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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
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Each June, the Graduate School of Arts and Sciences Centennial Medal, first awarded in
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“Aristotle wrote that ‘man is naturally a political
animal.’ So, it would seem, is the bioethicist.”
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