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What price the

genetic revolution?
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{l-s",' " ,*. "r.. my wire phoned
to say thac somerhing might be mong with our mbom child. A blood cest
suggested dre possibiliry of Down syndrome, and dre doctor was recom-
mending amniocenresrs and genetic counseling. As it happened, I was al-
most finished writing a book abour the pamdoxical nature of information
rechnology-the strange realization thar more, fasrer, even befier infonna-
tion can sometimes do more ham rhan good- Vhen my wife's obstetrician
reporred the alarming news, it seemed a 6ough rhe Cod of Technolocy
was already looking to senle the score. The doctor, a{ier all, was maely
reading from a computer printout. Test results pored ovei us in a gush of
formuld md snlistics. My wifet blood contained such-and+uch a ratio of
three fetal horrnones, which tl3nslated statistically into a such-aad+uch in-
cremed chance of our child having an extra chrornosome, a forry-seventh,
which can cause severely limited intellecual capacity, deformed organs ard
limbs, and hean dysinction. The miocenr€sis woutd senle che maner for
certai!, allowing a lab technician to count rhe fetst actual cbrcmosomes.
But drcre was a dark statistical specter here, roo, a chance that the proce-
dure itself would lead to a spontaneou mis@diage whether the fetus was
generically abnormal or not. Testing a healthy ferus ro deafi: many rimes,
in the davs ahead, I wondered if I could come to terms with rhar uhacon-
tenporary brand of senselesnes. The computer thought it a risk worth rak-
ins: rhe chance of niscariage was slghtly lower than the chance of discov,
ering Down syndrome. My wG md I put ou faith in tlrc compucer.
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