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Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde: the temptation

I knew well that I risked death; for any drug that so
potently controlled and shook the very fortress of iden-
tity might, by the least scruple of an overdose or at the
least inopportunity in the moment of exhibition, utterly
blot out that immaterial tabernacle which I looked to it
to change. But the temptation of a discovery so singular
and profound at last overcame the suggestions of alarm.
... I compounded the elements, watched them boil and
smoke together in the glass, and when the ebullition had
subsided, with a strong glow of courage, drank off the
potion.

The most racking pangs succeeded: a grinding in the
bones, deadly nausea, and a horror of the spirit that
cannot be exceeded at the hour of birth or death. Then
these agonies began swiftly to subside, and I came to
myself as if out of a great sickness. There was something
strange in my sensations, something indescribably new,
and, from its very novelty, incredibly sweet. I felt
younger, lighter, happier in body; within I was conscious
of a heady recklessness, a current of disordered sensual
images running like a mill race in my fancy, a solution of
the bonds of obligation, an unknown but not an inno-
cent freedom of the soul. I knew myself, at the first
breath of this new life, to be more wicked, tenfold more
wicked, sold a slave to my original evil: and the thought,

in that moment, braced and delighted me like wine.

ROBERT LEWIS STEVENSON
Scottish writer

The Strange case of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde (1886)

relatives be warned? What about employers
and insurance companies? Can a company’s
medical service insist on being given the results
of genetic testing?

Since genetic testing may extend over several
generations and involve varying numbers of
individuals, questions about the storage and
confidentiality of the data are bound to arise
sooner or later. How long should genetic data be
kept and how can its confidentiality be guaran-
teed? Who should be empowered to divulge or
withhold information which often involves
whole families?

Similarly, if people can choose to know what
their genetic future will be, can they also choose -
not to know? Should they or should they not be
compelled to take account of the results of
genetic testing?

In this regard, it is important that people
should be freely able to exercise their discretion.
Information that is liable to change their whole
lives and force added responsibilities on them
should not expose them to any form of dis-
crimination. Genetic testing should not prompt
the authorities to adopt repressive policies
leading to a restriction of individual freedoms.

Another ethical issue connected with genetic
testing is bound up with the need to ensure that
all countries, including the least advanced ones,
reap benefit from them, so that they too can
join the fight against hereditary diseases.

Therapeutic applications

The first question that has to be raised relates to
the pre-implantation diagnosis performed on
artificially fertilized embryos which, in view of
its greater simplicity and lower cost, is likely to
replace gene therapy in cases of rare genetic dis-
eases. This involves a choice that is already
framed in ethical terms.

The second question is whether the work
currently being done is not liable to become nar-
rowly focused on looking for the genes that
account for people’s behaviour—their sexuality,
for example—their talents and abilities, or even
their “deviances”. This could lead to a kind of
genetic reductionism whereby people would be
defined exclusively in terms of their genome, or
to a situation in which some individuals or groups
of individuals might be stigmatized by society,
ostracized or even eliminated. This would be
tantamount to adopting eugenic policies.

There are other problems. We know, for
example, that through agriculture, gene therapy
could bring about radical changes in public
health. A diet of genetically modified plants
could become a regular form of treatment, a
sort of oral “vaccine” given in repeated doses.
However, the in vivo reproduction of these
plant species would be liable to give rise to new
recombined organisms that could become vec-
tors for diseases. In such an eventuality, what
kind of preventive measures and legislation
should be instituted?

The same applies, mutatis mutandis, to the use
of human genes for the development of transgenic






Doctor Frankenstein

When I found so astonishing a power placed
within my hand, I hesitated a long time con-
cerning the manner in which I should use it....
I doubted at first whether I should attempt the
creation of a being like myself or one of simpler
organization; but my imagination was too much
exalted by my first success to permit me to doubt
of my ability to give life to an animal as complex
and wonderful as man. ... I prepared myself for
a multitude of reverses; my operations might be
incessantly baffled, and at last my work be imper-
fect: yet, when I considered the improvement
which every day takes place in science and

mechanics, | was encouraged to hope my present

attempts would at least lay the foundations of
future success.. ..

No one can conceive the variety of feelings
which bore me onwards, like a hurricane, in the
first enthusiasm of success. Life and death
appeared to me ideal bounds, which I should first
break through, and pour a torrent of light into
our dark world. A new species would bless me as
its creator and source; many happy and excel-
lent natures would owe their being to me. No
father could claim the gratitude of his child so

“completely as I should deserve theirs. Pursuing

these reflections, I thought, that if I could bestow
animation upon lifeless matter, I might in process
of time (although I now found it impossible)
renew life where death had apparently devoted the
body to corruption.

MARY WOLLSTONECRAFT SHELLEY
Frankenstein or the Modern Prometheus

The 1818 Text

William Pickering, London, 1993
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