James Watson, who helped discern the structure of DNA, predicted that humans will soon be able
{o diract thalr own evolution ~ a prespect not unlversally embraced. John Giblins ( Union-Tribune "

DNA trailblazer foresees designer genes

Watson says humans
could shape evolution

By Bruce Lieberman
STAFF WRITER

ture of humanity lies in what

sclence can tell us about our.

EEnEes.

On the surface, that may not
seem ke a shocking statement
from a man who 50 vears ago
helped divine the structure of
DNA, the double helix of mole-
cules that encodes our biology.

But Watson, who shared a
1962 Nobel Prize with co-dis-

-coverers Maurice Wilkins and

Francis Crick of the Salk Inst-

tute in La Jolla, also predicts.

that 21at century science will
empowar humans to actually
direct their own evolution.

Sclentists will find the genes
behind a long Het of dizeases
and cure many of them, Wat-
son said. Parents will be able to
find out if their children are
genetically predisposed to alco-
holiam and wviclence and bhe
able to warn them,

Babies may be genetically
engineered to be smarter, hap-
pier, more athletic and hetter
looking. A pregnant mother
could have the powey to know if
her unborn child will be handi.
capped or mentally ill and
choose to end the pregnancy,

It is alt because of science's
grasp of deoxyiibonucleic acid,
DNA — the subject of a five-
part serfes on public {elevision
beginning teday that recounts
the d15covery of DNA's struge-

ture in 195"*1 and the blological

revolution it sparked,

One of the bigpest legacies
of the DNA discovery Is an
emerging appreciation for hu-
man diversity, Watson said.

“We're going to understand

. why people are different,” ha
For James Watson, the fu- -

sald duting a recent trip to San
Diego. *I think that’s going to
lead to a better society because
we'll be more tolerant.”

During an interview in La

Jolla, Watson talked about the

future of genetics and how the
advancing knowledge of DNA
will give people cholcer they
never thought possible.
“DNA," produced by Thir
teen/WNET New York and
stretching over five consecutive
Sundays, begins with the epic
discovery of DINA's double he-
lix and contimues with a look
back at the first genetic engi-
neeting experiments, the emer
gence of today's biotech indus-
try, the rise of genetically

modified plants and crops, the

race to decode the hutnan ge-
nome, the quest to find the ge-
netle catses of cancer, and the
prospeocts for aterng the -
man race through genetic engi-
neering.

It is in the last sepment, titled
“Pandora’s Box,” where Wat-
son, 75, shares some of his
must controversial views.

Among them is the idea that
new genetic tests will empowet
parents to decide the fate of
their unborn children.

I think if you knew a child
would be born handicapped
physically and imeatally in

gome way, 1 woukint want to !

have a child born if I could

hring a heulthy child” mto the .,

Lt e

J e

world, Wateon sald.
The selentist’s views have

"been shaped in part by his fami-

Iy's own experience. His son
suffers from an undiagnosed
mental illness that displays
gymptoms of both autiem and
schizophrenia,

Mental illness, physical
handicaps, disease and other

- disorders are “genetic Injus-

tices,” and science is acquiring
the abllity to set many of them
right, Watson said.

He has spent much of the

past 40 years studying the biol-
ogy of cancer. At Cold Spring
Harbor Laboratory in New
York, where he serves as chan-
cellor, scientists are atl.emptmg
to cata]ng the genes responsi-
ble. -
Watson said DNA can tell
humans about not otity what we
are but also who we are, Thete
are probably genes that malke
people talkative or introverted,
good at math or bad at math,
tight-handed or left-handed, he
gaid. There arc probably genes
for lust, and for maternal love,

Ideniify those genes, and
someday people may be able to
control which ones pet turned
on and which ones are sup-
pressed. Designer habies
shouldn't be feared but em-
braced, Watson said.

4] think it"s human matw e to
fry to improve yowr life,” he
gaid. “We should count on
knowledge being used to im-

prove hunan life, rather than

belng used to increase human
problems.”
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