
 

 

THE ISSUE OF THE MORALITY OF GENE EDITING, AT WHAT EXTENT 
DOES IT BECOME EUGENICS. 

SHREWSMUN III – 2019 – SPECIAL COMMITTEE ON ETHICS IN SCIENCE  

Introduction  

Hi, I’m Tom Jackson (Head Chair). This will be my 3rd SHREWSMUN, and my first conference chairing. I’ve 
been doing MUN for 4 years and have been able to experience a wide range of issues and look forward to 
some exciting debate.  

 The Special Committee for SHREWSMUN III is dedicated to looking at the ethical issues surrounding 
science.  

Definitions  

Gene Editing:  
Gene editing is the process of changing the human genome, usually in embryos with the aim of improving 
the quality of life. Gene editing can further be split into 2 categories: 

Gene Selection or Testing:  

The process of identifying malicious genes so that they can be either be treated through other 
medical solutions OR so that they may be removed, de-activated or replaced. 

Genetic Engineering:  

The process of selectively deciding which genes should remain, be added or removed in order to 
offer the embryo the greatest chance of survival. This will involve malicious genes but may also 
focus on genes which are simply viewed as superior.  

Eugenics:  
One of the major topics for debate should be establishing what the committee classifies as eugenics, but 
in its broadest terms eugenics is “The science of improving a population by controlled breeding to increase 
the occurrence of desirable heritable characteristics.”1 
 
Designer Babies:  
Designer babies are the speculative idea of embryos which are selectively created in order to offer the 
best possible characteristics, usually at a vast expense. These characteristics are decided by the parents 
and do not necessarily carry any medical benefits.  
 
Off-Target Impacts: 
The unintentional, and usually negative, impacts of genetic engineering on the human genome. These 
may either be in allowing other diseases to develop or by changing the way genes interact with each other 
and causing unintended changes in a person’s character or appearance. 

                                                                    
1 Oxford English Dictionary Definition 
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Major Parties Involved  

The Peoples Republic of China:  
China has been one of the world leaders in genetic engineering research and are believed to have been 
using genetic engineering on human embryos since around 2015. However, these uses have been for 
strictly research purposes and Chinese legislation continues to mean that genetically modified embryos 
cannot develop into fetuses.  
 
United States:  
Since around the same time as the Chinese, the US have had the necessary technology and understanding 
to be able to utilize genetic engineering on embryos. Unlike China there is no such legislation that 
prevents the technology from being used on humans and as a result gene editing is increasingly being 
used for medical purposes. In recent years there has been an increasing number of emerging criticisms 
against the US’s policy, notably from David Baltimore (a researcher at California Institute of Technology) 
who, in 2015, published his paper highlighting several environmental, legal, social and ethical concerns 
regarding the use of genetic engineering.  This combined with other criticisms led to the National 
Academies of Science and Medicine producing their combined recommendations for the government in 
2017. These promoted increased discussion and further regulation regarding the circumstances in which 
genetic engineering may be used.  
 
United Kingdom:  
As in the US, genetic engineering technology has been used for medical purposes in the UK. In 2016, Great 
Ormond Street Hospital used it to treat a 1-year old girl with a rare form of leukaemia, and it has also been 
used in improving IVF procedures. In addition, the technology has been used for research purposes. In 
2017 The Francis Crick Institute in London used the technology to investigate the impact of the OCT14 
gene and have also used it to make numerous medical advances.  As in the US, the use of such technology 
has had its critics, and in 2016 the Nuffield Council on Bioethics published its review, outlining a number of 
major ethical issues. The major issue the review focused on was how society would change to incorporate 
genetically modified children and if this may cause societal rifts or disturbances.  
 
UNESCO (United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization) and the IBC 
(International Bioethics Committee):  
The UN has made its position on genetic engineering very clear for a few years, being aware of both the 
potential to offer significant benefits but at the same time also enable detrimental effects on society. The 
first major criticisms came from former Secretary General, Kofi Annan, who warned of a world that was 
dominated by eugenics and not dissimilar to Aldous Huxley’s Brave New World. Again in 2010, the issue 
emerged with Ban Ki-Moon emphasizing that “as we develop technologies that enable us to make life-or-
death decisions, we need a shared, value-based approach to what are fundamentally moral questions.” 
These discussions and murmurings became a major talking point in October 2015, when the IBC discussed 
it and produced several recommendations. The IBC called for a temporary ban on the use of gene editing 
but also noted “Gene therapy could be a watershed in the history of medicine and genome editing is 
unquestionably one of the most promising undertakings of science for the sake of all humankind,” and 
hence continued to promote its use for “preventive, diagnostic or therapeutic reasons and without 
enacting modifications for descendants.” 
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LEDCs:  
As with most of the emerging scientific and medical technology, LEDC’s have the potential to benefit 
from it the most. It is already a widely accepted fact that the genetic modification of plants could offer a 
solution to the world hunger crisis, and some suggest that gene editing may help build an immunity to a 
few diseases found in LEDCs such as malaria and cholera. However, there is a real threat that if such 
technology isn’t fairly distributed then developing nations will fall further and further behind making it 
harder for them to achieve their SDGs and solve the wide range of issues that they face.  

 
Notable Events 
 

1858   Robert Brown discovered the nucleus in cells. 

1859  Charles Darwin wrote “On the Origin of Species by Means of Natural 
Selection.” 

1865  Gregor Mendel discovers that characteristics are passed on.  

1869  Fredrich Miescher discovers nuclein, more commonly known as DNA.  

1870  The first experimental corn hybrid is produced in a laboratory. 

1888  The word Chromosome is first used. 

1909  The word Gene is coined.  
 Genes are linked with hereditary disorders. 

1924  Start of Eugenic Movement in the US. 

1926  The principle of genetics in inheritance was redefined by T.H. Morgan. 

1941  The term “genetic engineering” is first used by a Danish microbiologist. 

1951  Artificial insemination of livestock is accomplished using frozen semen. 

1953  JD Watson and FHC Crick present the double helix model.  

1955  An enzyme, DNA polymerase, involved in the synthesis of a nucleic 
acid, is isolated for the first time. 

1958  Dr Arthur Kornberg of Washington University in St. Louis makes DNA in 
a test tube for the first time. 

1961  Scientists understand genetic code for the first time. 

1964  Edward Tatum presents his ideas on “new biotechnology”, including 
things such as eugenics, genetic engineering and  uphonic engineering. 

1970  Restriction enzymes are discovered. 

1972  DNA ligase, which links DNA fragments together, is used for the first 
time. 
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1973  Cohen and Boyer perform the first successful recombinant DNA 
experiment, using bacterial genes. 

1980  The U.S. Supreme Court (SCOTUS), in Diamond v. Chakrabarty, 
approved the principle of patenting genetically engineered life forms. 

1981  Scientists at Ohio University produce the first transgenic animals by 
transferring genes from other animals into mice. 

 The first genetically engineered plant is reported. 

1988  The first pest-resistant corn, Bt corn, is produced. 
 Congress funds the Human Genome Project, a massive effort to map 

and sequence the human genetic code as well as the genomes of other 
species. 

1990  The first successful gene therapy is performed on a 4-year-old girl 
suffering from an immune disorder. 

1997  Ian Wilmut, an Irish scientist, was successful in cloning an adult animal, 
using sheep as a model and naming the cloned sheep ‘Dolly.’ 

2013  Two research teams announced a fast and precise new method for 
editing snippets of the genetic code. The so-called CRISPR system 
takes advantage of a defence strategy used by bacteria. 

2014  New DNA bases are created in a lab, opening the door to entirely new 
genetic codes.  

2015  Researchers in China reported modifying the DNA of a nonviable 
human embryo, a controversial move. 

2016  A team of Chinese scientists used CRISPR to treat a human patient for 
the very first time. 

 

 
Background Info 
 
Benefits of Genetic Engineering:  
As mentioned, genetic engineering has the potential to offer enormous benefits to society. In the UK 
alone around 4% of babies born each year have an inherent genetic defect, and utilising CRISPR/ Cas 9 the 
majority of these could be solved. In addition, genetic therapy offers a solution to a number of developed 
genetic diseases and stem cell therapy offers the potential to help rebuild lives. Further to this, the 
research possibilities of genetic engineering are immense. As demonstrated by the OCT14 tests carried 
out by the Francis Crick Institute, genetic engineering offers us an opportunity to expand our 
understanding of the human genome. As a result, delegates must endeavour to balance the issues of 
being increasingly interventionist (and maybe “playing God”) with the moral issues of allowing 
preventable suffering and not furthering our scientific understanding.  
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Possible Consequences of Genetic Engineering and Eugenics:  
In addition to the concerns about increased intervention, it is worth noting the numerous possible 
consequences of genetic engineering and its possible development into Eugenics. Firstly, looking at the 
possible consequences of genetic engineering, the most notable concern is the possible impact of “off-
target effects”. As we still have a limited understanding of the human genome, can we allow genetic 
engineering to continue without fundamentally understanding how our changes affect the relationships 
between genes? And furthermore, if they may potentially enable other diseases to develop? In addition, 
what are the possible consequences of removing genetic diseases on our immune system? There are some 
which argue that the human body’s ability to combat/ live with minor genetic defects has been a key 
element of our evolution and removing these sometimes-minor illnesses may severely inhibit our immune 
system. There are also concerns regarding the research uses of genetic engineering. Is it morally 
permissible to use embryos for purely scientific purposes and dispose of them as the Chinese and British 
continue to do?   
 
Further to concerns about existing genetic engineering uses, the possible implications of an increasingly 
eugenics-focused society are enormous. Already, many of those currently suffering with genetic 
disabilities have warned that increased movement towards eugenics may lead to disabled people 
becoming isolated from society, and indeed feeling pressured to conform to “perfect” social standards. 
Further, eugenics offers the potential to fundamentally change the relationship between parents and 
children. With children potentially blaming their parents that they aren’t genetically modified, and parents 
feeling guilt and being pressured into conforming to the social standards. Finally, there are major 
concerns regarding how genetically modified and non-genetically modified people will interact. Will we all 
be able to live into harmony, or will there be a gradual descent into extreme class divisions as seen in 
Huxley’s Brave New World? 
 
Existing “Eugenics”:  
Whilst there are many who raise concerns regarding the potential future developments of eugenics, there 
are equally those who believe that a large amount of it already exists in society. On its most basic level, 
there are some that believe that the increasing number of cosmetic surgery procedures demonstrate an 
increased pressure to conform to the perfection of society. On a more developed level, the US ovum 
donor and pharmaceutical markets demonstrate potential eugenics. In recent years, companies have 
begun offering cognitive enhancement drugs for children as young as 5 in order to enable them to boost 
brain development and assist them in accessing the top schools and colleges. In the US ovum donor and 
surrogate markets, there is a clear demonstration of early eugenics, with a working-class woman receiving 
around $5,000 for a donation whereas a white, beautiful, Ivy League woman receives somewhere in the 
region of around $50,000. As a result of such developments, there are those that believe that the 
development of genetic engineering technology combined with the free-market society means that it is 
inevitable that eugenics will develop.  
 
CRISPR/ CAS 9 Technology:  
In 2013, two teams of researchers announced the new CRISPR/ Cas9 technology. The new technique 
enables scientists to insert, remove and correct DNA simply and efficiently. This, in turn, increases the 
availability of such procedures and in turn reduces the cost. As a result of this, it is expected that the 
number of genetic editing procedures will continue to rise and may eventually progress into eugenics. For 
this reason, it is vital that the UN take action now and establish an efficient and global policy on genetic 
engineering before it is too late, and the impacts are irreversible.  
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Things To Consider 

With SHREWSMUN III moving to clause by clause debate, delegates should aim to offer focused clauses 
addressing a certain issue within the debate. Delegates may wish to be guided by the following topics but 
should not feel restricted by them and alternative aspects of the debate will also be debated.  

The Morality of Genetic Engineering:  
As mentioned, there are both several benefits and negatives to genetic engineering and hence delegates 
should aim to balance these in order to establish an effective UN policy on the issue.  
 
When does Genetic Engineering become Eugenics?  
As there is no universally accepted definition of when genetic engineering becomes eugenics, delegates 
should aim to establish one. When doing this it is important to consider if improving the medical prospects 
of a human are eugenics?  And if so, is removing genes such as the fat gene still simply medically 
beneficial, OR, does it drift into an aesthetic and conformist modification?  
 
The morality of Eugenics:  
As with genetic engineering, eugenics can significantly advance humanity, but debate arises as to whether 
the possible moral consequences of such changes outweigh the benefits. Furthermore, it is worth 
considering if eugenics is unnatural: Is it “playing God” or simply giving evolution a helping hand? 
  
What measures, if any, need to be and can be put in place to regulate genetic engineering?  
Having established positions on the above topics, delegates should consider what action needs to be 
taken so that eugenics may be regulated or prevented. These may include temporary or permanent bans, 
increased regulation, or a laisser-faire approach. Delegates should also consider what can be done to 
minimize the impact of social issues that may arise from eugenics and genetic modification. 
  
What discussions need to take place regarding genetic engineering, and who should be included?  
The major recommendation raised in both UN and private sector reports on genetic engineering has been 
regarding organizing future discussions on the issue. As of yet no such discussions, except meetings of the 
IBC, have been organized and hence delegates should aim to put in place an effective framework for 
discussions and consider who should have a say in future policies which tackle the issue.  

 

Previous Attempts To Solve The Issue 

As a rapidly evolving issue, there haven’t been any active attempts to solve the issue, but there have been 
several reports which have advocated a few possible solutions.  

The most extreme approach has been taken by the Germans and the Danes on the back of reports from 
their respective ethics committees. Both nations have taken the decision to ban genetic modification 
completely until they develop a better understanding of the issue. On a slightly less extreme note, the 
idea of a partial ban with increased restrictions may offer a better approach. This has been advocated by 
both American and UN reports and is being used to an extent in China. Both the US and UN reports 
requested that only responsible modifications be allowed, with the UN report expanding this to mean 
“preventive, diagnostic or therapeutic reasons and without enacting modifications for descendants.” In 



 

7 

China, restrictions have been put in place to prevent the genetic modification of viable fetuses but 
continue to allow for genetic therapy and research uses. Delegates should consider which is the most 
effective approach and aim to apply them on a global scale when developing clauses.  

 

Appendix 

Genome editing: Are we opening a back door to eugenics?- Science Nordic- 14/11/2017 - 
http://sciencenordic.com/genome-editing-are-we-opening-back-door-eugenics 

Genetic editing is like playing God – and what’s wrong with that? – Guardian- 2/02/2016- 
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2016/feb/02/genetic-editing-playing-god-children-british-
scientists-embryos-dna-diseases 

Editing the human genome brings us one step closer to consumer eugenics – Guardian – 4/08/2017 - 
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2017/aug/04/editing-human-genome-consumer-eugenics-
designer-babies 

Biotechnology timeline: Humans have manipulated genes since the ‘dawn of civilization’- Genetic Literacy 
Project - https://geneticliteracyproject.org/2017/07/18/biotechnology-timeline-humans-manipulating-
genes-since-dawn-civilization/ 

UN panel warns against 'designer babies' and eugenics in 'editing' of human DNA- UN - 
https://news.un.org/en/story/2015/10/511732-un-panel-warns-against-designer-babies-and-eugenics-
editing-human-dna 

 

Further/ Recommended Reading  

Is gene editing ethical? - Medical News Today - https://www.medicalnewstoday.com/articles/319817.php 

What are the ethical concerns about genome editing? – National Human Genome Research Institute- 
https://www.genome.gov/27569225/what-are-the-ethical-concerns-about-genome-editing/ 

Pro and Con: Should Gene Editing Be Performed on Human Embryos? – National Geographic - 
https://www.nationalgeographic.com/magazine/2016/08/human-gene-editing-pro-con-opinions/ 

 

 


