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Abstract
The article, Chinese Scientist Claims to Use Crispr to Make First Genetically Edited Babies, highlights multiple issues raised in the scientific community concerning gene editing. While there are many benefits that can come from modifying one’s genes, there are also many risks associated with the process and many have argued that the simple notion that a gene can be replaced or modified to one’s preference is immoral. One scientist, Dr. Jiankui, ignores scientific morals and ethics in order to conduct research on human embryos and modify their genes to eliminate the possibility of the embryos contracting HIV. He makes many vital mistakes in conducting his research and presenting his findings which detract from the concept of gene editing.
There have been many advancements in the areas involving fertility and birthing that have paved a wave of new possibilities for both scientists and the lay person. These advancements have made it possible for infertile couples to have a chance of having a baby, once thought to be impossible. However, with science continuously evolving there have been new discoveries and developments within the field which have sparked a debate within the scientific community. One of these newer developments is called “gene editing”. The ethics and morality of gene editing are explored in the New York Times article, “Chinese Scientist Claims to Use Crispr to Make First Genetically Edited Babies” published on November 26, 2018 by Pam Belluck, Gina Kolata and Sui-Lee Wee, where a scientist, Dr. He Jiankui, breaks an enormous number of scientific guidelines to create the world’s first genetically modified pair of twin babies. This article illuminates the mistakes made by Dr. He in his attempts to create the world’s first gene edited human offspring and the reasons why gene editing is a high topic of ethical debate in today’s scientific community.
Gene editing had first become available with the development of a technology called CRISPR (Clustered Regularly Interspaced Short Palindromic Repeats) which was developed from a gene editing system that occurs naturally in bacteria. In this gene editing method, scientists begin with a lab-created snippet of RNA. The RNA attaches itself to a specific target sequence of DNA in the gene and attaches to an enzyme referred to as Cas-9. The Cas-9 then severs the DNA in the assigned location. This allows scientists to add or delete pieces of genetic material through use of the cell’s individual DNA repair mechanisms.
With the development of this new technology comes a lot of debate as to whether this was safe to use on human beings. Despite the reluctance of other scientists, Dr. He Jiankui decided to attempt to create the world’s first genetically modified embryos. He started with HIV positive males and their partners. He used the CRISPR to shut down a gene (CCR5) vital to the survival of the HIV virus. He announced his success with one couple that gave birth to twin girls.
Many individuals within the scientific community believe Dr. Jiankui broke numerous scientific morals and ethics in doing so. The gene editing process has been made illegal in many countries, including the United States, however China has not passed any law forbidding this process. There is a law, however, that prohibits the use of a genetically modified embryo to establish a pregnancy in fertilization clinics in China. Dr. He claimed to have received approval for this experimentation from the ethics board of Shenzhen Harmonicare, which is a hospital, but through interviews with the Chinese media, the hospital denied any knowledge of the experimentation and has since launched an investigation into whether the ethical review materials he claims to have are fraudulent (Belluck et al., 2018). Dr. He was also on an unpaid leave of absence from the university he was affiliated with, The Southern University of Science and Technology. Another issue with Dr. He’s work was that there was no information made available to either the public or the scientific community to review. Normally, with a discovery this groundbreaking, there would be a following on what was happening during the experimentation or at the very least, data to analyze once the experiment had been completed and results were in. Instead there is no solid proof as to exactly what transpired or the level of success achieved. The necessity of this gene alteration has come into question as HIV is not passed from the male to the embryo and there are other, alternative ways to prevent HIV (Belluck et al., 2018).
Gene editing can, however, be beneficial to the human race. There are many diseases existing today that are passed down from generation to generation. These diseases include things like Alzheimer’s disease, diabetes, cancer, etc. Such diseases are without a cure due to the fact that they are complex and are passed down through genetics. If scientists are able to identify which genes need to be modified or eliminated in relation to a disease, this process could serve as a solution to these inherited diseases.
The idea of being able to edit a gene to a specific modification is a widely debated topic in science. On one hand, diseases that individuals are genetically predisposed to could possibly be eliminated from future generations. On the other hand, the abuse of such a technique could create a societal want for other genes to be edited such as eye color, height, weight, etc. The unpredictability of this gene editing technique could lead to inconceivable unknowns which is why so many scientists were hesitant to conduct research on humans in the first place. Nevertheless, Dr. Jiankui He chose to ignore scientific ethics and morals in order to conduct research in which he provided vague details about. His lack of principles has not improved the discord within the scientific community on gene editing. While some believe this process could prove useful when applied to life threatening diseases, others still remain with the belief that modifying human genetically is unethical and immoral. 
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