
Conclusion

The debates held over cloning research began long before the headless 

tadpoles were produced by the University of Bath. Indeed, the controversy 

over cloning began long before the first successful cloning of an adult 

mammal in 1997 with Dolly, and even before the first time adult vertebrates 

were ever cloned, when tadpoles were successfully cloned from adult frogs 

(Xenopus laevis  ) at Cambridge University in 1962 (Fox, 1; Slack, 92). The 

Horizon documentary "Dawn of the Clone Age" reminds us that the 

controversy over cloning goes back, at the very least, to Brave New World, 

which introduced 'Bokonovsky's process,' a fictional technique by which "a 

large number of identical individuals can be produced from one fertilised 

egg" (Turney, 114).

Thus, the controversy began before cloning was ever even a practical 

consideration, with speculation in fiction such as Brave New World. Turney 

noted, however, that fiction is not the only kind of storytelling that goes on 

when it comes to scientific developments:

History and prediction, however scholarly, and however 

carefully built around verifiable facts about past or 

present, are also kinds of storytelling. In the cultural 

cacophony of the last years of the twentieth century, 

there are many contending stories about science, in all 

these forms. As they are told and retold, they collide and 

recombine, creating new narratives, sometimes 

preserving old meanings, sometimes offering new ones. 

Together, all these stories form part of a diffuse public 

debate about science and technology, about what 

research is desirable or permissible, what applications are 



to be hoped for or feared, about how our society shapes 

and is shaped by the science it builds. That debate is 

conducted in many fora, from the primary-coloured 

media of popular culture to the sober chambers of 

legislative assemblies. (201)

The message proposed in this thesis is that the narratives studied 

herein, whether recorded as official deliberations or as news stories, are 

records of "the many contending stories about science," in this case cloning, as 

interpreted via the frames mobilized by each opposing side.

And all narratives need characters through which the stories can be 

told. The headless tadpoles were drafted from the University of Bath for this 

very purpose, and were introduced by the Sunday Times as headless clones to 

the world at large. The debate over whether headless clones are unwilling 

subjects or not is the basically the same as the debate over whether clones are 

humans or objects, one of the debates principal to the controversy over 

cloning ever since Brave New World associated factories with clones. In this 

respect, the controversy over cloning is similar to the controversy over 

abortion, which helps explain why the controversy over cloning is so heated. 

The headless tadpoles did not begin the debate that engulfed them -- the 

headless tadpoles instead entered in on a debate that was ready to be retold 

around them.

Once the characters were chosen, a narrative could unfold. The media 

focused more on the controversy surrounding the headless clones rather 

than the facts concerning the headless tadpoles, since the controversy 

conserved an illusion of immediate relevance which the facts did not (e.g. 

"practical realisation was probably 10-15 years away" [Rix, 2]). Each story the 

headless clones were in inevitably drew on an implied context of popular 



culture and presented cues to scripts (e.g. the 'mad scientist' knowledge 

narrative) as foregrounded content. The news about the headless clones as a 

result created the controversy that in turn became the news, and the 

controversy over cloning in this way found a new narrative to continue on in.

When the initial controversy over the headless clones died down, the 

controversy over cloning also went dormant in the mass media. But by that 

time the headless clones had already saturated the mass media -- in print and 

on television, as news and as entertainment. Mobilizing frames 

characteristically try to affect as many people as possible, and the headless 

clones had been adopted as a rhetorical resource in the controversy over 

cloning. The headless clones had already been introduced all over the world.

"Frames emerge in contests" (Ryan, 75), and encourage debate, as is 

evident with several of the 1997 stories about headless clones. Mobilizing 

frames also "push audiences to see problems not as individual but as 

collective" (Ryan, 71). As such, it is natural for mobilizing frames to seek 

conclusive resolutions for contests from legislative bodies, that after all are 

officially formed in order to deal with collective problems. What every story 

needs is an ending, and a debate is, as noted before, a kind of story. All the 

controversy over cloning needed was an excuse for closure.

Richard Seed provided that excuse. Seed was sensationally effective in 

provoking the media, and Krauthammer responded with a general request 

to ban human cloning. In specific, Krauthammer asked Congress to make the 

cloning of headless humans a capital crime. The stage was set for the headless 

clones to come into the political scene.

But the political scene proved to be too complex for the fantastic 

images used by either side to polarize debate. Headless clones, like the other 

visual aids that graphically illustrated the problem at hand, were too limited 



to represent each issue in any depth. And like similar symbols used in similar 

debates in the past, the headless clones ultimately were abandoned by the 

media and by politics.

But the headless clones still remain part of societal discourse, as the 

mobilizing frames that initially introduced the headless clones to the world 

did their job well in that regard. While other techniques may currently attract 

more attention in the media (perhaps one day to slip into relative obscurity as 

well), the headless clones remain entrenched in the collective imagination.

The headless clones may very well resurface one day, as long as there 

are fertile minds that entertain the possibility of their existence. As other 

stories have been told and retold, perhaps the story of the headless clones, 

now told, will one day also be retold.


