of medical benefits, risks coarsening society to
the value of nascent human life: and, as such, its
future risks outweigh its present benefits.

In the ancient world of the Greeks, people feared
the gods of Olympus. They sought to propitiate
the gods in order to ensure health and prosperity.
We moderns no longer believe in such gods. In
their place we have set nature. Instead of the gods,
some among us believe we should revere nature,
We have replaced an avoidance of acting confra
deum, against God's will, with a new proscription
against acting contra naturam, against nature. To
avoid “playing God” means for us to avoid act-
ing contrary to nature. What has happened is that
nature has become tacitly sacred.

Implicit in the anti-playing-God position, there-
fore, is a reverence for nature that makes nature
functionally sacred. DNA has become the icon of
nature’s sacredness. Assumed to be the essence or
secret to life, the genetic code is lifted up by this
position as quasi-holy. With their secular sacral-
ity, the genes should be morally off-limits to sci-
ence. Scientists who alter the human genome are
accused of playing God, of crossing the line that
led to the punishment of Prometheus by Zeus."

Is there wisdom in "yuck"?

When the cloning controversy broke out with the
announcement of Dolly the cloned sheep in late
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February 1997, the entire world went, “yuck!"
How dare scientists manipulate and violate our
sacred DNA! The reaction was visceral. Reproduc-
tive cloning was immediately perceived to be a
threat to human individuality, identity, and dig-
nity. Nobody wanted it. So scientists were blamed
for presenting us with this threat, a threat nobody
welcomed.

What many commonly understand as the “yuck
factor” is known more eruditely as “wisdom of
repugnance.” Leon Kass refers to “yuck” as “repug-
nance.” Furthermore, Kass believes repugnance
tells us which direction our ethics should follow,
The Kass position grounds ethics in the recogni-
tion that advancing technologies can strike with
visceral repugnance that belies any easy rational
articulation. This repugnance functions as a moral
alarm, alerting us to the potential harms of “unnat-
ural” intervention. Offensive, grotesque, revolting,
repugnant, and repulsive are the words Kass lifts
up as reactions to genetic technology, specifically
cloning. Such words count methodologically for
Kass, because he relies upon the wisdom inher-
ent in the emotional intuition of repugnance.
“Repugnance is the emotional expression of deep
wisdom, beyond reason’s power fully to articu-
late it.™ Genetic technoscience dehumanizes us,
because it alienates us from our sense of helomg-
ing to nature,

What all this presupposes is commitment to a
form of naturalism. It is not explicitly theological
in that no appeal is made to divine revelation.

The Nature Protection Framework

Yet it is implicitly theological or at least philo-
sophical. This is because nature in the form of
human DNA takes on a tacitly sacred status. What
yuck or repugnance do, allegedly, is bring our
deep nature up to the surface where it can play a
role in public policymaking. We label the assumed
position within the nature protection framework
neo-naturalism.

Social activist Jeremy Rifkin provides a full-
blown naturalism that seeks a “resacralization” of
nature. Rifkin objects to “the upgrading of exist-
ing organisms and the design of wholly new ones
with the intent of perfecting their performance.”
To protect our genetic nature from human techno-
scientific intervention and modification, he trum-
pets: “The resacralization of nature stands before
us as the great mission of the coming age." Rifkin
assumes that nature is good as we find it. Bio-
technical interventions, such as embryonic stem
cell research and regenerative medicine built on
genetic modification, are violations of the moral
order of nature. The ethical import of resacralizing
nature is to provide moral warrant for preventing
scientisis from re-engineering DNA.

Laurie Zoloth suggests that this protectiveness
toward mother nature is due to a vague fear that
modemnity is moving too quickly. Nostalgia for a
disappearing past rises up within us to say, no!
There are some things about nature we simply do
not need to know; and certainly there are some
things about nature we ought not to try to change!
“Research raises fears about forbidden and new
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knowledge; in other ways, it potentiates fears
about violations of ‘mother nature’, an argument
engaged by both fundamentalists and environ-
mentalists. The forbidden nature or the speed of
research is part of a larger debate about moder-
nity, its pace, and its uses,™

Nature protectionists, like embryo
protectionists, fear a slippery slope

Embryo protectionists and nature protectionists
fear that, if’ we permit the destruction of blasto-
cysts for use in medical research and therapy, we
will gradually lose our commitment to protect
human life in general. The bishops of the Ortho-
dox Church in America give voice to this fear, “The
slippery slope . . . is dangerous and potentially
irreversible. . . . The slope will lead to a tragic
devaluation of human 1ife,™"

From within the U.S. President's Council, COB
member Charles Krauthammer rings the alarm.
“We will, slowly and by increments, have gone
from stem cells to embryo farms to factories with
fetuses hanging (metaphorically) on meat hooks
waiting to be cut open and used by the already
born."" The passion with which resistance to stem
cell research rises is due in large part to the fear of
the slippery slope.

Christopher Thomas Seott does not fear the
slippery slope that leads from stem cell decisions
ineluctably toward a Brave New World. Previous
advances in medical science have not demonstrated
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that society allows matters to get out of control.
“The Brave New World view argues that we stand
al the precipice of a slippery slope. It contends
that using blastocysts for research amounts to
human commoditization, that it inevitably encour-
ages a marketplace of embryo farms, fetuses made
for spare paris and cloned human beings. 1 think
this scenario is unlikely. . . . The steady march of
humankind’s medical discoveries has been over-
whelmingly used for good.™

Some argue for regenerative medicine
and other forms of technoscience

Ann Kiessling and Scott Anderson would like
to see stem cell science move forward; and this
makes them impatient with nature protectionists
who accuse researchers of playing God or acting
like Frankenstein. These two blame the scientific
community for this, because scientists too often
hide behind the complexity of their self-descrip-
tions. This creates an unnecessary and danger-
ous sense in the wider public that laboratories are
mysterious and sinister places. “The usual con-
cern is that the scientists are trying to play God,
but are instead creating monsters using dark and
mysterious technologies. Unfortunately, the lan-
guage of the stem cell investigator is still baffling
to the majority of citizens. Instead of scientists
valiantly struggling to cure disease, many see Dr.
Frankenstein tending his embryo farm. Scientists,
having made their research inaccessible to the
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layperson, must shoulder some of the blame for
the confusion,™

Still, some advocates of technoscience are in-
your-face, so to speak, about transforming human
nature into something beyond nature. One can
find such commitments among nanotechnologists
and post-humanists as well as geneticists. Stanley
Shostak, for example, would give a neo-natural-
ist nightmares. He contends that “a high priority
should be placed on manipulating genes, fulfilling
biotechnology's potential for creating a healthier
and happier humanity," Going beyond happiness
as we have known it, Shostak will stop at nothing
short of making people immortal through regen-
erative gene therapy.

Although sharing this optimism of what genetic
science can accomplish, Michael D. West presses
us forward but with a bit more caution against a
Brave New World. On the one hand, West strongly
supports scientific advance in the direction of
improving human health and well-being. “I actu-
ally value the title of Aldous Huxley’s novel Brave
New World, for we need to make a new world—
not the world of Aldous Huxley's novel, but a
world free of the scourges of diabetes and heart
disease.™ Yet, on the other hand, West OppOses
genetic enhancement and, thereby, opposes a
post-human future. “My nightmare is that the
hubris of some scientists would have us engineer-
ing peaple from genetically modified cells. Their
goal is ‘enhancement’, to make ‘superpeople’,
individuals better than any living on the planet

The Mature Protection Framework

today.™"* Making superpeople is West's nightmare,
not dream. Although there may be a threat to our
humanity lurking in genetic science, West is con-
vinced that the threat is not coming from human
embryonic stem cell research,

Nonmaleficence orients the nature
protection framework

It is worth noting that, like the embryo protec-
tion framework, the nature protection framework
portrays the stem cell debate primarily in terms of
nonmaleficence. Accordingly, our primary moral
responsibility is to guard against the potential neg-
ative consequences of biotechnological research.
In this framework ethicists wish to avoid doing
harm to our DNA and to our culture; whereas the
embryo protectionists wish to avoid doing harm to
the blastocyst.

In summary, the nature protection framewaork is
an application of the widespread fear that advanc-
ing technology risks divorcing our consciousness
as human beings from our biological embedded-
ness in the natural realm. More frequently than
not, positions taken within this framework partner
themselves with the embryo protectionists, This
certainly has been the case with President George
W. Bush, whose COB gives voice to both nature
protection and embryo protection.
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hen in 2004 California voters passed Propo-
Wsitiun 71—the California Stem Cell Research
and Cures Initiative—the motive was clear: to help
cure people from suffering. The ballot measure
began: “Millions of children and adults suffer
from devastating diseases or injury that are cur-
rently incurable, including cancer, diabetes, heart
disease, Alzheimer’s, Parkinson's, spinal cord inju-
ries, blindness, Lou Gehrig's Disease, HIV/AIDS,
mental health disorders, multiple sclerosis, Hun-
tington's disease, and more than 70 other disease
and injuries.™ The measure went on to authorize
$295 million in hond sales per vear for ten years
to fund stem cell research, all in the hope that this
form of medical science could bring the human
race less suffering in the future. This measure was
developed within the medical benefits framework
of ethical deliberation.
Recall that the embryo protection and nature
protection frameworks orient themselves around
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the bioethical principle of nonmaleficence—that is,
toward avoiding harm to either the embryo or to
our human nature. Nonmaleficence belongs to part
of Hippocrates's admonition to benefit and do no
harm. As we turn to the medical benefits frame-
work, it is the other principle that moves front and
center, namely, beneficence. The ethical targets are
those persons, perhaps numbering in the billions
on our planet, who suffer from diseases or traumas
that regenerative medicine could help.”

The orienting ethical quesiions within the medical
benefits framework include the following: if regen-
erative medicine could provide a leap forward in the
relief of human suffering and the enhancement of
human flowering, does this provide sufficient moral
warrant for supporting stem cell research? Should
society muster resources now in order to benefit
those who will be suffering a hall-generation from
now? Should we see medical scientists as agents of
God's creative and redemptive work?

We find many Jewish thinkers saying yes. They
argue that the pursuit of medical science is itself
a religious responsibility. The religious responsi-
bility position can be found among Jewish ethi-
cists who rely on the concept of tikkun olam—the
responsibility to join God in repairing and trans-
forming a broken world. Similarly, many Christian
theologians and ethicists appeal to the concept of
agape—understood as the responsibility to love
one’s neighbor, Virtually all Jewish ethicisis work
from within the medical benefits framework: and
many Christian thinkers do as well.

The Medical Benefits Framewaork

Christian theologians working within this
framework believe that God intends abundance or
“fullness” of life for all (John 3:16). Although this
*gospel in miniature,” as Martin Luther described
this passage, uses the word eternal to describe life,
it carries the connotation of “abundant” or “flour-
ishing" life. Because our life in Christ is eternal,
our temporal life becomes abundant.

With this in mind, advocates of regenerative
medicine within the medical benefits camp focus
on the revolutionary therapeutic potential repre-
sented by stem cell research. As we have repeated
many times, stem cells hold out hope of develop-
ing therapies for persons suffering from cancer,
spinal injury, heart disease, macular degeneration,
diabetes, Parkinson's, Alzheimer's, and countless
other diseases that devastate many in our popula-
tion. If science in the form of regenerative medical
research can give expression to Christian compas-
sion for those who suffer, and can serve human
well-being and flourishing, if’ not abundance, this
is moral warrant to do so. To support science in
this enterprise is an act of society's stewardship.
It supports a God-given potential for the benefit
of this world.

Jewish theology and bioethics
categorically supports regenerative
medical research

All Jewish organizations that have officially
addressed the public-policy question of stem cell
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research have come out supportive, even sup-
portive of federal funding. With the tradition of
fikkun olam as the background, Jews believe we
in the human race have been invited by God to
participate in the healing of the as-yet unfinished
creation. “After creating man and woman, God
empowered them to enter a partnership with Him
in the stewardship of the world. The Torah com-
mands us to treat and cure the ill and to defeat
disease wherever possible; to do this is to be the
Creator's partner in safeguarding the created,™
Jewish tradition strongly supports the practice
of medicine and, thereby, indirectly supports this
kind of medical research.

More than a mere divine invitation is at stake.
Actually, God places on us a duty to pursue healing,
a command. Jewish bioethics is largely deontologi-
cal—that is, grounded in the call to duty. “For Juda-
ism, God owns everything, including our bodies,”
writes bioethicist Elliot N. Dorff. “God lends our
bodies to us for this duration of our lives, and we
return them to God when we die.” What this implies
is that “God can and does assert the right to restrict
how we use our bodies.™ This leads directly to the
mandate to heal, to moral support for the practice
of medicine. “Because God owns our bodies, we are
required to help other people escape sickness, injury,
and death.™ Support for clinical medical practice
implies, in addition, support for scientific research
on behalf of human health and well being.*

The Medical Benefits Framework

Dorlf proceeds to apply these commitments to
the stem cell controversy. “The potential of stem
cell research for creating organs for transplanta-
tion and cures for diseases is, at least in theory,
both awesome and hopeful. Indeed, in light of
our divine mandate to seek to maintain life and
health, one might even contend that from a Jew-
ish perspective we have a duty to proceed with
that research.” It is our duty, based upon a com-
mand implicit in God's creation, to pursue stem
cell research.

Laurie Zoloth gives voice to her response to a
duty to God to heal. “We have a duty to heal, and
this is expressed in legal and social policy. To turn
from the possibility of healing would be an abro-
gation of an essential duty.™ This recalls Rabbi
Maoshe David Tendler, who testified before the 1.5,
President's National Bioethics Advisory Commis-
sion during the Clinton administration. He said
that “mastery of nature for the benefit of those
suffering from vital organ failure is an obligation.
Human embryonic stem cell research holds that
promise.™

We can expect that Jewish theologians and
bioethicists—virtually all Jewish intellectuals—
will support regenerative medicine, including
human embryonic stem cell research. As they do
50, they work from within the medical benefits
framework.
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Jesus' ministry of healing provides a
model for Christian ethics

Jesus was a healer. So also are today's medical doc-
tors. Indirectly, so also are stem cell researchers.

Jesus forcefully taught about healing as well
as demonstrating it. The Good Samaritan parable
provides a vivid example, According to the New
Testament, Jesus is asked by a man, “What must [
do to inherit eternal life?” The man wants immor-
tality, life in abundance. What follows is a dia-
logue regarding God's law. The questioner claims
that he has fulfilled the law, to the letter. Yet
something is missing. What is missing is compas-
sion for the neighbor, an aggressive beneficence.
To get at what is missing, Jesus tells a story, This
story is instructive for us here.

“A man was going down from Jerusalem to
Jericho, and fell into the hands of robhbers,
who stripped him, beat him, and went away,
leaving him half dead. Now by chance a priest
was going down that road; and when he saw
him, he passed by on the other side. 5o like-
wise a Levite, when he came to the place and
saw him, passed by on the other side. But a
Samaritan while traveling came near him; and
when he saw him, he was moved with pity. He
went to him and bandaged his wounds, having
poured oil and wine on them. Then he put him
on his own animal, brought him to an inn, and
took care of him. The next day he took out two

The Medical Benefits Framework

denarii, gave them to the innkeeper, and said,
“Take care of him; and when [ come back, I will
repay you whatever more you spend. Which of
these three, do you think, was a neighbor to the
man who fell into the hands of the robbers?”
He said, “The one who showed him mercy.”
Jesus said to him, “Go and do likewise.” [NRsY
Luke 10:30-37)

Significant here is that both the priest and Lev-
ite passed by on the other side. By this passing
they could pass an ethical test when nonmalefi-
cence is the criterion. When they saw the suffer-
ing man, then did not walk over and harass him
or kick him. They did not add to his misery, They
were certainly ethical in this sense,

5till, Jesus lured his listener toward something
more, The Samaritan felt “pity,” and he acted on
his pity. He found a creative way to provide help
and sustenance. We ask: could the Good Samari-
tan provide a model for our society today? Could
regenerative medicine be understood by analogy
as the aid the Samaritan offered to the suffering
victim? Supporters say ves.

After wondering what to do, the Samaritan
elected to take the beaten man to the inn. In those
days, hospitals named "Good Samaritan” had not
yet been invented. The very existence in our soci-
ety of hospitals named after the Good Samari-
tan is testimony that some have heard the call
of compassion to go beyond nonmaleficence to
beneficence,
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