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I. 

… “To clone or not to clone a human being” is no longer a fanciful question. Success in 

cloning sheep, and also cows, mice, pigs, and goats, makes it perfectly clear that a fateful 

decision is now at hand: whether we should welcome or even tolerate the cloning of human 

beings. … 

In the four years since the birth of Dolly the cloned sheep, the tone of discussing the 

prospect of human cloning has gone from “Yuck” to “Oh?” to “Gee whiz” to “Why not?” 

The sentimentalizers, aided by leading bioethicists, have downplayed talk about 

eugenically cloning the beautiful and the brawny or the best and the brightest. They have 

taken instead to defending clonal reproduction for humanitarian or compassionate reasons: 

to treat infertility in people who are said to “have no other choice,” to avoid the risk of 

severe genetic disease, to “replace” a child who has died. For the sake of these rare benefits, 

they would have us countenance the entire practice of human cloning, the consequences be 

damned.   

But we dare not be complacent about what is at issue, for the stakes are very high.  

Human cloning, though partly continuous with previous reproductive technologies, is also 

something radically new in itself and in its easily foreseeable consequences—especially 

when coupled with powers for genetic “enhancement” and germline genetic modification 

that may soon become available, owing to the recently completed Human Genome Project. 

I exaggerate somewhat, but in the direction of the 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 dehumanized hell of Brave New World.  Four years ago I 

addressed this subject in these pages, trying to articulate the moral grounds of our 

repugnance at the prospect of human cloning.1 Subsequent events have only strengthened 

my conviction that cloning is a bad idea whose time should not come; but my emphasis 

this time is more practical. …   

For we have here a golden opportunity to exercise some control over where biology is 

taking us. … The public demand for cloning is extremely low, and most people are 

decidedly against it. Nothing scientifically or medically important would be lost by banning 

clonal reproduction; alternative and non-objectionable means are available to obtain some 

of the most important medical benefits claimed for (non-reproductive) human cloning. The 

commercial interests in human cloning are, for now, quite limited; and the nations of the 

world are actively seeking to prevent it. Now may be as good a chance as we will ever have 

to get our hands on the wheel of the runaway train now headed for a post-human world and 

to steer it toward a more dignified human future.   

                                            
1 “The Wisdom of Repugnance,” in The New Republic, June 2, 1997. 
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II. 

What is cloning? Cloning, or asexual reproduction, is the production of individuals who 

are genetically identical to an already existing individual. The procedure’s name is fancy—

“somatic cell nuclear transfer”—but its concept is simple. Take a mature but unfertilized 

egg; remove or deactivate its nucleus; introduce a nucleus obtained from a specialized 

(somatic) cell of an adult organism. Once the egg begins to divide, transfer the little embryo 

to a woman’s uterus to initiate a pregnancy. Since almost all the hereditary material of a 

cell is contained within its nucleus, the re-nucleated egg and the individual into which it 

develops are genetically identical to the organism that was the source of the transferred 

nucleus. 

An unlimited number of genetically identical individuals—the group, as well as each of its 

members, is called “a clone”—could be produced by nuclear transfer. In principle, any 

person, male or female, newborn or adult, could be cloned, and in any quantity; and because 

stored cells can outlive their sources, one may even clone the dead. Since cloning requires 

no personal involvement on the part of the person whose genetic material is used, it could 

easily be used to reproduce living or deceased persons without their consent—a threat to 

reproductive freedom that has received relatively little attention.   

Some possible misconceptions need to be avoided. Cloning is not Xeroxing: the clone of 

Bill Clinton, though his genetic double, would enter the world hairless, toothless, and 

peeing in his diapers, like any other human infant. But neither is cloning just like natural 

twinning: the cloned twin will be identical to an older, existing adult; and it will arise not 

by chance but by deliberate design; and its entire genetic makeup will be pre-selected by 

its parents and/or scientists. Moreover, the success rate of cloning, at least at first, will 

probably not be very high: the Scots transferred two hundred seventy-seven adult nuclei 

into sheep eggs, implanted twenty-nine clonal embryos, and achieved the birth of only one 

live lamb clone.   

For this reason, among others, it is unlikely that, at least for now, the practice would be 

very popular; and there is little immediate worry of mass-scale production of multicopies. 

Still, for the tens of thousands of people who sustain more than three hundred assisted-

reproduction clinics in the United States and already avail themselves of in vitro 

fertilization and other techniques, cloning would be an option with virtually no added fuss. 

Panos Zavos, the Kentucky reproduction specialist who has announced his plans to clone 

a child, claims that he has already received thousands of e-mailed requests from people 

eager to clone, despite the known risks of failure and damaged offspring. Should 

commercial interests develop in “nucleus-banking,” as they have in sperm-banking and 

egg-harvesting; should famous athletes or other celebrities decide to market their DNA the 

way they now market their autographs and nearly everything else; should techniques of 

embryo and germline genetic testing and manipulation arrive as anticipated, increasing the 

use of laboratory assistance in order to obtain “better” babies—should all this come to pass, 

cloning, if it is permitted, could become more than a marginal practice simply on the basis 

of free reproductive choice.   
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What are we to think about this prospect? Nothing good. Indeed, most people are repelled 

by nearly all aspects of human cloning: the possibility of mass production of human beings, 

with large clones of look-alikes, compromised in their individuality; the idea of father-son 

or mother-daughter “twins”; the bizarre prospect of a woman bearing and rearing a genetic 

copy of herself, her spouse, or even her deceased father or mother; the grotesqueness of 

conceiving a child as an exact “replacement” for another who has died; the utilitarian 

creation of embryonic duplicates of oneself, to be frozen away or created when needed to 

provide homologous tissues or organs for transplantation; the narcissism of those who 

would clone themselves, and the arrogance of others who think they know who deserves 

to be cloned; the Frankensteinian hubris to create a human life and increasingly to control 

its destiny; men playing at being God. Almost no one finds any of the suggested reasons 

for human cloning compelling, and almost everyone anticipates its possible misuses and 

abuses. And the popular belief that human cloning cannot be prevented makes the prospect 

all the more revolting.   

Revulsion is not an argument; and some of yesterday’s repugnances are today calmly 

accepted—not always for the better. In some crucial cases, however, repugnance is the 

emotional expression of deep wisdom, beyond reason’s power completely to articulate it. 

Can anyone really give an argument fully adequate to the horror that is father-daughter 

incest (even with consent), or bestiality, or the mutilation of a corpse, or the eating of 

human flesh, or the rape or murder of another human being? Would anybody’s failure to 

give full rational justification for his revulsion at those practices make that revulsion 

ethically suspect?   

I suggest that our repugnance at human cloning belongs in this category. We are repelled 

by the prospect of cloning human beings not because of the strangeness or the novelty of 

the undertaking, but because we intuit and we feel, immediately and without argument, the 

violation of things that we rightfully hold dear. We sense that cloning represents a profound 

defilement of our given nature as procreative beings, and of the social relations built on 

this natural ground. We also sense that cloning is a radical form of child abuse. In this age 

in which everything is held to be permissible so long as it is freely done, and in which our 

bodies are regarded as mere instruments of our autonomous rational will, repugnance may 

be the only voice left that speaks up to defend the central core of our humanity. Shallow 

are the souls that have forgotten how to shudder.   

III. 

Yet repugnance need not stand naked before the bar of reason. The wisdom of our horror 

at human cloning can be at least partially articulated, even if this is finally one of those 

instances about which the heart has its reasons that reason cannot entirely know. I offer 

four objections to human cloning: that it constitutes unethical experimentation; that it 

threatens identity and individuality; that it turns procreation into manufacture (especially 

when understood as the harbinger of manipulations to come); and that it means despotism 

over children and perversion of parenthood. Please note: I speak only about so-called 

reproductive cloning, not about the creation of cloned embryos for research. The objections 

that may be raised against creating (or using) embryos for research are entirely independent 

of whether the research embryos are produced by cloning. What is radically distinct and 

radically new is reproductive cloning.   



4 
 

 

Any attempt to clone a human being would constitute an unethical experiment upon the 

resulting child-to-be. In all the animal experiments, fewer than two to three percent of all 

cloning attempts succeeded. Not only are there fetal deaths and stillborn infants, but many 

of the so-called “successes” are in fact failures. As has only recently become clear, there is 

a very high incidence of major disabilities and deformities in cloned animals that attain live 

birth. Cloned cows often have heart and lung problems; cloned mice later develop 

pathological obesity; other live-born cloned animals fail to reach normal developmental 

milestones.   

The problem, scientists suggest, may lie in the fact that an egg with a new somatic nucleus 

must re-program itself in a matter of minutes or hours (whereas the nucleus of an unaltered 

egg has been prepared over months and years). There is thus a greatly increased likelihood 

of error in translating the genetic instructions, leading to developmental defects some of 

which will show themselves only much later. (Note also that these induced abnormalities 

may also affect the stem cells that scientists hope to harvest from cloned embryos. Lousy 

embryos, lousy stem cells.) Nearly all scientists now agree that attempts to clone human 

beings carry massive risks of producing unhealthy, abnormal, and malformed children. 

What are we to do with them? Shall we just discard the ones that fall short of expectations? 

Considered opinion is today nearly unanimous, even among scientists: attempts at human 

cloning are irresponsible and unethical. We cannot ethically even get to know whether or 

not human cloning is feasible. 

If it were successful, cloning would create serious issues of identity and individuality. The 

clone may experience concerns about his distinctive identity not only because he will be, 

in genotype and in appearance, identical to another human being, but because he may also 

be twin to the person who is his “father” or his “mother”—if one can still call them that. 

Unaccountably, people treat as innocent the homey case of intra-familial cloning—the 

cloning of husband or wife (or single mother). They forget about the unique dangers of 

mixing the twin relation with the parent-child relation. (For this situation, the relation of 

contemporaneous twins is no precedent; yet even this less problematic situation teaches us 

how difficult it is to wrest independence from the being for whom one has the most 

powerful affinity.) Virtually no parent is going to be able to treat a clone of himself or 

herself as one treats a child generated by the lottery of sex. What will happen when the 

adolescent clone of Mommy becomes the spitting image of the woman with whom Daddy 

once fell in love? In case of divorce, will Mommy still love the clone of Daddy, even 

though she can no longer stand the sight of Daddy himself? 

Most people think about cloning from the point of view of adults choosing to clone. Almost 

nobody thinks about what it would be like to be the cloned child. Surely his or her new life 

would constantly be scrutinized in relation to that of the older version. Even in the absence 

of unusual parental expectations for the clone—say, to live the same life, only without its 

errors—the child is likely to be ever a curiosity, ever a potential source of déjà vu. Unlike 

“normal” identical twins, a cloned individual—copied from whomever—will be saddled 

with a genotype that has already lived. He will not be fully a surprise to the world: people 

are likely always to compare his doings in life with those of his alter ego, especially if he 

is a clone of someone gifted or famous. True, his nurture and his circumstance will be 

different; genotype is not exactly destiny. But one must also expect parental efforts to shape 
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this new life after the original—or at least to view the child with the original version always 

firmly in mind. For why else did they clone from the star basketball player, the 

mathematician, or the beauty queen—or even dear old Dad—in the first place?   

Human cloning would also represent a giant step toward the transformation of begetting 

into making, of procreation into manufacture (literally, “handmade”), a process that has 

already begun with in vitro fertilization and genetic testing of embryos. With cloning, not 

only is the process in hand, but the total genetic blueprint of the cloned individual is 

selected and determined by the human artisans. To be sure, subsequent development is still 

according to natural processes; and the resulting children will be recognizably human. But 

we would be taking a major step into making man himself simply another one of the man-

made things.   

How does begetting differ from making? In natural procreation, human beings come 

together to give existence to another being that is formed exactly as we were, by what we 

are—living, hence perishable, hence aspiringly erotic, hence procreative human beings. 

But in clonal reproduction, and in the more advanced forms of manufacture to which it will 

lead, we give existence to a being not by what we are but by what we intend and design. 

Let me be clear. The problem is not the mere intervention of technique, and the point is not 

that “nature knows best.” The problem is that any child whose being, character, and 

capacities exist owing to human design does not stand on the same plane as its makers. As 

with any product of our making, no matter how excellent, the artificer stands above it, not 

as an equal but as a superior, transcending it by his will and creative prowess. In human 

cloning, scientists and prospective “parents” adopt a technocratic attitude toward human 

children: human children become their artifacts. Such an arrangement is profoundly 

dehumanizing, no matter how good the product.   

Procreation dehumanized into manufacture is further degraded by commodification, a 

virtually inescapable result of allowing baby-making to proceed under the banner of 

commerce. Genetic and reproductive biotechnology companies are already growth 

industries, but they will soon go into commercial orbit now that the Human Genome Project 

has been completed. “Human eggs for sale” is already a big business, masquerading under 

the pretense of “donation.” Newspaper advertisements on elite college campuses offer up 

to $50,000 for an egg “donor” tall enough to play women’s basketball and with SAT scores 

high enough for admission to Stanford; and to nobody’s surprise, at such prices there are 

many young coeds eager to help shoppers obtain the finest babies money can buy. (The 

egg and womb-renting entrepreneurs shamelessly proceed on the ancient, disgusting, 

misogynist premise that most women will give you access to their bodies, if the price is 

right.) Even before the capacity for human cloning is perfected, established companies will 

have invested in the harvesting of eggs from ovaries obtained at autopsy or through ovarian 

surgery, practiced embryonic genetic alteration, and initiated the stockpiling of prospective 

donor tissues. Through the rental of surrogate-womb services, and through the buying and 

selling of tissues and embryos priced according to the merit of the donor, the 

commodification of nascent human life will be unstoppable.   

Finally, the practice of human cloning by nuclear transfer—like other anticipated forms of 

genetically engineering the next generation—would enshrine and aggravate a profound 
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misunderstanding of the meaning of having children and of the parent-child relationship. 

When a couple normally chooses to procreate, the partners are saying yes to the emergence 

of new life in its novelty—are saying yes not only to having a child, but also to having 

whatever child this child turns out to be. In accepting our finitude, in opening ourselves to 

our replacement, we tacitly confess the limits of our control.   

Embracing the future by procreating means precisely that we are relinquishing our grip in 

the very activity of taking up our own share in what we hope will be the immortality of 

human life and the human species. This means that our children are not our children: they 

are not our property, they are not our possessions. Neither are they supposed to live our 

lives for us, or to live anyone’s life but their own. Their genetic distinctiveness and 

independence are the natural foreshadowing of the deep truth that they have their own, 

never-before-enacted life to live. Though sprung from a past, they take an uncharted course 

into the future.   

Much mischief is already done by parents who try to live vicariously through their children. 

Children are sometimes compelled to fulfill the broken dreams of unhappy parents. But 

whereas most parents normally have hopes for their children, cloning parents will have 

expectations. In cloning, such overbearing parents will have taken at the start a decisive 

step that contradicts the entire meaning of the open and forward-looking nature of parent-

child relations. The child is given a genotype that has already lived, with full expectation 

that this blueprint of a past life ought to be controlling the life that is to come. A wanted 

child now means a child who exists precisely to fulfill parental wants. Like all the more 

precise eugenic manipulations that will follow in its wake, cloning is thus inherently 

despotic, for it seeks to make one’s children after one’s own image (or an image of one’s 

choosing) and their future according to one’s will.   

Is this hyperbolic? Consider concretely the new realities of responsibility and guilt in the 

households of the cloned. No longer only the sins of the parents, but also the genetic choices 

of the parents, will be visited on the children—and beyond the third and fourth generation; 

and everyone will know who is responsible. No parent will be able to blame nature or the 

lottery of sex for an unhappy adolescent’s big nose, dull wit, musical ineptitude, nervous 

disposition, or anything else that he hates about himself. Fairly or not, children will hold 

their cloners responsible for everything, for nature as well as for nurture. And parents, 

especially the better ones, will be limitlessly liable to guilt. Only the truly despotic souls 

will sleep the sleep of the innocent. … 

V. 

Whether or not they share my reasons, most people, I think, share my conclusion: that 

human cloning is unethical in itself and dangerous in its likely consequences, which include 

the precedent that it will establish for designing our children. Some reach this conclusion 

for their own good reasons, different from my own: concerns about distributive justice in 

access to eugenic cloning; worries about the genetic effects of asexual “inbreeding”; 

aversion to the implicit premise of genetic determinism; objections to the embryonic and 

fetal wastage that must necessarily accompany the efforts; religious opposition to “man 

playing God.” But never mind why: the overwhelming majority of our fellow Americans 

remain firmly opposed to cloning human beings.   
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For us, then, the real questions are: What should we do about it? How can we best succeed? 

These questions should concern everyone eager to secure deliberate human control over 

the powers that could re-design our humanity, even if cloning is not the issue over which 

they would choose to make their stand. And the answer to the first question seems pretty 

plain. What we should do is work to prevent human cloning by making it illegal. … 

VI. 

… Some have argued that cloning is almost certainly going to remain a marginal practice, 

and that we should therefore permit people to practice it. Such a view is shortsighted. Even 

if cloning is rarely undertaken, a society in which it is tolerated is no longer the same 

society—any more than is a society that permits (even small-scale) incest or cannibalism 

or slavery. A society that allows cloning, whether it knows it or not, has tacitly assented to 

the conversion of procreation into manufacture and to the treatment of children as purely 

the projects of our will. Willy-nilly, it has acquiesced in the eugenic re-design of future 

generations. The humanitarian superhighway to a Brave New World lies open before this 

society.   

But the present danger posed by human cloning is, paradoxically, also a golden 

opportunity. In a truly unprecedented way, we can strike a blow for the human control of 

the technological project, for wisdom, for prudence, for human dignity. The prospect of 

human cloning, so repulsive to contemplate, is the occasion for deciding whether we shall 

be slaves of unregulated innovation, and ultimately its artifacts, or whether we shall remain 

free human beings who guide our powers toward the enhancement of human dignity. The 

humanity of the human future is now in our hands. 


