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The "Slippery Slope" of Science
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The termi "slippery slope" appears with increasing frequency in

writinigs devoted to the ethical and socical assessmenit of new scienitific
developmiienlts. It SUggests that once sse break the taboo against tamper-
ing x ith xv hates er things nes scientific breakthrouLghs will affect, from
motherhood to definitioni of death, there will he no place to stop until
wxe cnd tip at the botton of the slope. For instanice, advanices in genietics,
biolooy, a-tid medicinie sLIch as amiiniocentesis. in vitro fcrtilization, and
miiass scre-ciniglt are expected by many to lead to eLlgenlics, Ary an plrifi-
caLtion policies, an(d totalit'arian imiass produiction of 007's.

Thait Wee muLst actively coincern OUrselv es wxith the social and m1bor1al
ConIsCeuCILCes of scicIeCC. I fuilly recognlize. Buit to dischar(ge this dLIty
With fuill responsibility rcqulircs avoiding the txxo fax orite pitfalls of
faIcile htimianiists: basing, onie's enitire assessmicint on a1singl xVaLue and
asSuming1il1C Cempirical facts r-ather than g-Iathering anid analyuingi data r-cle-
vanit to the atssessimienit at hanid.
Take aminiioceintesis. The facile huManlist argeICs thalt, if it is ulscd to

detect anid abort monroloid fetises, it xx ill next be employecd to abort
fetuIsCs ilillicted xwith less severe illnesses (saNx Farby's): nicxt, to eliii-
n,ate illnesses xwhose debilitatilng S limptomlls can be conitrollcd buIt are

nioncthlelcss expensiv,e anid inconvenient (for- examiiple, galactosemia);
anidL alfter that I ettIses xwho are not ill at all, btit hasve ain attriutItC the
pai icits or state do niot dcsire (for examilple, the 'wrong" sex or XYY,
the so-called criminal c-enes") Finally, it is armled, onice xwc cease to

accept these hLima1an frailties, W c will douLlbtess enid tLIp pra.cticing ci-

thansil on the tinpi odtictisve" agcd. the meintally deficicit, and the
physically han-idicapped.

UlIfortL1unaCtel, thc-e is sich a daner--one thingC 1may1N lead to aniothcr.
Hoxcxer, this moral dominlo theorv disregaards the historical record,
which clearly indicates that, xwhile onie thing xomctimes lcads to another,
it oftecn does niot. Other\xise, oLir taboos xvotild already hasve falleni, be-
caulse xe already have takeni the fi-st, and secoid, and third steps. \Ve
hav already perforimied several thoLisatid aminilocenitcses and abortted
ClUite a fec mong,oloid fCtLueiS so detected. WNhat's imiore, xve have per-
mitted, at the discrction of the pregnant wxoman, qtLite a few healthy
fettisCS to he .aborted. Ancd yet, morality did not eind xxith a thtid. More-
oxver, the ouItcry, "If v'OLn opCIe the door a xvedge, ylou will opcn it all
the xxay!- is itself a major sotirce of prcsstire to erode taboos. We need
instcad a COInSCiOLiS effort to modify ouir taboos to lcarn to negotiate
part of the slope (to pick tip the desired frtUits), while avoiding the
loxwer pitfalls, which are there.
The recor-d shows that practicing professionials aoiil citizens at large

canl redraxv the line, and at a rather sensible point. To stay xvith the
caIse at hand, most doctors tand laymnci fIxvor amin iocentesis for detec-
tionI of scxere illness aInd adamantly reject it for sex choice. And this
line is backed Lip by social forces: Those few doctors xvho elect to pr-o-
ceed, ini spite of professional and pLiblic disapproval, xxill fincd thelim-
selves both tinprotected in the event of a malpractice stLit and severely
cenisor-ed by their CollatIC ies, txVo xxay s to reinifor-ce new,N do's and don'ts.

Most imiportatit, the facile htimnaniist disregards valiCes other- thani the
thaboos he is so anxiotis to preserxe, valties that xvotild be violated if we

xxere imimillobilized by fear of innovation. Hulimianieniess caniniot be guara1n-
teed by puttincg a stop to all scientific sork in an anxiety pros oking
area. btit by careftIlly assessing the mtiltiple applicationis of scicentitlic
discovecrics -promoting some, discoUrAgin, others, ancd forcgoiln still
others. \Ve caninlot be spared the choice. AMITAI ETZIONI, Pr(_fCxOr of
SoCiojo,v Coliumbi(a Unijverxs.itv wi(d Dir-ector, Ciiteer for Policx' Re-
eaircl, Inic.. 475 Riverside Drive, Neuv Yot-k 10027
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