Report on Workshop: 
‘Embryonic Hopes: Social and legal dimensions of reproductive medicine and human cloning’
The ‘Embryonic Hopes’ workshop, which was held at King’s College London on 6th June, brought together a number of persons from the wider academic community to discuss the promises and expectations of reproductive medicine and new genetics in the UK and Israel.  With the Human Fertilisation and Embryology Bill approaching its final stages in Parliament, the workshop could not have been more topical.  The intention of the workshop organisers—Marie-Andrée Jacob (lecturer at Keele University and member of the AHRC Centre for the Study of Law, Gender and Sexuality) and Barbara Prainsack (senior lecturer at the Centre for Biomedicine and Society at King’s College London)—was that the event should stimulate a genuine interdisciplinary conversation between health care law scholars and sociologists of science.  Their chosen workshop format of having a sociologist comment on a legal scholar’s paper, and a health law scholar respond to a sociology of science paper, certainly helped to ensure such. Furthermore, in inviting a number of active scholars from both fields, as well as interested individuals from cognate disciplines and associated interest groups, the conversation was sustained and lively throughout the day-long event.

The UK and Israel are commonly regarded as endorsing permissive regulatory approaches towards reproductive medicine and genetics.  An objective of the workshop was therefore to consider the similarities and differences between the regulatory approaches in both countries, and the mutually constitutive relationship between regulation and public discourse on the topics.  The aim of bringing together sociologists and legal scholars was intended to provoke a critical discussion of conceptual and methodological tools within each discipline for the analysis of cultural discourses and regulatory frameworks in the field of reproductive medicine and genetics.  It is hoped that the workshop will contribute to both the development of cross- and inter-disciplinary methodologies between law and sociology, and the development of a sustainable infrastructure of collaboration across the disciplines.  While extensive discussions on reproductive medicine and genetics are going on within legal studies and sociology, these discussions rarely incorporate perspectives from other fields.  The rich conversations induced by ‘Embryonic Hopes’ are a clear marker of how both fields could develop from a more cross-disciplinary approach.  Social & Legal Studies have invited publications from the workshop, to include a contribution in the journal’s “Debate and Dialogue” section.  As such, there is the clear potential for the workshop discussions to be continued, developed and disseminated to a wider interested audience.  The purpose of this short comment is to communicate some of these ‘embryonic’ discussions to interested BioNews readers.
The morning session of the workshop was built around a paper by lawyer, Carmel Shalev (Medical Centre, Georg-August University), entitled ‘Human Being, Nature and Dignity’.  Using Israel as a case study, Shalev’s paper provided a theoretical analysis of the concept of human dignity, to include legalistic, religious, secular, nationalist and pro-natalist interpretations.  In the paper, Shalev argued for a metaphysical reflection between the interrelationship between human beings, technology and nature that moves beyond the traditional individualism of human rights discourse “to include responsibility as a self-imposed restraint on the exercise of power, with a view of empathy to others who are affected by our choices.”  In her paper, Shalev looked to experiences with existing repro-genetic technologies in Israel in order to problematise assumptions around reproductive freedom, and to substantiate her case that a more textured view of human dignity must be negotiated.  

Sociologist, Michal Nahman (University of West England) responsed to Shalev’s paper.  Discussing her recent ethnographic work with egg donors in Eastern Europe—where a number of Israeli clinics obtain eggs from—her response provided a demonstrative example of the wider politics involved in acts such as gamete donation that concepts such as human dignity perhaps do need to embrace much more readily than is current.  Does the woman (or man) in Israel owe any responsibility to the woman in Poland, whose egg is used to enable her (and/or him) to have a child?  What if that woman doesn’t feel able to have a child herself because of socio-economic conditions, or her reproductive capacity becomes somehow harmed from donating eggs?  How do we negotiate these considerations in a progressive, non-paternalistic way that reflects the ‘hopes’ of the various actors involved?  With whom does the responsibility for human dignity lie? 
In the afternoon, Sarah Franklin (London School of Economics) delivered a presentation based on her paper, ‘The Cyborg Embryo’.  This sociology of science paper was responded to by health care lawyer, Marie Fox (Keele University).  In her paper, Franklin was concerned to reconnect the quite remarkable history of IVF (and associated histories of intervention) with current debates and possibilities related to transbiology (ie. regenerative medicine, stem cell science, tissue engineering, cloning), in the sense that these were only made possible because of the surplus extra-corporeal embryos left over from IVF treatment.  Drawing attention to the varied populous of embryos that now exist—as compared to ‘the embryo’ that law and policy debates are often so keen to want to define—Franklin’s paper discussed not only the kinship consequences of embryos in the reproductive and familial sense, but also the potentialities for ‘a technoscientifically enhanced future’ that embryos have been instrumental in creating.  Drawing on her observational work in human embryonic stem cell (hES) laboratories in the UK, which were all attached to an IVF clinic, Franklin certainly made this connection between assisted conception and transbiology come alive.  Moreover, Franklin’s paper created space for much discussion on the shifting nature of the meaning of entities and processes such as embryos and the relationship between nature and science, to include when it is that meanings shift and the intellectual resources that are drawn upon in order to empirically investigate these.  
Marie Fox further contributed to these discussion points by questioning in her response why lawyers are happier engaging with some disciplines and/or texts more than others.  For example, health care lawyers have traditionally been more inclined to engage with normative bioethical frameworks or regulatory law than empirical or anthropological perspectives.  Pointing out how the embryo is as much a legal as a biological and cultural artifact, Fox posed a number of questions that helped to further garner discussion: first, whether legal definition can ever capture cultural meaning; second, what the rigidity of regulatory law can perhaps bring to other disciplines; thirdly, how should the dual role of law in society be considered, in the sense that it is both problem solving and sociological, and finally, how cross-disciplinary research and investigation can contribute to this consideration.

All-in-all, the workshop did a truly wonderful job of stimulating a genuinely interdisciplinary conversation on the topics of reproductive medicine and genetics.  It is often the case that ‘interdisciplinary’ academic events lack a genuine cross-discipline interrogation and engagement: while academics from one discipline will certainly listen with genuine interest to academics from another, that is often where the engagement ends.  ‘Embryonic Hopes’ was a clear exception to this rule and I have every confidence that the discussions will continue to develop and that many useful collaborations investigating the cultural discourses and the regulation of reproductive medicine and genetics will emerge from this important workshop.  As such, a great deal of thanks must go to Marie and Barbara for their organisation and enthusiasm, to all the participants, particularly the presenters and respondents, and to Social and Legal Studies and the Foundation for the Sociology of Health and Illness for sponsoring the workshop.
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