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Bioethicists like R. Alta
Charo ’79 operate where
scientific innovation butts
up against cultural ethos.
As a professor of law and
bioethics at the Univer-
sity of Wisconsin-Madison
law and medical schools,
she has spent two decades
studying global attitudes
toward emerging technol-
ogy and is riveted by the
resulting debates, which
are informed by history,
common sense, religion,
corporate profits, and pol-
itics. “It’s fun,” she says of
this vortex. “Who would
not want to be where it’s
all actually happening? I
get to be surrounded by
people who are as passion-
ate and involved as I am—
even if they are passionate
about things I abhor.” 

Charo focuses on repro-
ductive technology (she
concentrated in biology at
Harvard, and then went on to Columbia
Law School), but her work covers a range
of classic bioethics issues. While serving
on the presidential National Bioethics
Advisory Commission (1996-2001), she
helped draft reports on cloning and stem-
cell research. She also examined the ethi-
cal implications of conducting research on
mentally impaired people and pursuing
clinical trials in developing countries.
This spring saw the culmination of sever-
al collaborative projects, including her
work as a member of the National Acad-
emies’ Board on Life Sciences in creating
the embryonic-stem-cell research guide-
lines released in April. 

In June, she began work with a commit-
tee tapped to assess the Federal Drug

Administration’s system of evaluating and
ensuring drug safety, especially after the
drugs are on the market. “There is a new
opportunity to observe how they a≠ect
people, and whether there are adverse
events associated with the drug use in
some or all sub-populations, such as chil-
dren,” she explains. “I don’t know how the
work will go yet,” she adds, happily. “But I
know it’s going to be very political.”

Developed as a discipline only a few
decades ago, bioethics is now reflected in
the way people think and talk about every
aspect of the human life cycle. “In the are-
nas of sex, conception, birth, illness, care-
giving, and death—most of the time it
was religious leaders and theologians who

made pronouncements on what was right
and wrong, and who were the opinion
leaders who influenced government poli-
cy,” asserts Charo. 

That began to change in the 1960s and
1970s, as more secular views were aired.
And by the 1990s, she says, a broad nation-
al discussion was under way among scien-
tists, doctors, lawyers, philosophers, soci-
ologists, and anthropologists—at the very
moment biotechnology was taking o≠.
“The current religious backlash against
that secular juggernaut is really a struggle
to reassert control over these issues,” she
maintains. “Bioethics has simply been
flung up into the swirl of talking heads
because it is a lens through which, I think,
the more fundamental debate over the role

A L U M N I

Life at the Epicenter
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of religion and the role of government is
being debated.”

Charo has been researching historic and
current examples of the governmental reg-
ulation of morals in America. “America
may have been settled by some as a reli-
gious haven, but note that it was a haven
for disa≠ected Christian sects, not for
non-Christians,” she says. “And though
there was, from the time of the Constitut-
ion, formal separation of church and state,
the two were never really all that far apart.
To some extent, today’s fight is about
making all religions (and atheism) truly
equally welcome in the public square.” 

Nowhere, she says, is the e≠ort to regu-

late morals clearer today than in the abor-
tion wars (although the fight over gay
marriage, she observes, is a close second).
Speaking before a group of Harvard Med-
ical School faculty members in April,
Charo examined the phenomenon of con-
science clauses—laws in at least 45 states
that allow physicians to refuse to perform
an abortion without retribution from em-
ployers (the subject of her June 16 New
England Journal of Medicine article). In most
cases, physicians must refer patients else-
where, but in regions with few providers,
she notes, a refusal is tantamount to
denying access altogether to a legal ser-
vice. In Wisconsin, a bill that passed the
legislature last year, was vetoed by the
governor, and now has been reintro-
duced, takes that idea several steps fur-
ther. It would allow healthcare profes-
sionals to abstain from “referring,
counseling, recommending—or doing
anything that was construed as partici-
pating” in—treatment related to assisted
suicide, fertility services, abortion, or any
treatment based on fetal-tissue research
or embryonic stem cells. “Under this law,
for example, a physician can refuse to
provide basic vaccinations—chicken pox,
rubella—because these were derived
from fetal-tissue research,” she says. “And
the physician cannot be sued or disci-
plined.” “What’s next?” she asked the

group. “I’m waiting for the bus driver
who refuses to make that routine stop be-
cause it happens to be near the abortion
clinic.” 

Charo believes the abortion wars are
proxies for the debate over women’s inde-
pendence: “whether women should be
free of the fear of punishment for sex, sin-
gle motherhood, for ‘careerism,’ and, in
general, for independence.” She can’t abide
“sanctity of life” arguments, in part be-
cause of her own religious orientation.
“The fact that I am Jewish makes a di≠er-
ence, I think. The argument is that if I do
these things (have an abortion, use stem
cells) then I am taking control, I am play-

ing God, and destroying the sanctity of
life,” she says. “But that is a Christian view
of an anthropomorphic activist God con-
trolling things. In Judaism, God com-
mands humans to improve the world, to
heal the world. Humans take control, not
God.”

And what about embryonic-stem-cell
research? “If a fertility clinic were on fire
and you had only enough time to run in
once to e≠ect a rescue, which would you
grab—the unconscious clinic worker or a
tank full of hundreds of frozen embryos?”
she asks (see “Debating the Moral Status
of the Embryo,” July-August 2004, page
41). “Regardless of whether or not you
think embryos are morally significant, it
is (or ought to be) possible to set priori-
ties. Put another way, opponents take the
radical position that we should protect
embryos (whose moral status is debat-
able) before we protect men, women, and
children (whose moral status is not). I
take the conservative position—protect
first those whose moral status is unques-
tioned, and when they’ve been cared for,
do what you can for the rest.” 

Speaking more personally, Charo tells
the story of a friend who died of Lou
Gehrig’s disease in her thirties. “For seven
years I went back and forth from Madi-
son to Long Island to be with her and to
help out. There is nothing, nothing that the

Right to Lifers can say to me that can ever
persuade me that concern for 64 undi≠er-
entiated cells in a blastocyst matters one
trillionth as much as one glimmer of hope
that stem-cell research could find a cure
for that disease,” she says. “Those people
talk about compassion and love? They
should have spent one weekend with my
friend—I challenge them to have ended
that weekend as certain of their views as
they are today.” 

At harvard, Charo studied evolution-
ary theory and behavioral ecology with
plans to focus on primates in graduate
school. But she saw her exceptional LSAT
scores (versus respectable GREs) as a
sign of greater aptitude, and went to Co-
lumbia Law. After graduating, she took a
job at the school’s Legislative Drafting
Research Fund, where at one point she
wrote a grant proposal on the developing
legal norms on reproductive technology. 

The grant was denied, but Charo, ex-
cited by the topic, became a legal analyst
at the (now defunct) Biological Applica-
tions Program of the congressional O∞ce
of Technology Assessment. “I know all
about sperm,” she says with a laugh. “I am
the only person in medical history to get
sent on a federally funded tour of Califor-
nia sperm banks.” But she was also ex-
posed to the “abortion wars, cultural
wars, and religious wars in America. And
I got exposed to bioethics.” Desiring ex-
perience in lower-tech reproductive med-
icine, she also did a fellowship on interna-
tional family planning, in which she
studied, among other things, condom dis-
tribution in Indonesia and Ghana. In 1989,
she took the post in Madison. 

Not all bioethicists have a background
in science. Charo keeps up with biologi-
cal news to help “reduce the chances of
overestimating the power of scientific
discoveries or wandering o≠ into science
fiction land”—and to better target poten-
tial ethical questions. Take, for example, a
gene therapy conducted by inserting new
genetic material into existing cells. One
might take care to ensure that the vector
does not trigger the immune system, she
explains. “But an appreciation of science
means one might also notice that this
same technique could be used to engineer
a pathogen that evades standard immu-
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nizations, thus making the pathogen
more useful as a biological weapon. This
exemplifies the ‘dual use’ dilemma. Tech-
nologies can usually be used for both
good and evil, so how does one decide
whether to censor the technology or
merely attempt to regulate it? There is a
Buddhist saying that each man is given
keys that will open the gates of heaven,
but these keys also open the gates of hell.”

Bioethicists argue from various starting
points. “I focus on questions of equality,”
Charo explains. “Which things are going
to lead to more equality among people?”
She considers herself more politically
minded than some of her cohorts, and be-
lieves that societal and governmental
structures should be considered at the
outset, not after “purer academic” ques-
tions have been debated. “Our conversa-
tions would be more honest, more articu-
late, and more e≠ective if we were to
embrace this rather than bury it in the
hope that bioethics can ever somehow be
above politics,” she wrote in a column to
appear in this summer’s report from the
Hastings Center, a bioethics research in-
stitute. “Aristotle wrote that ‘man is nat-
urally a political animal.’ So, it would
seem, is the bioethicist.”

To escape the heat of twenty-first cen-
tury politics, Charo retreats into the nov-
els of Jane Austen—“a more soothing way
to pursue my interests” in ethical quan-
daries. She is also a great fan of Cary
Grant (“Intelligence without humor is te-
dious, and humor without intelligence is
bu≠oonery. But the two of them together?
I could bask in that forever”); J.K. Rowl-
ing and Harry Potter; and home renova-
tion. Her 1939 house has seen so many

changes that she was named the guardian
of her general contractor’s children be-
tween jobs two and three. Of the highly
educated craftsmen who populate Madi-
son, and often her home, she says, “They
are a delightful group.…If any of them
were single, I’d marry them.” 

Charo is also an avowed Trekkie who
has developed an undergraduate bio-
ethics course using 14 episodes selected

from all five series of Star Trek to ease ten-
sions during particularly sensitive discus-
sions. “Think of race, for example. In
bioethics, you might talk about black
couples who want a white sperm donor
so that their child can have lighter-col-
ored skin,” she says. That situation is mir-
rored in an episode from Star Trek: Voyager

in which a half-Klingon, half-human
woman who is frustrated about her back-
ground finds out that her future child
will inherit Klingon traits and asks her
doctor to make the infant genetically
human. “Is it right to reject part of your
heritage? Are you entitled to do that?
Should the doctor accede to the patient’s
wishes? Will the child be harmed or not?”
Charo queries. “All these discussions can

take place now because you’re talking
about Klingons and humans.”

In the classroom and the courts, she re-
ports, debates over such “moral issues”
typically boil down to questions of indi-
vidual rights versus governmental duties.
“Can gay people get married? Can single
women use IVF? Can gay couples use
IVF? Can you use genetic testing to
choose the sex of your child? All these
questions begin with the premise that it
is within the government’s purview to
regulate these choices.”

That notion was blown apart in June
2003, she believes, by the 6-3 Supreme
Court decision in Lawrence v. Texas that
challenged the criminalization of sodomy.
Justice Anthony Kennedy, a Reagan ap-
pointee, unexpectedly took a step back
from weighing individual rights, she says,
and asserted that, fundamentally, “the
state has no legitimate interest in regulat-
ing sexual behavior. Just the fact that a

Graduate School of Arts and Sciences Medalists
Each June, the Graduate School of Arts and Sciences Centennial Medal, first awarded in
1989 on the occasion of the hundredth anniversary of the school’s founding, honors alumni
who have made contributions to society that emerged from their graduate study at Har-
vard. This year’s honorands are, from left, Nobel Prize-winner and former Faculty of Arts
and Sciences dean A. Michael Spence, Ph.D. ’72, a leader in both economics and higher-edu-
cation administration; MIT professor Michael Artin, Ph.D. ’60, an architect of the modern
approach to algebraic geometry; Elaine H. Pagels, Ph.D. ’70, an expert on the origins of
Christianity; and Nobel Prize-winner H. Robert Horvitz, Ph.D. ’74, a molecular biologist
who has done foundational work in the study of cell apoptosis.

“Aristotle wrote that ‘man is naturally a political
animal.’ So, it would seem, is the bioethicist.”
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Election Results
The names of the new members of the
Board of Overseers and the new directors
of the Harvard Alumni Association (HAA)
were announced at the association’s annu-
al meeting on the afternoon of Commence-
ment day. Just over 30,000 alumni cast bal-
lots, representing a turnout of roughly 14
percent.

Elected as Overseers, for six-year terms,
were:

Mitchell L. Adams ’66, M.B.A. ’69. Ex-
ecutive director, Massachusetts Technol-
ogy Collaborative, Dedham, Mass.

Gerald R. Jordan Jr. ’61, M.B.A. ’67. In-
vestment adviser, president, Hellman,
Jordan Management Co. Inc., Boston.

Lisbet Rausing, Ph.D ’93. Senior re-
search fellow, Imperial College, London,
England.

Susan S. Wallach ’68, J.D. ’71. Special
counsel, Schulte Roth & Zabel LLP, New
York City.

Seth P. Waxman ’73. Partner, Wilmer
Cutler Pickering Hale and Dorr, Wash-
ington, D.C.

Elected as directors of the HAA, for
three-year terms, were:

Rocky Delgadillo ’82. Los Angeles city
attorney, Los Angeles, Calif.

Christopher Gabrieli ’81. Chairman,
Massachusetts 2020, Boston.

Keith A. James ’79, J.D. ’82. Shareholder,
Shutts & Bowen, LLP, West Palm Beach,
Fla. 

Sarah Elizabeth Lewis ’01. Curatorial
assistant, Museum of Modern Art, New
York City.

Janet A. Moy ’75. Dermatologist; assis-
tant clinical professor, New York Univer-

J O H N  H A RVA R D ’ S  J O U R N A L

majority may view [sodomy] as immoral
does not give the state legitimate interest
in forcing everybody to live by the major-
ity’s values. This is profound stu≠, and
goes to the very heart of the role of gov-
ernment in the United States system. 

“Does the government exist to identify
and enforce the moral vision of propor-
tionally dominant groups?” Charo contin-
ues. “Or does it have a more modest role,
to simply facilitate individual choice while
protecting vulnerable persons? These fun-
damental questions are a large part of

what is driving these debates over ques-
tions of bioethics. There are many people
who want the government to incorporate
in its policies religious beliefs, and to en-
force those policies.” 

Charo is quick to add that she does not
advocate eliminating religious considera-
tions from dialogues over bioethics.
“What needs to be discussed is whether,
in these debates, we should insist upon
what [philosopher] John Rawls calls
‘publicly accessible reasoning,’” she ex-
plains. That requires that any arguments

in favor of a goal that may involve reli-
gious viewpoints should make equal
sense to those who do not hold those reli-
gious views. “Otherwise we are fighting
over whether or not your God is better
than my God,” Charo emphasizes, “and
whether or not your religion is better
than my religion. And I find that to be a
terrible way to set public policy.” 

�nell porter brown

Nell Porter Brown is assistant editor of this mag-
azine.

Three alumni were publicly thanked by President
Lawrence H. Summers for their exceptional ser-
vice to the University during the HAA’s annual meet-
ing on the afternoon of Commencement.

Walter C. Guralnick, D.M.D. ’41, of Boston—
Pioneering professor and practitioner of oral surgery,
you have helped change the face of modern dentistry,
mentoring generations of students at the Harvard
School of Dental Medicine while working to improve ac-
cess to dental care around the world.

Suzanne Young Murray ’62, of Providence—A
leader for Radcliffe College and a loyal and generous
citizen of Harvard, you have served this University
with vision and vitality, creating a stronger future for
Harvard and the Radcliffe Institute for Advanced
Study by your constant commitment to excellence in
education.

C. Dixon Spangler Jr., M.B.A. ’56, of Char-
lotte, North Carolina—Leader in education and
business, eminent alumnus and Overseers’ presi-
dent, you have built a lasting legacy at Harvard
through your wisdom, humanity, and devotion to the
University's highest purposes.

The HAA Awards Committee invites nomina-
tions for candidates
for Harvard Medals
(which honor ex-
traordinary contri-
butions in teaching, administration, leadership, fundrais-
ing, and other areas) and HAA Alumni Awards. Send a
letter with the nominee’s résumé and other supporting
materials to Andy Hoffrichter, Office of Alumni Rela-
tions and Research, Harvard Alumni Association, 124
Mount Auburn Street, sixth floor, Cambridge 02138, or
go to www.haa.harvard.edu (click “About the HAA,”
and then “Boards”).

Harvard Medalists

Clockwise from top: Walter C. Guralnick, Suzanne Young
Murray, and C. Dixon Spangler Jr.
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