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Leda Thinkin’ to Us . . .

Suppose that you find yourself in a subway station staring face to face with your own face. You’re looking at your face, but it’s not your face—your face is not on you. Unbeknownst to you, it is the face of one of your many clones.

Further imagine that your doppleganger commits suicide by hurling herself in front of a train, leaving her identity behind for you to take, if you dare. Most folks would have no reason to assume the identity of another person, but in this particular instance, you are also to suppose that your life is in a shambles, and you’re on the run from your potentially homocidal, drug-dealing ex, whom you have just robbed. Under the circumstances, becoming someone else entirely seems kinda like a no-brainer.

This is exactly the situation that Sarah Manning found herself in, and exactly what she did. It took some fancy footwork, conniving, and a whole lot of pluck, but Sarah (at least for a while) pulled it off—she fooled her “new” co-workers, and her “new” boyfriend, and she escaped the wrath of her crazy ex-boyfriend. Unfortunately, it didn’t work out all that well for Sarah. Over the following several months she was shot at (on may occasions!), imprisoned, extorted, kidnapped, tortured, lost her daughter, learned horrible things about her past, was involved in numerous altercations, and was generally a huge magnet for drama of every variety. Perhaps adopting the identity of another person was not the smartest move after all.

What should Sarah have done? It probably didn’t seem to her as though she had many options, and she certainly could not have foreseen the impending shit-storm that was about to hit her. Still, there are always options.

What she probably should have done is read through this book, cover to cover! Then she would have known more about the metaphysics of cloning. She would have delved into the murky philosophical details of personal identity. She would have learned about the value of sisterhood, and the philosophical significance of family. She could have spent countless delightful hours contemplating the absurdity of it all, Buddhism, feminism, epistemology, and a host of other snazzy philosophical topics. Truly Sarah missed a great opportunity to seek what the philosopher John Stuart Mill called “higher pleasures.” Fortunately, what happened to Sarah has yet to happen to you. You still have time to read the book before you find out that you’re a scientific experiment of the highest order, and that your life is in great peril!

Quick, there’s not a moment to lose. As your monitors, we’ll guide you through it all, and of course, we’ll be watching you closely. On to Chapter 1 . . .




PART I



“How many of us are there?”




1

Fearfully and Wonderfully Made

JOHN V. KARAVITIS

It starts like this. You’ve just lifted a bag of cocaine from your boyfriend, with the intention of having your foster brother flip it for some quick cash. An accomplished and street-savvy hustler, it’s business as usual for you, as it has been since your youth, growing up an orphan in foster care.

Unwanted and angry at the world, you quickly learned that all that matters is to always look out for Number One. Your life is worth living, and you’re strong enough to do whatever it takes to survive. But this time, one cool fall evening,11 while walking along a train platform, you see you (!) turn around and look right back at you. That is, looking right at you just before stepping off of the train platform and right into the path of an oncoming train.


The events in the first three seasons of Orphan Black appear to take place across a span of about thirty to forty days. In “Formalized, Complex, and Costly,” we see Castor clone Mark Rollins try to escape into what appears to be a mature corn field. In Canada, corn matures in October, and is harvested in November.


It doesn’t take long for you to collect yourself. You are, of course, a creature of the streets. You’re self-propelled, and tough as nails. And, as bizarre a situation as this is, you know enough to instinctively go for that woman’s purse. The woman who just a few moments before had willingly stepped in front of an oncoming train. The woman whose identity you’ve decided to borrow. The now dead woman who looked just like you.

Sometimes, it’s the simplest things, the thoughtless and habitual actions that we take as we navigate our way in the world, which can end up tripping us down into a rabbit hole. And some rabbit holes, we find out too late, are simply too deep for us to climb out of by ourselves.

Orphan Black presents the story of Sarah Manning, a clone whose life is turned upside-down as she learns the truth of her origin. We can’t say for sure how her life would have turned out had she simply walked away from that train platform that evening. There’s the chance that she would have lived out her existence without once coming into contact with any of her sister clones, or crossing paths with the Neolution cabal that now threatens her and her daughter Kira.

The existence of Sarah and the Leda and Castor clones raises many questions about procreative rights and responsibilities. More to the point, knowing that the Leda clones were intentionally and knowingly created to lack the ability to bear children, and also that they will all inevitably suffer from a deadly respiratory illness that is linked to their genetically planned infertility, raises the philosophical issue known as the “non-identity problem.” This issue has also been referred to as the “paradox of future individuals.” Since it was first raised in 1976 by contemporary philosopher Derek Parfit, it’s been applied to environmental ethics, and has also been used to support what’s known as antinatalism—the position that the human race should not bring forth any more children, and should die out.

So please, take my hand, gentle reader, and hold on tight as I guide us down into this philosophical rabbit hole. Don’t let go—I promise you we’ll find our way back out. Ready?

Conditions of Existence

Very few, if any, acts can be seen as more fraught with responsibility than the creation of another human being. Human babies are born helpless, utterly dependent on their parents or some caregiver. It takes a long time to mature into an independent adult who can stand on their own two feet. To knowingly bring a child into a world where it would be in grave danger, or to bring forth a child who would in some way be at a disadvantage from the moment of its birth, would seem to violate the intuition of most people. It just seems wrong to make a decision to procreate in a situation where the best interests of the future child would not be ensured and protected. Wouldn’t making such a decision cause harm to the future child?

This is the path that Sarah seems to have chosen when she bore Kira. Sarah became pregnant with Kira during her relationship with Cal Morrison. Twenty-one years old when Kira was born, Sarah still lacked an education, a steady means of employment, and a life partner who could have easily helped her shoulder the financial and emotional costs of raising a child. When Paul Dierden visits Cal Morrison at his new apartment, we learn that Cal is in fact very wealthy due to the work that he did designing weapon systems for the military (“Transitory Sacrifices of Crisis”). Sarah never told Cal that she was pregnant, but she also didn’t elect to terminate her pregnancy.

Suppose the fact that Sarah bore Kira when she was only twenty-one and unable to properly raise her, which led her to leaving Kira with Siobhan Sadler, her own foster mother, causes Kira to eventually have problems relating to and trusting people. This situation in turn affects whether Kira can successfully participate in intimate relationships and eventually bear and raise children of her own. Sarah’s actions could be seen as having been selfish, easily avoidable, and eventually harmful to her child. Had Sarah waited until she had been in a stronger financial and emotional position to raise a child, that child would probably not have suffered from those same relationship problems upon reaching maturity.

If Kira were to confront Sarah later in life and complain about the reduced quality of life that she suffers because of the circumstances of her creation, Sarah might very well reply to Kira that, had she waited, Kira would not be alive to complain about her reduced quality of life! In fact, Sarah could point out that, although life is difficult for Kira as an adult, it’s not so bad that Kira lacks a life worth living. Even if Sarah’s decision to have Kira when she did negatively affected the later quality of her life, nevertheless, had the exact sequence of steps that were taken not been taken, Kira would not be alive to complain about it. Kira’s only alternative to her reduced quality of life, albeit a life that is still, overall, worth living, would be non-existence!

Kira may have indeed in some way been wronged by Sarah’s selfish actions; and, intuitively, most people would agree. But Sarah’s selfish actions are the condition of Kira’s existence. Intuitively, Sarah does appear to have done Kira some wrong by bringing her into the world under such circumstances. By not having waited to have children until a time when she would have been better able to shoulder the financial and emotional costs, Sarah’s actions do seem to have harmed Kira. Yet without those very same actions, in the exact sequence they were made, Kira would never have been born.

It was just such a situation that philosopher Derek Parfit raised in his 1984 book Reasons and Persons. Parfit asks us to consider a fourteen-year-old girl who decides to become pregnant. Assuming that there are no medical issues, this desire is viable. She can certainly go ahead and conceive and give birth. However, the child that she bears will be born to a teenage mother. Teenagers are not expected to have either the financial or emotional resources to adequately provide for a child. In a sense, bearing a child at her young age would disadvantage that child, setting it up for developmental, medical, and even social problems in its future. These future problems may not be either preventable or curable, even if foreseeable. This child’s quality of life would be much lower than it could have been, even if, despite all of its future problems, the child would, overall, still be able to have a life worth living.

Wouldn’t it have been better if this fourteen-year-old girl had waited to bear a child at a later point in life? Had this fourteen-year-old girl waited until she had graduated from college, become established in her career path, saved some money, and found a life partner with whom she could share the rest of her life, wouldn’t this alternate timeline in fact have been better for both her and her future child?

It is obvious that a child born at one point in time is “not identical” to a child born later. Of course the two children would be different people! The child that Derek Parfit’s hypothetical fourteen-year-old girl actually had would not be the same child that she could have had at a much later time in her life. It’s the same with Sarah and Kira. At first glance, this seems nonsensical, that it’s a dilemma created solely for the sake of argument.

No one would disagree that, regardless of how her life will turn out, Kira would more than likely still have had a life worth living. Yet, since she could not have been born any other way and still be the same Kira, Sarah could not have caused Kira any harm. This apparent contradiction between what we tend to suppose at first blush—that Sarah harmed Kira by deciding to conceive, bear, and raise her in less than advantageous circumstances—and the logical conclusion that Sarah has not harmed Kira because Kira could not have come into existence any other way, is known as the “Implausible Conclusion.” It is the heart of Parfit’s non-identity problem.

Ipsa Scientia Potesta Est

You may not be convinced, so I’ll rephrase the problem, more in line with what we’ve seen in Orphan Black. There are many variations of this problem, but, suffice it to say, there are two scenarios presented. In the first, the parent is seen as acting in such a way that it is obvious that she has, either intentionally or through negligence, harmed her future child. In the second, although the parent takes action that results in a child that “comes into existence” in the exact same manner, and with the exact same degree of disadvantage or disability, it’s not as clear that one can say with certainty that this second child has been harmed.

Suppose that Alice wants to conceive a child. Her obstetrician gives her the go-ahead, but warns her that, if she continues to take a specific recreational drug, her future child will be born deaf. For whatever reason, Alice continues to take that recreational drug during her pregnancy, and, as predicted, her child is born deaf. Suppose another woman, Carol, decides to use PGD (preimplantation genetic diagnosis) in order to select an embryo such that the resulting child will be deaf from birth. Feel free to consider Carol either deaf herself, and thus wanting a child that will also experience life as a member of the deaf community, or perhaps Carol feels that, by being born deaf, her future child will be better able to handle life’s challenges.

The embryo that Carol chooses is implanted, and the resulting child is indeed deaf from birth. In the first case, no one would disagree that Alice has caused her child harm. She intentionally and knowingly took a substance during the course of her pregnancy that resulted in her child being born deaf. Alice wronged her child, in that she caused harm that otherwise would not have befallen it.

Carol’s case, on the other hand, is where we run into the non-identity problem. Intuitively, Carol has caused her child harm. Well . . . she has, hasn’t she? She chose an embryo which was known to have a genetic defect that resulted in her child being born deaf. Yet if we were to analyze every step that Carol took, it’s a bit more difficult to pinpoint exactly how and why Carol did her child wrong. If she hadn’t chosen the embryo that she did, then that particular child would never have been born in the first place. As for that child’s quality of life, could we successfully argue that it has been reduced? Again, this particular child would have been born deaf no matter which candidate embryo had been selected. And even if it had been possible to repair the genetic defect prior to implantation, and this step was never taken, nevertheless, is this child’s life as a deaf person so reduced in quality that its life is not worth living?

Deaf people alive today would argue that their lives are indeed worth living. Many would even refer to their disability as being cultural in origin, and not physical! This position on disability is not as farfetched as one might think, and it is a contentious issue. In America, for example, a very small minority of PGD clinics have reported the use of their technology “to select an embryo for the presence of a disability” (Camporesi, “Choosing Deafness”). In Great Britain, however, section 14(4) subsection 9(a) of the Human Fertilisation and Embryology Act of 2008 specifically bans the selection and implantation of embryos that are known to have an abnormality that will develop into “a serious physical or mental disability.”

Replace “Carol” with “Neolution,” and you can see that the creation of the Leda and Castor clones in Orphan Black is an excellent example of the non-identity problem. The clones were intentionally created with the knowledge that they would have a genetic defect that would not only render them infertile, but also eventually lead to a fatal illness. But for this fact, however, none of the clones would ever have been born! Yet even with this intentionally created, life-ending defect, the clones themselves would argue that their lives are very much worth living. If that’s the case, then how could the clones have been wronged by having been brought into existence? Arguing from the premises to the conclusion, here again is the paradox of the Implausible Conclusion. We are firmly trapped in a philosophical rabbit hole.

Knowledge of Causes

The fact that the clones were purposely created with a genetic defect is revealed during a conversation with one of the original geneticists. Rachel Duncan, a leading executive at the Dyad Institute, and also a self-aware Leda clone, asks her adoptive father, Dr. Ethan Duncan, why, of all the clones, only Sarah can bear children. “Why Sarah? Of all of us? How is it the unmonitored tramp was successful?” Dr. Duncan replies, “In her fertility? Huh! Rachel, she’s a failure, not a success. You are all barren by design” (“Variable and Full of Perturbation”).

Drs. Susan and Ethan Duncan had been recruited by the military in 1976 to work on a proof-of-concept project to perfect cloning technology. Susan Duncan’s breakthrough on the spindle protein problem made human cloning possible (“To Hound Nature in Her Wanderings”). Ethan Duncan gives Cosima the details. “It was Susan’s ‘sterility’ concept . . . Degrade the endometrium . . . prevent ovarian follicles from maturing.” Indeed, “Normal development was the prime directive. This was the least invasive solution. Unfortunately, we didn’t, uh, . . . foresee the consequences” (“Things Which Have Never Yet Been Done”).

Neolution wants to continue the Duncans’ research, but Ethan Duncan doesn’t want to help them. Rachel can’t understand why. She asks him, “Why would you deny existence to more of us? We’re your life’s work.” Dr. Duncan replies, “Well, since none of us seem to know what you’re actually for, I think your attempts to make new clones should meet with failure” (“By Means Which Have Never Yet Been Tried”).

The synthetic genetic sequence that ensured that the clones would survive has resulted in them eventually succumbing to a fatal illness. Whereas the Leda clones eventually die from a fatal respiratory illness, the Castor clones’ symptoms are neurological. We see the Castor clones being subjected to periodic tests of their reasoning abilities in order to gauge the extent of their illness, and we also see them suffering from seizures. Dr. Virginia Coady reveals to Sarah that she survived the Castor prion infection “Because Castor and Leda have the same disorder” (“Certain Agony of the Battlefield”).

The Neolution cabal creates human life—defective clones—as a means to perfecting their eugenics program. They treat the clones with no respect whatsoever for their autonomy or individuality. It’s true that they have given life to the clones. Without Neolution’s efforts at advancing its eugenics program, not a single one of the clones would have come into existence. But regardless of this fact, because they treat these human beings as little more than lab rats (right down to a patent claim and a unique alphanumeric identifier built right into their DNA), Neolution’s actions are not just immoral and harmful. They are absolutely evil.

Governed by Sound Reason

Contemporary philosopher Derek Parfit believed that resolving the paradox of the Implausible Conclusion required the creation of a new theory of ethics, which he labeled “Theory X,” but he was unable to create such a theory. Contemporary philosopher David Boonin has in turn taken the non-identity problem and identified the five premises that lead to the paradox of the Implausible Conclusion. Boonin says that to successfully resolve the non-identity problem, we must be able to strike down at least one of the five premises. This would show that the paradox is the result of faulty deductive thinking. In The Non-Identity Problem and the Ethics of Future People, Boonin looks at all of the arguments made to strike down each of the five premises, and he finds all of them lacking. For Boonin, we appear to be stuck with the Implausible Conclusion of the non-identity problem.

The non-identity problem has been applied to environmental ethics. Suppose the world today is faced with the choice of continuing to burn coal or transitioning to alternate energy sources. Continuing to burn coal will result in a higher standard of living today; but, due to the increased release of pollutants into the atmosphere, this will mean that people born one hundred years from now would suffer from health problems that would reduce the average lifespan to, say, fifty years. Transitioning to alternate energy sources would result in a relatively lower standard of living today, but people living a hundred years from now would have an average lifespan comparable to what it is today. In the first scenario, it would seem intuitively correct that people today will have wronged people who will be alive one hundred years from now. The actions of people in the present will result in physical harm to future people—a significantly reduced lifespan. Yet the people alive a hundred years from now under the first scenario (continue to burn coal) could not have come into existence in the first place had people today decided to transition to alternate energy sources! And although a reduced lifespan would be viewed as negatively affecting one’s quality of life, nevertheless, even these future people would argue that their lives are worth living.

Contemporary philosopher David Benatar has pushed the non-identity problem to its ultimate, and shocking, conclusion. Benatar observes that human life is full of bad things that happen to people. Indeed, many more bad things seem to happen than good things overall. Life is full of grief, heartache, disappointment, and pain. Since it’s wrong to harm someone, then the greatest harm that one can inflict on any human being is to allow them to come into existence in the first place!

Benatar argues from the non-identity problem to a position known as antinatalism. Since bringing people into existence automatically condemns them to a life of suffering, regardless of whether they are even aware that they are suffering, and regardless of any optimistic mindset that they may be laboring under, it is wrong to bring more people into the world. The human race should be allowed, indeed encouraged, to die out!

History Yet to Be Written

When a problem is either not clearly stated, or if there are facts that are missing, then a paradox may result. A paradox is a conclusion that appears to be contradictory, even though it has been arrived at by a sequence of logical steps from a set of reasonable premises. To understand paradoxes and how they can be resolved, we can take a look at the appropriately named “twin paradox” of physics.

We take a pair of twins, and send one of them off in a rocket ship, while the other twin remains here on Earth. When the spacefaring twin returns to Earth, we find that the twin that remained on Earth has aged more than the twin that went out into space. This doesn’t make any sense, until we invoke the time dilation of special relativity. Given the correct perspective, the difference in the twins’ ending ages is explained, and the paradox is resolved.

Although many philosophers have weighed in on the resolution of the non-identity problem, a very simple solution has been proposed by philosopher Rivka Weinberg. Weinberg notes that the issue that makes the non-identity problem paradoxical is that it combines metaphysics and morality into a problem that should be strictly moral. In other words, the heart of the non-identity problem is that without the procreative choice having been made, the person in question never would have been born in the first place.

The wording of the non-identity problem makes it seem as though the very fact of someone’s existence is some “thing,” like a “good,” that has been conferred onto someone. But this makes no sense, as the person to whom existence has been “conferred” didn’t exist in the first place! Existence isn’t a “good,” rather, it is a condition, or prerequisite, for all the good and suffering that a person subsequently experiences. Separating the metaphysical issue of existence from the moral issue of whether a person knowingly born into the world with any disadvantage, such as a genetic disability, has been harmed by the procreative choice that was made to create this person means that we can focus on the harm that does befall this person.

It makes no sense to use the metaphysical excuse that, had the embryo with the genetic defect never been chosen, then the resulting person would never have come into existence in the first place. Rather, we should focus on the fact that someone, whether a person making a choice for personal procreative reasons, or an impersonal, evil, corporate entity like the Neolution cabal, has indeed wronged this future person.

A choice was made to knowingly create a person with a disability that would result in a reduced quality of life. Choosing an embryo with a known genetic defect that would reduce the future person’s quality of life, even if overall that particular life would still be worth living, does indeed harm that individual. It makes this new person a means to some end, and thus denies that person their autonomy and their individuality. It also violates our feeling that the act of procreation invests us with great moral responsibility. We should not casually bring forth a new person into the world without doing everything possible so that this person will face as few disadvantages in life as possible. In a sense, this moral position makes Sarah (and her now pregnant twin, Helena) no different than the Neolution cabal! This perspective on the non-identity problem—that it is only a moral problem, and not a metaphysical and a moral problem—resolves the paradox of the Implausible Conclusion, and gets us out of the rabbit hole.

At the very end of Season Two, we see the Leda clones in Felix’s loft apartment, dancing to a reggae tune (“By Means Which Have Never Yet Been Tried”). Although clones, they each have their own style of dancing, of grooving to the rhythm of Life. Their styles of dancing reflect their individual natures as we’ve come to know them, and the unique way they each approach the problems they face—Sarah with arms and fists held up front and high; Alison reserved and controlled; Cosima fluid and sensuous; Helena spastic and chaotic.

The fact that the Leda and Castor clones struggle to live their lives on their own terms, despite their genetically engineered illness, and in spite of the constant interference of the Neolution cabal, reveals to us that Orphan Black’s position on the non-identity problem is in fact Rivka Weinberg’s solution. The conditions that conspired to bring about your existence aren’t the issue in living. Rather, the issue is living your life the way you decide to live it. Every human life is worth living, as long as you’re able to make a conscious decision to actively fight to make your life worth living. Thankfully, no matter how grim the future may look—and there will always be such times—we’re all hard-wired to see our lives as worth fighting for. With Life, there can really be no other way.

Our lives are fearfully and wonderfully made, by our own two hands, one day at a time.


[image: ]

1 The events in the first three seasons of Orphan Black appear to take place across a span of about thirty to forty days. In “Formalized, Complex, and Costly,” we see Castor clone Mark Rollins try to escape into what appears to be a mature corn field. In Canada, corn matures in October, and is harvested in November.
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Go Ask Alison

DANIEL MALLOY

The science of cloning is complex, and only becomes more complex when applied to human beings. But, as Orphan Black shows, the physical science of human cloning may be the easy bit. Because when you clone a human being, you don’t just get a copy of an organism. You get a person. And people are complicated creatures.

Like any experiment, Project Leda demanded observation. To acquire the capacity to observe, the experimenters employed the monitors. The monitor’s job was to observe and report on the life of their assigned clone. Some monitors had some information about the nature of the experiment, as with Daniel Rosen and Delphine Cormier; others, like Donnie Hendrix, were completely misled about the nature of their own work.

There’s an inherent problem with gathering data for social sciences. Fundamentally, social scientists are people observing and interacting with other people. This presents two obstacles to the objectivity sought by scientists: first, since the observers are themselves people, they bring a wide variety of biases and prejudices with them that shape their observations in subtle and not-at-all subtle ways. Second, since the observers usually also interact with their experimental subjects, there is an ever-present risk that these interactions influence the subjects in ways the observers can neither predict nor account for.

This problem puts data gathering, and the monitors, at the core of a central problem in the philosophy of social sciences. The problem concerns the nature of the social sciences themselves. On the one hand, a tradition espoused by philosopher John Stuart Mill (1806–1873) and social psychologist Émile Durkheim (1858–1917) views the social sciences as no different from natural sciences like physics or astronomy. The purpose of data-gathering in the social sciences, according to this tradition, is the same as in natural sciences: to formulate or test hypotheses. A social scientific theory would then be judged by its ability to generate successful predictions.

A competing tradition, advocated by sociologist Max Weber (1864–1920), argues that since humans are more complex beings than the subjects of other sciences, the prediction-generating paradigm is an inadequate one for the social sciences. Rather than trying to predict human action—a task that may not be possible—this tradition views the purpose of social sciences as interpreting and understanding human behavior.

This divide can also be understood as an external-internal distinction. The prediction paradigm strives to view and grasp human actions from the outside, as events in the world like any other. It seeks the causes of human actions in largely the same way that the natural sciences seek the causes of natural phenomena. The interpretation/understanding paradigm, on the other hand, strives to conceive human action as the actor herself does, from the inside.

Instead of causes, social scientists in Weber’s tradition seek motives. Motives are fundamentally different from causes in two ways. First, motives are unique to conscious beings—when Helena stabs someone, she’s acting on a motive. The blade she uses is not. But, second, a motive, unlike a cause, does not determine a particular outcome. When Alison lets Aynsley die, for example, she has motives for not saving her; but she also has motives for saving her. Her choice determines which set of motives she acts upon. Causes, however, preclude choice.

So, in studying the clones of Project Leda, the predictive paradigm would call on us to observe and record the sequences of events that define their lives, looking for repeating patterns and attempting to find regularities. Enough repeating patterns and regularities could indicate a cause-and-effect relationship, and thus allow for accurate predictions of future actions. These sorts of observations only require the invasive surveillance of monitors in order to ensure the most complete access to the clone.

The interpretation/understanding paradigm, on the other hand, seeks to grasp what it’s actually like to be a clone.
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