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Plato and his Guardians: Germ-Line Therapy for an Ideal Society


Plato recommended newborns not fit to the guidelines proposed in the Republic be put away in a “dark secret place” (Chadwick 93). These losers of the genetic lottery were never revealed the literally Spartan-like civilization orchestrating their ostracization.  Few things can be so cruel as the startlingly inefficient and lethal eugenics programs within the ancient Greek setting of Republic.  However, its ideas on education of those genetically fit bear further investigation, as the beginning of twenty-first century biotechnology elucidates Plato's guardians and his philosopher-king in perceivable light.  In light of the twenty-first century, however, no longer would deficient children not up to snuff in the Republic suffer de facto rejection, or moreover, execution prescribed by Platonic eugenics.  Instead, somatic therapy the latest insertion methods would cure the child's damaged phenotypes.  Alternatively, germ-line therapy on that same child would treat and pass on the corrected DNA unto future generations.  Plato's ideas in the scope of twentieth century biotechnology would prove excellent course of action for Human evolution.


A typical first reaction to the Human Genome Project is astonishment, even wonder, at the magnitude of the scientific achievement and technological potential that it represents. For many, however, wonderment quickly shades into concern, even fear, about its ethical, legal, and social implications (Larson 15). Ten years ago, the project was first seriously proposed in 1985 by biochemist Robert Sinsheimer.  Congress was enamored of the genome project, comparing it to the Manhattan Project and the Apollo program. 

At an early hearing on the genome project in the House of Representatives (Serial No. 100-123), one senior congressional representative was so carried away by the scientific testimony that he equated the effort to the Copernican and Darwinian revolutions. (Larson 15)


The project is the necessary precursor toward systematic and controlled gene therapy programs.  Begun in 1990, it has already catalogued about 60,000 of the 100,000 genes which determine our physical structure (Croteau 290).  Competing with scientific corporations with profitability agenda of their own, the project has fastened a shortened deadline for 2001, where it will have a "working rough draft" (Lemonick 46).  The project's completion is pushing bioethicists toward difficult questions on the nature and right of genetic property, reproductive autonomy, and fetal abortion. Nevertheless, the Genome project is the first step into a medical reality where disease is catalogued, and its diagnosis and prognosis be already apparent.


There are four kinds of gene therapy: somatic, which modify body cells within an organism for a treatment that effects a lifetime; germ-line, which change the genetic code of a organism, effectively preventing the organism's offspring from hereditary defects.  Among these options lie (1) enhancement genetic engineering; which alters phenotypes to modify height, strength, immunity, and (2) eugenic genetic engineering; the chance to alter complex traits such as intelligence, personality, or formation of body organs.


The astounding medical benefits would lay a crown unto those specialists with the abilities to perfect their methods.  Gene therapy’s promise offers medicine grand new ways to accomplish age-old diseases.  Cloning organ tissues from patients to transplant unto them would minimize, indeed, nullify chances of rejection.  Germ-line therapy has the potential to cure not only a patient but also their progeny (and indirectly, the entire human gene pool). If medicine’s intrinsic goal is to better the quality of as many human lives as possible, then applying gene therapy would be the achievement of this goal.  “Cleaning up the gene pool”, so to speak, would be what the opportunity of gene therapy is about.  Carlos C. Jaeger sums it up, 

[W]e would lose the chance of overcoming the more nasty codes of human nature and of social arrangements by not taking the obvious next step in the evolution of humankind, namely completing by design, once and forever, what was up to now the always unsolved task of education and socialization—to overcome the destructive elements of human nature. (66)


Despite the astronomical benefits eugenics propose, it has historically led to unparalleled atrocities.  From Auschwitz to Frankenstein, reminders of what was an innocent idea in insufficiently advanced eras caused politics to attempt eugenics in the forms of forced sterilization and concentration camps.  The eugenics of not just Nazi Germany, but World War II Sweden and United States sponsored eugenics programs which created less uproar but equally disturbing damage (Gray 85).  Indeed, recently optional prenatal diagnosis methods for Down syndrome in several foreign countries are being enforced. The chance of Down syndrome is possible in 1% of all women aged over 38.  Here was an attempt to detect and effectively render what was once “a medical procedure responding with compassion to the need of a particular couple in distress” to “a public health activity” (Mattei 22). Its detection in prenatal diagnosis and the following abortion were the first steps towards eradicating a population group that did not correspond to the criteria fixed by society for admission to the community (Mattei 22).  Furthermore, it has been postulated that eugenic and enhancement genetic engineering become inroads toward "homogenous monotony" (Fiedler 155). But biodiversity and the spice of life are not the only reasonable aversions toward genetic engineering.  Indeed, the ability to manipulate gene structures now allow race, gender, or sexual orientation of the child to be prenatally diagnosed and altered along with such enhancements as intelligence and strength.  Those unaltered might encounter a genetic discrimination everywhere from the workplace to the insurance company.  


History has been surprisingly akin to the naked eugenics program of Plato's Republic.  But these days few would advocate so crude a scheme as that envisaged by Plato in Book III of Republic, where the citizens are deceived as to what is happening in the manipulation of the quality of the stock of the human ‘herd’ (Chadwick 104).  In Republic, Socrates speaks to Glaucon of maintaining the hereditary purity of their more talented citizens:

‘All of you in the city are brothers,’ we’ll say to them in telling our story, ‘but the god who made you mixed some gold into those who are adequately equipped to rule, because they are most valuable. He put silver in those who are auxiliaries and iron and bronze in the farmers and other craftsmen . . . because you are all related, silver child will occasionally be born from a golden parent, and vice versa . . . [s]o the first and most important command from the god to the rulers is that there is nothing that they must guard better or watch more carefully that the mixture of the metals in the souls of the next generation. (Republic 415a-b)

Nor were the programs utilized with the accuracy of TSTs(Trait Selection Technologies), whose genetic actuators combined with germ-line therapy can not only cure but also simultaneously ensure the projection of that positive eugenics into posterity.  End of the century technology allowed a more versatile and accurate science with no need to eliminate the defects of individuals by wholly eliminating them altogether, as in the precedent of Nazism and ancient civilizations (such as Plato’s).

In conjunction with the installment of “guardians”, “auxiliaries” are assured of their protection by only the most intelligent, athletically fit.  Society of "auxiliaries" (if any would exist) might function under the rigorous program which all genetically-treated guardians enter and graduate (failure can only be a conscious choice of aberration) their formal schooling (a Spartan-like training course not unlike the modern US army).

Plato is reliant on the deceptive tendencies of his educational system, and the rigid caste structure that almost eliminates any kind of advancement.  Unlike caste systems such as Hindu Dharma or Egyptian hierarchy, room is left for those genetically proven but misplaced on the social ladder.  For this reason, germ-line therapy, and its eugenic and enhancement therapies, would be able to issue to citizens the physical and intellectual DNA which (perhaps our current existing) educational systems sew a common, productive society.

Citizens with aversions to a state-sponsored genetics program must necessarily be reminded of the universal cooperation that its success depends.  It is unlikely that any individual would disadvantage themselves, however, when the competitive market for genetic research will encourage the affluent to pursue their own germ-line therapies.  A state-sponsored program in the antithesis of Plato’s program, would work for access to germ-line therapies in all incomes.  

The interests of the state are in the protection of its citizens. Through the mutual support of other citizens with specialized talents, the community is assured of peace from either foreign or domestic fraud, threat, or dysfunction.  These tasks are accomplished through the authoritative body known as the state. 

The eighteenth century author of The Social Contract, Jean- Jacques Rousseau posits a similar definition of government, it is: 

An intermediary body established between the subjects and the sovereign for their mutual communication, a body charged with the execution of the laws and the maintenance of freedom, both civil and political. (102)


The appropriation to eugenics is in the maintenance of a eugenics program where all persons have equal access to a genetics program.  Rather than segregating ‘inferior’ individuals from those with the wealth to use gene therapy, government must upgrade its role to accommodate the ethical, social, and economic issues of genetics.  A nation without regulations governing genetic discrimination, unlicensed practice, will inevitably encounter severe dysfunction.  

Without state interference, not only will wealthy aristocracy rush for access to the powers of genetics, but so will families, parents who want to give their children a genetic advantage.  Competitive instincts will ensure income-based gene therapy is acquired, forging an stringent class culture more foully inescapable than any other caste system based on wealth.

But doctrines such as negative utilitarianism, which emphasize the minimization of suffering rather than the maximization of happiness (Chadwick 122) might prove to accentuate the beginnings of a state-controlled genetic enhancement program.  Soft determinism of a socially-accepted program by the state would standardize, regulate, and ensure the protection of all citizens an equal measure of negatively utilized gene therapy.  

Germ-line gene therapy is the most controversial but best applicable form of engineering for Plato’s eugenics program. Whether therapy is somatic or germ-line is a matter of sociological-economics, given how somatic therapy must necessarily be implemented into every succeeding generation to ensure perpetual enforcement of the program. 


Carlos Jaeger defines the argumentative field of biological ethics as having three groups of activists (Jaeger 65).  (1) One group regards genetic engineering as a simple extension of older techniques with no special risks (e.g. traditional breeding). (2) A second group of conservatives who, in the name of the preservation of nature, oppose any kind of genetic engineering. And lastly, (3) groups of liberals who are prepared to accept the risks as long as they are outweighed by the benefits , seem to arraign both refutations into synthesis.


Jaeger has termed this moderate group "bioliberals”.  Bioliberals assume the responsibility of genetic therapy with empirical realism.  The synthesis of this group’s ideals means a willing factor would embrace the medical and sociological affects of a government sponsored germ-line therapy program.

It has been natural to loathe, discriminate, hold prejudice, murder, steal, and lie to members of our own species.  Millennia of Darwinian evolution has prescribe such primitive modus in the interests of species survival.  But in the context of civilizations with the technological capability to alter the very makeup of its denizens, leave its planet, and mechanically its environment, are these survivalist biological mechanisms necessary to retain?  The answer is no; for at no previous point have the simultaneous abilities to leave, destroy, and communicate, and germinate our own planet in equal measure and speed been available in one such historical instant.  And until now, the role of government has been cursory to regulating the sociological gridlock of the consented through education. In this coming century, biotechnology, and the subsidiary disciplines of eugenics and somatic/germ-line gene therapy simultaneously pose lofty questions of, "Why not?" over the almost unholy sense of insecurity and irreparable amount of damage that may result because of lack of historical precedent.  A state-sponsored genetics program proposes a future free of disease, disorder, perhaps death.  Genetic manipulation is inevitable as the next step of social evolution, indeed it may already be our present step.
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