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Abstract

The paper becomes imperative in order to take a critical look beyond
popular ideas and bring to the fore some ethical problems inherent in in-
vitro fertilisation-embryo transfer. This paper thus analyses these issues
with reference to Africa; the relationship of the technique to African
conception of life at its beginning and how Africans manage infertility.
With a review of relevant literatures and key informant interviews, it
examines the arguments adduced for and against human embryo as a
human life and the ethical consequences of IVF-ET thereof for the
embryo as a human life. It explores the views of Africans on marriage,
sexuality and procreation, and how they differ from the idea behind in-
vitro fertilisation-embryo transfer. The paper concludes by empathising
with the plight of childless married heterosexual couples. It suggests
adoption as a viable alternative, and a veritable act of service in favour
of childless couples and children who would otherwise live outside the
warmth and security of family love.
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Introduction

The breakthrough in human IVF-ET! came about in 1978 following the
successful application of the technique by Min Chuech Chang’s in
animals. Drs. Patrick Steptoe and Robert Edwards, gynecologist and
physiologist respectively, developed it for humans in the United
Kingdom. The first “test-tube baby”, Louise Brown, was born in Oldham,
England on July 25, 1978 amid intense controversy over the safety and
morality of the procedure.” As Artificial Reproductive Technique (ART)
IVF-ET is not considered a therapeutic method because it cannot cure
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infertility. It was developed to bypass infertility due to problems
associated with the fallopian tube, but it eventually became successful in
many other infertility situations as well. IVF poses ethical concerns
primarily because it bypasses the natural method of conception and
creates life in the laboratory, which inevitably includes the fertilisation
and the discard of excess embryo.? This paper examines some of these
ethical concerns, and also the peculiarity in the way infertility is handled
in the Africa system

Human Embryo as a Human Life

Based on the argument from continuity, the zygote is substantially the
child that is born nine months later. What is witnessed is a unique and
continuous circle of development of one and the same individual from
being an embryo to a newborn, to an infant, to an adult and eventually
back to a “child” at old age. This individual’s specific development from
the womb to the tomb does not admit any substantial leap.* Therefore,
the human embryo is human life in the biological sense; it is living rather
than dead and human rather than bovine. Further insights from biology
and genetics show that the embryo that results from the fusion of the
parent’s gametic material is unique and irrepeatable.’ This implies that,
human beings are not things; therefore, their lives must not be sacrificed
even for the sake of supposedly good ends, like producing children for
the infertile. The human embryo is a living member of the homo sapiens
species in the earliest stages of development and thus as a matter of basic
justice, a possessor of inherent dignity and a right to life.

Although cognizance is taken of the arguments of those who believe that
individual life begins at implantation or after the powers of twinning and
fusion have passed’; it should however, be noted that the arguments
advanced to support these beliefs collapse under scrutiny. The desire to
use human embryo in research or to further a means should not obscure
the grasp of what embryos truly are from the moment of fertilisation,
namely, nascent members of the human species, worthy of that
fundamental respect and protection that justice demands for every
member of the human family.

Immanuel Kant’s second formulation of the categorical imperative
corroborates the above position that we should “always act so as to treat
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humanity, either in ourselves or in others, always as an end, but never as
a means to an end”.® What Kant means is that humans have an intrinsic
worth, that is, dignity, because they are rational agents, which means that
they are endowed with intelligence and freewill. By arguing that rational
beings must be treated always as an end, and never as a means, Kant
submits that we have a strict duty of beneficence toward other persons.
Thus, we must strive to promote their welfare; respect their right, avoid
harming them and generally endeavour to further their wellbeing. We
should never manipulate people or use people to achieve our purposes,
no matter how good those purposes may be. The embryo as a human life
is a subject entitled to rights, an end in itself.

The sacredness of the life of the embryo implies, therefore, that it cannot
be used for research or experiment that is not directly therapeutic. It
should not be thawed and donated like properties; or be commodified.
This is because all these do not advance the good of the embryo.’

Implications of the Sacredness of the Life of the Human Embryo

To further make a case for the sanctity of the human embryo in the
process of IVF-ET, the Warnock Report addresses some of the
difficulties associated with the technology in these words; “the interest
of the child dictate that it should be born into a home where there is a
living, stable, heterosexual relationship.”!” This implies that the access of
single persons, homosexual couples, unmarried heterosexual couples,
widows and widowers to IVF-ET might not be morally right. This is
because these categories of people do not fall within criteria of having a
balanced home where there is a man and woman relationship, which the
Warnock Report stipulates.

The moral problem persists even in the case of married heterosexual
couples. This is so because; I[VF-ET disregards and dissociates the
marital bond. The children who come by way of IVE-ET are not begotten,
but ordered, made and manufactured. The process of IVF-ET claims right
to a child which goes contrary to the child’s dignity and nature. The child
is not an object to which one has a right, nor an object of ownership. She
is rather a gift to the union of the parents. Another fundamental ethical
issue in IVE-ET is the high rate of embryo destruction involved in the
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process'!. This can be from left-overs not transferred into the woman. Or
simply the direct abortion of growing babies under the guise of pregnancy
reduction. In some instances, it is prenatal diagnosis informed by
eugenics. All these are ethically problematic since life is sacred and ought
to be protected. Taking an unborn life is an immoral act because it is
innocent and no combination of tragic circumstances or foreseeable post
birth situations can negate this fact.'?

Surrogate motherhood also presents ethical concerns in IVF-ET.
Surrogates are often selected based on their appearances; their mental and
physical health. Aside these, they would have demonstrated their fertility,
probably through previous life births or through medical examination.'?
It originally referred to a “host” mother who carried a child conceived
through IVF-ET from the egg and sperm of a married couple.'* In this
case, the “surrogate” furnished the gestational phase of motherhood,
which the genetic mother could not provide.

It has however radically redefined parenthood. For the woman, seven
types of motherhood are now possible. They include, the genetic (the
source of the egg), the gestational (the one who carries the pregnancy),
the nurturing (the one who raises the child), the genetic-gestational (the
source of the egg and the one who carries the pregnancy but does not
raise the child), the genetic-nurturing (the one who is the source of the
egg and raises the child but does not carry the pregnancy), the gestational
nurturing (one who carries the pregnancy and raises the child but does
not provide the egg) and the whole mother (who is the source of the egg,
carries the pregnancy to term and raises the child). The man has three
types of fatherhood. There is the genetic (the one who is the source of the
sperm), the nurturing (the one who raises the child) and the whole father
(who provides the sperm and raises the child)."

Surrogate motherhood therefore instrumentalises women, exploits
vulnerabilities, and more importantly, violates the dignity of the unborn
child, who, like a commercial product, is deployed to satisfy the whims
and caprices of others. It further violates the unity and sacredness of
marriage and tears at the integrity of the family often dividing wife from
husband and separating siblings from one another. Surrogate motherhood
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negates the norm of unified motherhood, introducing in its place a
bifurcated version of motherhood, which assigns gestation and child
rearing to different women.'®

The desire of childless couples to have a child of their own is not ethically
problematic in itself; rather it is the process of IVF-ET leading to the
manufacturing of a child that raises ethical concerns. IVF-ET as a means
of'achieving pregnancy is one of the best things to happen to reproductive
health restoring happiness and laughter to homes, couples and all those
who desire to have children but are militated against by one fertility issue
or the other. This feat is probably the reason IVF-ET is recoursed to as a
means of having a child in infertility situation. The procedure could be
an option in the cases of endometriosis, low sperm counts, problem with
the uterus or the fallopian tubes, problems with ovulation, the inability of
sperm to penetrate or survive in the cervical mucus, an unexplained
infertility problem.!” It is however, fraught with morally contestable
implications.

African Conception of Human Life Vis-a-vis IVF-ET

Africans love and honour human life and marriage. For them, children
are blessings of marriage and the two cannot be separated.'® In this vision,
marriage itself is almost synonymous with procreation. Consequently, a
childless marriage poses a serious threat, not just to the couple, but also
to the community." For Africans, both human sexuality and marriage are
not only sacred; the act of procreating children itself is also sacred.
Conception is not just about the sexual act between a man and his wife
that leads to pregnancy, it is rather seen as a blessing from God and the
ancestors. Every individual is therefore, the outcome of a human act, as
well as God’s creation and ancestral blessing. Africans consider human
life as sacred in its origin. For Aftricans, God is not just the source of life;
he is also the sole creator of every human life, even before conception.?’
This is clearly reflected in the names and attributes of God that people
usually refer to, like Chineke and Eleda-ohun-gbogbo as well as in the
names they give to their children, like Ebunoluwa and Onyinyechukwu !

Expressions of Sexuality are considered sacred in traditional African
thought because, they are connected with life, which is sacred in itself.
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The use of sexuality must be healthy because African religion views
sexual relations as a means to an end, which is the procreation of
children.?? These, therefore, reveal that Africans consider a child as a gift
of God, which results from a conjugal relationship between a man and a
woman, and not a product of scientific technology. Consequently, IVF-
ET and other ART, which do not take cognizance of the conjugal act, fall
short of African morality regarding the gift of new human life and also
the African understanding of conception.” This fact is further buttressed
by the views expressed on how infertility is managed in Africa, in the
oral interviews conducted with persons from different parts of Nigeria
knowledgeable in their culture.?

Among the Igbos, the first step when there is infertility in a family is to
consult the oracle through the dibia to ascertain whether the problem is
spiritual or physical. If it is the former, they appease the gods through
rituals. If the cause of the infertility is however physical, concoctions to
aid conception are prepared by the herbalist for the woman. If these
processes fail, another wife is married to the man. The taking of another
wife could be done by the infertile woman, or by the man with the consent
of the wife. When the new wife is still unable to conceive, the people then
acknowledge that the husband is the one with a problem?®. In this case,
the man’s brother or relative is arranged to impregnate the wives of the
sterile or impotent man. This arrangement is however done in high
secrecy?S.

For the people of Kakwagom town in Efigho village in Cross River, a
woman is known to be barren if after 7-8 years of marriage there is no
offspring. The solution is simply to take another wife with or without the
consent of the first wife. By the time the second wife is still unable to
conceive, before it gets to the open that the problem of infertility lies with
the man, she secretly gets pregnant from outside the wedlock and the
child from such union is presented as that of the husband’s*’.

Even though Hausa people of Northern Nigeria usually marry more than
one wife, childlessness is still a problem among them. They resolve this
problem by consulting the gunki (oracle) or al-jani (spirit) to appease the
gods to bless the woman’s womb. In addition to this, Alo (a board
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containing Islamic writings) is washed as shantu for the woman to drink.
If the issue is with the man a /aya (amulet) is given to the man to tie round
his waist. The amulet, it is believed, will help the man “perform” better
and bring forth a child®®.

In the Yoruba culture, the first step is to consult the Ifa through the
adahunse or babalawo (Ifa Priest) to know the root of the problem and
also the kind of treatment they will adopt. The cause of infertility is
always attributed to an offence or disrespect against a particular god or
the other.

When the cause of the fertility has been ascertained, the treatment could
then be to either make rituals or offer sacrifices to the gods. This could
be in the form of carrying ebo (sacrifice) to a particular location in the
village, mostly where three paths meet (orita meta). Or the woman can
be asked to nurse omolangidi, that is, the sculpture of a child, like a real
child for some stipulated period of time. It is believed that by so doing,
the spirit of children will be closer to her, to be able to conceive and have
her own children. Sometimes the woman could be required to bath with
ose dudu (black soap), with particular attention paid to the stomach
region. Ewe Aremo (some combination of leaves for the treatment of
infertility) are sometimes given as agbo (herbal concoction) for the
woman to either drink or even bathe with.

On the whole, the infertile woman is enjoined to be particularly kind to
children, pregnant women, nursing mothers and handicaps; in fact, to
everybody in general. Sometimes, she may be asked to bathe in certain
rivers because of the belief that the goddess of such rivers gives children
to barren women. Example of such a river is the Osun River in the
Osogbo, Osun State, Nigeria. If all these steps fail, the next step is for the
relative to “donate”, that is, give one or two of their children to live with
the woman for her to take care of. The children will grow up to address
and know the woman as their mother. The presence of these children, it
is believed will aid the barren woman to conceive. This is because, among
the Yoruba, it is believed that ori omo ni 0 n pomo waye meaning, ‘the

presence of children brings children’.*
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Within the same context as above, the husband may also take a second
wife to conceive and bear children for the home. If the barrenness
however persists in the new wife as well, then the people will realise that
the problem lies in the man’!. This is however handled with secrecy.
Appropriate treatment similar to that of the woman is recommended.
Most times, ighanu (an amulet) prepared by a herbalist is given to the
man to tie around his waist. The belief is that the amulet will reinforce
his manhood to function better to get his wives pregnant

Conclusion

In conclusion, it can be seen from the above that the process of IVF-ET,
even though a technology geared at enabling infertile couples to have
children of their own, is laden with many ethical issues. The process also
goes contrary to Africans’ idea of conception; this invariably implies that
the idea of IVF-ET in the context of African is alien. Africans have a
unique way of solving the problem of infertility, which does not in any
way relate to IVF-ET. Unique basically in the sense that there is no
bifurcation of the idea of marriage and procreation; conjugal act and
procreation is regarded as sacred and as one unitive act. Consequently,
IVF-ET and other artificial reproductive techniques, which do not take
cognizance of the conjugal act, fall short of the African understanding of
conception. This provides the explanation why some Nigerian couples
that adopt the technology as a last resort to have children sometimes do
so secretly.

It is understandable to be sympathetically disposed toward childless
married couples. However, concern for the human dignity and the respect
of human rights, most fundamentally, the right to life, takes precedence
in moral philosophy and morality in general. Adoption, however, remains
a viable alternative for the childless couple to actualize their yearning for
parenthood. It is a veritable act of service in favour of children who would
otherwise live outside the warmth and security of family love. This is
because not everything that is humanly and technologically possible is,
by that fact, wholly morally acceptable.
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