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Animal-human chimeras

Bestiality in a Petri dish?  The coming of the manimals? A new underclass of Humanzees? Frankencow?
Not quite, but the Human Fertilization and Embryology Authority (HFEA) proposal to permit the injection of  a complete human DNA into animal eggs evacuated of their nuclei, is profoundly disturbing. This procedure creates “cybrids” or cytoplasmic hybrids, 99% human clone and 1% animal. Motive: to satisfy the desires of a handful of scientists, who cannot obtain enough human eggs for their experiments. 
Yet another Rubicon is being crossed without adequate consideration. 

It is alarming how rapidly we have moved from the first test-tube baby, conceived by in vitro fertilization, in 1982, to embryo experimentation, to “therapeutic” human cloning, and now  - if the HFEA is allowed to get away with it -  to inter-species human-animal “cybrids.” 
All within the space of 26 years. All without any clear moral principles. All pushed through by the scientists with a minimum of public debate. All floated upon airy promises of immeasurable benefits for mankind - cures for Alzheimer's, spinal muscular dystrophy and motor neurone disease -  none of which have been realized. 
Is this not technological arrogance running amok, oblivious to the evils it may bring in its train? The new proposed guidelines will last only a few years until they are superseded yet again, to permit full 50:50 animal-human hybrids or full human cloning – or whatever the geneticists fancy doing next. 
Genetic experimentation is running away with itself and has left moral principle behind. Britannia, in her spiritual dotage, having ceased to rule the waves, now waives the rules instead.

In opening up the way to animal-human embryos, the HFEA is surely usurping the powers of Parliament. It has jurisdiction only over human embryo experimentation – bad enough in itself. 
The creation of animal-human hybrids or cybrids is too serious a matter to be left in the hands of such an unelected and undemocratic quango. 

Mahatma Gandhi once said “Good results will never be achieved by immoral means.” Ironically the embryo stem-cell fiasco bears this out. 
With the use of adult stem cells there are no moral objections. They can be controlled to diversify into many different types of human tissue. They are basically tissue cultures and promise immense medical benefits, which the Church can rightly rejoice in. In the last few years, researchers have perfected 72 different forms of medical treatment using adult stem-cells. They are showing immense potential and, not least, a good return on the funds invested.

Use of embryonic stem-cells is morally inadmissible because they are obtained by cannibalizing a human embryo created solely for experimental purposes. Moreover, with an electric shock, they start growing as cloned embryos. But so far, they have turned out to be too reactive and difficult to control. Virtually no successful medical treatments have so far resulted from them.  

For example, in one experiment, sufferers from Parkinson’s disease, injected with embryonic stem-cells, at first improved considerably. Later, however, they developed uncontrollable and irreversible convulsions, as the embryonic stem-cells refused to stop growing in their brains. 
The market, in an odd way pointing to moral reality, has seen many firms pull funds out of embryo stem-cell research and switch over to the more promising adult stem-cells.

The moral of the story: good morals produces good medicine and scientific progress. Bad morality produces rubbish. Or worse.
The cybrid embryos produced will be highly abnormal, and therefore poor models for studying disease. Their mitochondrial system (the cell’s chemical and energy plants) will be animal. Moreover, how bizarre is it to create human embryos with one animal parent and no human parents – just a cloner-owner? There are also dangers of viral cross-over from animals to human beings, supposedly how the AIDS virus began to infect human populations. 
The animal-human distinction has already become blurred. Recent years have seen more xenotransplantation – the use of animal transplant tissue for humans e.g. pig heart valves. However, injecting pigs with human DNA in order to produce transplant organs more suitable for humans, has run up against the problem of activating the porcine endogenous retrovirus (PERV), making it capable of infecting human cells.

Human genes are routinely transplanted into mice to study chromosomal diseases e.g. the Down’s Syndrome mouse. There are even mice with humanized brains, derived from injected human stem-cells. The current "hamster test," to estimate the vigour of human sperm, measures their ability to penetrate hamster eggs. 

Leaving aside the moral questions of human-animal hybrids, let us look at crosses between different species of animals or plants, like the old mule, produced from horse plus donkey. 

Is it morally right, by genetic manipulation, to create tomatoes the size of melons, or potatoes that taste of peaches? There are now mice which glow green due to the incorporation of a gene from jellyfish. 
Are we to take the line that “every species is sacred”? That we should not genetically manipulate what God, or Nature has given us? What are the moral boundaries to genetic improvement of a species? 
Is it not good to develop new strains of wheat which can grow in a very dry climate, or pest resistant crops which will feed many more people? Or rice spliced with human genes causing it to produce proteins which combat diarrhoea?
Geneticists hold out the hope of cows with genes that enable them to produce milk containing therapeutic human proteins. Or transgenic chickens which produce eggs low in cholesterol. Or blue roses, using a human liver enzyme?
When are we perfecting or improving Nature? When are we simply degrading or manipulating her for our own selfish curiosity?  Where are the boundaries? There do not seem to be easy answers. 
Simply to say, “we shouldn’t tamper with Nature” is little use. Plant and animal husbandmen have been selectively breeding for centuries. We “tamper” with Nature every time we take some medicine.
In Genesis (1:28), God said to man “Be fruitful, multiply, fill the earth and subdue it. Be masters of the fish of the sea, the birds of heaven, and all the living creatures that move upon the earth.” Man was given dominion over the earth, but never an unlimited dominion. 

For: “The earth is the Lord's, and everything in it, the world, and all who live in it.” (Psalm 24:1)  Man is not the owner, but only the steward, of the planet. This is clearer in Genesis 2:15, the earlier Yahwistic Creation story: "And the LORD God took the man, and settled him in the garden of Eden to cultivate it and to tend it." 
What then are the limits to man’s rightful authority over nature? Man, made in the image and likeness of God, should not use the things of this world in ways that demean their value or violate the natural moral law.

As moral theologian Germaine Grisez points out, humans “are responsible for [nature] but not to it, as if it shared in the dignity and fundamental rights which they themselves enjoy as persons made in God’s image.” Nature is not something plastic or disposable: it is a valuable gift from the Creator.
Some writers, like Freeman Dyson, a physicist, are enthusiastic about our developing powers of genetic manipulation: "We are moving rapidly into the post-Darwinian era, when species will no longer exist. Genetic engineering, once it gets into the hands of the general public, will give us an explosion of biodiversity. Designing genomes will be a new art form, as creative as painting or sculpture.”

The belief that we are entitled to play around casually with the DNA of various species  - add a gene here, snip out a gene there - betrays an anti-ecological attitude of mind which has little respect for Nature, but dominates and exploits the natural world for its own ends. 
A person more respectful of the environment and nature would behave with greater humility and caution before the mysteries of life.
According to the Bible, only human beings are made in the image and likeness of God. Our spiritual self-awareness, our capacity to love the Divine, sets us apart from the animals. 
The Jewish Torah abominated any cross-breeding between man and animal: “And if a man lie with a beast, he shall surely be put to death: and ye shall slay the beast.” (Lev. 20:15) – the latter presumably to prevent a monstrous birth. “You shall not have intercourse with any animal to be defiled with it, nor shall any woman stand before an animal to mate with it; it is a perversion.” (Lev. 18:23)

It may seem odd to link this abhorrence of bestiality with modern proposals to create animal-human chimeras, but both transgress the same principle of human dignity – the former by perverted lust, the latter by Mephistophelian pride.
Moreover, the production of human-animal – or indeed simply human embryos for destructive research, breaches the Declaration of Helsinki:

“In research on man, the interest of science and society should never take precedence over considerations related to the wellbeing of the subject’ (III.4). 
Probably because we allowed contraception, we later permitted abortion. Because we allowed abortion, we allowed embryo experimentation. Because we allow embryo experimentation, we are now going to allow animal-human hybrids. 
O Brave New World, that hath such people in it!

