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On November 18, 2002, Michael J. Sandel gave a presentation entitled “The Ethics of Human Cloning.”  Michael Sandel is a Harvard College Professor and Anne T. and Robert Bass Professor of Government, author of Liberalism and the Limits of Justice and Democracy’s Discontent, among other books, and a founding member of the Faculty Committee of the Center for Ethics.  His presentation originated in his experience as a member of President Bush’s Council on Biomedical Ethics that called for a moratorium on medical research for therapeutic cloning.

The first topic that Sandel analyzed was reproductive cloning.  For him, the main moral objection against reproductive cloning —that he calls the “designer baby objection”— is that people want to create a child through cloning because they want to create a certain kind of child.  Thus, this practice would promote the notion that a child is not a gift but a possession, an idea that he finds morally problematic.

The second topic that Professor Sandel analyzed was research or therapeutic cloning.  Here, he looked at two different clusters of arguments on whether this practice is morally permissible.  The first cluster consists of “arguments by moral analogies” in which the question is how stem cell cloning stands when compared to other practices.  First, Professor Sandel analyzed the use of these cloned embryos, for the purpose of stem cell research, compared to the use of excess natural embryos that are usually obtained from fertility clinics.  According to some, the latter use of embryos is less morally problematic because these spared embryos already exist and would otherwise be discarded if not used for research purposes, while the cloned embryos would be specifically created for cloning purposes.  According to Sandel, however, the distinction does not work because both kinds of embryos are created and would be spared if not used for research.  In addition, he compared these two practices to fertility treatments in which embryos are also created and discarded.  The goal of the first two practices is the treatment and cure of diseases, the goal of the third is to enable couples to have genetically related children.  Given that the first end is not less morally valuable than the second end, it is not possible to make a morally compelling distinction between the creation of embryos for stem cell research and for fertility purposes.

The second cluster of arguments refers to the “moral status of the embryo.”  From this perspective, the embryo can be considered as: 1) a thing 2) a person 3) something in between.  According to Professor Sandel, considering the embryo a thing is to miss significantly that the embryo is a nascent human life.  On the other hand, attributing to the embryo personhood is problematic, among other reasons, because it would mean that obtaining stems cells from embryos would be as morally problematic as taking organs from a baby, and the penalty for it should be the penalty for murder.  Therefore, Sandel argues that the embryo should be considered something in between a thing and a person.

Professor Sandel concluded, pointing out that he is not in favor of banning, but instead, supports regulating the use of cloned embryos for research through licensing requirements for research teams and clinics, and placing restrictions on their commodification.

