Should Genetics Reseachers Probe Abraham Lincoln’s Genes?
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Many people agree that no one should be forced to have a genetic test without his or her consent, yet for obvious reasons this ethical principle is difficult to follow when dealing with those who have died.  There are all sorts of reasons why genetic testing on certain deceased persons might prove important, but one of the primary reasons is for purposes of identification.  In anthropology, genetic analysis might help tell us whether we have found the body of a Romanov, Hitler, or Mengele.  In cases of war or terrorist attacks, such as those on 9/11/01, there might be no other way to determine the identity of a deceased person except by matching tissue samples with previously stored biological tissue or with sample from close relatives.

One historically interesting case, which highlights the ethical issues faced when determining genetic facts about the dead, is that which centers on Abraham Lincoln.  Medical geneticists and advocates for patients with Marfan syndrome have long wondered whether President Lincoln had this particular genetic disease.  After all, Lincoln had the tall gangly build often associated with Marfan syndrome, which affects the connective tissues and cartilage of the body.  Biographers and students of the man, whom many consider to be our greatest president, would like to know whether the depression that Lincoln suffered throughout his life might have been linked to the painful, arthritis-like symptoms of Marfan syndrome.

Lincoln was shot on April 14, 1865, and died early the next morning.  An autopsy was performed, and samples of his hair, bone and blood were preserved and stored at the National Museum of Health and Medicine; they are still there.  The presence of a recently found genetic marker indicates whether someone has Marfan syndrome.  With this advancement, it would be possible to use some of the stored remains of Abraham Lincoln to see if he had this condition.  However, would it be ethical to perform this test?
We must be careful about genetic testing, because often too much weight is assigned to the results of such tests.  There is a temptation to see DNA as the essence, the blueprint, of a person—the factor that forms who we are and what we do.  Given this tendency, should society be cautious about letting people explore the genes of the dead?  And, if we should not test without permission, then how can we obtain permission in cases where the person in question is dead?  In Lincoln’s case, the “patient” has no direct descendants; there is no one to give consent.  But allowing testing without consent sets a dangerous precedent.

Should we apply the notions of privacy and consent to the dead?  Considering that most people today agree that consent should be obtained before theses tests are administered, do researchers have the right to pry into Lincoln’s DNA simply because neither he nor his descendants are around to say they can’t?  Are we to say that anyone’s body is open to examination whenever a genetic test becomes available that might tell us an interesting fact about the person’s biological makeup?

Many prominent people from the past have taken special precautions to restrict access to their diaries, papers and letters.  For instance, Sigmund Freud locked away his personal papers for 100 years.  Will future Lincolns and Freuds need to embargo their mortal remains for eternity to prevent unwanted genetic snooping by subsequent generations?

And, when it comes right down to it, what is the point of establishing whether Lincoln had Marfan syndrome?  After all, we don’t need to inspect his genes to determine whether he was presidential timber—Marfan or no Marfan, he obviously was.  The real questions to ask are: Do we adequately understand what he did as president and what he believed?  How did his actions shape our country, and what can we learn from them that will benefit us today?

In the end, the genetic basis for Lincoln’s behavior and leadership might be seen as having no relevance.  Some would say that genetic testing might divert our attention from Lincoln’s work, writing, thoughts and deeds and, instead, require that we see him as a jumble of DNA output.  Perhaps it makes more sense to encourage effort to understand and appreciate Lincoln’s legacy through his actions rather than through analyzing his DNA.

Here is a more recent article: https://www.clinicalcorrelations.org/2013/04/19/did-abraham-lincoln-have-marfan-syndrome/
