FROM GENERATION TO PRODUCTION
How the Meaning of “Coming to the World” Changesin the Era of
Reproductive Techniques.

MARIA MONETI CODIGNOLA
Universita Degli Sudi di Firenze

Abstract

This article discusses the ongoing biotechnological revolution in connection with reproduction,
examines the main arguments in favour of the new reproductive techniques and the warnings
against the danger s and negative aspects of these techniques. It streches out the changes occurred
in the meaning of “ coming to the world” and the moral problems aroused by this shift.

Keywords: Practical Ethics, biotechnology, in vitro fertilization

Inthelast period, reproduction—one of the biological processes of magjor significanceina
person'slife- hasrdevantly changed by theintroduction of new techniques. | will examinethreetechniques
which lead to the birth of anew humanindividual: assisted fertilizationin all itsforms, the genetic
screening to predictive purposes and the genetic mani pul ation of embryos. Thefourth and by far most
revolutionary techniqueisal so themost problematic and radical: clonation. Thiswill not be examined
herebecause of itsvast implications.

Thefirg of theass sted reproductivetechniqueswearegoing to examineistheinvitrofertilization,
that istheinsemination of oocyteswith gametesin glassware. To carry it out onestartsby retrieva of
oocytesfrom awoman who hasundergone ovarian hyperstimul ation for fertilization purposes, these
oocytesareinseminated in glassware and subsequently implanted into the uterus.

The success of the operation obvioudy does not include, asanecessary prerequisite, that the
sperm ferlizing the oocyte should bel ong to the husband or friend of the future mother, or towhom
presumably will act aslegal father and fulfill the emotional needsof thenew individual; neither isit
necessary that the oocytes should beretrieved from thewoman who wantsto concelve: fertilization can
thusbe homol ogousif the oocytes and gametes bel ong to the future parentsor heterologusif they are
retrieved from others. Asfar asthe mother isconcerned there are two possibile situations: theinvitro
fertilization can curethewoman’ssterility by retrieval of oocytesfrom another woman: inthiscasethe
sterilewomanisthebiological mother insofar asthefertilized oocyteisimplanted into her uterusand
sheistheactor of pregnancy and childbirth.
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A second situation iswhen thewoman in unableto keep apregnancy: inthiscasean oocyteis
retrieved from the would-be mother, it isfertilized in vitro and subsequently implanted into another

woman'’suterus—asurrogate mother, or, assheisusually called with acertain amount of cruelty a
“rented uterus’ —whowill bear the pregnancy and thechild and will ddiver thenewborntothe* mother”
at the end of the process.

We can hypothize athird situation, when neither the donor of the oocytes, nor thewoman who
bearsthe pregnancy will act aslegal mother and fulfill the emotiona needsof the newborn: for example
the oocyte can be sold or donated by a woman chosen by the would-be mother for some of her
physical or mental featureswhichlook desirablefor thefutureindividual; asecond woman could be
subsequently chosen for her health status and her reliability toimplant thein vitro embryo into her
uterus, after aninsemination with the sperm of aman chosenfor hisgenetic featurestoo. It followsthat
thechild borninthisway will havetwo fathers, abiological oneand alega one, and threemothers, two
biologica —the oocytes donor and the surrogate mother —and alegal one.

Sofar we can concludethat the reproductive techniques allow manipul ation of the biological
processand interruptionsat various phaseswith variousresults. Thismakesit particularly difficult to
define the “mother” concept even in strictly biological terms; whereas so far it used to be
commonsensicaly retained of utmost clarity. Thisnotionisfundamentd for theemotiond life, for the
sructureof primary relationsand for the construction of persond identity; it actsasanirradiating centre
of every futurerdation.

Thesecond technique under focusisscreening, which consstsintheanaysisof theembryo's
genetic inheritanceto predictive purposes. The method hel psdiscovering genetic predispositionsfor
seriousdiseasesor malformations. It isnot amanipul ating but an investigating techniqueanditislikely
to appear astheleast problematic. Nevertheless, aseverything that increases our knowledgeit aso
Increases our power and can produce outstanding questionsand ethical conflicts: for example, ifitis
appropriateto inform parentsof agenetic predisposition for serious diseasesin case of ahigh but not
certain possibility, or in case none of the parentsbearsa“sick” geneand the child hasbeen concelved
outsdethemarriage.

Theethical relevance of screening isobviouswhen associated with assisted fertilization and
genetic manipulation: identifying genetic predispositionswill alow the selection of theembryoto be
implanted and inavery near futureto effectively penetratethe DNA in order to removetheundesirable
genetic segments of the cromosomes and replacethem by others. The union of thesethreetechniques
—invitrofertilization, genetic screening, possibility of manipulating the genetic inheritance—brings
about aradical change of the human reproduction process.

Naturally sterileindividuals can have children, and in theory, combinetheir own reproductive
cellswith those of peoplethey wish or they can usereproductive cellsof others. Moreover, onewill be
ableto salect which of the produced embryosareto beimplanted and which discarded; it will asobe
possibleto modify the genetic features of an embryo according to thewish of the customer-parent. The
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thusproduced child will nolonger betheresult of accident or destiny, but of thefree, consciouschoice
of the parents, of their will and their wishes.

Philosophersare divided on the subject of theseimportant novelties. Someareenthusiastic
about the widening of the horizon of human action therefore of individua freedom, somereadthemas
anupsetting violation of nature, adangerous, ambiguous* playing God” (DWORKIN, 2000). A reflection
onthegood and bad impliedinthese new techniques, leadsusto reexaminethe ethica aspectsgenerdly
connected with the action/event of reproductioninawider context.

Natura generation itsalf has consequenceson othersand must thereforerespect ethica criteria
and be managed in aconscious and responsabl e manner. Even before the ongoing biotechnol ogical
revolution, therevol ution of contraceptivesturned reproduction from an event, something that occurs
to us- into an action every adult can decideto perform or not to perform, which increasesour freedom
and consequently, our responsabilities.

Contraceptiveshavefreed sexudity from itsnecessary connection with reproduction. Now the
new reproductive techniques operate an opposite change —freeing reproduction from its necessary
connectionwith sexudity. According to many, thisisadouble conquest: individua scan become parents
only if and whenthey areready to; and secondly, they can satisfy their need to be parentsevenif nature
has decided differently. Thisdoesnot only imply agreat scientific progress, but also an ethical and
human one, because essentia biological processesof theinvolved individuasarenolonger amatter of
accident or destiny (BUCHANAN, BROCK, DANIEL Sand WIKLER, 2000). Human beingsacquire
thus more possibilitiesto managetheir own existenceand liveahappy lifeat |east deprived of some
natura sourcesof unhappinesslikethebirth of an undesired child, or, on the contrary, theimpossibility
to generate.

Thetwo symmetrically opposed judgements appear asethically equivaent. Therecanbeone
objection: whereas contraception limitsitself to block the race of gametesto conceiving, assisted
fertilization enactsartificia processesto make conception possible. Therespectiveresponsabilitiesare
quitedifferent: in case of contraception nobody isdamaged, nor isthere anybody to whom one must
respond for the failed conception —that would be nonsense; whilein case of conception by help of
reproductive techniquesthereis somebody to whom we must account for the desire and achievement
of hisor her birth.

Assisted fertilization rai sesyet another problem: in order to enact it onemust producealarger
number of embryosthan theonesredly implanted becauseimplantationisoften difficult and theovarian
stimul ation cannot be repeated in ashort time. Every assisted fertili zationimpliesacertain number of
‘extral embryoswhose onthological statusishard to define- arethey ‘individuals inaprimitive Sate,
or smply biologica material ?What is, ethical ly spesking, their correct destination? Adoption by other
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couples? Experimentation? Therapeutic purposes?

Besides, the extranumber of embryosraisestheissue of selection: which of them should be
implanted first, which areto be discarded? The supporters of the new technol ogiesretain that the
choicebetweenaplurdity of embryosisnot amorally ambiguoussituation, but an opportunity totake
morally just decisions. One hasthusthe possibility to make anegative selection —eliminating the
embryosrevealed by the screening asbearersof diseasesor maformations, but aso apostive selection
—choosi ng theembryoswith the desired genes, bearersof health, beauty, intellectual talents(POLLO,
2003).

Generaly speaking, thereisfull agreement onthelawfulnessof thefirst selection; problems
arise in connection with the second. Somebody could say that we have to do with eugenetics, a
practice of sinister memory. Yet associ ating eugeneticsto nazism—the supporters of thistechnique
could retort —isan argument of no importance. Thefact that certain theoriesused to be supported and
turned into practice by criminal proceduresdo not make them automatically criminal. Wewish for
ourselves and the others moral qualitiesthat we consider virtuous, encourage them by praiseand
promotethem by education. Why not produce genetically the physical qualities, the predispositionsof
body and mind, of character, of emotions, etc.? This should not beretained only lawful, but morally
right.

L et usimaginewe can foreseethe physical and character features of anindividua onthebase
of theembryo’ sgeneticinheritance and d so manipul atethisgenetic inheritance by introducing desirable
genes and discarding others. In this case it would be ethically right to improve the nature of the
newborn, and, on the contrary, not doing so, would be ethically wrong. Suppose we could control the
generesponsiblefor physical stature or mental capacitiesand the embryo had the predisposition of
such alow stature or limited mental capacitiesthat might bring thefutureindividual frustration and
psychological sufferingin hisor her futurelife: not trying to act in order to change thissituation would
mean condemning the futureindividual to unhappinessand limit, whilewe could give himor her the
mental and physica potential for ahappy futurelife.

An ethical conception of responsability in procreation must prescribeasmoral obligation of a
respons ble parent, choos ng the best possible geneticinheritancefor one'sown futurechild. Sdecting
who will be born, as far aswe can do it, is not only an opportunity for parents, but also a new

responsability and aduty.

These theses and arguments can be objected to. In order to do it we haveto shift from the
ethica-normative perspectivewe have so far examined —to adeeper perspectiveregarding themeaning
of human existence, human acting and identity congtitution of theindividua. Thisisthe point of view of
Habermas(HABERMAS, 2001) who reflects upon the asymmetrical relation of reproduction, which
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involvesnot only ethical and political issues, but a so questionsregarding the entire meaning of human
life. Habermas' thedisisthat determining the geneticinheritance of thewould-beindividua accordingto
one' sown desiresdoes not mean only exercising an enormous, indelible power ontheindividual that is
to cometotheworld, completely deprived of reciprocity, but also seriousy damaging the constitution
of hisidentity and the possibility that thefutureindividua could attribute hisown actionsand way of
beingintheworldto himsdf.

Thefollowing consderations, inspired by Habermas' theseswhichwefully accept, inquireinto
anextreme possibility of inverting the sense of an* onthologica” power over somebody whoisnot able
to eludeit. What we question iscoming to theworld, or being born, which, asabiological event, is
rooted in casuanessand destiny: theorigina event of being born, instead of not being born, thefact that
wewere born at that moment and in that place, instead of being born somewhereelseandinadifferent
epoch; thefact that we are madein away and not another, theseareall given dataover whichwehave
no retroactive control. The processresulting intheformation of the embryo’sgeneticinheritanceis
sgnificantly caled“geneticlottery” . The predominanceof accidenta or destiny factors, isan € ement of
great onthologica relevance: it belongsto being gener ated, therefore coming to theworld according
to natura biological modalities, rather than being produced in the technical and industrial meaning of
theterm, in other words, being manufactured by somebody according to apreestablished project or
according tothe prefiguration of the operation results. Thecrux of thematter liesin thisdifferenceand
initsimplicationsfor the subject coming to theworld.

Inthecontext it isof utmost importanceto rightly understand what isat stake, keepinginmind
that we haveto do with adual relation and not with the existence of asingle, for whom restricting
accident infavour of choiceisacquiring freedom. Inour casetheindividual whoisableto chooseand
thusdiminish theground of accident and destiny, isnot the sameastheindividua for whomthechoice
Is made. One subject makes the choices and another one copes with them. For the latter subject,
whose existence and features have been desired and decided by somebody el se, the withdrawal of
accident infavour of choice does not increase hisfreedom, but on the contrary, diminishesit. This
subject isthe product of someone else’'swill, so hefindshimself inanirreversibile, asymmetrical
relation of power, wherethe power of theother over himisintolerably immense: that other subject has
infact, decided hiscoming into being, and hisbeing theway heis.

Thisway of reasoning could appear warped and useless: infact being and being theway weare
issomething each of usanyway copeswith or findsas unchangeabl e data, aslimited horizon of hisbeing
asfinitebeing. Thefact that we can be determined by accident or by our parents makesno difference,
sinceour liferunsaong apreestablished course. One could even say that being desired and chosen
with certain characteristicscould beareason of satisfaction: because our parents, who madethe choice,
wished the best conditionsfor us—either what they retained best, or was objectively retained best like
lacking defects or malformations, or, in the positive sense, having physical andintellectual qualities
generdly desirableetc. - Aswefulfill our parents’ desireswe could expect to be moreloved thanif we

ethic@, Florianépolis, v.3, n.2, p. 99-106, Dez 2004.

103



104 MONETI CODIGNOLA, M., From Generation to Production.

had cometo theworld according to traditional natural procedures, which may haveincreased the
possihility of faling short of their expectations.

| wishtofocusonthefallacy of thisjudgement. Every human being becomeshimself by assuming
what henaturaly —biologicaly is; by education, formativerel ationshipsand sdlf-reflection, the partly
conscious partly unconsciouswork on himself. Anything he doeswhen acting isthe product of what he
iIsand hedecidesto do under the circumstances. In hisbeing theway heis, thereisaresdud “given”,
whichrepresentshislimitintryingtofulfill hislifeproject, actingin conformity with principles, normsor
intereststhat are conscioudy reflected upon.

Thislimit—the onthological shadow of what weare—is part of ourselvesand bel ongsto usno
lessthan what we consciously dowith ourselves. If thisdatumisnot agiven thing, but the product of
somebody el se'swill, thingsradically change: | will never feel completely myself asmy own self, nor
concelve myself asactual author of my actions, when | know that the ultimate ground everythingis
based on the product of somebody else’saction. This*choice’, viewed asan act of freedom from
destiny, deliversmyself to asort of irreversibledavery, asort of expropriation; every moment of my
lifel will beawareof my being so or acting in acertain way, because somebody el sewanted thingsto
bethat way. Thisimpliesan enormous power, unilaterally exercised by the parents, whosefull weight
restson the entire existence of the child, and could radically compromise the child’s possibility of
comprehending himself asasubject and author of hisown actions.

Onecouldretort that thispower existsaready initsnudest and most absoluteform, let’ssay
onthological anditisdelivered by nature: asbodies ableto generate we have the absol ute power to
give or not give life. Someone is generated because someone else allowed him to exist, and we
cannot rgect thispower, natureimposesit onus. Thisemergescurrently ineveryday lifeduring arguments
between parentsand children when thefather or themother says.” | havegivenyoulife’. Andthesonor
daughter, justly angry reactsby an argument at the non-senselimit: “I did not ask youto”. Obvioudy he
couldn’t have asked to cometo theworld: thispower must necessarily beexercised without the consensus
of theone submitted toit. Thereflection on reproduction, on the ethicsinvolved, opensin front of our
eyestheenigmaof the body ableto generate with al the paradoxesaccompanyingit.

The supporter of biotechnology will arm himsalf with thisargument to say: aswemust exercise
aform of power anyway, let usdo so on ethical criteria, therefore bringing to theworld anindividual
endowed with the best and most desirable qualities. In my opinion we have to draw the opposite
conclusion: aswe cannot elude exercising thisimmense power, | et us at |east take a step backward
Instead of getting any more power: let usdecide on the existence of thefutureindividua —thiswecan
somehow eludeto, but let us not decide on how thisnew individua must be.

Our adversary can retort that not-doingisnot at al neuter, but istaking responsabilitieson
what happensif thingsarenot done. Thusif theindividual coming totheworldwill bemadeinacertain
way and we have not modified hisbeing so by anything, westill bear the entire responsability by not
doing anything toimpedeit. Our child could complain about usand accuse us of hisbeing too short
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or not having musical talent, because we have not done what we could haveto avoidit. As Sartre
says, the non-choiceisa choicetoo and weareresponsiblefor it.

To escapefrom thislogic, whose sophistic character we perceive, without being ableto reject
it aslong aswe stay onitsground, we haveto move our glance and enlargethe view. L et usturn back
tothat radica responsibility of the onthological power to make someoneexist. If wethink of it asof a
rational, consciouschoicewhichisunilateraly donein themind of the parentsit cannot but appear asa
mongtruouseternal mortgage on theson’sor daughter’slife, likeaprint of another one, andien presence,
thewholelifelong palluting our saf-belonging, thevery possibility of saying“1” and understanding it as
what wearemost intimately and exclusively for ourselves. Thistype of mortgageislikey to beescaped
from only by the extreme act we can, according to the Stoics, assert our freedomin aheroicradical
manner: suicide.

Another possibility to restore the onthol ogical balance between the generator and the
generated could bean act of revocation of the power exercise: an unconditional act of lovewhosevaue
would beasradica and absolute asthe exercised power. An act of lovethat will justify theunjustifiable,
our existence and thefact that we oweit to others. Thisact of loveisinitsdeep significance opposed
tothearbitrary act of deciding on somebody el se'slife; it meanswel coming who comesto theworld,
called or better not called —and accepting him or her for being here now ashe or sheis. For example
agirl instead of the desired boy, short and with no musical talent, instead of the gifted performer who
would have come up to the parents' expectations.

Eachindividual canbejustified in hisbeing hereand being asheisnot becausethiscorrisponds
to thedomineering desire of another individua and he had to shape himsdlf onthat desire, not by having
been produced according to abstract criteriaof good and beauty retained valid by somebody el se, but
by having been welcomed without conditions, for what the parentslike and what does not corrispond
totheir wishes. Eachindividua cansay “I” aout himsdf only in sofar assomebody e sehasconfirmed
hisbeing, hisbeing hereand being theway heis, accepting himwithout reserve.

Onecould agreeor disagreeonthis; what | consider undeniableisthat the meaning of coming
totheworld and of having otherscometo theworld isan extremely delicate and complex matter and
that the abstract rationalistic arguments, by which some pretend to impose normsin thiscomplicated
domain, appear smply reductive and superficid.
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