
Chapter 3

The mobilizing frames ostensibly against human cloning finally 

seemed to find a representative with Vernon Ehlers, a Republican member of 

the House of Representatives from Grand Rapids, Michigan.  Ehlers is the 

first research physicist to ever serve in Congress and is currently the Vice-

Chairman of the Science Committee ("Biography," 1). It was Ehlers who 

introduced the Human Cloning Prohibition Act (HR 923), which would have 

made it unlawful for any person to use a human somatic cell for the process 

of producing a human clone by setting forth a civil monetary penalty ("Bill 

Summary," 1-2). According to a press release from Ehlers, "the increased 

discussion of the issue [around January] has accelerated the need for action 

by Congress" ("Ehlers," 1).

During these proceedings, once more, headless clones make their way 

back in. On February 12, 1998, House Majority Leader Dick Armey submitted 

a statement to the House Commerce Committee in support of a permanent 

ban on human cloning. Jim Glassman, in a Washington Post column, labeled 

Armey an "egregious anticloning zealot," a quote Armey used himself in his 

statement. The generation of "headless humans for organ-harvesting 

purposes, and the like" is cited specifically by Armey as "morally wrong" 

("Armey: Cloning," 1).

Ought we then to conclude that cues drawn up by the media, of 

headless clones and mad scientists, can only be used against the scientific 

establishment? Turney brings up an similar circumstance from the British 

press and parliamentary debate, as analyzed by sociologist Michael Mulkay, 

that may help us find an answer to our question:

...This debate [over embryo research] followed some 

years after the birth of Louise Brown [the first test-tube 



baby], and the publication of a report from a 

government working part chaired by Lady Warnock. 

Her report proposed that researchers trying to improve 

in vitro fertilisation techniques should be permitted to 

experiment with laboratory-created human embryos up 

to an age limit of fourteen days -- held to be the earliest 

that any precursors of the future nervous system are 

discernible.

After much delay, the government put before 

Parliament a draft Human Fertilisation and Embryology 

Bill which, most unusually, included alternative clauses on 

research. There was to be a choice between a permissive 

clause, following Warnock, and a restrictive clause, 

banning any such work on human embryos, and MPs 

(Members of Parliament) were given a free vote on the 

issue. (216)

•••

As ever, there were one or two invocations of 

Frankenstein in early newspapers reporting of the White 

Paper (draft legislation). Although these formed a small 

minority of reports, they reinforced the impression of 

some scientists that Frankensteinian imagery dominates 

public discussion of their work. The IVF pioneer Robert 

Edwards, Nature and the New Scientist all responded in 

this way.

However, analysis of later newspaper debate belies 

this claim. Mulkay read through a sample of eighty-five 



newspaper and magazine articles written about the 

embryo bill while it was passing through Parliament. 

Over one third of them voiced opposition to embryo 

research, but only one [original emphasis] of these made 

any direct reference to science fiction -- using Huxley's 

account of mass production in Brave New World. Nor was 

there much trace of Frankenstein or Brave New World in 

the extensive parliamentary debates about the bill... 

There was, however, frequent reference to the claimed 

effect of these stories in speeches by supporters [original 

emphasis] of research. (216-7)

Turney emphasizes this perhaps surprising fact, a fact which is in and 

of itself empirical evidence that the answer to the question posited above is 

'no.' Turney goes on to explain:

...Their opponents, they [the supporters of embryo 

research] maintained, were unduly influenced by 

fantastic tales, and this prevented them from grasping 

the real aims and likely outcomes of embryo research. 

Those outcomes were represented by the advocates of 

the fourteen-day clause as essentially benign. Newspaper 

articles typically featured mothers who had successfully 

used IVF to avoid the risk of bearing a child with a 

severe genetic disease. MPs foresaw a wide range of 

other medical benefits, both in the medium term and in 

the distant future.

The crucial point, as Mulkay emphasises, is that both 

sides in the debate are constructing futuristic fictions. 



Opponents of the research, while largely eschewing 

mention of Frankenstein, were quick to offer 

speculations about the long-term results of control over 

reproduction. Supporters, while typically decrying the 

opposition's futuristic talk as premature, in fact did just 

the same. But, because there are well-known stories 

which appear to speak only to negative outcomes, the 

pro-science lobby was able to apply a double standard. 

(217)

In other words, during the British embryo research debate, both sides 

constructed "futuristic fictions," or what Ryan might call frames. In the 

ensuing contest that was fought out in the halls of Parliament, the rhetorical 

resource of science fiction was available to both sides of the debate. However, 

in the above instance, cues that referenced scripts from science fiction and 

horror were not used not to discredit embryo research, and instead were 

used to discredit the opponents of such research.

*

Headless clones and related cues drawn from the implied context of 

popular culture are therefore two-edged symbols -- both potent reminders of 

what is possible and ridiculous testimonies to what is not possible. The 

Frankenstein script, which Turney as aforementioned said "incorporates an 

ambivalence about science, method and motive, which is never resolved," 

(35) is used here in a positive manner for proponents of embryo research 

instead of in a negative manner, despite impressions from the science news 

media establishment to the contrary.

The tactics Turney describes are used in much the same way by the 

mobilizing frames ostensibly defending cloning research during the 



aforementioned U.S. legislative debate. Senator Tom Harkin of Iowa in 

particular rallied against HR 923 in a statement made in the Senate on 

February 9, 1998 ("Human cloning"). Like the MPs who supported embryo 

research, Harkin emphasized the medical benefits that cloning research might 

offer people with leukemia or multiple schlerosis. Like the newspaper articles 

that featured mothers who used fertilization technologies for noble ends, 

Harkin cited an instance where a woman came up to him in a restaurant in 

order to thank him for the position that he took on cloning. 

I asked her, 'Why are you so interested in this?' She said 

because she has a rare kidney disorder. She is hoping 

because of rejection possibilities that there might come a 

time when we could actually grow the kind of tissue that 

would develop into a kidney to replace her kidney so 

that there wouldn't be that possibility of rejection. 

("Human cloning, S507-8)

After Harkin established an impression of benevolence, he then went 

on assert that his opponents were operating under misconceptions due to 

fantastic claims that "prevented them from grasping the real aims and likely 

outcomes" of cloning research, to use Turney's comments concerning the 

British embryo research debate (217). Harkin blamed "inflammatory kinds of 

statements and comments" for the bills against cloning research, which he felt 

threatened research that has "so much potential to alleviate human suffering" 

("Human cloning," S507). The senator specifically condemned Seed, "a very 

irresponsible individual" who was "more interested in getting his name in the 

paper than actually carrying out any legitimate scientific research." Harkin 

also accused Seed of creating a media sensation that he felt was responsible 

for rushing HR 923 past Congress, and asked the Senate to "not act 



irresponsibly because one person in America has spoken irresponsibly" 

("Human cloning, S507-8).

While Harkin does draw comparisons from fiction in his statement, he 

does not cue Brave New World or like novels. Instead, he frames his argument 

with a reference to 1984, when he compares the actions of his opponents to 

attempts at "'Big Brother' government," claiming that legislation would seem 

oppressive and send "a very chilling message to young people... who want to 

go into biomedical research" (S507).

Harkin also suggested that those against cloning research should take 

their ranks "alongside Pope Paul V who, in 1616, persecuted the great 

astronomer Galileo for heresy -- for saying that the Earth indeed revolved 

around the Sun and not otherwise" ("Human cloning," S508). He comes near 

the end of his statement with the following remarks:

Mr. President, I hope that tomorrow, when we vote on 

this, that the Senate will choose to be on the side of the 

Galileos, those who want to expand human knowledge, 

those who will not be constricted by outmoded and 

outdated ideas, who understand it's the very nature of 

our humanity to ask how and why and what if. No, not 

to be on the side of those who wanted to keep the Sun 

moving around the Earth, but to be on the side of 

progress and advancement, enlightenment and 

unlimited human potential. ("Human cloning," S509)

Here Harkin basically implies that his opponents are following the 

knowledge narrative. In fact, he recollects that "someone asked, 'Are there 

appropriate limits to human knowledge?'" (S508). But instead Harkin applies 

his implied use of the knowledge narrative against his opponents, much as 



supporters of embryo research in Britain applied an implied use of the 

knowledge narrative against their opponents -- by citing an instance when 

the establishment wrongly persecuted a scientist whose noble intentions 

were borne out in the end.

Armey made a point to disagree with the unfavorable comparison 

made between those opposed to human cloning and Pope Paul V -- "to listen 

to the reactions from various quarters, you would think I was advocating a 

ban on sunshine." While Armey wanted a permanent ban on human cloning 

(a suggestion reminiscent of Krauthammer), in his statement he made it clear 

that he believed that the government could "ban human cloning without 

undermining promising and ethical health research" ("Armey: Cloning," 1).

History provides us with too many examples of 

unethical research on human beings, in the name of 

science and progress. One need not dispute that benefits 

to some might result. But is it worth the cost in terms of 

human life and human dignity? In the case of cloning 

humans, the answer is no. ("Armey: Cloning," 1)

The title of an article that Ehlers wrote for Roll Call ("Cloning humans? 

No! Other cloning research? Yes!") suggests that Ehlers favors cloning 

research. (Roll Call, published since 1955, is "the newspaper of Capitol Hill," to 

quote its website ["Roll Call Online"], and regularly accepts contributions 

from Members of Congress.):

As a scientist, I understand the vital role that science 

plays in enhancing the welfare of individuals and society, 

and I am extremely reluctant to place any limits on 

scientific research. However, while the possibilities of 

scientific experimentation may seem limitless, there are 



times when society -- through the governmental process 

-- can and should place limits on scientific 

experimentation.

•••

Let us look first at several scientific reasons for banning 

human cloning. The dangers associated with the cloning 

of human beings are numerous. It is relatively easier to 

clone sheep or goats than humans, and yet it took 277 

tries to produce one cloned sheep; the unsuccessful 

attempts were merely discarded. Since then, this method 

[somatic cell nuclear transfer] has by no means been 

perfected and if tried with humans, the difficulty of the 

procedure would produce even more failed attempts. We 

place too high a value on human life to allow humans to 

be callously discarded during such a process.

•••

In crafting this legislation, it was extremely important to 

keep it flexible for future scientific developments and yet 

still address the crucial moral issues. My legislation 

precisely defines and bans only one type of cloning, 

human somatic cell nuclear transfer, which leads to the 

production of an identical genetic copy. It does not ban 

other types of cloning, such as recombinant DNA 

technology, also called gene splicing. It does not ban cell 

cloning -- what scientists refer to as cell-line expansion. It 

does not ban research into the cloning of human tissues 

or organs and does not ban the cloning of plants or other 



animals besides humans. ("For The Record," 1-2)

Ehlers' and Armey's statements do not seem to blindly place limits on 

scientific inquiry. They very pointedly target human cloning, and not cloning 

research, despite implied claims to the contrary by their opponents. 

However, because Harkin (and others) cued up scripts where a stance against 

research led to a negative outcome (e.g. persecution of Galileo), those 

supporting Ehlers' bill found a double standard applied against them. Turney 

quoted Mulkay as saying that:

The advocates of embryo research had the advantage of 

being able to maintain that their positive vision of the 

future was supported by the authority of science. Those 

engaged in opposition to embryo research laboured 

under the disadvantage that their bleak narratives bore a 

distinct resemblance to certain familiar stories from 

science fiction. (217)

HR 923 was not passed into law. As Turney concluded in his analysis of 

the British embryo research debate, "The assertion that anyone with 

reservations about biological research is taking the old stories literally 

appears here to have been an extremely effective way of avoiding 

engagement with the specifics of the critics' case" (217).

*

In hindsight, it is perhaps easy to consider the headless clones as 

merely red herrings for the actual issues behind the controversy that 

surrounded them, one of the many sideshow events in the media circus that 

resulted over cloning -- ephemeral phenomena that were disposed of by the 

media after an unspoken expiration date, the same way Slack's headless 

tadpoles were disposed of after the seven-days time limit set by the British 



government. Perhaps obsolescence is an inherent quality of these two-edged 

symbols, since by nature they are limiting. "If," as Turney states, "in the past, 

they have most often functioned to symbolise or express ultimate 

consequences, there is now some truth in the suggestion that they hinder 

rather than help debate when we are confronted with the details of real, 

novel technologies" (220):

This is not because they are fictions which somehow 

represent the facts. It is because framing debate around 

Frankenstein [or similar icons] generally poses all-or-

nothing questions which can only be answered 'yes' or 

'no'. (220)

While these two-edged symbols may simplify arguments by 

polarizing debate, after a while issues become too complex to be expressed in 

such a dichotomous manner. The controversy over headless clones may 

reflect that of similar claims made in the history of in vitro fertilization:

Like other projects which became symbols of the 

manipulative potential of biology, the early history of in 

vitro fertilisation research abounds in premature, 

exaggerated or unsubstantiated announcements, which 

were taken up widely by the press only for their authors 

to fade into obscurity. (Turney, 164)

Turney brings up an editorial from the March 1, 1970 issue of Nature in 

relation to in vitro fertilization which has a familiar ring to it:

The basic position proposed [in the editorial] was that 

none of the theoretical possibilities raised in popular 

discussion -- for genuine ectogenesis or the production of 

identical humans -- was anywhere near practical 



realisation, and that 'a good many people seem to be 

ready to take sides' on these hypothetical questions 

'even though the issues have not been defined with 

enough clarity for them to know what sides there are to 

choose'. (170)

The above excerpt could have as easily described the outcry that 

surrounded human cloning or headless clones. History repeats itself time and 

time again as different instruments are used to carry out the same 

arguments, and eventually the frames at hand outgrow the symbols brought 

out to temporarily represent them, relegating these artifacts of popular 

culture to the ashbin of history.

A quote from Brian Aldiss might, however, be pertinent here:

For a thousand people familiar with the story of Victor 

creating his monster from cadaver spares and endowing 

them with new life, only to shrink back in horror from 

his own creation, not one will have read Mary Shelley's 

original novel. This suggests something of the power of 

infiltration of this first great myth of the industrial age. 

(Turney, 25)

Headless clones in this same way took on a life of their own in societal 

discourse, just as biologist and priest Michael Reiss wanted it when the 

controversy over the headless clones first began (Barr, 2). As an article in 

Science about the headless clones stated:

To some, the furor reeked of hype and sensationalism. 

Perhaps. But it was an instance of exactly what august 

bodies like COPUS [the Royal Society's Committee on 

the Public Understanding of Science] are always calling 



for: public debate. (Morton, 798)

And the debate continued on, not only in the courtrooms of the media 

and the arena of politics, but into the classrooms and conferences as well, 

installing itself as a rhetorical resource in popular culture.

*

Dr. Walter E. "Skip" Bollenbacher is a professor of biology at the 

University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, where he conducts research on 

the control of development, focusing on the nervous system. Bollenbacher 

teaches the development section of Biology 52 course, a class in Cell and 

Developmental Biology with around 160 to 200 students (Bollenbacher, "Re: 

Query," 1).

Bollenbacher first read about Jonathan Slack and his headless tadpoles 

in Science News and followed up on the story from there. In fall of 1997, he 

developed the topic in his class "as one of a number of examples of the central 

importance of advances in developmental biology to society broadly" 

(Bollenbacher, "Re: Query," 2):

Doing this is a way I provide relevance and context to 

engage students in learning a topic. The topic was given 

about 10 minutes in class at the end of a Hox gene and 

body plan lecture to illustrate what can be done with 

these genes using genetic engineering. Students were 

exposed to the article and Slack website and wer [sic] left 

to their own motivation to take the topic from there. 

Some students decided to write on the topic for their 

class writing and this resulted in some excellent 

perspectives and additional literature. The writings were 

then shared via the website with the whole class. (2)



The second assignment that Bollenbacher specifically gives for his half 

of the Biology 52 course each year requires student groups to come together 

"to write an opinion-editorial (Op-Ed) -- of the type that appears in 

newspapers -- on a major breakthrough in developmental biology." The first 

half of each of these documents were, as per Bollenbacher's instructions, 

devoted to the foundation of science underlying the controversy. Many of 

the student op-eds were posted on Bollenbacher's website, and Bollenbacher 

in fact encouraged students to use and list websites as sources of information 

("Second Assignment").

Bollenbacher gives this assignment because he believes that, 

"Formulating opinion and subsequent public policy involves a dynamic 

process of individuals with diverse backgrounds and beliefs coming together 

to establish a common ground that will serve the interests of society as a 

whole" ("Second Assignment"). In essence, he has his students to mimic the 

type of societal discourse that took place over controversies initiated 

(intentionally or unintentionally) by Jonathan Slack or Richard Seed.

Many of the student op-eds focused on the issue of headless clones and 

were given titles such as "Cloning Human Organs," "Headless Humans," 

"Danger of Organ Farms," "Against the Headless," "Ichabod Crane's Worst 

Nightmare -- Headless Humans," "Can We and Should We Use Them as a 

Source for Donor Organs?" and "Cloning Headless Humans is Morally and 

Ethically Wrong!" ("Op-Eds"). The content of these op-eds reflected in brief 

many of the same sentiments displayed in the media over the headless clones 

-- for, against, and undecided -- as can be deduced from their titles.

As is also evident from the links appended to these op-eds, the 

students used as their sources much of the same information that circulated 

around in the mass media during the prolonged controversy. These opinions 



therefore offer a glimpse into the sort of impressions that all the competing 

frames might have made, and might continue to make, on society as a whole.

Perceptions of the issues were at times a bit muddy. "Scientists" in one 

op-ed ("Ichabod Crane's Worst Nightmare") were misquoted as saying that 

the production of headless clones would be "scientific fascism" or "corruption 

of biotechnology," when in fact the statements should correctly be attributed 

to ethicist Professor Andrew Linzey and essayist Charles Krauthammer. But 

the students of Biology 52 raised several concerns over the potential impact 

of the headless clones that the news media which they studied never brought 

up at the time:

The high costs of the creation and storage of clones could 

further widen the gap between the upper and lower 

classes. In addition, the need for storage of these 

headless humans would necessitate large facilities 

throughout the world, which likely would become 

targets by those morally opposed to such practices. 

("Ichabod Crane")

•••

Growing headless humans as organ farms will also have 

a major ecological impact on our planet. The United 

Nations projects the world population in 2040 to be 11.9 

billion. A major cause of overpopulation is the increase in 

average life expectancy. Only a few centuries ago, the life 

expectancy was 20-30 years; now it is about 66 years. By 

employing headless humans as organ farms, the life 

expectancy will further increase. In turn, this will create 

food and water shortages, air and water pollution, and 



global warming. ("Against the Headless")

•••

Sexism will be another problem, as these experiments 

will have to utilize "fake wombs." This, combined with 

the ability to use cells from any human will send the 

message to society that a woman's part in reproduction 

is unimportant, and women's status in society will again 

approach those trends that marginalize women and their 

experiences. ("Ichabod Crane")

Headless clones continued to yield controversies for others to discover 

even after the mass media had long forgotten Slack and Seed. People have 

indeed found it "important to discuss these things before they become a 

practical reality," to paraphrase Slack. And Bollenbacher, who has used the 

headless clones for class assignments ever since the news broke out over 

Slack, says he plans to use the topic again "because it cuts to the core of the 

genetic engineering issue," (Bollenbacher, "Re: Follow-up") thus ensuring that 

in the aftermath of the contest of frames, societal debate will continue over 

the headless clones in the years to come.

*

As a practical consideration, however, headless clones have for the 

most part become somewhat overshadowed, in light of the prospects 

presented by recent advances in cell biology. In November of 1998, two 

research teams, using different techniques, independently reported that they 

each successfully cultured embryonic human stem cells. These cells are 

pluripotent, which means that they have the potential to develop into any 

other cell type. As such, the entire controversy over growing a headless clone 

becomes moot if, as an article in Science noted, one could "reach into the 



freezer, take out a [stem] cell culture, treat it with growth factors, and 

produce almost any tissue in the human body" (Marshall, 1014). And 

embryonic human stem cells are not capable of developing into an organism. 

To quote The Chronicle of Higher Education, "the [stem] cells 'are not potential 

babies,' since they could not be implanted in a uterus and develop into a 

newborn" (Wheeler, A17).

Which is not to say that embryonic human stem cell research isn't itself 

wrapped up in controversy. After all, embryonic human stem cells are 

derived, as their name suggests, from human embryos.

John Gearhart of Johns Hopkins University in Baltimore 

isolated his stem cells from aborted fetuses. James 

Thomson at the University of Wisconsin, Madison, 

obtained his from embryos created by IVF and grown 

for about five days until each developed into a hollow 

ball of cells called a blastocyst. (P. Cohen, "Hold," 1)

Speculated applications of embryonic human stem cells also involved 

the use of cloning, where "cells could be taken from a person, used to clone a 

blastocyst and thus obtain stem cells." As such, The Chronicle of Higher 

Education observed, "Many anti-abortion groups oppose the use of 

embryonic stem cells because they were taken from embryos capable of 

developing into a human" (Wheeler, A17).

The controversy that converged on these reports had already been 

waiting for some time. Science noted that "in the early 1990s there was great 

enthusiasm about the potential benefits of human embryonic stem cell lines, 

yet... [j]ust the thought of research on human embryonic tissue stirred such 

intense debate in the United States that federal funding for such research was 

prohibited" (Miller, 1045).



Thomson [who was first to publish his findings] had to 

carefully wall off his own research from any public 

building, by setting up a separate lab in a building "across 

campus" from where he does NIH [National Institutes of 

Health]-funded research. All the equipment and 

personnel in the duplicate lab are funded privately, 

mostly by the Geron Corp. of Menlo Park, California, 

plus a grant from the Wisconsin Alumni Research 

Foundation, the university's patent agent. In return, 

Geron expects to get an exclusive license for commercial 

uses of Thomson's technology. (Marshall, 1014)

The same stylistic mechanisms that the mass media used to build 

frames around the headless clones are at work here as well. The speculated 

applications of this technology are noted by Thomson himself to be in the 

distant future: "Right now... we don't even know how to direct [stem cells] to 

become any specific cells" (Marshall, 1015). Stuart Newman, a professor of 

anatomy and cell biology at New York Medical College, stated in The 

Chronicle of Higher Educationthat embryonic human stem cell research "could 

lead to the farming of human embryos and that would be a really bad idea," 

once again introducing negative overtones and images of embryo farms ala 

Brave New World (Wheeler, A17). Science, the first journal to report on these 

findings, immediately brought overtones of fantasy into the debate by 

stating, "Sounds like science fiction?" (Marshall, 1014). And an editorial 

published along with Thomson's findings actually observed, "Even the most 

fundamental research can be a double-edged sword," a hint that the 

techniques used in previously discussed controversies to manipulate popular 

ambivalence may in future be employed here as well (Miller, 1045).



 The aforementioned editorial commented on the part that Science 

played in the controversy:

Science believes that publication of ethically controversial 

research can constructively catalyze and can play a 

positive role in maintaining an open atmosphere for 

dissemination and discussion. The open airing of multiple 

viewpoints can lead to a scientific policy that addresses 

the concerns of all constituencies. By encouraging the 

publication of valid research regardless of its qualification 

for public funding, journals can keep the public and body 

politic informed about research progress. Armed with 

factual knowledge, subsequent debates can lead to 

equally informed and scientifically based decisions 

regarding the steps needed to ensure scientific quality, 

public safety, and ethical integrity. (Miller, 1045)

The frame presented here, outside of any context, suggests that this 

latest controversy will in time follow the path that the headless clones and 

many other symbols like it have taken, from the media into politics and then 

out of politics. And true enough, this controversy has made its mark in 

politics as previously mentioned. In fact, student op-eds have already been 

written about the stem cell research controversy in Bollenbacher's Biology 52 

class ("Op-Eds"). While a new controversy has therefore come to eclipse the 

now obsolete headless clone in the public spotlight, it may turn out that this 

controversy may in turn fade into the shadows once other, more 

controversial techniques are invented.

*

It is unlikely that the headless clones will ever come back to set off yet 



another contentious episode in the mass media again, since the technology 

for artificial wombs is for now at best a remote possibility. As such, it is ironic 

that speculation on the part of one so firmly set against them leaves open a 

slim chance that the headless clones may show their faces again. Armey, in 

his statement against human cloning, noted that his opponents wanted "to 

ban the implantation of a cloned human embryo into a woman's uterus -- 

apparently a chimpanzee's uterus would be acceptable" ("Armey: Cloning," 

2).

Turney observed that "more and more technological projects which 

once seemed the sole province of fiction appear to bear fruit in reality. The 

fact that this is itself a commonplace claim in such debates does not mean that 

it does not contain a large element of truth" (201). As long as headless clones 

remain a subject of debate, it may well be that what is now imagined, even in 

jest, can one day become quite real. 


