
Introduction

Cloning research is a sensitive issue in the popular press. It touches 

upon a large range of different concerns, from controversies over moral 

limitations on human knowledge to speculations over the nature of 

individuality. The arguments posed over these ethical matters in turn shape 

public policies that affect how governments and corporations allocate millions 

of dollars every year. The consequences of these policy decisions then 

determine the course medical research takes when it comes to human 

longevity and quality of life in the long run. Investigations of the mass media 

are therefore invaluable when crafting analyses of policy developments.

This senior project analyzes a recent example of how cloning was 

covered in the mass media. Specifically, this thesis focuses on a single 

phenomenon -- the "headless clone." The headless clones were images 

employed in a wide variety of stories, and as such were chosen for study to 

better understand what the prevailing attitudes towards cloning research are. 

Over the course of this analysis, I describe how these narratives did more 

than simply reflect public opinion -- they affected public perceptions of 

cloning research as well, through their arrangement of information either as 

backgrounded context or foregrounded discourse.

The controversial headless clones first appeared in 1997, developing 

from an article about headless tadpoles. As time went on, the discourse 

concerning the headless clones became more about the debates surrounding 

cloning research than about the headless clones themselves. The stories told 

in the mass media also came to draw more from a background context of 

popular culture than they did from the scientific claims made by the 

researchers involved.

As ideas migrated from popular culture to the foreground of 



discourse, concepts migrated in the other direction as well -- that is, the 

headless clones slowly became incorporated into popular culture. They 

became rhetorical resources, shorn of their original background as headless 

tadpoles much as scientists were accused of attempting to shear human 

clones of their heads.

While the spirited discussions over the headless clones quickly died 

down -- the proposed techniques for generating headless clones were of 

dubious merit at best -- the headless clones evidently remained entrenched in 

the collective imagination, and came back with a vengeance when the 

controversy over cloning began anew in 1998 in connection with Dr. Richard 

Seed.

I also note how media coverage of scientific claims often lends itself to 

misunderstanding. While the mass media naturally attempt to present 

discoveries as matters of interest to a general audience, as a result spin is 

often unintentionally or intentionally added to such stories. Other journalists 

then pick up on these stories and proceed to magnify any inaccuracies or spin 

in the first story, and experts that may have little to no direct experience with 

the subject at hand may be consulted, though they may confuse the original 

issue even further. The response that may then be provoked from the public 

may further distort any coverage, and as a result scientists often feel that 

their research was blown out of proportion. There is little room for the time-

honored process of peer review among scientists before all of this public 

review takes place, since the popular press is interested in being as timely as 

possible, which often means rushing the entire affair. While science and 

journalism are similar endeavors with a shared objective of accuracy and a 

common foundation in the process of inquiry, science and journalism operate 

under completely different time constraints and as such use completely 



different standards of evidence.

The headless clones are no longer a part of the foreground of 

discussion over cloning in the mass media. I conclude that prevalent images 

such as the headless clones are used to polarize debate, a simplifying 

characteristic that I argue ultimately makes these images of limited value 

when it comes to the complicated vagaries of societal discourse. At the same 

time, I reveal that the headless clones have not yet passed off into obscurity 

ever since they became entrenched in the collective imagination. The headless 

clones continue to surround and shape the debate over cloning as part of the 

background context of popular culture, and one day the headless clones may 

indeed find themselves in the foreground once more.


