10. Genetically Modified Foods/ Ethics of Genetic Engineering

Genetic engineering and GMOs?

With many years of research, scientists have now discovered to some extent which genes do what functions in building organisms. With the help of this knowledge and new developments in scientific technologies, they are able to modify the genetic constitution of organisms for various purposes through genetic engineering. Genetic engineering or genetic modification is an all-inclusive term to cover all laboratory and industrial techniques used to alter the genetic constitution of the organisms by mixing the DNA of different genes and species together.

This process of recombining DNA is genetic engineering or genetic modification and the living organisms made with altered DNA are called Genetically Modified Organisms (GMOs). 


Genetic engineering is considered special because often the techniques involve manipulating genes in a way that is not expected to occur ordinarily in nature, that characters can be changed between the species and also between kingdoms. Technology is rapid and new ways of manipulation and experimentation are being made. Also it can be applied to human beings.

Many kinds of GMOs are developed for environmental purposes and for health and medicine. Genetic engineering has been particularly successfully used and applied in food and agriculture to produce genetically modified foods. 

Use of genetic engineering technologies in food and agriculture to produce genetically modified (GM) food has been very controversial. Genetic engineering has been used to produce transgenic plants that carry several enhanced characteristics by inserting genes from various organisms. Genetic engineering is used in agriculture to make plants with increased yield, disease resistance, pest resistance like Bt genes to kill selectively pests that eat crops. There have also been fruits and vegetables modified for long term storage or delayed ripening that remain fresh for long time, which is useful also during transportation to the market.  Over 15 countries of the world use GM crops for the general food production already.

The second wave of GM plants is those with high nutritional content and improved food quality like golden rice, plants that can tolerate high salt levels in the land or modified so that they can grow in harsh conditions like drought. 


As discussed above, because genetic engineering is thought to be a new technology, some doubts, fears, concerns have been raised. The people in favour of technology think that genetic modification provides a great opportunity for solving hunger, food insecurity, and malnutrition in the world since it can be made for all environmental conditions and help in increasing quantity and quality of food. At the same time, there are fears raised about the safety of the food in eating and also risks to one’s health since it is considered as a new technology and people fear that some genes will be transmitted to them. 

There is a feeling that mixing up genes in the organisms for our use is "Playing God" and human beings should not intervene in God’s realm. Crossing natural species boundaries is creation of new life forms and inventing a new world through technology. 

Q1. Think of examples of genetic engineering you have heard of?

Q2. Are there any GM foods in your country?

Q3. Please write your own ethical concerns.

Q4.  Do you think GM food will be OK for eradicating hunger and malnutrition from the world?

Q5. Which food in the supermarket is not modified in some way?
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