


OUP CORRECTED PROOF – FINAL, 07/18/2016, SPi

The Ethics of Human Enhancement



OUP CORRECTED PROOF – FINAL, 07/18/2016, SPi



OUP CORRECTED PROOF – FINAL, 07/18/2016, SPi

The Ethics of Human 
Enhancement
Understanding the Debate

edited by
Steve Clarke, Julian Savulescu,  
C. A. J. Coady, Alberto Giubilini,  
and Sagar Sanyal

1



OUP CORRECTED PROOF – FINAL, 07/18/2016, SPi

3
Great Clarendon Street, Oxford, OX2 6DP,
United Kingdom
Oxford University Press is a department of the University of Oxford.
It furthers the University’s objective of excellence in research, scholarship,
and education by publishing worldwide. Oxford is a registered trade mark of
Oxford University Press in the UK and in certain other countries
© the several contributors 2016
The moral rights of the authors have been asserted
First Edition published in 2016
Impression: 1
All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in
a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the
prior permission in writing of Oxford University Press, or as expressly permitted
by law, by licence or under terms agreed with the appropriate reprographics
rights organization. Enquiries concerning reproduction outside the scope of the
above should be sent to the Rights Department, Oxford University Press, at the
address above
You must not circulate this work in any other form
and you must impose this same condition on any acquirer
Published in the United States of America by Oxford University Press
198 Madison Avenue, New York, NY 10016, United States of America
British Library Cataloguing in Publication Data
Data available
Library of Congress Control Number: 2016932104
ISBN  978–0–19–875485–5
Printed in Great Britain by
Clays Ltd, St Ives plc
Links to third party websites are provided by Oxford in good faith and
for information only. Oxford disclaims any responsibility for the materials
contained in any third party website referenced in this work.



OUP CORRECTED PROOF – FINAL, 07/18/2016, SPi

Preface

We can enhance some of our mental and physical capacities above the normal upper 
limits for our species with the use of drug therapies and medical procedures. It is very 
likely that we will soon be able to enhance many more of our capacities above these 
limits. The prospect of enhancing human mental and physical capacities above normal 
upper limits has been enthusiastically embraced by several leading bioethicists and 
philosophers. However, a number of very prominent intellectuals, including Michael 
Sandel, Leon Kass, Jürgen Habermas, and Francis Fukuyama, have raised a series of 
concerns about human enhancement. Some of these are prudential, but others are pre-
sented as moral concerns. It has been claimed that it is morally wrong to alter human 
nature, that to attempt to do so amounts to ‘playing God’ and is a symptom of our 
hubris; and that we should not seek mastery of ourselves and others. It is also argued 
that we should heed our emotional responses to new biotechnologies, as some emo-
tions, such as repugnance, can be a source of moral wisdom.

What are we to make of the aforementioned reactions to human enhancement? Are 
there well-founded moral concerns that give rise to them? Or should they simply be 
dismissed? Or can they be explained away—perhaps by showing that they result from 
a series of cognitive biases that interfere with moral reasoning? These are key questions 
that need to be addressed if we want to make progress in a debate that seems to have 
reached an impasse. By articulating reasons that can either philosophically justify or 
psychologically explain resistance to human enhancement, we hope to be able to open 
up new directions to enable debates about human enhancement to move forwards.

This volume provides a forum for philosophical reflection on debates about the 
ethics of human enhancement with a view to advancing those debates. The contributing 
authors take a careful look at resistance to human enhancement as well as sources of 
support for it. Some provide us with new perspectives from which to understand 
debates about human enhancement. Others identify points of comparison between 
contemporary debates about the ethics of human enhancement and other academic 
debates, such as that about justice for people with disabilities. Still others draw on work 
in psychology that informs explanations of common reactions to the prospect of 
enhancing humans and, more generally, altering nature and natural functions. Some 
of our contributors articulate original arguments either for the conclusion that we 
should resist human enhancement or for the conclusion that we should accept it, or at 
least that we should accept the use of particular enhancement technologies. Other 
contributors look at arguments that have been propounded either in favour of or 
against employing human enhancement technologies, and they seek to rebut these 
arguments or show that there are limits to their applicability. The collection brings 
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together proponents of a broad range of philosophical, and bioethical, perspectives. 
It  includes contributions by well-known advocates of enhancement, well-known 
opponents of enhancement, and well-known defenders of the middle ground between 
outright advocacy and outright opposition to enhancement.

The volume opens with an introductory essay by Alberto Giubilini and Sagar Sanyal 
(Chapter 1). These authors survey the main lines of argument in recent discussions of 
human enhancement in bioethics and philosophy, with a particular focus on moral 
objections. Recent work in moral psychology, which has been invoked by some 
scholars to explain common reactions to the prospect of human enhancement, is also 
discussed. The remaining sixteen essays in the collection are organized into two sec-
tions of eight chapters each. Section I focuses on new ways of understanding debates 
about the ethics of human enhancement, while Section II aims to take those debates in 
new directions.

Section I, ‘Understanding the debate’, commences with three essays on the possible 
implications of recent work in moral psychology for human enhancement debates. 
This work emphasizes the importance of the intuitive and emotional components of 
moral judgement. It often also involves downplaying the role of deliberative reasoning 
in moral judgement. According to Jonathan Haidt (2012), the predominant role is to 
provide post hoc rationalizations for judgements that were formed earlier by emotion 
and intuition. Another way of approaching moral psychology, associated with Joshua 
Greene (2013), also gives prime position to intuition and emotion but is less dismissive 
of deliberative reasoning. Greene argues that while intuitive reactions are speedy, 
they are fallible and are only reliable in situations that our ancestors are likely to have 
encountered in the period of evolutionary history during which human intuitive reac-
tions were shaped. When it comes to addressing novel moral problems, we are unable 
to rely on intuition and must rely on a general-purpose faculty of reason to provide 
moral guidance instead.

A feature of much of the debate in moral psychology is the presumed opposition 
between reason on the one side, and emotion and intuition on the other. This opposi-
tion is also characteristic of much bioethical debate about human enhancement, 
where liberals are often depicted as being on the side of reason and conservatives on 
the side of intuitions and emotions. In Chapter 2, C. A. J. (Tony) Coady critiques this 
understanding of moral judgement. He explores some of the historical discussion of 
the separation between reason and emotion, or between reason and the passions 
in philosophy, and investigates key lines of debate in contemporary discussion of 
the relations between emotion and reason. He criticizes work in neuroscience that 
invokes reason and emotion, and that proclaims putative lessons for ethics from 
experiments that report subjects’ decisions regarding described ‘moral dilemmas’. He 
suggests that a careful appreciation of the roles of reason and emotion in moral phi-
losophy could improve the quality of debate about moral psychology/neuroethics 
and thus improve discussion of the ethics of human enhancement that are informed 
by moral psychology.
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Chapter 3 by Joshua May explores a specific connection between the contemporary 
moral psychology literature and human enhancement debates. While some writers 
have countered ‘disgust-advocates’, such as Leon Kass, by arguing that disgust is mor-
ally irrelevant (to the permissibility of human enhancement), May argues that disgust 
is psychologically irrelevant to moral judgement formation. He scrutinizes psycholog-
ical experiments on disgust and moral judgement to make two main points. One, 
experiments consistently link disgust to a slight change along a sliding scale of moral 
acceptability. They do not register anything close to a change in the valence or polarity 
of moral judgements (from right to wrong). Two, insofar as disgust affects moral 
judgement, it does so either via the normal endogenous process of moral judgement 
or via an abnormal exogenous mechanism. If it does so via the former, then we have 
reason to take seriously claims about the repugnance of human enhancement. May 
argues, however, that the relevant studies are better interpreted as showing that disgust 
acts via an external mechanism. This makes the effect of disgust on judgement akin to a 
performance error, as when fatigue is shown to affect moral judgements.

In Chapter 4, Doug McConnell and Jeanette Kennett examine Leon Kass’ assertion 
that repugnance is the emotional expression of deep wisdom, and the implication that, 
therefore, intuitions generated by repugnance should be taken as guides to our adop-
tion, or rejection, of enhancement technologies. Against Kass, McConnell and Kennett 
argue that plausible accounts of rational and wise action involve the integration of 
intuition and reflection. The wise only rely on intuitions over reflective thought when 
those intuitions have been developed through reflection, training and experience, and 
are subject to reflective oversight. Therefore the normative authority of intuitions is 
dependent on long-term reflective training. At the heart of wisdom, they argue, are the 
policies of epistemic humility, open-mindedness, and a willingness to justify one’s 
actions. Repugnance alerts us to the need for caution when contemplating the intro-
duction of enhancement technologies but it does not have the normative authority to 
determine our policies.

The next three essays move away from moral psychology, and consider some distinc-
tive aspects of conservative opposition to particular forms of human enhancement. 
Michael Sandel (2004) relies on a therapy/enhancement distinction to ground his oppo-
sition to human enhancement and is committed to an account of a normal human, 
along with the explicit assumption that normal human traits are good. The disability 
advocacy literature has long discussed normality and its connection to the good. Linda 
Barclay explores a point of contact between the disability advocacy literature and the 
literature on the ethics of human enhancement in Chapter 5. The social model of disa-
bility holds that the extent to which traits, no matter how unusual or abnormal, limit 
a person’s abilities and success is largely a matter of the social environment in which 
that person finds themself. Suppose the opponent of human enhancement adopts a 
nuanced understanding of normality and ability, informed by the social model of disa-
bility. Does that enable them to accept Sandel’s view that parents should be ‘open to the 
unbidden’? Barclay explores this issue, critically examining recent work by Elizabeth 
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Barnes. Some impairments lead to identifiable hardships when the impaired person 
engages in a specific social environment. Yet the impairment may not lead to an overall 
reduction in quality of life. For both empirical and philosophical reasons, parents face 
great uncertainty in assessing the effects of impairments, or of corresponding biomed-
ical interventions, on the overall quality of life. While this means parents should heed 
Sandel’s call to be cautious and humble in these situations, it does not require that they 
be open to any and all ‘unbiddens’.

It is a familiar charge from opponents of enhancement that some kinds of human 
enhancement would amount to playing God. In Chapter 6, John Weckert explores 
what this charge might mean in a secular context. One possibility is to interpret it 
as the charge that we abandon our appropriate place in nature when we move into 
(non-human) nature’s territory. There are two ways to unpack this interpretation: one 
that excludes humans from the category of nature and the other that includes humans 
as part of nature. Neither is satisfactory, however, as the category of the natural does no 
real interpretive work on either interpretation. A second possible way of understand-
ing the charge of playing God draws on the distinction between human control and 
lack of control. Weckert builds up to the claim that playing God involves expanding 
the sphere over which we have control, to the extent that we no longer have the knowl-
edge or capacity to competently make decisions with respect to the expanded part. 
Given the competence clause, the same set of actions may constitute playing God at 
one time but not at a later time when humans have developed sufficient competence in 
the relevant area.

In Chapter 7, John McMillan compares two episodes of conservative resistance to 
the implications of technological change: resistance to assisted insemination in the 
first half of the twentieth century and to biomedical enhancement today. What the two 
have in common, he argues, is a sort of conservatism about institutions which are 
bearers of value, such as the institution of marriage and the institution of essentially 
symmetrical relations between parent and offspring generations. He adopts Gerald 
Cohen’s (2011) account of value conservatism as a bias in favour of retaining what is of 
value, even in the face of the opportunity to replace it with something of greater value. 
He contrasts this with a ‘critical morality’ which revises existing institutions, when 
necessary, to ensure that they conform to independent moral judgements. Thus 
equipped, McMillan returns to consider conservative opposition to human enhance-
ment and finds that we can better understand it. However, conservatives are found 
wanting by McMillan in their account of the relevant institutions to be conserved, of 
the features that are essential rather than contingent to those institutions, and of why 
people who do not share the bias in favour of those institutions nonetheless have rea-
son to preserve their essential features.

In Chapter 8, Chris Gyngell and Michael J. Selgelid worry that debates about human 
enhancement are often impeded by a lack of clarity regarding the term ‘enhancement’. 
Identifying seven different accounts of ‘enhancement’ which are current in the litera-
ture, they argue that different definitions of enhancement help frame debates about the 
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ethics of capacity-altering biotechnologies in different ways, drawing our attention 
to morally relevant spectrums. They further argue that if we understand an inter-
vention to be an enhancement to the degree that it involves improvement over a 
(relatively) high level of functioning, and an intervention to be a treatment to the 
degree that it involves improvement over a (relatively) low level of functioning, 
then the concept of enhancement will have moral significance. Interventions at the 
treatment end of the treatment-enhancement spectrum will tend to be equality 
promoting, and those at the enhancement end will tend to increase inequalities, all 
things being equal.

To round off Section I, Robert Sparrow (Chapter 9) takes up the issue of whose 
interests matter in a decision about whether or not to enhance the next generation. There 
are three contending perspectives: the parents, the child, and ‘the world’. Whether an 
enhancement is advisable may be judged quite differently from each perspective. There 
are difficulties in choosing between, or balancing, the competing sets of interests. For a 
start, as soon as we introduce aggregate welfare (of the world) into the choice, there is 
the danger that this will outweigh welfare effects on an individual (the child) or on a 
few (the parents). A particularly worrisome possibility arises once Sparrow introduces 
the state as an agent. An enhancement that is reasonable from the perspective of the 
parent or child may be unreasonable from a societal standpoint. The likely mechanism 
for managing this tension is delegation of some regulatory and enforcement power to 
an independent party, such as the state. Sparrow notes that states tend to exercise their 
power in the interest not of ‘the world’ but of the nation. When states define the 
national interest, they tend to represent the nation as the political expression of the 
interests of ‘the people’, and to represent ‘the people’ as racially distinct from other 
peoples. Given these tendencies of the state, Sparrow cautions that the widespread use 
of human enhancement technologies may reinvigorate racism.

Section II, ‘Advancing the debate’, begins with an essay by Rebecca Roache and 
Julian Savulescu (Chapter 10). These authors advance a proposal for a type of enhance-
ment that, they suggest, should appeal to conservatives—namely, enhancing virtues 
that conservatives (as opposed to liberals) regard as particularly important. Examples 
include human dignity and the capacity to appreciate the giftedness of life, as well as 
those characteristics of humanity that are considered worth preserving and which 
Francis Fukuyama gathers under the catch-all label of ‘Factor X’. This proposal chal-
lenges conservatives to ask themselves whether enhancement would be problematic 
per se (and therefore problematic even in the case of the enhancement of Factor X), or 
problematic because of undesirable consequences—that is, because it would yield ‘too 
much’ of any enhanced trait (including, perhaps, too much Factor X). By suggesting 
that conservatives have reason to enhance ‘conservative virtues’ above current levels, 
Roache and Savulescu lay the foundations for a new possible dialogue between liberals 
and conservatives about forms of enhancement which conservatives do not seem to 
have good reason to oppose. Two main themes in this chapter are closely related to themes 
exemplified in the next two essays: the idea of designing certain desirable virtues 
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through enhancement, and the attempt to reconcile conservative values with at least 
some forms of human enhancement.

Designing virtues in our offspring that conform with our values is the focus of 
Bernadette Tobin’s work in Chapter  11. This time the challenge is for advocates of 
genetic engineering in general. Tobin builds on Alasdair MacIntyre’s idea of a table 
of socially desirable virtues that we would want our genetically engineered offspring 
to have, were we to design their traits through genetic interventions. Such traits include 
the ability to live with uncertainty, the capacity to engage in non-manipulative relations, 
the ability to find a vocation in one’s work, the readiness to accept one’s own death, the 
capacity to hope, and a willingness to take up arms. According to MacIntyre and Tobin, 
a paradox lies in the fact that those very same traits, and particularly the rejection of 
non-manipulative relations, would make our descendants the kind of people likely to be 
appalled by the idea that their ancestors had genetically manipulated them.

An attempt to reconcile conservatives’ values with at least some forms of human 
enhancement—different from the one presented by Roache and Savulescu—is pre-
sented by Jonathan Pugh, Guy Kahane, and Julian Savulescu in Chapter 12. Here, the 
theoretical basis for the conservative assumption that it is inherently wrong to radi-
cally alter human nature is questioned. The authors explore a new theoretical basis for 
resisting alterations to human nature—one that appeals to a kind of partiality to 
humanity. They describe what they consider the most plausible understanding of what 
partiality to humanity involves, elaborating on the work of Gerry Cohen and Bernard 
Williams. They argue that a reasonable understanding of partiality to humanity does 
not rule out the use of enhancements per se. At most it sets limits to the range of 
enhancement that we should be willing to endorse.

An appeal to the importance of human nature when thinking about enhancement is 
also presented by Nicholas Agar (Chapter 13). He discusses a particularly controver-
sial form of human enhancement—namely, the transfer of human minds, and with 
them personal identity, into computers. This transferring, or ‘uploading’, if it becomes 
possible, would enhance human cognitive performance by removing limitations imposed 
by our embodied nature, such as exposure to disease or ageing. Agar, well known for 
his liberal stance on enhancement, adopts a more critical attitude to mind-uploading. 
He argues that the latter would not be a form of human enhancement because it would 
fail to transfer important aspects of our personal identities (which are distinctively 
human) into computers.

One reason why appeals to human nature in debates about enhancement are prob-
lematic is that they can be put forward in support of opposing stances on the ethics of 
enhancement. While conservatives appeal to the normative status of human nature to 
argue against enhancement, liberals have sometimes drawn normative conclusions 
in favour of enhancement from considerations about the unfairness of nature. Some 
liberals have suggested that enhancements should be used to make up for natural 
inequalities imposed on us by the ‘genetic lottery’. In Chapter 14, Michael Hauskeller 
questions the legitimacy of appeals to the unfairness of nature. He argues that it does 
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not make sense to declare a natural condition, which is not the result of human agency, 
to be ‘unfair’. But if nature cannot be considered unfair, then pro-enhancement argu-
ments based on an appeal to the unfairness of the genetic lottery cannot be sound.

The malleability of human nature through enhancement would give us the ability to 
reshape not only our dispositions and traits but with them our social and political 
structures. This ability is discussed by Steve Clarke in Chapter 15. He takes issue with 
Buchanan’s dismissal of a conservative argument against enhancement based on risks 
to the stability of social structures that could arise as a consequence of altering human 
nature. According to proponents of some influential conservative arguments, consid-
eration of our cognitive limitations and the complexity of our social structures should 
lead us to conclude that there is a significant risk that modifications of human disposi-
tions through enhancement would backfire and produce more harms than benefits to 
society. Contra Buchanan, Clarke argues that conservatives are right to point out that 
the relationship between some of our biological dispositions and some of our social 
institutions—and democratic institutions in particular—is fragile. Some enhancements 
might create shifts in the balance of power between competing groups within society 
that could threaten democracy. However, Clarke argues, this fragility does not represent 
a reason to oppose enhancement tout court but rather a reason to be cautious about the 
adoption of some enhancements.

One form of human enhancement that is very likely to affect the political structures 
of our societies and, in principle, affect them for the better, is moral enhancement—
that is, the use of biomedical means to improve our moral dispositions and emotions. 
Moral enhancement is the focus of the final two essays. In Chapter  16, Gregory 
E. Kaebnick suggests that moral enhancement is a very unusual type of enhancement 
that might appeal even to those who oppose the general idea of altering human nature 
through enhancing biotechnologies. Almost everyone is in favour of more moral 
behaviour. However, there are different ways of understanding what would constitute a 
moral enhancement. Kaebnick highlights how different views about the nature of 
morality and the notion of autonomy have different implications for whether, and how, 
moral enhancement should be carried out. He suggests that these different views make 
it difficult to know how to conduct moral enhancement and this consideration should 
lead us to be cautious about endorsing proposals to enhance morality.

It might well be, however, that moral enhancement is not only difficult to define and 
to bring about but actually not the best way to make moral progress. This is the thesis 
defended by Russell Powell and Allen Buchanan in Chapter 17. These authors chal-
lenge proponents of moral enhancement by defending an evolutionary account of 
morality which conflicts with the account often assumed by proponents of moral 
enhancement. Such proponents have tended to depict morality as being dominated by 
in-group concerns and a lack of compassion for out-groups. However, Powell and 
Buchanan argue that at some point in our evolutionary history our moral psychology 
underwent an ‘inclusivist shift’ that is inconsistent with that depiction. The authors 
do not deny that we need to make moral progress to meet the challenges we face 
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today in a globalized world but they suggest that these challenges are better met by 
cultural moral enhancement than by moral enhancement.
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1
Challenging Human Enhancement

Alberto Giubilini and Sagar Sanyal

1.1  Human Enhancement: Mapping the Terrain
In bioethics the term ‘human enhancement’ refers to any kind of genetic, biomedical, 
or pharmaceutical intervention aimed at improving human dispositions, capacities, 
and well-being, even when there is no pathology to be treated (Giubilini and 
Sanyal  2015; Juengst and Moseley  2015). Selecting embryos before implantation 
during in vitro fertilization (IVF) procedures, inserting or deleting gene sequences, 
taking enhancing drugs for better physical or mental performance, pursuing life 
extension through stem cell applications and regenerative medicine are all examples of 
interventions that are, or might soon be, technically possible. The completion of the 
Human Genome Project at the beginning of the new millennium has provided a great 
deal of knowledge about human DNA and about the correlation between certain gene 
sequences and certain phenotypic traits. This knowledge holds promise for making 
genetic human enhancement not only feasible but also tailored to people’s specific 
needs and desires.

There are two main ways of conceptualizing human enhancement with regard to the 
aims and scope of medicine. In general, those who oppose human enhancement think 
that, by going beyond what is currently seen as normal health, enhancement is beyond 
the proper ends of medicine (President’s Council on Bioethics 2003; Pellegrino 2004; 
Sandel  2004). Those in favour typically endorse a welfarist approach to medicine, 
according to which therapy and enhancement share the same aim of increasing ‘the 
chances of leading a good life in the relevant set of circumstances’ (Savulescu, 
Sandberg, and Kahane 2011, p. 7), which is the aim of medicine broadly understood 
(Savulescu 2007; Harris 2009; Kamm 2009; Savulescu, Sandberg, and Kahane 2011). 
The difference between these two main conceptions of enhancement is rooted in dif-
ferent stances on the moral relevance of the distinction between therapy and enhance-
ment. The non-medicine approach takes the distinction to be factually and morally 
important, while the welfarist approach sees the ‘normality’ that medicine aims to 
restore as a merely statistical notion, subject to change over time, with no moral signif-
icance (Bostrom and Roache 2008).
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Positions regarding the morality of enhancement can be divided into three main 
categories (Giubilini and Sanyal 2015):

	1.	 Some authors believe that people should be free to enhance themselves (and, 
according to some, also their offspring) through various means (including—
should it become possible—engineering embryos). While these scholars do not 
endorse indiscriminate enhancement, they tend to highlight the positive aspects 
of enhancement and propose measures to counteract possible negative exter-
nalities. For example, some suggest that enhancements should not be imposed 
by the state, or that they should be subsidized for certain groups of people. 
Authors in this category are sometimes referred to as ‘bioliberals’.

	2.	 Some people take a more moderate approach. While they do not have any 
objection to enhancement in principle, they place more emphasis on the dis-
tinction between objectionable and non-objectionable forms of enhancement. 
Various considerations inform their cautious approach, including distributive 
concerns about the wealthy having access to enhancements that are not 
accessible to the poor, and concerns about the safety of specific techniques of 
enhancement.

	3.	 Finally, some scholars have in-principle objections to human enhancement. An 
in-principle objection can be based either on the idea that enhancements in cer-
tain spheres of activity violate the rules that define the activity in question (e.g. 
doping in sport) or on the idea that human nature has a special status which 
enhancement would violate, particularly when carried out in radical forms, such 
as genetic design of offspring. Some of the language invoked at this more restric-
tive end bears recognizable relation to the tradition of conservative social 
thought, particularly terms such as ‘sanctity’, ‘playing God’, and ‘human dignity’.

Some opponents of human enhancement have explicitly cast themselves as conserv-
ative. They have drawn connections to the broader conservative tradition. Therefore, 
in spite of some problematic implications of applying political categories to the bioeth-
ical debate,1 we reserve the adjective ‘conservative’ for the third type of position, and 
we characterize non-conservative arguments for restrictions on enhancement (which 
support the second position in the taxonomy provided above) as ‘restrictive’. We speak 

1  According to Ruth Macklin, the liberal/conservative dichotomy in bioethics would imply that we should 
consider as conservative some feminists who oppose assisted reproductive technologies (Macklin 2006, 
pp. 34–5). The category ‘conservative’ also does not overlap with the category of ‘bioconservative’ (which 
only refers to the bioethical domain). For instance, Jonathan Moreno talks of ‘bioconservative’ to refer to 
anti-enhancement positions, whether they are from the political right or political left. On the right he sees 
bioconservatism as the expression of a concern for the erosion of traditional values and dignity, while on 
the left he sees it as resulting from worries about social inequality and ecological problems (Moreno 2011, 
p. 121). Arthur Caplan tries to avoid political connotation and talks of meliorist and antimeliorist posi-
tions, rather than liberal and conservative positions (Caplan 2009).
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of ‘proponents of enhancement’ or ‘permissive positions regarding enhancement’ 
instead of ‘bioliberals’ to avoid the impression that these positions are either entailed 
by the tradition of political liberal thought or are only available to those with liberal 
commitments.

While conservative opposition to human enhancement can be seen as a monolithic 
position based on a well-defined set of ethical stances (which will be reviewed in the 
sections below), restrictive and permissive positions are characterized by internal dif-
ferences and significant internal disagreements. Such disagreements depend on differ-
ent factors. For example, they might depend on the type of enhancement in question: 
some people who are generally in favour of enhancement oppose specific types of 
enhancement, such as moral enhancement (e.g. Harris 2011). Or internal differences 
might concern the degree of the enhancement in question: some people who are gen-
erally in favour of enhancement distinguish between more radical and impermissible 
forms of enhancement that might lead to a new species (post-humans) and more mod-
erate and acceptable forms of enhancement which remain within the range of normal-
ity for our species (e.g. Agar 2013). Or, again, some might say that certain methods of 
enhancement are more problematic than others—for example, that genetic manipula-
tion of embryos is more problematic than selecting a certain embryo in IVF proce-
dures, since only in the first case would the intervention change the genetic identity of 
an identifiable individual.

In this introductory chapter we will focus mainly on conservative positions and, to 
a lesser extent, on restrictive positions. We will discuss permissive positions only to 
illustrate how they might respond to some typical conservative or restrictive objec-
tions. Section 1.2 provides a very brief historical overview of the conservative tradi-
tion and places the bioethics and human enhancement debates in this context. 
Sections 1.3–1.6 cover some recurring themes in moral conservative opposition to 
human enhancement. Section 1.3 looks at claims from some conservatives that bio-
ethics debates generally, and the human enhancement debate specifically, have been 
restricted by assumptions that have been variously characterized as ‘liberal’, ‘analytic’, 
or ‘instrumentalist’. It is alleged that the perspectives on enhancement recently raised 
by conservative writers had been excluded by the debate. Section 1.4 looks at the 
charge that enhancement, especially genetic enhancement, amounts to playing God. 
Section 1.5 looks at the moral relevance of intuition and emotion, focusing in par-
ticular on the idea of the ‘wisdom of repugnance’, which some conservatives have 
used to oppose certain uses of biotechnologies. Section 1.6 looks at appeals to human 
nature and to dignity. In Section 1.7 we turn to some reasons to restrict or oppose 
human enhancement that are not peculiar to the conservative tradition. This serves 
both as a way to round off the survey of opposition to enhancement, and as a contrast 
that helps us see what is truly distinctive about the opposition from the moral 
conservative camp.
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1.2  Conservatism: from the French Revolution  
to the Biotechnology Revolution

Conservatism is, loosely, a philosophy of reaction to developments that threaten 
tradition (see e.g. Hirschman 1991; Scruton 2001). It stemmed from the aristocratic 
opposition to the egalitarian ideas of the French Revolution. According to the eminent 
historian of conservatism Russell Kirk,

the essence of social conservatism is preservation of the ancient moral traditions of humanity. 
Conservatives respect the wisdom of their ancestors […]; they are dubious of wholesale alter-
ation. They think society is a spiritual reality, possessing an eternal life but a delicate constitu-
tion; it cannot be scrapped and recast as if it were a machine. (Kirk 1994, p. 8)

Today, these kinds of concern are often raised with respect to one of the key priorities 
of conservatism: bioethics (Levin 2003, p. 53). Addressing the challenges posed by bio-
ethics has required conservatives to focus more specifically on moral issues rather 
than on social or political issues. The meaning and value of life and death, the notion 
of personhood, the extent to which human life can be used as a commodity or a means 
for someone’s ends—all are core concerns of what can be labeled moral conservatism 
in bioethics.

More recently, scientific advances, particularly in the field of biotechnologies, have 
provoked a new set of ethical discussions among moral conservatives in relation to 
human enhancement.

With the possibility of using biotechnologies to alter natural human capacities 
comes a set of concerns not previously expressed in bioethical debates. As Charles 
Krauthammer put it, rather than concerns about using and destroying early forms of 
human life, ‘[w]hat really ought to give us pause about research […] is what monsters 
we will soon be capable of creating’ (Krauthammer  2002, p. 202). With human 
enhancement, the issues at stake concern the moral status of human nature, the mean-
ing of human dignity, the permissibility of playing God, and modifying what some 
people see as a gift (from God or from nature) (Kass 1997; Fukuyama 2002; Levin 2003; 
Sandel 2004, 2007; Cohen 2006). Also, moral conservatives have questioned the per-
missibility or wisdom of discussing potential applications of biotechnology. Some fear 
that such a discussion might break certain taboos that it might be better to leave 
untouched (Levin 2003).

Contemporary conservatives in bioethics share a ‘moral anthropology’ that Eric 
Cohen (2006) has condensed into the following points: the recognition of a special 
dignity in all human beings, which is an essential feature of human nature rather than 
something based on contingent properties (e.g. rationality or self-awareness); a recog-
nition of the special meaning of our mortality as the sign of the mystery surrounding 
human experience—that is, ‘something beyond the living person’s comprehension, 
something we cannot finally master’ (Cohen 2006, p. 49); a set of principles and values 
about the nature of the family, involving precise prescriptions about the modalities of 
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procreation which describe as immoral ‘various technological possibilities—like 
human cloning, gamete engineering, and the creation of man-animal hybrids—that 
would exert novel parental control over the genetic makeup of new life’ (Cohen 2006, 
p. 50); the importance of human flourishing based on authentic human experience 
and efforts (as opposed to artificially enhanced minds and bodies); and an agenda for 
public policy that proposes, among other things, bans on creating human embryos for 
research purposes, non-traditional and ‘unnatural’ ways of creating babies, the crea-
tion of human-animal chimera embryos, and buying and selling human body parts.

Whereas Cohen lists substantial aspects, there are formal aspects that are at least as 
distinctive of the moral conservative movement. Ruth Macklin (2006), a critic of the 
conservative movement in bioethics, lists the following features as characteristic of 
what she calls ‘the new conservative movement in bioethics’ (Macklin 2006, p. 34): a 
propensity to use poetic and metaphoric language; repeated appeals to emotion, senti-
ment, and intuition; what she calls a ‘mean spirited rhetoric’; and a tendency to see a 
proliferation of projects—that is, of concerted efforts by organized groups which con-
servatives oppose (e.g. the ‘eugenic project’, the ‘biotechnology project’, and so on).

1.3  Instrumentalist versus Substantive Bioethics
Some conservatives have characterized the existing bioethics debates generally, as well 
as the human enhancement debate specifically, as either liberal or analytic in a sense 
that contrasts with their own approach to the same issues. Michael Sandel suggests that 
liberals reach first for the language of rights, autonomy, and fairness, but that some of 
the hardest questions facing bioethics and the enhancement debate are not readily elu-
cidated in these terms (Sandel 2007, pp. 9–10). Leon Kass finds the analytic approach 
to bioethics wanting:

With its capture by analytic philosophy, […] [bioethics] has by and large come to content itself 
with analyzing moral arguments, reacting to new technological developments and taking on 
emerging issues of public policy, all performed with a naïve faith that the evils we fear can all 
be avoided by compassion, regulation and a respect for autonomy. […] its practitioners, with 
few exceptions, have turned the big human questions into pretty thin gruel. (Kass 1997, p. 18)

In a sympathetic history of the American President’s Council on Bioethics under Leon 
Kass, Adam Briggle argues that the council’s lasting value was to broaden the sorts of 
question considered in bioethics beyond certain instrumental ones (Briggle 2010). 
The alternative to this instrumentalist approach is described as a ‘rich’ or ‘substantive’ 
bioethics that extends discussion to identifying and assessing the implicit ends of cer-
tain uses of technology.

Consider a parent’s decision whether to genetically enhance an embryo. The parent 
may implicitly assume the end of giving the child the best shot at being smart, tall, or 
sociable. The liberal approach, it is charged, would focus on the parent’s liberty to 
choose whether to enhance, and on the potential harm to the future child. A more 
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substantive approach, the argument runs, would reconsider the wisdom of allowing all 
parents to aim for the end of greater intelligence, height, or sociability. If there is perva-
sive use of genetic enhancement of embryos, then over time the distribution of abilities 
among the population changes too. In due course, it may become irresponsible for 
parents not to enhance their offspring, as the failure to do so would place their children 
at a disadvantage compared with the new norm for intelligence, height, or sociability 
(Briggle 2010, p. 66).

1.4  Playing God
Proponents of human enhancement are often accused of playing God with human 
nature. The charge is not necessarily based on religious worldviews. There is a meta-
phorical sense of the expression ‘playing God’ which makes the objection available to 
non-theists as well. Such metaphorical use of the playing God objection is based on the 
idea that some interventions would violate some intrinsic sanctity of nature, which 
does not derive from God (for a discussion, see Peters 2002).

In general, the accusation refers to an incautious attitude displayed by human 
enhancement advocates. Enhancing human nature while disregarding the potential 
and/or unknown risks reveals a certain hubris. Humans are not omniscient and ben-
evolent, and might therefore overlook the risks of tampering with genes.

Michael Sandel famously advanced a secular version of the playing God objection to 
human enhancement through genetic engineering (Sandel 2007). For him, one limita-
tion of humans’ drive to mastery is a failure to appreciate what he calls the giftedness of 
human life, or, with a more emphatic phrase, its ‘openness to the unbidden’. Sandel 
thinks that this failure would jeopardize humility and solidarity among humans because 
mere chance (to which we all are equally subject, according to him) would be replaced 
by humans’ choices and hyper-agency in determining exactly what kinds of people will 
exist. This hyper-agency would generate an ‘explosion’ of responsibility that might be 
destabilizing for our ethics—making the individual responsible for many more features 
of their situation (or their offspring’s situation) than they are at present.

The playing God objection can also take the form of a warning that genetic manipu-
lation technologies would blur existing species boundaries—that we would be able to 
create new species (Annas, Andrews, and Isasi  2002). There are some difficulties 
involved in sharpening this worry. Eric Juengst notes that we cannot literally preserve 
the species against all genetic change because genetic profiles associated with a species 
do change, as existing individuals pass away and new ones are born. Quite without any 
exogenous intervention in the process, the typical genome of a given species is likely to 
vary both over time and across populations that are geographically separated with 
little interaction. If we want to hold one species-typical genome as sacrosanct, then 
there is an arbitrary decision to take a snapshot at a particular point in time and space 
to yield the definition of species-typical (Juengst 2009, p. 50). This arbitrariness seems 
to make the sense of sacrosanct inviolability less plausible.
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For some, the worry is not about species integrity per se but about what the biologi-
cal features of a species mean for its moral status (Annas, Andrews, and Isasi 2002). 
For  instance, it might be thought that human rights attach to individual humans 
because of their possessing some species-typical characteristics. A subspecies of 
humans created by genetic intervention (or even by enhancement more generally) 
might come to possess the relevant characteristics to such a heightened degree that it 
no longer makes sense to assign ordinary humans as much moral status as the new 
subspecies. For a critique of this worry, see Douglas (2013).

1.5  The Wisdom of Intuitions and Emotions
1.5.1  Intuition, Emotion, and Mystery

Some conservatives place great weight on intuitions and emotions such as disgust, 
repugnance, and revulsion. They claim that through disgust, a functioning moral 
agent recognizes moral violations when seeing the unthinkable happen (Kekes 1998, 
p. 106). Leon Kass famously defended intuitions and emotions as offering reliable 
moral guidance in the field of biotechnologies. He suggested that there is wisdom in 
our feelings of repugnance towards certain biotechnologies, such as human cloning 
and IVF (Kass 1997). Our inability to express what exactly is wrong with incest or can-
nibalism does not mean that these practices are acceptable, he urges. Similarly, the 
inability to fully articulate our opposition to biotechnologies does not constitute suffi-
cient reason to endorse things such as human enhancement, medically assisted repro-
duction, or human cloning. Kass acknowledges that ‘revulsion is not an argument’ and 
grants that ‘some of yesterday’s repugnancies are today calmly accepted’. Nonetheless, 
he adds that in crucial cases ‘repugnance is the emotional expression of deep wisdom, 
beyond reason’s power to fully articulate it’ (Kass 1997, p. 20). ‘To pollutions and per-
version,’ he continues, ‘the fitting response can only be horror and revulsion; and con-
versely, generalized horror and revulsion are prima facie evidence of foulness and 
violation’ (Kass 1997, p. 21).

Another example of reliance on intuitions and emotions, rather than rational 
arguments,2 is the conservative approach to the idea of human dignity. The role of dig-
nity in the enhancement debate will be discussed more extensively in the Section 1.6. 
Worth noting here is that moral conservatives are often very explicit in admitting that 
the full appreciation of human dignity is something we grasp through intuition rather 
than something for which we advance reasons and arguments. The fact that many of 
them devote tens and tens of pages (President’s Council on Bioethics 2008, particularly 
Kass’ contribution at pp. 297–331) to discussing something that they think cannot be 
rationally demonstrated can be seen as either surprising or, conversely, consistent with 

2  However, as C. A. J. Coady argues in Chapter 2, it might be wrong to think of reason and emotions as 
forming a dichotomy. Because some emotions do have cognitive content, they are essential to practical 
rationality.

kibin
Texte surligné 

kibin
Texte surligné 



OUP CORRECTED PROOF – FINAL, 07/18/2016, SPi

8  challenging human enhancement

their assumption that no simple, straightforward definition of dignity can be provided. 
Thus, for instance, Eric Cohen candidly admits that, ‘of course, we can never prove 
rationally that all human beings possess equal dignity or that human beings possess 
any dignity at all’ (Cohen 2006, p. 48). Meilaender finds the only secular grounds for 
the idea of dignity in the ‘mystery of human condition’ (Meilaender 2008, p. 265); the 
same idea of mystery seems to lurk behind Francis Fukuyama’s claim that what grants 
humans their special dignity is some not-better-clarified factor X—that is, ‘some 
essential human quality underneath’ which is what remains ‘when we strip all of a per-
son’s contingent and accidental characteristics away’ (Fukuyama 2002, p. 149). In his 
discussion of human dignity, Leon Kass claims that, despite the difficulties in clearly 
articulating reasons in support of the idea of dignity, ‘we can in fact recognize dignity, 
both when we see it shining and when we see it extinguished’ (Kass 2008, p. 306).

Emotions and intuitions also ground moral sanctions of what is perceived as pollut-
ing holiness and corrupting the venerable, in the form either of God or of the natural 
order. Such sanctions are often connoted as taboos (Levin 2003). Many conservatives 
take taboos to be important for the functioning and stability of societies because of the 
‘inarticulate awe’ they inspire in many people (Levin 2003, p. 64). Because taboos are 
often grounded in strong intuitions or emotions, there is a tension between the desire 
to preserve them and the desire to engage in public debates on a taboo topic. Preserving 
a taboo implies refraining from rational analysis of it, even when the analysis aims to 
defend the core of the taboo. Yet many conservatives want to engage in public debate, 
which requires arguments and publicly accessible evidence and reasons. Yuval Levin 
has called this ‘the paradox of conservative bioethics’:

Bioethics is necessarily focused on the deepest and most sensitive of human moral intuitions 
and taboos […]. At the same time, it is also directed toward policy, which in a liberal democ-
racy rightly means that it must be an ethics of fully public arguments. It is therefore in the 
business of public arguments about taboos. […]. Herein lies the paradox of conservative bio-
ethics. (Levin 2003, p. 54)

Admittedly, grounding their views in intuitions and feelings of revulsion poses some 
problems to moral conservatives when they want to defend their positions in the pub-
lic square if interlocutors do not share the intuitions and feelings—as is likely to be the 
case with regard to repugnance at human cloning. Indeed, it makes the conservative 
position less likely to succeed in influencing policy-making in liberal Western socie-
ties, where public policies are mainly based on the no-harm principle (Roache and 
Clarke 2009, p. 7).

Levin suggests that because the public square requires participants in public debate 
to provide arguments in support of a certain position, conservatives should try to pro-
vide more and better arguments. However, a closer look at his proposal seems to sug-
gest that this seeming openness to arguments and reasons is a limited one. He claims 
that a conservative argument defending the truth in taboos ‘should begin from a sense 
of what is humanly important’ (Levin 2003, p. 64), which, without elaboration of how 
to arrive at this sense seems to bring us back to the intuitive and emotional sphere.



OUP CORRECTED PROOF – FINAL, 07/18/2016, SPi

challenging human enhancement  9

Aside from the difficulties related to bringing the conservative view into the public 
sphere, the reliance on intuitions and gut feelings defended by conservatives is prob-
lematic for at least three other reasons. First, intuitions often change over time. Initial 
strong opposition to IVF has mostly faded away, for instance. So an independent crite-
rion would be required to determine when intuitions are trustworthy and when they 
are not. Second, society and technology have changed significantly since the time of 
our ancestors: our set of intuitions might have evolved to meet the demands of a past 
environment, and may be unsuited to today’s society (Singer 2005, pp. 347–8). Third, 
intuitions are subject to cognitive biases that render them unreliable. This is especially 
true when technologies put intuitions to work under completely novel circumstances, 
as in the case of human enhancement (Roache and Clarke 2009). Indeed, one of the 
most common accusations raised against conservative positions in the enhancement 
debate is that of being subject to cognitive biases, such as a ‘status quo’ bias, and that 
these biases are due to unanalysed intuitions and emotions (Bostrom and Ord 2006; 
Kahane and Savulescu 2013; Giubilini 2015).

1.5.1.1  Appeals to Literature
Appeals to literary scenarios or expressions are a common argumentative device 
among moral conservatives. An approach that is based on intuitions, emotions, and the 
notion of ‘mystery’ is more likely to find resources in poetic and rhetorical language 
than in argumentation and cool reasoning. Thus Fukuyama’s criticism of the biotech-
nology revolution starts off with the mention of Huxley’s Brave New World and Orwell’s 
1984 in the first five lines of the first chapter. It is not so obvious, Fukuyama says, what 
is wrong in Huxley’s Brave New World in which no one is hurt and everybody has 
their desires immediately satisfied. Still, we believe that such a world is undesirable 
even if we struggle to formulate the reasons for this view (Fukuyama 2002, pp. 5–6). 
The implicit suggestion is that prospects opened by biotechnologies are making our 
world so similar to the ‘brave new’ one that the fact that we cannot fully articulate the 
reasons against it does not mean we should not oppose it.

In a similar fashion, Kass writes that ‘the people dehumanized à la Brave New World 
are not miserable, don’t know that they are dehumanized, and, what is worse, would 
not care if they knew. They are, indeed, happy slaves with a slavish happiness’ 
(Kass 1985, p. 35, quoted in Fukuyama 2002, p. 6).

Similarly, in discussing the risk that human life might become the product of other 
people’s choice and thus lose its gifted character, Michael Sandel describes the scenario 
of the movie Gattaca, ‘in which parents routinely screen embryos for sex, height, 
immunity to disease and even IQ’. ‘There is something troubling’, he writes, ‘about the 
Gattaca scenario, but it is not easy to identify what exactly is wrong with screening 
embryos to choose the sex of our children’ (Sandel 2004, p. 53). It is easier to point out 
that we do not want to live in a world like that.

It is interesting to note here that Sandel’s point against the ‘drive to mastery’ is sup-
ported not by a direct argument but by an attempt to explain why people perceive 
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Gattaca-like scenarios as wrong. In the case of performance-enhancing biotechnolo-
gies, for instance, he writes that

as the role of enhancements increases, our admiration for the achievement fades—or, rather, 
our admiration shifts from the player to his pharmacist. This suggests that our moral response 
to enhancement is a response to the diminished agency of the person whose achievement is 
enhanced.

He therefore concludes that the idea of the giftedness of life is the only way ‘to account 
for what we admire about human activity’, and presumably what we do not admire 
about human enhancement (Sandel 2004, p. 54).

These examples suggest that the function of literary examples for conservative 
authors differs from the typical function of thought experiments in philosophical 
arguments. While both aim to prompt certain emotional and intuitive reactions in 
the audience through fictional cases, traditional thought experiments typically rely 
on analogies between improbable scenarios and more realistic ones to test certain 
theories (e.g. the doctrine of double effect or the moral difference between doing and 
allowing in trolley problem scenarios). Literary examples in the enhancement 
debate, on the other hand, are not presented as unrealistic test scenarios but as likely 
consequences of the application of the principles informing the pro-enhancement 
positions.

1.6  Human Dignity and Human Nature  
in the Enhancement Debate

Human dignity is frequently invoked by conservatives to argue against human 
enhancement. A representative overview of the conservative appeal to dignity is pro-
vided by the collection of essays Human Dignity and Bioethics, commissioned in 2008 
by the President’s Council on Bioethics. It gathers contributions by prominent con-
temporary conservative thinkers (as well as a few non-conservatives).

Providing a single definition of human dignity would be impossible because, as 
many conservatives themselves recognize, ‘the term itself is abstract and highly 
ambiguous’ (Kass  2008, p. 306; for a similar assessment, see also Fukuyama  2002, 
p. 148). As a result, they propose different and sometimes conflicting interpretations. 
Since a working definition is needed, however, we present here the general definition 
proposed by Patrick Lee and Robert George because it is sufficiently broad to be con-
sidered as acceptable by almost anyone:

The dignity of a person is that whereby a person excels other beings, especially other animals, 
and merits respect and consideration from other persons. (Lee and George 2008, p. 410)

Different interpretations of human dignity depend not only on different possible defi-
nitions of ‘person’, ‘excellence’, and ‘respect’ but also on the different understandings of 
human nature and of the foundations of dignity.
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1.6.1  Dignity of Human Nature

The discussion of human dignity in conservative circles assumes there is something 
special about human nature that confers on any human a moral status that is a) superior 
to that of any other living being and b) the same for all human beings (regardless of age, 
level of development, capacities). In the following passage, for instance, Lee and George 
explain ‘the nature and basis of human dignity’ by a direct appeal to human nature:

The criterion for moral worth must be the possession of a property that does not itself vary in 
degree—it must, that is, be the possession of a nature. Being of moral worth must be grounded 
in an entity’s existence as a substance of a certain sort […] rather than in the possession of a set 
of accidental or variable properties. (Lee and George 2008, p. 415)

In similar vein, Eric Cohen writes:

All members of the human family—all living human bodies—have a human life, and therefore 
deserve the respect that such membership commands. (Cohen 2006, p. 47, emphasis added)

And here is Francis Fukuyama:

The most significant threat posed by contemporary biotechnology is the possibility that it will 
alter human nature and thereby move us into a ‘posthuman’ stage of history. This is important 
[…] because human nature exists, is a meaningful concept, and has provided a stable continu-
ity to our experience as a species. It is, conjointly with religion, what defines our most basic 
values. (Fukuyama 2002, p. 7)

Liberals may object to this normative conception of human nature on various grounds. 
They might point out that alterations to human nature have always characterized our 
species (Lewens 2012); or that human nature cannot have normative value unprob-
lematically because it contains both good and bad aspects; or that our conception 
of  the good is independent of, and indeed is used to evaluate, human nature 
(Buchanan 2008).

There are, however, other ways in which human nature can be deployed to support 
the idea of human dignity. Appeals to human nature often ground concerns about the 
threat posed by enhancement to the idea of a natural equality among human beings. 
By sharing the same human nature, humans, qua humans, have equal dignity. Such 
appeals can be drawn out in either a religious or a secular vision.

As Meilaender notes, ‘we are equal to each other, whatever our distinctions in excel-
lence of various sorts, precisely because none of us is the “maker” of another one of us. 
We have all received our life—equally—as a gift from the Creator’ (Meilaender 2008, 
p. 264). All that is valuable and dignified in humans is given them by God through the 
nature He creates, hence the normative status of human nature. If we strip away the 
idea of its religious aspect, the result resembles Sandel’s secular ‘ethics of giftedness’ 
based on the ‘appreciation of the gifted character of human powers and achievements’ 
(Sandel 2004, p. 55). Technologies such as preimplantation embryo selection threaten 
to make some humans the authors of the talents and powers of others. The President’s 
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Council on Bioethics report entitled Human Cloning and Human Dignity makes the 
point by contrasting begetting with making, suggesting that a child made according to 
parents’ wishes would not have the same dignity as a begotten child (President’s 
Council on Bioethics 2002, p. 112).

1.6.2  Foundations of Human Dignity

An important distinction within conceptions of human dignity is that between the 
comparative, or aristocratic, notion and the non-comparative, or egalitarian, notion 
(Lee and George 2008; Meilaender 2008). The former is the notion of the full ‘dignity of 
being human’, a notion conveying a sense of worthiness and nobility that is found not 
in every human being but only in those with certain excellences, virtues or capacities. 
The non-comparative egalitarian notion is the basic ‘dignity of being human’, which is 
shared by any form of human life but which cannot, according to Kass, be shown to 
have any ontological or theoretical grounds (Kass 2008, pp. 316–20).

Kass finds shortcomings in both conceptions when considered separately. The first 
is too exclusive and the second lacks a satisfactory justification. He therefore proposes 
a third notion of dignity, which he calls the ‘dignity of being in-between’ (Kass 2008, 
p.  324). The view casts humans as halfway between the other animals and God. 
Humans are god-like and have aspirations towards what is higher, and therefore a 
human is ‘more than an animal’ (Kass 2008, p. 323). However, humans are dependent 
on their embodied nature for everything high about human life. On Kass’ approach, 
the aristocratic and egalitarian conceptions are reconciled through their mutual 
dependence. Human flourishing and excellence depend on the merely animal aspects 
of life which all forms of human life share. These animal aspects are, in turn, dignified 
by being integrated with the higher functions that are typical of human nature 
(Kass 2008, pp. 321–2). Although conceptually sophisticated, when it comes to practi-
cal guidance about altering human nature, this third conception seems to boil down to 
an endorsement of the non-comparative notion of dignity. As Kass writes in discussing 
the implications of the in-between notion of dignity, ‘any man’s very being requires 
that we respect his life’ (Kass 2008, p. 323).

Eric Cohen argues that even though most conservatives on this issue come from a 
religious tradition, the idea of dignity informing their conservatism does not have a 
religious foundation (Cohen 2006). Nonetheless, it is difficult to see how a religious 
foundation can be turned into a secular one in some discussions of dignity.

Consider Meilaender, for instance:

It may be that we cannot make good sense of an egalitarian and non-comparative understand-
ing of human dignity, to which our civilization has in many ways been committed, if we 
abstract it entirely from the context of the religious beliefs that formed it. […] I doubt, in fact, 
that there is any way to derive a belief in the equal worth of every human being from the ordi-
nary distinctions in merit and excellence that we all use in some spheres of life; it is grounded, 
rather, not in our relation to each other, but in our relation to God, from whom—to use a 
mathematical metaphor—we are equidistant. (Meilaender 2008, pp. 262–3)
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Or Leon Kass:

The dignity of being human […] completes itself and stands tallest when we bow our heads and 
lift our hearts in recognition of powers greater than our own. The fullest dignity of the god-like 
animal is realized in its acknowledgement and celebration of the divine. (Kass 2008, p. 329)

A distinct basis for human dignity, probably inspired by the classical Kantian concep-
tion of dignity, is the intrinsic rationality that some people believe characterizes human 
nature (Lee and George 2008). In contemporary conservatives, this view does not 
require that the high properties that distinguish humans from other animals be actual-
ized. The core of the view seems to be that all forms of human life share an intrinsically 
rational nature, which makes this view overlap with the Catholic view. In other words, 
‘because personhood is based on the kind of being that one is—a substantial entity 
whose nature is rational nature—one cannot lose one’s fundamental personal dignity, 
as long as one exists as a human being’ (Lee and George 2008, p. 410).

1.6.3  Views on Human Dignity among Proponents of Human Enhancement

Proponents of enhancement have two main strategies to contest dignity-based 
arguments against enhancement. One is to reject the concept of dignity—for instance, 
by claiming that it is too vague or that it adds nothing to bioethical discussion 
(Macklin 2003). Pinker goes further and suggests that it is a stupid concept that is rela-
tive, fungible, and even potentially harmful and deceptive (Pinker 2008).

The other strategy is to argue that enhancement may actually promote human dig-
nity by improving those qualities and virtues that confer a special worth on human 
beings. Nick Bostrom defends a notion of human dignity centred on the qualities that 
enhanced humans might possess. ‘Dignity as quality’, as he calls it, is a ‘kind of excel-
lence’, ‘a virtue or an ideal, that can be cultivated, fostered, respected, admired, pro-
moted, etc.’ (Bostrom 2008, p. 175).

1.7  Restrictive (Non-conservative) Positions  
on Human Enhancement

So far we have focused on opposition to enhancement from what we have called the 
moral conservative camp. However, opposition may also stem from concerns about 
social equality or the negative consequences of enhancement.

1.7.1  Egalitarian Concerns

A major concern about equality is that human enhancement technologies might only 
be affordable to the world’s wealthy, or in any case to some small privileged group, thus 
exacerbating the already marked inequalities between rich and poor (Mehlman and 
Botkin 1998; Glannon 2001; McKibben 2003; Mehlman 2003). There are also fears that 
enhancement carried out over several generations may create two separate species, 
one of which will have the power to dominate the other (Silver 1999).
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One response to this objection is that we already accept significant inequalities due 
to differences in opportunity, and should not single out biotechnological enhance-
ments for special criticism on this count. We accept that the rich can afford better 
education for their children, for instance. Nonetheless, the worry remains that 
enhancement may significantly worsen existing inequalities in a more radical way. As 
an instance of the general worry that great inequalities in society tend to undermine its 
stability and threaten democracy, it has also been argued that a society with significant 
inequalities due to genetic differences in particular would have the same socially unde-
sirable effects (Mehlman 2003).

A second, more powerful, response from enhancement advocates is that enhance-
ment, far from being opposed to equality, can be used to make up for the unfairness of 
the ‘genetic lottery’ (thus embracing a form of luck egalitarianism) by bringing the 
least fortunate up to a decent minimum of capacities and well-being. In other words, a 
strategy available to enhancement advocates is that of replacing a strict egalitarian 
with a sufficientarian notion of justice, and to argue that enhancement is required by 
this sufficientarian notion (Savulescu 2006). Thus we might have a policy whereby 
enhancements are subsidized for those who cannot afford them, so that everybody 
could have access to them, which would level the playing field (Mehlman  2009; 
Buchanan 2011).

1.7.2  Utilitarian Concerns

Utilitarian opposition to enhancement should also be considered. In particular, 
enhancement interventions might drain resources away from more useful medical 
research aimed at serious diseases that threaten the well-being of the global majority 
(Selgelid 2014). This problem already exists: only 10 per cent of medical research is 
used to address 90 per cent of the global burden of disease (the so-called diseases of the 
poor). However, this is no licence to make things even worse. As Michael Selgelid puts 
it, ‘[i]f it is safe to assume that treatment and prevention of serious disease would 
improve human well being to a greater extent than interventions aimed at things like 
greater than average height, then utility would be adversely affected in the process’ 
(Selgelid 2014, p. 11).

One response to such utilitarian concerns about enhancement is to say that procrea-
tive liberty trumps utilitarian considerations because individual rights generally take 
priority over duties towards society. A second response is that there are other utilitar-
ian considerations in favour of enhancement that should also be taken into account—
namely, the cost to society (rather than to the individual) of failing to enhance 
individuals (Levy 2013).

1.7.3  Balancing Principles

Since human enhancement raises ethical concerns about individual liberty, equality, 
and utility, and since such considerations are often at odds with each other, Selgelid has 
argued for a shift in the enhancement debate. He proposes investigating principled 
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ways of balancing or trading off the different concerns. Such a ‘moderate pluralist’ the-
ory would determine, for instance, ‘how great the equality and/or utility costs of 
enhancement would need to be in order for liberty infringement to be justified’ 
(Selgelid 2014, p. 12).

1.7.4  Autonomy and Moral Equality

Jürgen Habermas opposes certain sorts of enhancement because of concerns about the 
autonomy and moral equality of future generations. The practice of morality, he contends, 
is based on idealizing presuppositions that each person is responsible for giving ethical 
shape to their life, and that each enjoys equal treatment with complete reciprocity of rights 
and duties (Habermas 2003, p. 92). Social influences shape us and, in that sense, mitigate 
our responsibility. Viewing ourselves as autonomous and responsible requires reference 
to a point beyond social influences. That reference point is the moment of birth, which 
demarcates the person’s ‘natural fate’ from their ‘socialized fate’ (Habermas  2003, 
pp. 59–60). Yet if even this ‘natural fate’ is influenced by humans, we should enquire 
whether this changes our understanding of autonomy and responsibility.

Viewing ourselves as equals in the shared practices of moral community, Habermas 
claims, is incompatible with sorts of dependence which are one-way rather than recip-
rocal. Having one’s genome ‘programmed’, as he puts it, places the younger generation 
at the receiving end of such a one-way relation. This is fine if the younger generation 
can be assumed to consent to the programming, something that Habermas thinks is 
true of therapeutic interventions (Habermas 2003, p. 43). He contrasts genetic pro-
gramming to the socializing influence of parents in child-rearing. Leaning on his 
wider philosophical theory, Habermas says that in the latter case, the child is involved 
in a reciprocal communicative process in which they can respond to the parents, which 
Habermas suggests does not happen in the case of the genetic enhancement of off-
spring. Granted, there are some permissible cases of enhancement, he thinks, such as 
aiming for a stronger immune system or a longer lifespan. These are highly general 
goals, and they can be assumed to have the consent of the future child despite the 
fact  that the child is at the receiving end of a one-way and non-reciprocal act 
(Habermas  2003, pp. 51–2). For more specific enhancements, consent cannot be 
assumed. Consider the more general contrast with the transfer of culture down the 
generations. Whereas a future generation can question and selectively accept or reject 
elements of received culture, Habermas suggests that it is not in a position to reject the 
cumulative effect on the gene pool of generations of decisions guided by the forces of 
profit and individual preference (Habermas 2003, p. 72).

1.7.5  Unintended Bad Consequences and Futility

Some moral conservatives oppose enhancements without appealing to values peculiar 
to the conservative tradition. Alongside interpretations of concepts such as sanctity, 
dignity, and human nature, conservatives may also argue against enhancement on the 
grounds of overlooked bad consequences.
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Consider first the so-called ‘perversity thesis’, whereby certain actions or policies 
have unintended consequences that produce the opposite of what they were meant to 
promote (Hirschman 1991). An example of this is the view that there is a ‘precisely 
balanced’ human nature such that any human attempt to alter it is likely to end in dis-
aster (President’s Council on Bioethics 2002, p. 287). The perversity thesis in this sense 
can take two different forms: one factual and the other value oriented. Francis 
Fukuyama argues that, because the interactions between single genes and phenotypic 
traits is very complex, with any gene coding for multiple proteins, altering any single 
gene or genetic sequence to obtain a desirable trait might have bad unintended conse-
quences for the expression of other desirable traits (Fukuyama 2002, pp. 74–5, 92–3). 
Whereas this concern is based on factual claims answerable to evidence, unintended 
bad consequences can also be presented in more abstract terms familiar to the con-
servative tradition. According to Leon Kass, for instance, with biotechnologies ‘[w]e 
may get more easily what we asked for only to realize it is vastly less than what we really 
wanted. Worse, we may get exactly what we ask for and fail to recognize what it cost us 
in coin of our humanity’ (Kass 2008, p. 303).

One way to address the perversity thesis is to note that it seems to involve a miscon-
ception of evolution. Consider, for instance, the idea that ‘the human body and mind, 
highly complex and delicately balanced as the result of eons of gradual and exacting 
evolution, are almost certainly at risk from any ill-considered attempt at “improve-
ment” ’ (President’s Council on Bioethics 2002, p. 287). Powell and Buchanan argue 
that the force of this point rests on a misunderstanding of how evolution works 
(Buchanan 2011; Powell and Buchanan 2011). Evolution is not, as the quote implies, a 
‘Master Engineer’ that makes its creation (nature) ‘a stable, completed masterpiece that 
can only be ruined by any human attempt to improve it’ (Buchanan 2011, p. 156). 
Rather ‘the fact that natural selection has operated on a trait does not ensure that the 
trait is optimal’ (Buchanan 2011, p. 156). So there is room for beneficial and ameliorat-
ing human intervention, unless opponents of enhancement can show that the current 
traits or dispositions are optimal (Bostrom and Ord 2006; Kahane and Savulescu 2013).

Apart from the perversity thesis, Hirschman identifies two other common argu-
mentative strategies typical of ‘the rhetoric of reaction’ (Hirschman 1991). These are 
the ‘futility thesis’ and the ‘jeopardy thesis’, and they are often used to argue against 
human enhancement.

The futility thesis targets enhancement that seeks to change human nature, rather than individ-
ual human beings. Francis Fukuyama notes that it would be extremely difficult, if not impossi-
ble, to alter human nature through genetic intervention. The human gene pool is so large that 
such changes would have to occur to a very large proportion of individuals and on a wide range 
of genes, something deemed very unlikely to happen. As he explains, ‘a handful of rich people 
genetically modifying their children for greater height or intelligence would have no effect on 
species-typical height or IQ.’ (Fukuyama 2002, p. 79). While this claim seems to contradict 
what Fukuyama himself has said about the possible unintended bad consequences of altering 
gene sequences, it certainly is one of the argumentative strategies available to the opponents of 
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human enhancement who are not committed to the ‘perversity thesis’. By appealing to the 
futility of seeking to change human nature in this way, it might be argued that enhancement for 
this end is a poor use of resources better spent elsewhere.

The jeopardy thesis involves a slippery slope argument. Leon Kass argues that permit-
ting therapeutic cloning (i.e. the creation of embryos via nuclear transfer from somatic 
cells in order to obtain embryonic stem cells with the same DNA as the somatic cells) 
would open the path to reproductive cloning (Kass 1997). He writes:

Only a few years ago, slippery slope arguments were used to oppose artificial insemination and 
in vitro fertilization using unrelated sperm donors. Principles used to justify these practices, it 
was said, will be used to justify more artificial and more eugenic practices, including cloning. 
Not so, the defenders retorted, since we can make the necessary distinctions. And now, without 
even a gesture at making the necessary distinctions, the continuity of the practice is held by 
itself to be justificatory. (Kass 1997, p. 24)

1.7.6  The Old Eugenics and the New

A common criticism, if not an argument per se, from opponents of human enhance-
ment invokes comparisons with state-led eugenics programmes in the first half of the 
twentieth century. This has prompted distinctions between the old and the new eugen-
ics, or between old eugenics and ‘liberal eugenics’ (Agar 2004).

The term ‘eugenic’ refers to practices aimed at promoting desirable traits in a given 
population (e.g. by encouraging the ‘best’ individuals to reproduce), or at eradicating 
undesirable traits (e.g. by reducing the reproduction of ‘defective’ individuals). When 
Francis Galton first coined the term ‘eugenics’ in 1883 (Kevles 1985, p. ix), it did not 
have bad connotations. It acquired negative connotations in the twentieth century due 
to coercive policies adopted in the US and in Scandinavian countries at the beginning 
of that century (including marriage restrictions of the ‘unfit’ and their forced steriliza-
tion), and in Germany during the Nazi era (including the killing of ‘defective’ children, 
institutionalized deficients, homosexuals, Jews, and other groups). Arguments in 
favour of human enhancement are often presented by moral conservatives as danger-
ously close to the ideas that led to Nazi eugenic programmes and other, comparable, 
horrors.

Proponents of enhancement distinguish it from the ‘old eugenics’ programmes 
enforced in the first half of the twentieth century. The old eugenics involved state-
directed programmes based on scientifically or morally flawed premises (e.g. the 
alleged superiority of particular races or populations over others) and conducted by 
ethically unacceptable means. Contemporary proponents of human enhancement 
defend a ‘liberal eugenics’ in which people would be left free to decide whether and 
how to enhance themselves or their offspring (Savulescu 2001, p. 425). Some oppo-
nents of enhancement are swayed by these arguments (Fukuyama 2002, pp. 85–8) 
but most are  not (Sandel  2004, pp. 119–20; O’Mathúna  2006; Kass  2008, p. 301; 
Pellegrino 2008, p. 515).
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Robert Sparrow, in particular, argues that despite the good intentions of propo-
nents, the outcomes of the new eugenics might turn out uncomfortably similar to 
those of the old one. Stressing the incompatibility of strong consequentialism with 
liberalism, he suggests that a consequentialist argument for human enhancement 
cannot but entail the endorsement of a unique model of human being that has the 
greatest chances to have a good life in a given environment. In Sparrow’s words, ‘in 
any given environment at least, there is a “best” genome, which parents are obligated 
to provide for their children’ (Sparrow 2011, p. 36). In Western countries, for instance, 
it might be a white, blond, blue-eyed male (Sparrow 2011, p. 35). If a consequentialist 
argument for human enhancement is to be taken seriously, Sparrow thinks that pro-
ponents of liberal eugenics should also commit to allowing state imposition of this 
model on the population.

1.8  The Affective Revolution in Moral Psychology 
and the Conservative/Liberal Divide

1.8.1  Relevant Evidence from Moral Psychology and Neuroscience

Recent empirical evidence from the fields of moral psychology and neuroscience 
provides some reason to think that the neural and psychological correlates of conserv-
atives’ approach to certain moral issues may differ from those correlates in liberals 
approaching the same issues. Note that we have thus far avoided speaking of permis-
sive views about human enhancement as specifically liberal. We wanted to avoid the 
impression that the liberal tradition entails a permissive stance, or that a permissive 
stance is only compatible with a liberal philosophy. The moral psychology literature 
discussed in this section, however, commonly uses the conservative/liberal categories, 
and we adopt these terms to reflect the literature. Nonetheless, the reader should retain 
in the back of their mind questions about the aptness of thinking of permissive posi-
tions on enhancement in these terms.

As we have seen above, Michael Sandel (2004) ascribes to liberals a narrow focus on 
three ethical concerns: a) for autonomy, b) for fairness, and c) for individual rights.

Interestingly, these three ethical concerns overlap with the three ‘modules’ that, 
according to Jonathan Haidt (2012), generally characterize the psychology of liberals. 
He defines modules as adaptive mechanisms that generate intuitive or emotional reac-
tions to stimuli. As he puts it,

Modules are like little switches in the brains of all animals. They are switched on by patterns 
that were important for survival in a particular ecological niche, and when they detect that 
pattern, they send out a signal that (eventually) changes the animal’s behavior in a way that is 
usually adaptive. (Haidt 2012, p. 123)

In humans, such signals generated by modules in our brain are our moral intuitions 
and emotions. Haidt argues that in making moral judgements, liberals rely on modules 
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sensitive to issues about liberty (vs. oppression), fairness (vs. cheating), and care 
(vs. harm), and therefore their moral judgements are influenced by such emotions 
as reactance (for violations of liberty), anger (for violations of fairness), and com-
passion (for violations of care). These three do not exhaust the range of moral mod-
ules and emotions, however. Expression of the full range is more consistently 
observed in conservatives (Graham, Haidt, and Nosek 2009; Haidt 2012). The mod-
ules that activate our sensitivity towards issues concerning loyalty/betrayal (e.g. 
breaking promises), authority/subversion (e.g. disobedience to moral or political 
authorities), and sanctity/degradation (e.g. violation of the natural order or of 
purity) play a more prominent role in the formation of moral and political judge-
ments of conservatives.

According to Haidt and many of his colleagues (e.g. Haidt and Joseph  2007; 
Greene  2008), moral judgements are often the product of intuitions or emotions. 
Reasoning is usually a post hoc exercise when justifying one’s views to others. Many 
recent studies in moral psychology (Hauser et al. 2007), as well as fMRI (functional 
magnetic resonance imaging) investigations (Greene et al. 2001), seem to support the 
emotivist/intuitionist account of the formation of moral judgements. For instance, 
evidence suggests that some moral principles (e.g. that of double effect) that, if valid, 
might be used to justify one’s moral judgements are not usually available to explicit 
moral reasoning even after a judgement has been made that seems to accord with use 
of the principles; some other moral principles apparently become available only in the 
form of post hoc rationalization for a certain judgement (e.g. the direct vs. indirect 
harm principle) (Cushman, Young, and Hauser 2003). These findings seem to indicate 
that the process by which we form a moral judgement is independent from reasoning 
about principles and values, and instead depends on intuitions for which the subject 
eventually looks for a rational justification.

Other empirical evidence has been interpreted as suggesting that feelings of disgust 
heavily affect, if not determine, people’s moral judgements (Wheatley and Haidt 2005). 
For instance, people tend to make harsher judgements when in presence of foul air 
(Haidt 2012, pp. 70–1); and subjects who wash their hands before the experiment 
become more moralistic about issues related to purity. Zhong and Liljenquist (2006) 
call this the ‘Macbeth effect’.

If this interpretation of the psychological evidence is correct, it might provide 
some grounds for understanding moral conservatives’ positions in the enhance-
ment debate, as presented in the sections above. For instance, the emphasis on the 
value of human nature and on human dignity might be explained, at least in part, by 
the prominent role played by the sanctity/degradation module in conservatives’ 
formation of moral judgements. The prominent role of disgust in moral evaluation 
could tell us something about the role of the feeling of repugnance to which some 
conservatives appeal, particularly in light of studies suggesting that conservatives 
have greater disgust sensitivity than liberals (Rozin et al. 1999; Inbar, Pizarro, and 
Bloom 2009).
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1.8.2  Possible Objections

There are different ways to criticize these findings on the role of intuitions and 
emotions in the formation of moral judgements, as well as their alleged explanatory 
role for conservative stances. One is to question their relevance for moral psychology. 
Another is to question the conclusiveness of the empirical evidence. A third is, more 
specifically, to question the claim that they actually explain the conservative stances.

As for the first type of criticism, in discussing the results of Haidt’s empirical 
research, Jeanette Kennett and Cordelia Fine (2009) have questioned their relevance 
for the issue of what explains our moral judgements as opposed to other kinds of 
judgements. They note that the way we conceive of morality implies that a moral 
judgement, as opposed to other kinds of judgement, is such only if we have first rea-
soned about our intuitions and incorporated them into principles for which we can be 
held accountable. The conception of morality that Kennett and Fine propose is con-
sistent with the idea that if exercising control over immediate reactions is not possible, 
then ‘our moral concepts will lack application’ (Kennett and Fine 2009, p. 85).

Josh May (2014) has questioned the results and methodology of many of the experi-
ments that seem to show that disgust influences moral judgements. In particular, he 
suggests that such experiments show that disgust makes moral judgements harsher 
but not that it alters the polarity of judgements. In other words, the evidence currently 
available does not show that disgust determines people’s beliefs about the permissibil-
ity or impermissibility of an action but only that it affects the perceived degree of good-
ness or badness, rightness or wrongness. It may be that disgust is a consequence, rather 
than a cause, of moral judgements (Giubilini 2016). This type of criticism is consistent 
with the more general idea, put forward, for instance, by Cordelia Fine (2006), that 
conscious reasoning and reflection might play a much more relevant role in the forma-
tion of our moral judgements than Haidt and colleagues grant (see also Payne 2005). 
Some work in moral psychology and neuroscience seems to point in this direction. For 
example, there are suggestions from fMRI studies that liberals display more brain 
activity in the anterior cingulate cortex—the area of the brain activated when a certain 
situation requires responses that diverge from one’s habitual response tendency 
(Amodio, Jost, and Yee 2007). These data suggest that liberals have more neurocogni-
tive sensitivity for altering habitual response patterns, so that liberal moral stances 
might be the result of the overcoming of immediate reactions.

The third criticism—that is, that such results from moral psychology and neurosci-
ence cannot and should not be used to explain conservative stances—has more to do 
with how conservatives might want to defend themselves from an implication that 
seems to lurk behind these empirical studies. The implication is that conservatives are 
simply less rational than liberals. Thus, for instance, the New Atlantis, the voice of the 
new American conservative wave (its editors include Yuval Levin, Roger Scruton, and 
Eric Cohen),3 does not hesitate to denounce as ‘stupid’ (New Atlantis 2003, p. 104) an 

3  The editors are listed at <http://www.thenewatlantis.com/about/masthead>.

http://www.thenewatlantis.com/about/masthead
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authoritative study, published in the Psychological Bulletin of the American Psychological 
Association, which provides evidence for the claim that the resistance to change of 
conservatives is mainly due to their attempt to manage uncertainty and threat, and 
that conservatives are in general less tolerant of ambiguity, more dogmatic, less open to 
experience, and less tolerant of uncertainty (Jost et al. 2003).4

References
Agar, Nicholas (2004). Liberal Eugenics: In Defence of Human Enhancement. Oxford: Blackwell.
Agar, Nicholas (2013). Truly Human Enhancement: A Philosophical Defense of Limits. 

Cambridge, MA: MIT Press.
Amodio, D. M., Jost, J. T., and Yee, C. M. (2007). ‘Neurocognitive Correlates of Liberalism and 

Conservatism’. Nature Neuroscience 10(10): 1246–7.
Annas, G. J., Andrews, L. B., and Isasi, R. M. (2002). ‘Protecting the Endangered Human: 

Toward an International Treaty Prohibiting Cloning and Inheritable Alterations’, American 
Journal of Law and Medicine 28: 151–78.

Bostrom, Nick (2008). ‘Dignity and Enhancement’, in the President’s Council on Bioethics 
(ed.), Human Dignity and Bioethics. Washington DC: US Government Printing Office, 
pp. 173–206.

Bostrom, Nick and Ord, Toby (2006). ‘The Reversal Test: Eliminating Status Quo Bias in 
Applied Ethics’, Ethics 116(4): 656–79.

Bostrom, Nick and Roache, Rebecca (2008). ‘Ethical Issues in Human Enhancement’, in Jesper 
Ryberg, Thomas Petersen, and Clark Wolf(eds), New Waves in Applied Ethics. Basingstoke: 
Palgrave Macmillan, pp. 120–52.

Briggle, Adam (2010). A Rich Bioethics. Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame Press.
Buchanan, Allen (2008). ‘Human Nature and Enhancement’, Bioethics 23(3): 141–50.
Buchanan, Allen (2011). Beyond Humanity? New York: Oxford University Press.
Caplan, Arthur (2009). ‘Good, Better, or Best?’, in J. Savulescu and N. Bostrom (eds), Human 

Enhancement. Oxford: Oxford University Press, pp. 199–210.
Cohen, Eric (2006). ‘Conservative Bioethics and the Search for Wisdom’, Hastings Center 

Report 36(1): 44–56.
Cushman, F., Young, L., and Hauser, M. (2003). ‘The Role of Conscious Reasoning and 

Intuitions in Moral Judgment’, Psychological Science 17(12): 1082–9.
Douglas, Tom (2013). ‘Human Enhancement and Supra-personal Moral Status’, Philosophical 

Studies 162(3): 473–97.
Fine, Cordelia (2006). ‘Is the Emotional Dog Wagging its Rational Tail, or Chasing It?’ 

Philosophical Explorations 9(1): 83–98.
Fukuyama, Francis (2002). Our Posthuman Future. Consequences of the Biotechnology 

Revolution. New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux.
Giubilini, A. (2015). ‘Don’t Mind the Gap: Intuitions, Emotions, and Reasons in the 

Enhancement Debate’, Hastings Center Report, 45(5): 39–47.

4  We would like to thank Steve Clarke, Neil Levy, Jonathan Pugh, and Rebecca Roache for useful com-
ments and suggestions on previous drafts of this chapter.



OUP CORRECTED PROOF – FINAL, 07/18/2016, SPi

22  challenging human enhancement

Giubilini, A. (2016). ‘What in the World is Moral Disgust?’, Australasian Journal of Philosophy, 
94(2): 227–42.

Giubilini, A. and Sanyal, S. (2015). ‘The Ethics of Human Enhancement’, Philosophy Compass 
10(4): 233–43.

Glannon, Walter (2001). Genes and Future People. Cambridge, MA: Westview Press.
Graham, J., Haidt, J., and Nosek, B. A. (2009). ‘Liberals and Conservatives Rely on Different 

Sets of Moral Foundations’, Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 96(5): 1029–46.
Greene, J. D., Sommerville, R. B., Nystrom, L. E., Darley, J. M., and Cohen, J. D. (2001). ‘An 

fMRI Investigation of Emotional Engagement in Moral Judgment’, Science 293: 2105–8.
Greene, Joshua (2008). ‘The Secret Joke of Kant’s Soul’, in W. Sinnott-Armstrong (ed.), The 

Neuroscience of Morality: Emotions, Brain Disorders, and Development. Cambridge, MA; 
London: MIT Press, pp. 35–79.

Habermas, Jürgen (2003). The Future of Human Nature. Cambridge: Polity Press.
Haidt, J. and Joseph, C. (2007). ‘The Moral Mind: How Five Sets of Innate Intuitions Guide the 

Development of Many Culture-Specific Virtues, and Perhaps even Modules’, in P. Carruthers, 
S. Laurence, and S. Stich (eds), The Innate Mind: Foundations and the Future, Vol. 3. 
New York: Oxford University Press: pp. 367–92.

Haidt, Jonathan (2012). The Righteous Mind. New York: Pantheon.
Harris, John (2009). ‘Enhancements are a Moral Obligation’, in J. Savulescu and N. Bostrom 

(eds), Human Enhancement. Oxford: Oxford University Press, pp. 131–54.
Harris, John (2011). ‘Moral Enhancement and Freedom’, Bioethics, 25(2): 102–11.
Hauser, M., Cushman, F., Young, L., Kang-Xin Jin, R., and Mikhail, J. (2007). ‘A Dissociation 

between Moral Judgment and Justifications’, Mind and Language 22(1): 1–21.
Hirschman, Albert (1991). The Rhetoric of Reaction. Cambridge, MA: Belknap Press-Harvard 

University.
Inbar, Y., Pizarro, D. A., and Bloom, P. (2009). ‘Conservatives are more Easily Disgusted than 

Liberals’, Cognition and Emotions 23(4): 714–25.
Juengst, E. and Moseley, D. (2015). ‘Human Enhancement’, in Edward N. Zalta (ed.), Stanford 

Encyclopedia of Philosophy, at <http://plato.stanford.edu/archives/sum2015/entries/
enhancement>, accessed 16 June 2015.

Juengst, Eric (2009). ‘What’s Taxonomy Got to Do with It? “Species Integrity”, Human Rights, 
and Science Policy’, in J. Savulescu and N. Bostrom (eds), Human Enhancement. Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, pp. 43–58.

Jost, T., Glaser, J., Kruglanski, A. W., and Sulloway, F. J. (2003). ‘Political Conservatism as 
Motivated Social Cognition’, Psychological Bulletin 129(3): 339–75.

Kahane, Guy (2011). ‘Mastery Without Mystery: Why there is No Promethean Sin in 
Enhancement’, Journal of Applied Philosophy 28(4): 355–68.

Kahane, Guy and Savulescu, J. (2013). ‘Normal Human Variation: Refocusing the Enhancement 
Debate’, Bioethics, online first, doi:10.1111/bioe.12045.

Kamm, Francis (2009). ‘What Is and Is Not Wrong with Enhancement?’, in Savulescu and 
Bostrom (eds), Human Enhancement. Oxford: Oxford University Press, pp. 91–130.

Kass, Leon (1985). Toward a More Natural Science: Biology and Human Affairs. New York: Free 
Press.

Kass, Leon (1997). ‘The Wisdom of Repugnance: Why We should Ban the Cloning of Humans’, 
The New Republic 2 June: 17–26.

http://plato.stanford.edu/archives/sum2015/entries/enhancement
http://plato.stanford.edu/archives/sum2015/entries/enhancement


OUP CORRECTED PROOF – FINAL, 07/18/2016, SPi

challenging human enhancement  23

Kass, Leon (2008). ‘Defending Human Dignity’, in President’s Council on Bioethics (ed.), Human 
Dignity and Bioethics. Washington DC: US Government Printing Office, pp. 297–332.

Kennett, J. and Fine, C. (2009). ‘Will the Real Moral Judgment Please Stand Up? The Implications 
of Social Intuitionist Model for Meta-ethics and Moral Psychology’, Ethical Theory and 
Moral Practice 12(1): 77–96.

Kekes, John (1998). A Case for Conservatism. Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press.
Kevles, D. J. (1985). In the Name of Eugenics. Los Angeles: University of California Press.
Kirk, Russell (1994). The Conservative Mind. 7th rev. edn. Washington DC: Regnery Publishing.
Krauthammer, Charles (2002). ‘Why Pro-Lifers are Missing the Point’, in Kristol, Willam and 

Cohen, Eric (eds), The Future is Now: America Confronts the New Genetics. Lanham MD: 
Rowman and Littlefield, pp. 201–3.

Lee, P. and George, R. (2008). ‘The Nature and Basis of Human Dignity’, in the President’s 
Council on Bioethics (ed.), Human Dignity and Bioethics. Washington DC: US Government 
Printing Office, pp. 409–33.

Levin, Yuval (2003). ‘The Paradox of Conservative Bioethics’, New Atlantis Spring: 53–65.
Levy, Neil (2013). ‘There May Be Costs to Failing to Enhance, as Well as to Enhancing’, 

American Journal of Bioethics 13(7): 38–9.
Lewens, Tim (2012). ‘Human Nature: The Very Idea’, Philosophy and Technology 25(4): 459–74.
McKibben, Bill (2003). Enough: Staying Human in an Engineered Age. New York: Henry Holt 

Company.
Macklin, Ruth (2003). ‘Dignity is a Useless Concept’, British Medical Journal 327: 1419.
Macklin, Ruth (2006). ‘The New Conservatives in Bioethics: Who Are They and What Do They 

Seek?’, Hastings Center Report 36(1): 34–43.
May, Josh (2014). ‘Does Disgust Influence Moral Judgment?’, Australasian Journal of Philosophy 

92(1): 125–41.
Mehlman, M. J. (2003). Wondergenes: Genetic Enhancement and the Future of Society. 

Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press.
Mehlman, M. J. (2009). The Price of Perfection: Individualism and Society in the Era of Biomedical 

Enhancement. Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press.
Mehlman, M. J. and Botkin, J. (1998). Access to the Genome: The Challenge to Equality. 

Washington DC: Georgetown University Press.
Meilaender, Gilbert (2008). ‘Human Dignity: Exploring and Explicating the Council’s Vision’, 

in the President’s Council on Bioethics (ed.), Human Dignity and Bioethics. Washington DC: 
US Government Printing Office, pp. 253–77.

Moreno, Jonathan (2011). The Body Politic: The Battle over Science in America. New York: 
Bellevue Literary Press.

New Atlantis (2003). ‘Out of the Right Mind’, New Atlantis 3(Fall): 103–5.
O’Mathúna, Donal (2006). ‘Human Dignity in the Nazi Era: Implications for Contemporary 

Bioethics’, BMC Medical Ethics 7: 2.
Payne, B. K. (2005). ‘Conceptualizing Control in Social Cognition: How Executive Functioning 

Modulates the Expression of Automatic Stereotyping’, Journal of Personality and Social 
Psychology 89(4): 488–503.

Pellegrino, Edmund (2004). Biotechnology, Human Enhancement, and the Ends of Medicine. 
The Centre for Bioethics and Human Dignity, 30 November. <http://cbhd.org/content/
biotechnology-human-enhancement-and-ends-medicine>.

http://cbhd.org/content/biotechnology-human-enhancement-and-ends-medicine
http://cbhd.org/content/biotechnology-human-enhancement-and-ends-medicine


OUP CORRECTED PROOF – FINAL, 07/18/2016, SPi

24  challenging human enhancement

Pellegrino, Edmund (2008). ‘The Lived Experience of Human Dignity’, in the President’s 
Council on Bioethics (ed.), Human Dignity and Bioethics. Washington DC: US Government 
Printing Office, pp. 513–39.

Peters, Ted (2002). Playing God? Genetic Determinism and Human Freedom. New York: 
Routledge.

Pinker, Steven (2008). ‘The Stupidity of Dignity’, The New Republic 8 May 2008. <http://www.
newrepublic.com/article/the-stupidity-dignity>, accessed 11 November 2015.

Powell, R. and Buchanan, A. (2011). ‘Breaking Evolution’s Chains: The Promise of Enhancement 
by Design’, in Savulescu, Julian, ter Meulen, Ruud, and Kahane, Guy (eds). Enhancing Human 
Capacities. Oxford: Wiley-Blackwell, pp. 49–67.

President’s Council on Bioethics (ed.) (2002). Human Cloning and Human Dignity: An Ethical 
Inquiry. Washington DC: US Government Printing Office.

President’s Council on Bioethics (ed.) (2003). Beyond Therapy: Biotechnology and the Pursuit of 
Happiness. Washington DC: US Government Printing Office.

President’s Council on Bioethics (ed.) (2008). Human Dignity and Bioethics. Washington DC: 
US Government Printing Office.

Roache, R. and Clarke, S. (2009). ‘Bioconservatism, Bioliberalism, and the Wisdom of 
Repugnance’, Monash Bioethics Review 28(1): 1–21.

Rozin, P., Lowery, L., Imada, S., and Haidt, J. (1999). ‘The CAD Triad Hypothesis: A Mapping 
between Three Moral Emotions (Contempt, Anger, Disgust) and Three Moral Codes 
(Community, Autonomy, Divinity)’, Journal of Personality and Social Psychology 76(4): 
574–86.

Sandel, M. (2004). ‘The Case against Perfection’, The Atlantic 293(3): 51–62.
Sandel, M. (2007). The Case Against Perfection. Cambridge, MA: Belknap Press.
Savulescu, J. (2001). ‘Procreative Beneficence: Why We Should Select the Best Children’, 

Bioethics 15(5/6): 413–26.
Savulescu, J. (2006). ‘Justice, Fairness, and Enhancement’, Annals of the New York Academy of 

Sciences, 1093: 321–38.
Savulescu, J. (2007). ‘Genetic Interventions and the Ethics of Enhancement of Human Beings’, 

In Bonnie Steinbock (ed.), The Oxford Handbook of Bioethics. New York: Oxford University 
Press, pp. 516–35.

Scruton, Roger (2001). The Meaning of Conservatism, 3rd edn. Basingstoke: Palgrave.
Selgelid, Michael (2014). ‘Moderate Eugenics and Human Enhancement’, Medicine, Health 

Care and Philosophy 17(1): 3–12.
Silver, L. M. (1999). Remaking Eden: Cloning, Genetic Engineering and the Future of Human 

Kind. London: Phoeniz.
Singer, Peter (2005). ‘Ethics and Intuitions. The Journal of Ethics 9: 331–452.
Sparrow, Robert (2011). ‘A Not-so-New Eugenics: Harris and Savulescu on Human 

Enhancement’, Hastings Center Report 41(1): 32–42.
Wheatley, Thalia and Haidt, Jonathan (2005). ‘Hypnotic Disgust Makes Moral Judgments More 

Severe’, Psychological Science 16(10): 780–4.
Zhong, Chen-Bo and Liljenquist, Katie (2006). ‘Washing Away Your Sins: Threatened Morality 

and Physical Cleansing’, Science 313(5792): 1451–2.

http://www.newrepublic.com/article/the-stupidity-dignity
http://www.newrepublic.com/article/the-stupidity-dignity


OUP CORRECTED PROOF – FINAL, 07/15/2016, SPi

sec t ion I

Understanding the Debate



OUP CORRECTED PROOF – FINAL, 07/15/2016, SPi



OUP CORRECTED PROOF – FINAL, 07/15/2016, SPi

2
Reason, Emotion, and Morality
Some Cautions for the Enhancement Project

C. A. J. Coady

The heart has its reasons which reason knows nothing of [. . .] We know the truth 
not only by the reason, but by the heart. (Blaise Pascal)

there is a subtlety of perception in real attachment even when it is borne towards 
man by one of the lower animals, which leaves the highest intellect behind. To 
this mind of the heart, if I may call it so, in Mr. Dick, some bright ray of the truth 
shot straight. (Charles Dickens, David Copperfield, speaking of the way in which 
the simple-minded Mr Dick discerns aspects of an elusive troubled personal 
relationship)

2.1 I ntroduction
It is a standard reproach in popular speech and academic contexts alike to admonish 
someone as being emotional or using emotive speech. There is an implied, and often 
enough explicit, contrast with the speaker’s own reliance on reason or rationality. The 
speaker is cool and collected where you (the accused) are heated. The contrast, and its 
evaluative emphasis, has struck me in examining the ‘human enhancement’ debate 
since it is sometimes claimed that one of the divergences between so-called ‘liberal’ 
proponents of human enhancement and the ‘conservative’ opponents of the project is 
that the conservatives, or at least that group of them whose objections are, roughly 
speaking, inherent rather than prudential, rely on emotion whereas their liberal 
opponents rely on reason.

This claim often explicitly or implicitly takes it that the two human faculties are 
strongly opposed and that the appeal to emotion is somehow illicit. The role of emo-
tion is often equated with ‘gut feeling’ and disparaged as, at best, a kind of shorthand 
reaction produced by evolutionary processes to allow quick responses when reason 
hasn’t time to do the real work. This is common in the writings of neuroscientists who 
address themselves to ethics, and is most prominent in the work of Joshua Greene and 
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his colleagues (e.g. Greene 2013). It then seems to reinforce views of philosophers 
who want to object to ‘conservative’ positions in a range of areas, and notably in the 
enhancement debate. What I want to do here is discuss the relation between emotion 
and reason, thereby summarizing and joining a debate amongst philosophers that has 
had too little impact on the neuroscientists and their philosophical admirers. I argue 
that the common derogatory opposition is oversimplified and dubiously helpful. I hope 
this will contribute to an understanding of the nature of reasons and reasoning since, 
as Pascal and Dickens claim, in their different ways, a person’s success in seeking truth 
is as much guided by the positive aspects of their emotional make-up as by the positive 
aspects of what we think of as their intellective life.

2.2 S ketching the Tradition
The tradition in Western thought (and elsewhere too) to the effect that reason and 
emotion are two distinct and even warring elements in our conscious make-up is 
ancient and persistent. Reason is pictured as pure, cool, higher, authoritative, and 
ideally regulative, whereas emotion is seen as tainted, turbulent, lower, and in 
need of control. Some of this opposition is linked to a mind–body dualism, though 
the link is not inevitable since it depends on what is included within ‘mind’ or 
‘body’; some of it arises from philosophical traditions, some of it from religious 
traditions.

On the philosophical side, one might cite Plato’s image in the Phaedrus of the cha-
rioteer of reason ruling the two galloping horses of the passions. Admittedly, Plato 
has one of the horses (the white one) represent good emotions even though they 
must still be under the control of emotionless reason. Nor is this image irrelevant to 
Plato’s developed theory of moral fulfilment as rational contemplation of the eternal 
(bloodless) ‘Form of the Good’, nor his picture of healthy civil society as the domin-
ation of unruly passionate plebs by the philosophically rational Guardians. Certain 
aspects of Stoic thought also contribute to the picture since they describe most of 
what we would call emotions (plus some other affective states) as involving inher-
ently false judgements that must be corrected by reason. The Stoics did somewhat 
grudgingly recognize that there were a few ‘good feelings’ but their description of 
these is decidedly cool, dispassionate, and remote from normal human experience. 
For Diogenes, the condemnation of pleasure, fear, and desire is supposedly miti-
gated by an endorsement of ‘joy’ as ‘a well-reasoned elation’, of ‘watchfulness’ or ‘cau-
tion’ as ‘a well-reasoned shrinking’, and ‘wishing’ as ‘a well-reasoned wishing’ (Long 
and Sedley 1987).

On the religious side, the strand of Christianity that opposes ‘the flesh’ to the ‘spirit’ 
sometimes includes rather a lot of human emotional orientations within the category 
of the ‘flesh’ that need to be subdued by the spirit. Paul’s Letter to the Galatians with its 
dictum that ‘The desires of the flesh are against the Spirit, and the desires of the Spirit 
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are against the flesh’ (Galatians 5:17) has been influential here. Much modern use 
of the term ‘puritanism’ refers in part to the emphasis on stern control of the unruly 
passions by a directive rationality (though one informed by God’s Revelation).1 It is 
also significant and has been stressed by many feminist philosophers, amongst whom 
most influentially has been Genevieve Lloyd, that there is a gendered history of the 
use of reason to mark off men from women and accord the former a superior position 
because women are dominated by emotions in a way that is not characteristic of ‘the 
Man of Reason’ (Lloyd 1984).

We might for convenience (but with an awareness of the looseness involved) call 
this reason tradition Rationalism, and, of course it contrasts with other intellectual 
traditions, notably that of Romanticism. I have mentioned the feminist critique 
of  the masculinizing of reason, and this sometimes leads such theorists to stress 
the significance of emotions in the hierarchy of human characteristics. In the area 
of ethics, Martha Nussbaum has stressed the positive (and negative) importance of 
emotions for reason (Nussbaum  2001), and this is connected with the relatively 
recent feminist advocacy of an ethics of caring as a counterweight to rationalistic 
ethics. In much of this literature, the emotions underpinning parental, and espe-
cially maternal, concern are discussed. Prominent in this advocacy have been 
Virginia Held and Sara Ruddick, but there are many other feminist philosophers, 
and some male philosophers have also joined the fray, notably Michael Slote (Ruddick 
1989; Held 2005; Slote 2007). Although the term ‘caring’ is recent as a technical 
tag for this theoretical concern, the histories of both philosophy and theology have 
seen similar emphases. One notable reaction against an excessive rationalism was 
that of John Stuart Mill who recorded movingly, and sometimes painfully, in his 
Autobiography the revolution in his outlook brought about by his recognition of 
the crucial place of emotion, poetry, nature, and the arts in a fulfilling human life. As 
Mill put it:

I had now learnt by experience that the passive susceptibilities needed to be cultivated as well 
as the active capacities, and required to be nourished and enriched as well as guided . . . The 
maintenance of a due balance among the faculties, now seemed to me of primary importance. 
The cultivation of the feelings became one of the cardinal points in my ethical and philosophical 
creed. (Mill 1957 [1873])2

More recently there have been further significant moves in philosophy towards a 
more sympathetic and nuanced picture of the role of emotions in a morally fulfilling 
life. Typically this has produced a great deal of focused, distinction-laden, and often 
technical disputation, but the general tendency is clearly more positive than the 
Rationalist tradition sketched above.3

1 T o be fair to the original seventeenth-century Puritans, the modern usage departs a good deal from 
the beliefs and practices that earned those Protestant dissenters the title.

2  My thanks to John Howes for reminding me of Mill’s conversion.
3  For a very good introduction to this debate, see Deonna and Teroni 2008.
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2.3  The Turn to Neuroscience
A new development beyond philosophy has cast a different sort of light on the reason/
emotion divide. This is the development within the discipline of cognitive science or 
neuroscience of an account of the brain’s functions that shows, or purports to show, 
various things about the relations of emotion and reason in thinking, and especially in 
moral thinking and deciding. A significant moment in this development was Antonio 
Damasio’s book Descartes’ Error: Emotion, Reason and the Human Brain, which began 
in its introduction by stating: 

I had been advised early in life that sound decisions came from a cool head, that emotions and 
reasons did not mix any more than oil and water. I had grown up accustomed to thinking that 
the mechanisms of reason existed in a separate province of the mind, where emotion should 
not be allowed to intrude, and when I thought of the brain behind that mind, I envisioned sep-
arate neural systems for reason and emotion. (Damasio 1995, p. xi)

But this picture was destroyed for Damasio when he studied the history of Phineas P. 
Gage, whose life had been transformed in 1848 by a horrible accident when an explosion 
drove an iron rod, 43 inches long and 1.25 inches thick, weighing over 13 pounds, straight 
through his brain and out again, landing a good 100 feet away covered in blood and 
brains. Contrary to every expectation, Gage was not killed. Indeed, shortly after the acci-
dent he was capable of describing the accident and its aftermath calmly in great detail to a 
doctor who attended him and found him ‘perfectly rational’ (Damasio 1995, p. 6). But 
Gage’s subsequent history showed that although his capacity for logical reasoning was 
unimpaired, his character and the emotional resources that had made him a highly 
respected and capable human being were largely destroyed. His reasoning about what to 
do, how to respond to others, and how to shape his life was dramatically impaired. He 
could not sustain work, became dissolute and unreliable, exhibited himself in a freak 
circus, and died at the age of 38. Damasio and his colleagues managed to find out a sur-
prising amount about the type of damage to Gage’s brain and the likely source of the 
impairments that dogged the rest of his life. Taking hints from that, Damasio conducted 
numerous contemporary investigations of brain damage that confirmed his dawning 
conviction that ‘reason may not be as pure as most of us think it is or wish it were and that 
emotions and feelings may not be intruders in the bastion of reason at all: they may be 
enmeshed in its networks for worse and for better’ (Damasio 1995, p. xii).

This is not the place for a résumé of Damasio’s empirical studies and conclusions, 
impressive and stimulating as they are.4 I cite his work merely to illustrate an interesting 
shift in the traditional separation of reason and emotion that I began by outlining. This 
shift has come from empirical investigation into behaviour and its connection with 
brain activity, and, although Damasio’s detailed suggestions and theories are certainly 
controversial, the picture of an ideal reason aloof in its nature from reliance on emotion 
and other human affects has been, or should have been, rendered doubtful. However, 

4  Damasio (2007) has more recently discussed the relevance of neuroscience to ethics.
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in recent years, there has been an upsurge in neuroscientific studies that rely on fMRI 
imaging and purport to show that changes in discrete areas of the brain said to be con-
cerned respectively with emotion and reason (‘cognition’) influence our thinking and 
deciding about moral and practical matters. Some of these studies reflect a return to 
the Rationalist tradition described earlier since the decisions arising from the reason 
zone are taken to be clearly superior to the mistaken responses arising from the emo-
tion zone. I think that most of these studies have failed to learn properly from 
Damasio and rely upon a picture of separate and conflicting brain areas for emotion 
and cognition that merely mirrors the philosophical tradition I outlined earlier. There 
is thus good reason to challenge the model of neuroscience at work here on its own 
grounds, but I shall not make that central here.5 Many of these studies proceed by 
showing the strong influence that emotions allegedly have on reactions to descriptions 
of challenging moral scenarios (often fantasy ones invented by philosophers) and then 
contrast these with ‘rational’ reactions. Quite often the assumption is that the rational 
and morally right reaction is a utilitarian one; indeed, at most a somewhat narrow ver-
sion of utilitarian thinking, as we shall explore below. Barton and Ritoz, for example, 
state that ‘decisions made on the basis of deontological principles usually lead to 
results that are not as good as the best that could be achieved’. It is clear from the con-
text that this is not merely a restatement of the difference between deontological and 
utilitarian theories but an often unargued preference for the latter. Other theorists, 
such as Joshua Greene and his colleagues, declare outright that all non-utilitarian 
judgements in moral matters are simply errors caused by emotional reactions eman-
ating in a specific emotion centre in the brain. Sometimes this line of thought is linked 
to a somewhat confusing contrast of the personal and impersonal, in ways that I 
cannot discuss fully here.6

It is likely that the drive to detect errors in the moral thinking of their subjects 
(rather than merely describing differences and giving some neural story about them) 
has been influenced by the work of such psychologists as Daniel Kahneman and Amos 
Tversky. They have fashioned distinguished careers by demonstrating the ways in 
which ordinary folk make errors of reasoning in much of ordinary life, such as the esti-
mate of risks, or the testing of their own beliefs—errors which are said to be due to 
intuitive and emotional reactions. I don’t mean to endorse all of Kahneman and 

5  For an excellent discussion of such flaws, see Glannon 2011, especially ch. 4.
6  Greene seems to have been the originator of this terminology for an explanation of the contrasting 

reactions to such trolley problem examples as bystander/driver and footbridge, the idea being that the 
impersonal behaviour of throwing a switch contrasts with the personal behaviour of pushing. But imagining 
oneself as the agent who pushes the switch on the trolley to divert it onto the line that kills one, rather than 
the line that kills five, or shoves the innocent person over the bridge to stop or divert the trolley, are both 
cases of imagining something personally done by oneself. Moreover, the divergence of reactions is likely to 
be much the same if one imagines the examples as done by someone else and so not personal in the first 
sense. And if the contrast is rather one of bodily contact versus non-bodily contact then, to cite an example 
of Francis Kamm’s, those who object to shoving the bystander should not object to throwing a switch which 
springs a trapdoor that plunges the bystander on to the track, but this reaction is seriously improbable for 
a deontologist.
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Tversky’s conclusions, but at least for some of their error discoveries they have a 
non-contentious, mathematically robust background account in probability theory 
to make good the claim of error.7 In ethics, this is largely missing, but the calculative 
nature of utilitarianism may contribute to the unconscious and sometimes conscious 
privileging of it in the quest to expose the moral errors of the vulgar mob and its faulty 
reliance on emotion.

However, a study by Bartels and Pizarro counters this trend, first by simply point-
ing out its prevalence and question-begging nature, and then by seeking to show that 
psychopathic personalities, who are commonly regarded as largely lacking a concern 
for morality and as being defective in certain emotional capacities, such as empathy, 
are conspicuously more comfortable with utilitarian reasoning than with deonto-
logical. Since it is also commonly held that psychopaths have plenty of rationality in 
the narrow rationalist sense, and since it seems to many theorists and non-theorists 
that morality is an activity much concerned with good and bad reasons for acting, 
then the fact that psychopaths are bad exemplars of moral agents means that the 
rationalist approach, and perhaps Utilitarianism more generally, is not a good one for 
understanding morality or what is really rational about it in the way of reason-giving 
(Bartels and Pizarro 2011).

The Bartels–Pizarro study arrived at its conclusions by testing subjects against a 
scale for psychopathy and then testing them for answers to a battery of ‘moral 
dilemmas’ mostly drawn or adapted from philosophers’ examples. It also checked the 
responses against scales for what it called Machiavellianism, and ‘no meaning to life’ 
attitudes, and these also showed greater tendencies to support the utilitarian solutions 
to the dilemmas.

Gratifying as these conclusions are to those of us who are neither psychopaths nor 
utilitarians, there are reasons to be somewhat sceptical about the ambitious extent of 
the conclusions of the experiment, even if it is not as crude conceptually as the studies 
it criticizes. I shall leave aside for the moment problems regarding the nature of psych-
opathy about which there is considerable debate within psychiatry and psychology, 
and mention several other conceptual crudities in the analysis, which Bartels and 
Pizarro have inherited from those they disagree with.

First there is the understanding of utilitarianism which is construed in narrow act 
utilitarian terms, without any appreciation of the more complex versions of the theory, 
such as rule and other indirect forms of utilitarianism; nor is there any attempt to explore 
or mention a distinction between utilitarianism as a theoretical justification of morality 
by contrast with a decision procedure for particular actions. To be fair, many of the 
studies they criticize do equate moral rationality with primitive act utilitarianism.8 This 

7  Their work has appeared in numerous academic journals, but some crucial claims are made in Tversky 
and Kahneman 1981.

8 S ome have objected even more strongly that the ‘utilitarian’ answers regarding trolley-type scenarios 
do not reflect any sort of utilitarian outlook. See, for example, Kehane et al. 2015. The authors point out that 
calling these replies ‘utilitarian’ ignores the utilitarian theorists’ commitment to ‘the greater good of all’, 
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simplification is important because more complex utilitarian theories might well yield 
the same result as the ‘deontological’ reaction. Stephen Nathanson, for instance, has 
argued for an absolute moral rejection of terrorist acts on rule utilitarian grounds, even 
though it is usually thought that utilitarians reject all absolute moral prohibitions and 
allow that some terrorist acts (e.g. ‘ticking bomb’ situations) may be morally right 
(Nathanson 2010, see also Coady 2012).9

Second, there is no appreciation of the fact that some of the moral puzzles provided 
are such that many non-utilitarian theorists would give the very same answers that the 
so-called utilitarians give. This is a feature not only of Bartels–Pizarro but of many 
of the so-called ‘moral dilemmas’ that I have seen. The general point is that not all 
deontologists are absolutists about moral prohibitions and many allow, following 
W. D. Ross, that duties can clash and be resolved by balancing (Ross 2002.), so that 
the intentional killing of one person (or a few) might be permissible to save many. 
Elsewhere I have called these ‘threshold deontologists’. Michael Walzer’s category of 
‘dirty hands’ is also hostile to utilitarianism but allows consequences and duties to 
override deep moral constraints only in ‘supreme emergencies’, thus distinguishing 
itself from both utilitarianism and threshold deontology. These points suggest that 
psychologists studying moral thinking often fall into the vulgar error of mistakenly 
construing any decisive concern for consequences in morality as utilitarian, whereas 
deontologists (and other non-utilitarians) are certainly free to consider consequences 
in a range of cases since they can affect what duties are in play and how they are to be 
weighed. So in the ‘moral dilemma’ studies such as the Soldiers example (leaving an 
injured soldier to be captured and killed when saving him would mean that all of the 
troop—including him—would be killed), the outcome can be viewed as presenting a 
clash between significant deontological duties to the soldier and to the troop, and like-
wise in the Driver/Bystander example (the original option in the Trolley problem: 
should the driver turn the trolley so that one dies rather than five?). Regarding the 
Driver example, non-utilitarians such as Frances Kamm give deontological reasons (to 
do with a Principle of Permissible Harm) for supporting the supposedly utilitarian 
solution, and she gives extremely complex deontological reasons for rejecting the utili-
tarian response in the Footbridge example, where an innocent passerby is thrown over 
a bridge to death in front of the trolley in order to save the five (Kamm 2007, pp. 23–32, 

which leads utilitarians to argue for highly altruistic and demanding moral self-sacrifice in other contexts. 
This certainly contrasts utilitarians with psychopaths, who characteristically are indifferent or hostile to 
altruistic demands of any sort. But these points do not show that a narrow act utilitarianism that treats 
common moral rules as mere shorthand in the service of moral cost–benefit calculation must be wrongly 
invoked in the affirmative answers to the moral ‘dilemmas’.

9 S ee also my review of Nathanson’s book in Social Theory and Practice (2012). I am ignoring here the 
distinction between utilitarianism and consequentialism because it is also widely ignored by the neurosci-
entists. I think my criticisms of the understanding of utilitarianism and the implications of that would be 
readily adaptable to talk of consequentialism. Like the neuroscientists, and their philosophical supporters, 
I will use the term ‘deontologist’ to cover all forms of non-utilitarian/non-consequentialist ethical theories, 
though this is not strictly correct.
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138–46).10 It is hard to see her reasons for that as the result of an erroneous reliance 
on emotion, whatever her brain states are doing. Here I am not defending such 
deontological theories and theorists but merely pointing out the complexities that 
are consistently ignored (or just not understood) by neuroscientists. A further point 
is that utilitarians, unlike most non-utilitarians, have no room for a ground-floor 
distinction between the permissible and obligatory, so responses to what is permis-
sible or non-permissible (which most of the experiments call for) inevitably leave it 
open whether the permissible response is a (sloppy?) shorthand for obligatory or 
carries a non-utilitarian message.11

One might also note that the loose vocabulary of ‘moral dilemma’ (used by all the 
psychological studies of moral decision-making) obscures the issues in another way—
namely, that philosophers tend to use the term to denote those situations in which 
there is no right or wrong answer to the decision problem that the agent faces. In the 
examples considered by Bartels and Pizarro, different agents give different answers to 
the puzzling cases, but each thinks that their answer is unequivocally right without 
moral remainder. Or if they don’t actually think that, the experimental scenario forces 
them to act as if they do. For dirty hands theorists the story they tell (whether coherent 
or not) is that the action is morally wrong, but nonetheless the right thing to do; for 
moral dilemma theorists either choice of actions is neither right nor wrong—morality 
drops out at this point. It may be thought that this qualm is too technical to insist upon, 
but I think the point is worth making because it not only highlights the philosophical 
misunderstandings of many neuro-scientists, but also because it shows the extreme 
artificiality of the demand for a binary response (yes/no, permitted/not permitted) in 
the use of the dilemma examples.

Joshua Greene, for instance, who has a philosophy background and should not be 
ignorant of such complexities, cheerfully treats various extreme philosophers’ examples, 
broadly characterized as ‘trolleyology’, as being ‘moral dilemmas [that] reveal the 
structure of moral cognition. They are moral illusions—revealing for the manner in 
which they mislead us’ (Greene 2013, p. 252). The misleading is invariably done by a 
‘moral gizmo’ in the brain that produces emotional reactions as ‘alarm bells’ that warn 
us off various acts, such as pushing an innocent bystander under a trolley. Although 
Greene’s ruling picture of such gizmos is of moral illusions (comparable to such visual 
illusions as the Müller-Lyer lines) that must be subjected to the corrective power of 
utilitarian rationality, he occasionally admits that they can do some good and main-
tains only that they are not ‘infinitely wise’ (Greene 2013, p. 253). But then neither 
is cool reason (nor any other faculty or brain function), as such brutal paragons of 
unemotional, cool rationality as Victor Hugo’s dedicated policeman, Javert (in Les 
Miserables), forcefully illustrate. Javert’s stern commitment to his duty to enforce the 

10 S he has elaborated her deontological reasoning in a critical response to Greene and others in her 
paper (Kamm 2009). She also criticizes the ‘personal/impersonal’ story.

11 C f. Kamm, pp. 339–40.
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law against the noble escaped convict Valjean is eventually and reluctantly overcome 
by his emotion of gratitude at Valjean’s rescuing him from death at the hands of revolu-
tionaries, but such is his distress at his sense of betrayal of moral rationality that he 
kills himself.

Defects in the laboratory studies of our ‘moral brains’ extend beyond the consid-
erations I have adduced so far to the likely irrelevance of such studies to the realities 
of moral thinking and emotion in the world where they actually matter. Not only 
are the binary responses inadequate reflections of the philosophical theories they 
purport to reflect but, as philosophers such as Appiah, Berker, and Glannon have 
pointed out, the scenarios considered in laboratory conditions are unlikely to elicit 
the thinking and feeling that real-life encounters with difficult moral decisions will 
involve (Appiah 2008; Berker 2009; Glannon 2011). Being asked to imagine how 
you would respond, and why, to a described emergency scenario is not the same as 
being in that scenario, and it is a big assumption to think a) that the reasoning and 
feeling that occurs in the former will be the same as that in the latter, and b) that the 
brain states involved in both will be the same. There are many reasons to doubt any 
such identities. One is that the real-life scenario will very probably differ in myriad 
detail from its imagined twin, thus giving rise to options deliberately excluded 
from the twin. Another is that my engagement with the real case confronts me with 
actual people and circumstances, and not descriptions or even visual presentations 
in a laboratory; there is little reason to think that my responses to, and guesses 
about, the latter will match my responses and thought about the former. It does, 
however, further highlight the lack of philosophical sophistication and intellectual 
depth involved in the way neuroscientists often resort to philosophical examples 
and theories.

Returning to Bartels and Pizarro, I think that in spite of some of their work 
involving certain of the confusions discussed above, a number of their points survive. 
No doubt they have drawn on philosophical positions too crudely and inaccurately, 
and been ignorant of much of the complexity in philosophical debates, but at least 
they have shown that a narrow version of utilitarianism (or consequentialism) that is 
at least a widespread tendency of thought, influential upon many in the wider com-
munity as well as intellectuals, should not be uncritically assumed by experimenters 
properly to characterize genuine moral thinking and deciding. Moreover, their 
experiments, though sharing some of the problematic artificiality complained of 
above, do strongly suggest that the casting of all emotions involved in moral thinking 
and deciding as error-inducing by the contrast with a certain model of rationality is 
ill-considered. The authors are also clear that they do not mean to imply that all peo-
ple who have thought their way through to an endorsement of utilitarianism as a 
philosophical theory of morality are thereby exhibiting, or prone to, psychopathy. 
Furthermore, when their research is purged of misleading assumptions, it does sug-
gest ways that the concentration on an emotionally detached model of reason may 
itself produce ‘errors’, since it can obscure or even omit altogether the possibly benign 
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role of emotions, such as empathy, in reasoning and thinking about moral questions, 
and thereby fail to acknowledge the dangers that adherence to that model poses for 
a fulfilling life.

2.4  The Nature of Emotions
The term ‘emotion’ is something of a portmanteau word, gathering in as it does a wide 
range of phenomena that are sometimes as different as they are similar. Rather than 
attempt a tight definition, I want to deal with some significant examples that exhibit 
features that make the divide I began with seem less plausible. I will, however, begin by 
mentioning some features that are common to many of the things called emotions. The 
first, noted long ago by William James, is that they have more or less strong connec-
tions with bodily reactions and feelings. Anger is a prime candidate for emotion, and 
angry people typically become heated and their faces flushed; they experience some 
level of desire to behave aggressively to the object of the anger, and this is difficult to 
inhibit. Fear, another prime candidate, tends to produce apprehensive reactions, such 
as sweating, rapid breathing, or a feeling of coldness. Of course, there is a great range of 
individual variation in these associated feelings and reactions, but there would be 
something very strange about anger or fear that produced none of these.

The second point, however, is that an emotion is more than the associated feelings 
and so forth. Subjectivists and emotivists like to describe their views as non-cognitivist 
with the implication that emotion is as raw as its associated feelings and has nothing to 
do with the intellect. That seems doubtful in several directions. For one thing there are 
many emotions that have cognitive structure related to what is appropriate for them to 
be directed at. Fear must typically be governed by the thought of an object that is con-
sidered dangerous to the perceiver or agent. There are no doubt nameless fears or a 
general fear of the world, but at its core fear is governed by a fairly specific thought that 
concerns danger to the agent or to those closely identified with the agent. Where the 
thought of danger is totally misplaced, it is right to call it irrational even though in 
terms of its associated feelings and bodily effects it is still a sort of fear. (Dickens catches 
this well with his description of David Copperfield, safe on land, watching a huge 
storm blow up at sea: ‘my whole frame thrilled with objectless and unintelligible fear’.) 
Similarly, anger is typically geared towards slights or injuries related to the agent’s con-
cerns for herself or others. It makes no sense to describe someone as angry at being 
well treated or at the successes of a close friend unless the agent thinks the good treat-
ment is a piece of condescension, or that the friend’s successes have somehow been 
achieved at some resented cost to the agent. Again, gratitude cannot coherently be felt 
for something that can in no way be understood as a gift. It is no accident or mere 
social prejudice that nameless fear or objectless anger are pathological. It is facts like 
these about emotions that have led some thinkers to virtually assimilate emotions to 
beliefs or judgements. Robert Solomon, following Jean Paul Sartre to some extent, is 
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pre-eminent in this venture, and those like him are often called ‘cognitivists’ about 
emotions (Solomon 2003).

The extreme cognitivist account fails to give enough weight to the accompanying 
feelings and sensations of many emotions and also tends to assimilate emotions too 
closely to beliefs. The latter point is important because the intentionality aspect of 
emotions is more akin to that of perception so that (as with perception) it is possible 
for an emotion to represent a state of affairs that the agent believes does not obtain. So 
just as an agent can see an object as elliptical but correctly believe that it is round, so she 
can be afraid of a spider, thus emotionally representing it as dangerous when she may 
believe on good evidence that it is harmless. We could, however, use the term ‘judge-
ment’ broadly enough to include such representational content even where the agent 
doesn’t endorse what is represented as a belief. In that sense, emotions (or at least many 
of the central emotions) involve judgement.

However, quite apart from the agent’s thought or judgement about the object or 
the way it appears in emotion to them, there remains the question of whether the 
emotion really fits its object. The person who is afraid of something that is not really 
fearful or dangerous (as someone who is afraid of a realistic toy spider) has been led 
astray by the emotion, just as someone who misperceives in dim light their own 
reflection in a mirror for another person has been led astray by their senses. 
Similarly, someone who is indignant about a wrong that isn’t really a wrong has an 
emotion that fails to match its object, even if the emotion is triggered by a relevant 
thought—namely, that of a wrong. There is also a sense in which people can still be 
led astray by their fear or indignation even when they know the spider is a toy or the 
supposed affront is not a wrong.

Emotions are also related to the way the world is in a forward-looking fashion in 
that they prompt a typical range of object-related reactions such as flight from the 
danger feared or more positive ways of eliminating it. Admiration prompts emulation, 
indignation prompts attempts to remedy the wrong or injustice, and jealousy prompts 
the sort of actions that led to Othello’s disastrous decline.

A further thing about emotions that invokes a cognitive or intellectual dimension is 
the way they can be discordant or harmonious with each other and with the agent’s 
quest for a fulfilling life. One does not have to have a rigid conception of what such a 
life must be like, but there are limits to what it can be. Emotions such as envy, jealousy, 
spitefulness, and (with some qualifications) hatred carry with them disturbances of 
emotional balance that interfere with such emotional dispositions as kindliness, love, 
admiration, and gratitude.

Any attempt to live a good life must at least involve a modicum of attention to having 
good reasons for what we do and how we plan our lives (however minimally we do that 
planning). If we gear rationality to living rather than, or as well as, theorizing, we must 
pay particular attention to the rational dimensions of emotion, and not view emotions 
as mere raw, distorting turbulences. Indeed, there is good reason to think of trusting 
our emotions in the same sort of way that we trust our other resources for dealing with 
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the world we live in. What we usually consider to be our strictly cognitive resources 
for recognizing and exploring the world—for example, sensory perception, memory, 
introspection, inferential capacities and testimony—can all lead us astray, as can our 
emotions, but we need to have a general trust in those cognitive resources, not only 
to survive but to have any prospect of living well. Epistemologists have increasingly 
realized that attempts to somehow ‘prove’ the reliability of such cognitive resources 
without circularity are doomed to failure. This, of course, is the crucial move in 
sceptical arguments, but, assuming that scepticism has little to tell us about how to 
live (and here I side-step certain ways in which ancient sceptics did indeed think 
that they had provided a lesson for living), what the circularity problem helps to 
show is that there is a certain trust in our cognitive faculties that is central to coping 
with ourselves and the environment (whatever ontological status that environment 
ultimately has). I want to argue that the same point applies, ceteris paribus, to our 
emotional capacities.

Linda Zagzebski has made the case that trust in our cognitive resources for under-
standing and coping with the world is not only the upshot of the futility of trying to 
prove their reliability but is connected to a basic form of self-trust (Zagzebski 2012). 
Her point is that self-consciousness involves a natural inclination to seek truth, to pose 
questions and seek correct answers to them, even if this natural desire is often at work 
prereflectively. The workings of this desire at both the prereflective and the reflective 
levels requires also a natural desire to remove what she calls dissonance both between 
beliefs and between beliefs and desires, or feelings, or actions. The existence of such 
dissonance and the need to remove it is what leads often enough to what she calls ‘con-
scientious self-reflection’, which is a key notion in her concept of rationality. It is by 
conscientious self-reflection that the self seeks to resolve dissonance whether this 
involves beliefs, actions, desires, or emotions, or some combination of them. But under-
pinning the operation of such self-reflection is basic trust in the self and in the self ’s 
natural resources for seeking truth. Rationality consists, for her, in ‘doing a better job 
of what we naturally do’ (p. 45). Put differently, her argument is that trust in our basic 
cognitive faculties is not a default position waiting upon the failure of independent 
non-circular attempts to justify them but is basic to anything we can understand as a 
rational enterprise.

Although a principal concern of Zagzebski is with our cognitive capacities in the 
rather narrow sense common in traditional epistemology, she thinks that her argu-
ment applies to our desires and emotions as well. As she puts it, ‘I have the same general 
grounds for trust in my emotion dispositions as I have for trust in my epistemic facul-
ties’ (p. 93). She acknowledges the cognitive dimensions of emotion already discussed 
above and her argument from self-trust is intended to apply to them as well. Of course, 
this does not mean that we blindly trust all our emotional reactions in every situation 
in which they occur, nor do we blindly trust every piece of mental arithmetic, every 
visual inspection, every memory, or every piece of testimony. What we eventually trust 
is the outcome of the process of conscientious reflection that applies to resolve dissonance 
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in both the epistemic and the emotional cases (and the desire cases, which I will not 
here discuss).

The basic question to which trust in emotions is addressed is whether they genu-
inely fit their objects. But there are other questions about them up for adjudication, 
such as whether some emotions are oriented to the wrong reactions to their objects. 
This concerns the issue of what patterns of action an emotion ‘prompts’, as I put it 
earlier. Emotions can be cognitively apt for certain objects but produce a distorted 
picture of the place of those objects in the world we inhabit. Consider envy. The appro-
priate object for envy is (very roughly) the successes or achievements of another; 
except for very unusual circumstances, we cannot envy failure in another, nor can we 
envy a rock (though we might envy a neighbour who has secured a particularly fine-
looking stone for a centrepiece of their garden). But, of, course the success of another is 
also the proper object of the emotion of admiration. Comparing the achievements 
or high qualities of another person with our own is integral to the generation of both 
envy and admiration. But the reactions of those emotions go in opposite directions. 
Admiration leads naturally to emulation in some degree, or at least to satisfaction that 
a fellow human being (colleague, co-national, co-religionist, etc.) can achieve so well, 
and this affords a certain encouragement to oneself. Envy, on the other hand, leads to 
disparagement of the other’s achievements, and often it stimulates thoughts that the 
other’s success or honour is undeserved. When we say to someone, ‘You’re just envious 
of Smith’, we mean to highlight the fact that the emotion of envy has distorted the 
agent’s perception and understanding of the achievements of the envied person. 
Typically that is what envy does: it misrepresents aspects of the world to the agent, not, 
of course, of the facts of the other’s achievements but of the way they were achieved, or 
of their true significance. If one’s disparaging thoughts were actually true—that is, for 
example, if the person’s successes were not due to their personal excellences or relevant 
hard work, but to toadying or bribery or something similar—then one’s reactions 
should not be envy but rather a healthy emotion, such as indignation or something 
of that sort.

Of course, this is just a sketch of the territory of rationality and the emotions, and 
there are many more details to sketch, and more shades and moderating touches to 
be made. One point that immediately arises is the question of whether the trust in 
self that underpins trust in the emotions can reach as far as it does in the case of trust 
in the traditionally epistemic faculties. I am not sure of the answer but I will briefly 
explore some of what seems to me at issue. The question has at least two dimensions. 
The first concerns the diversity of emotions in two respects (1 and 2 below) and 
the second concerns the morally significant ways in which emotions may miss the 
mark (3 below):

1.	I t is claimed, for instance, that some emotions apparently central to morality 
are more local than we like to think. This has been argued with respect to what 
seems an emotion central to morality—namely, guilt. There are other cultures, 
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so it is said, that experience shame but have little or no place for the emotion of 
guilt, or treat shame as central to ‘ethical behaviour’ in a way that is more signifi-
cant than the modern concentration on guilt. Bernard Williams is a notable 
philosopher who has discussed this sort of case by comparison of the ancient 
Greek outlook with that of post-classical Western cultures (Williams 1994). I am 
not entirely persuaded by his argument, or this particular example, but it has 
some plausibility and needs discussion. It must however be borne in mind that 
arguments from cultural variation have their pitfalls. The fact that some cultures 
have had no place for natural science as we understand it or for historical study 
as we understand it is no objection to the rationality of those endeavours even if 
we might learn something from what was in their place.

2.	I ndividuals may vary more in their emotional capacities than in their epistemic. 
Individuals do, however, vary considerably in their intellectual and perceptual 
capacities, and any given individual does so throughout their life, as I can per-
sonally testify about my ageing memory and my increasingly poor hearing. But 
maybe the variations are more significant with emotions: the capacity to be 
amused, the emotion of sympathy (on which David Hume built his account 
of morality), the emotion of anger, the sense of the ridiculous, the emotion of 
fear—all these seem to vary a great deal amongst people who appear otherwise 
healthy enough.

3.	I t seems possible that emotions may miss the mark (i.e. fail to match their 
appropriate objects) more frequently than the epistemic faculties. At least some 
of our emotions may be less stable than the faculties of sight, hearing, inferring, 
and so on. The emotion of disgust, for example, is contentious in many debates 
about bioethical innovations, precisely because we have come to see that cul-
tural conditioning around this emotion has been prominent in creating, or at 
least sustaining, evils such as racism and homophobia. Disgust may nonetheless 
be morally and rationally important rather than a mere visceral reaction since 
feeling disgust at pictures of torture, or vivid accounts of war crimes or sex 
slavery, can help change radically for the better the way people think about 
social and political policies. Nor should discussion of the complexities of disgust 
and other emotions neglect the way that emotion can be rightly influenced by 
imagination, context, and thought. In the very advanced art gallery in Hobart, 
Tasmania, called the Museum of Old and New Art (MONA), there is an instal-
lation called a Poo Machine that mimics the operations of the human digestive 
system from the ingestion of food to its excretion. My grandson Samuel, then a 
rather sophisticated youngster aged 9, was watching this phenomenon with 
interest and when the machine deposited a life-like excretion, a lady standing 
near him cried out: ‘That’s disgusting!’ To this Samuel replied sternly: ‘No it’s 
not. We do that and we’re not disgusting.’ No doubt reactions might have been 
different had they both beheld a visitor to MONA divest the relevant clothing 
and mimic the machine. So context, circumstances, and mindset feed into the 
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generation of disgust in a way that complicates the picture of it as a straightfor-
ward spurt of emotion. Perhaps some emotions can go astray more easily than 
others (contrast disgust with sympathy), but we should not lose sight of the fact 
that the traditional epistemic faculties have their pathologies as well. Vision is a 
broadly reliable way of finding out about our environment but it is subject to 
many misjudgements, as the evidence of skilful magician tricks and common 
optical illusions shows.

I hope I have charted some of the pitfalls in the tendency to think of our emotional 
life as detached from, largely hostile to, or in need of rigorous control by an attenuated 
reason, and to suggest that too much of the neuropsychological investigation of the 
role of reason and emotion in ethics attends too little to the subtleties and complexities 
of both philosophical ethics and psychological reality. There are two lessons for the 
enhancement project in this. The first is that the findings of those psychological cum 
neurological investigations that often go under the label of neuroscience should be 
scrutinized carefully and used with caution. The second is that various proposals to 
enhance either our reasonings or our emotions need to attend to the often intimate 
connections between reason and emotion since enhancing what we imagine to be one 
separate and superior category or subcategory is likely to have serious implications for 
the other.
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Repugnance as Performance Error
The Role of Disgust in Bioethical Intuitions

Joshua May

3.1  Arguments from Repugnance
Disgust inevitably crops up in bioethics since it is connected with our attitudes towards 
the purity of the body and mind (Nussbaum 2004; Haidt 2012). Such concerns are 
relevant to human enhancement, which can involve manipulating the building blocks 
of human life and chemically altering the brain. Leon Kass (1997, 2001), for example, 
has urged that altering human nature, especially by human reproductive cloning, is 
repellant, grotesque, Frankensteinian, revolting, and repugnant. He even compares 
this to disgust toward incest and cannibalism. He does offer other arguments that do 
not directly appeal to repugnance, but these seem secondary, proffered only so that 
this reaction is ‘at least partially articulated’ (Kass 2001, §3).

Others also endorse appealing to disgust in moral arguments (e.g. Miller  1997; 
Kekes 1998; Kahan 1999), but concerning other topics, such as sexual conduct and 
vicious cruelty. Given their usual conclusions, such positions are sometimes considered 
conservative. This is not true of all (e.g. Kahan 1999; Midgley 2000), but appealing to 
disgust might also be considered conservative given that empirical evidence suggests 
that political conservatives are more sensitive to disgust than liberals (Inbar, Pizarro, 
and Bloom 2009).

Arguments from repugnance rely on assumptions about the psychology of moral 
judgement. One is that such reactions toward bioethical issues are widespread. Kass 
(1997, p. 21), for example, refers to ‘the widespread repugnances of humankind’ 
(cf. also Kekes 1998, 100ff). After all, the argument would lack force if the reactions 
occurred only in the person making the argument or a small group of disgust-sensitive 
theorists. Data I report elsewhere challenge this initial assumption (May 2016), but 
here I want to focus on the second assumption, which is that emotions like disgust play 
a significant role in generating such bioethical judgements. This is an important claim 
because, even if disgust is a common reaction to certain uses of biotechnologies, it may 
merely be a byproduct of moral judgement. Opposition to cloning, for example, could 
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primarily be determined by factors other than repugnance, such as fear or thoughts 
about harm and fairness. If disgust is a mere consequence of an existing negative moral 
belief, however, then it cannot be cited as evidence for the truth of the moral belief. 
Arguments from disgust are meant to provide evidence of immorality, not evidence of 
a moral belief one already possesses (cf. Giubilini 2015). Thus disgust advocates must 
assume that the emotion drives the bioethical judgement, not vice versa, and that this 
influence isn’t negligible.

I shall argue that recent work in cognitive science challenges this second assump-
tion. Moral cognition is at best only slightly influenced by feelings of repugnance, and 
this minor effect should be treated as yielding a ‘performance error’—akin to judge-
ments influenced by fatigue, divided attention, agitation, and so forth. Disgust is thus 
not a factor involved in the normal production of moral judgement (it’s ‘exogenous’), 
failing to even play a role in our ordinary moral understanding, let alone moral 
wisdom. On this account, repugnance is certainly not ‘above all […] a moral and social 
sentiment’ (Miller 1997, p. 2).

This yields a new kind of challenge to arguments from repugnance. Some commen-
tators quickly dismiss appeals to emotion generally, arguing that such appeals are 
guilty until proven innocent by the tribunal of reason (e.g. Pence 1998; cf. Roache and 
Clarke 2009). Others have argued positively that disgust is morally irrelevant or unre-
liable in such contexts (e.g. Nussbaum 2004; Kelly 2011). My argument ultimately 
turns on the more basic premise that, for moral judgement, disgust is psychologically 
irrelevant. Such an account is insulated from replies from disgust advocates who argue 
that the emotion is morally relevant in some circumstances (e.g. Plakias 2013).

In the end, even if it is sometimes wrong to violate the purity of the body, this is not 
supported by appeals to repugnance. Our focus throughout will be on disgust and 
human enhancement, but the approach can obviously be applied to arguments from 
disgust on any topic, such as homosexuality. Moreover, we will briefly conclude that there 
are some broader implications of treating disgust as generating mere performance errors.

3.2  Disgust Experiments
Many say we can safely conclude that disgust substantially influences certain moral 
beliefs (e.g. Miller 1997; Prinz 2006; Kelly 2011; Haidt 2012; Chapman and Anderson 
2013; Plakias 2013). Recent empirical research apparently suggests that moral judge-
ment is largely driven by emotions, and many studies involve disgust in particular. 
Daniel Kelly, for example, proclaims that disgust ‘can have dramatic effects’ on moral 
judgement (2011, p. 130). Similarly, Chapman and Anderson write that numerous 
studies ‘converge to support the notion that disgust does play an important role in 
morality’ (2013, p. 322). I will argue that such treatments of the evidence are over-
blown. It is imperative to begin with an examination of some of the key studies.

Mere correlations between disgust and moral judgement are perhaps commonplace 
and uncontroversial, at least for some moral judgements. So let’s grant that there is 
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sufficient evidence for the correlations, whether based on experiments or common 
experience (cf. Prinz 2006). Still, it could be that disgust is merely a result of the moral 
judgement or otherwise does not play a causal role in its production. Often it seems we 
are disgusted by something because we judge it to be immoral (not vice versa), and 
there is some neuroscientific evidence for this ordering (Yang et al. 2013). Emotions 
are commonly triggered by judgements of wrongdoing, presumably because morality 
matters a great deal to us. So let us turn to evaluating studies that attempt to isolate 
disgust as a causal factor in moral judgement.

Consider first the popular ‘moral dumbfounding’ studies (e.g. Haidt, Koller, and 
Dias 1993). After subjects recorded their moral judgements about various ‘harmless 
taboo violations’, such as eating an already dead dog, the experimenter probed for jus-
tifications using an interview format. But participants who condemned the acts were 
at a loss. They tended to look for harms in the scenarios only to be reminded that there 
apparently weren’t any in the cases under consideration (but see Jacobson  2012). 
Participants were often in a state of moral dumbfounding—confident in their beliefs 
but uncertain why. Haidt and his colleagues argue that this phenomenon further 
reveals that emotion is a key determinant of the initial moral judgement, and ‘moral 
reasoning is usually post hoc rationalization’ (Haidt and Bjorklund  2008, p. 216). 
What’s most important for us is that many of the hypothetical scenarios involved viola-
tions of the purity of the body, and the researchers found a correlation between how 
negative participants’ moral judgements were and reports of being ‘bothered’ by the 
scenarios. It would thus seem that disgust is the relevant emotion providing the causal 
influence, at least in these types of scenario.

Such studies might actually seem damaging to arguments from repugnance. They 
may suggest that disgust influences moral judgement in an irrational way—hardly 
providing wisdom. But that’s too quick. Haidt (2012) himself maintains that disgust 
plays a powerful role in moral judgement, and one that we should take seriously. The 
culprit is not emotion but rather conscious reasoning, which engages in post hoc 
rationalization. On Haidt’s theory, roughly, disgust is tied to one of his hypothesized 
innate moral foundations—namely, sanctity/degradation—that he believes evolved in 
humans partly to shape moral cognition regarding topics concerning the purity of 
body and soul. At one point, Haidt goes so far as to say: ‘If we had no sense of disgust, 
I believe we would also have no sense of the sacred’ (p. 349). This is fodder for Kass 
and other disgust advocates. At one point, Kass himself seems to welcome the idea that 
‘repugnance is the emotional expression of deep wisdom, beyond reason’s power com-
pletely to articulate it’ (2001, §2). Similarly, Kekes writes: ‘If challenged to justify their 
reaction, [those feeling moral disgust] may not be able to do so. But that does not mean 
that their reaction is not justifiable’ (1998, p. 106).

Support for this picture may come from a general idea in cognitive science that a 
judgement is not suspect just because one cannot articulate one’s reasons for it. For 
example, Noam Chomsky’s famous sentence ‘Colorless green ideas sleep furiously’ 
strikes ordinary speakers as grammatical (or acceptable), but they cannot explain why; 
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we have to be taught why in grammar school or linguistics class. One can point to 
non-linguistic examples as well, such as our general inability to explain why we love 
someone (Saltzstein and Kasachkoff 2004). This phenomenon is unsurprisingly well 
documented for various moral judgements, even those that do not involve tricky 
‘harmless taboo violations’ (e.g. Cushman, Young, and Hauser 2006). Proponents of 
the so-called ‘linguistic analogy’ argue that, much like linguistic judgement, moral 
judgement is generated by factors that are not easily accessible via introspection 
(e.g. Dwyer 2009; Mikhail 2011). So a range of theoretical frameworks can explain 
moral dumbfounding without treating disgust as unreliable.

However, the dumbfounding studies do not provide much evidence about whether 
repugnance does influence moral judgement. The main issue is that disgust wasn’t 
manipulated experimentally or directly measured; participants were only asked how 
much the acts depicted ‘bothered’ them. Disgust might be the relevant emotion in many of 
the scenarios, but it’s best to examine the various experiments that have induced dis-
gust in participants and apparently observed a change in moral judgement due to an 
incidental experience of this emotion alone.1

There are indeed a number of such experiments purportedly isolating disgust as a 
causal factor in moral judgement. For example, Wheatley and Haidt (2005) manipu-
lated disgust by hypnotizing subjects to feel disgust on hearing a morally neutral 
trigger word. Similarly, Simone Schnall and her colleagues induced disgust in their 
participants in a variety of ways, such as having them smell a foul odour, watch a film 
clip involving human faeces, and undertake the experiment in a gross environment 
(Schnall et al. 2008). In these and a number of other experiments, researchers have 
allegedly found evidence that incidental disgust substantially influences moral judge-
ments—making them, in particular, more negative compared with those of control 
groups. A related set of studies involved manipulating feelings of cleanliness, but its 
effect on moral judgement is more complicated. Some results suggest that cleanliness 
reduces the severity of moral judgements, while others suggest an increase in harsh-
ness (for a review, see Tobia 2015).2

Various commentators, often including the experimenters themselves, have claimed 
the data suggest that those who experienced disgust were more likely to judge hypo-
thetical actions as wrong or immoral, compared with a control group who were not 
induced to feel disgust. For example, regarding the experiments conducted by Schnall 
et al. (2008), Joshua Greene writes: ‘the disgust manipulation made people more likely 

1  There are further problems with drawing firm conclusions about moral judgement from the dumb-
founding studies, but we’ll set them aside here. See, for example, Saltzstein and Kasachkoff 2004, Jacobson 
2012, and Kennett 2012.

2  I discuss other similar experiments, and their limitations, elsewhere (May  2014a). Haidt and col-
leagues do present additional evidence that emotions generally influence moral judgement (see especially 
Haidt and Bjorklund 2008). Much of the evidence, however, is speculative and does not directly concern 
disgust or moral judgement, such as evidence for dual-process theory (see Saltzstein and Kasachkoff 2004). 
The most important studies to evaluate involve experiments that manipulate disgust and measure moral 
judgement specifically.
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to condemn these actions’ (2008, p. 58). Based on such results, some philosophers have 
gone so far as to make claims such as the following: ‘we can form the belief that some-
thing is morally wrong by simply having a negative emotion directed towards it’ 
(Prinz 2006, p. 31).

3.3  Disgust’s Influence Tempered
In previous work I argued that such experiments do not provide strong evidence for 
the claim that disgust substantially influences a surprising class of moral judgements 
(May 2014a). Here I want to briefly rehearse some key components of that argument, 
extend them to bioethics, and draw a bolder conclusion. This will set us up for 
addressing the arguments from repugnance with which we began.

The most important point about the disgust experiments is that they consistently 
show only that disgust slightly influences moral judgement. In these studies, moral 
judgements are importantly recorded on a scale, anchored at different end points with 
moral categories such as ‘Not at all morally wrong’ vs. ‘Extremely morally wrong’. 
Participants are randomly assigned into groups—at least two, consisting of one dis-
gusted group and one control group—and they all read a number of hypothetical 
scenarios, typically involving moral transgressions. The experimenters subsequently 
calculate the average response on the scale in each group and then use statistical ana-
lyses to determine whether the difference between the two groups is likely due to 
chance. That is, they engage in the common method of null hypothesis significance 
testing, assessing statistically whether we can confidently reject the null hypothesis 
that there is no real difference between such groups (any observed difference is just due 
to chance). Across the relevant experiments, the researchers tend to find that the mean 
response from the disgusted group is greater than the mean of the control group, and, 
importantly, that this difference is statistically significant. We can then reasonably 
reject the null hypothesis, concluding with some confidence that the manipulated 
variable (disgust) had a causal impact on moral judgement.

We must further ask, however, whether the difference is substantial, since statistical 
significance alone does not entail that the effect is significant in a more ordinary sense. 
The mean differences between the groups’ responses may, after all, be ever so slight; 
and in fact they are, across the board. In Wheatley and Haidt’s (2005) hypnotism study, 
for example, one of the differences in mean morality ratings was 2.7 and 14.0 on a 
100-point scale. This, if anything, appears to be a rather insignificant difference. It is 
statistically significant to be sure, but it is not a substantial shift, at least as far as our 
topic of moral judgement is concerned. This does not appear to provide any evidence 
for the claim that participants’ moral judgements changed in terms of their polarity or 
valence (e.g. from right to wrong). The means are both on the same side of the scale, 
suggesting that participants in both groups tended to register the same moral judge-
ment (namely, not wrong) regarding the case (cf. Mallon and Nichols 2010, pp. 317–18). 
So we do not have evidence that moral judgements, even a specific class, can be driven 
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merely by feelings of repugnance (contra Prinz 2006 and others). Rather, the evidence 
suggests that disgust can slightly amplify moral judgements or make them harsher.3 
This is a limitation that continually arises for the many disgust experiments that have 
been conducted by various labs around the globe. Moreover, a recent meta-analysis of 
published and unpublished attempts to produce the effect suggests its magnitude is 
small at best (Landy and Goodwin 2015).4

The experimental results provide some evidence for a rather modest claim: that 
disgust slightly influences the severity, not the valence, of moral judgements in a cer-
tain domain. Such minor influence is akin to factors, such as fatigue or inattention, 
which slightly impact the severity of judgements generally. In fact, there is evidence 
that disgust’s influence works much like fatigue. Experiments by Simon Laham and his 
colleagues (Laham, Alter, and Goodwin 2009) suggest that moral judgements can be 
made less severe by, in effect, reducing incidental fatigue, by varying the legibility of 
the font their moral vignettes were presented in. For one group of subjects the first few 
vignettes were difficult to read while the latter few were refreshingly easy, and the 
reverse was true for the other group. As with disgust, reduction in the fatigue that pre-
sumably accompanies illegible writing slightly affected the severity of people’s moral 
judgements on average, but not their valence. The mean difference in morality ratings 
between the groups was statistically significant of course, but the means themselves 
differed only slightly and on the same side of the scale.

Such findings are not particular to morality either. For example, there is some evi-
dence that claims about geography, of the form ‘Town A is in county B’ (e.g. ‘Lima is 
in Peru’), are slightly more likely to be judged true when more legible (Reber and 
Schwarz 1999). More precisely, the group of participants who read the highly visible 
statements judged slightly more statements as true (8.36 statements) than the group 
that read the same statements presented in a less visible colour (8.09 statements). The 
difference between these means is statistically significant, but one can readily see that 
the difference between the groups is slight. Such subtle effects have been documented 
on many topics; there is nothing peculiar about geography or morality.

This might seem like a wholesale attempt to water down the results of all psycho-
logical experiments, but it is important to note that the limitations we’ve noted are not 
criticisms of the studies themselves and they do not apply to all of them. Certain pro-
jects are geared towards finding any shifts whatsoever on the relevant instrument of 
measurement. To take a simple example, one might be concerned to measure helping 
behaviour in different conditions (cf. Batson 2011). If we measure this behaviour by 
documenting the percentage of people who help when, say, feeling or not feeling espe-
cially high levels of empathy, then any statistically significant shift can yield results 
with clear importance. One key difference between studying helping behaviour and 

3  In addition to May 2014a, this issue is raised briefly by Huebner, Dwyer, and Hauser 2009, Pizarro, 
Inbar, and Helion 2011, and Royzman 2014.

4  In order to focus on what is most important for the argument in this chapter, I am setting aside further 
limitations of the various disgust experiments. See May 2014a and Huebner 2015.
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moral judgement is that the units of measurement for helping behaviour are each 
rather substantial: each percentage point represents a portion of people helping. With 
standard scales for moral judgement, however, each unit of measurement represents at 
best something like a tendency to shift one’s belief about how moral an act is, or per-
haps a shift in average confidence in the categorical judgement. So, as we’ve seen, even 
if there is a statistically significant difference in the average responses between groups, 
this may still represent the very same judgement (e.g. that the action is morally accept-
able). So both the goal of one’s project and the phenomenon measured can affect 
whether statistical significance alone yields something of immediate importance for 
the research programme.

A primary goal in research on moral judgement is to isolate which factors deter-
mine the valence of moral beliefs. In the arguments from disgust at least, the idea is 
supposed to be that disgust is in some sense a major determinant of the judgement. 
In appealing to repugnance, bioethicists such as Kass are in effect claiming that they 
believe some action or policy is wrong because they have a reaction of repulsion upon 
contemplating it. Such appeals are impotent if disgust only slightly affects the harsh-
ness or severity of the judgement, not its valence or polarity. Compare the following: 
one’s mood may slightly affect the severity of one’s judgement that Jones is a jerk; but 
one could hardly appeal to one’s mood as indicating that Jones is a jerk if one would 
believe this regardless of one’s mood. Alternatively, consider not a judgement but a 
mere cause-and-effect relationship: adding insult to injury. Suppose Leslie falls into a 
bout of depression because she is recalled from her beloved job as a City Council 
member. The knowledge that she lost her job is the main cause of her being depressed 
(rather than happy), even if literally insulting her would make her depression worse.

3.4  Performance Errors and Exogenous Factors
So far we have considered in rather ordinary terms the limits of disgust’s influence on 
moral judgement. But we can appreciate these limits more fully with the so-called 
‘competence/performance’ distinction used in many areas of cognitive science.5

The distinction was made most prominent by Chomsky’s approach to language, 
which distinguished between one’s understanding (competence) and how one puts it to 
use (performance). Performance errors arise not whenever one makes a mistake about 
the subject matter but rather when one’s performance fails to reflect one’s understand-
ing. To take a simple example of a linguistic performance error, consider a case in 
which someone says, ‘You did good’, after seeing someone else successfully complete a 
difficult task. Some adult speakers of English may not know that one should say ‘well’ 
instead of ‘good’ in such cases, but we can sometimes make this ‘error’ even when we 

5  My thinking on this topic has been greatly influenced by the insightful work of John Mikhail (2011). 
He very briefly connects emotions and performance errors in his commentary on Greene’s work 
(Mikhail 2008, n. 5).
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do have the relevant knowledge. For example, this may occur when one is especially 
tired, in a hurry, distracted, or simply in the mood to be colloquial. So this error in 
performance—a slip of the tongue, we might say in some cases—need not reflect one’s 
knowledge, or minimally beliefs, about the appropriate use of ‘well’.

Upon a bit of reflection, one might readily notice performance errors, but others 
are not easily shaken. Consider the phenomenon of centre-embedding, in which part 
of a phrase is embedded in the middle of another. Single-embedding often seems 
grammatical (e.g. ‘The salmon that the dog chased fell’); yet double-embedding is 
often unacceptable (e.g. ‘The salmon that the man that the dog chased smoked fell’). 
Despite the second example sounding odd to ordinary English-speakers, many lin-
guists chalk this odd ring up to performance error, perhaps due to a strain on memory 
(Lewis 1996; Alexander, Mallon, and Weinberg 2010). The judgement that the second 
example is unacceptable, then, needn’t be indicative of our linguistic understanding 
(or ‘competence’).

Not all errors in judgement are performance errors. Some cognitive biases may 
be good examples of errors in judgement that arguably do reflect our intuitive under-
standing of the subject matter. For example, our tendency towards error when thinking 
about probabilities—such as the Gambler’s Fallacy or the Monty Hall Problem—might 
best be treated as reflecting our basic, albeit erroneous, understanding of likelihood 
and chance. In such cases, the errors may well reflect our ordinary competence (in the 
technical sense), although ‘competence’ in the ordinary sense might not be the most 
appropriate term here since, in one sense, we are displaying incompetence. Similarly, 
talk of ‘knowledge’ in the ordinary sense is inapt insofar as knowledge entails accurate 
belief. But these are merely differences in terminology.

Indeed, the terminology here can court confusion, so let me be clear, especially since 
theorists sometimes use the competence/performance distinction in various ways. 
Some conceive of all actual psychological phenomena as a matter of performance, 
while competence is an abstract idealization that is not meant to describe actual psy-
chological mechanisms (cf. Mikhail 2011). Moreover, some employ the notion of error 
in a more normative way to designate which judgements are incorrect or biased 
(cf. Nichols and Knobe 2007). A common role for the distinction in cognitive science, 
however, is merely descriptive—marking out the normal mechanisms in a domain of 
cognition (cf. Alexander, Mallon, and Weinberg 2010). Here the goal is to distinguish 
in a causal mechanism normal, internal factors (endogenous) from abnormal, external 
factors (exogenous). In moral judgement, examples of endogenous factors might be 
information about intent, act types, and harmful consequences (May 2014b), while 
an example of an exogenous factor might be fatigue. It may be better, then, to simply 
employ the distinction between endogenous and exogenous factors or variables.

One way to focus on this appropriation of the distinction is to consider the notion of 
a causal process via intervention (cf. Woodward 2003). A typical intervention into a 
causal system is a good example of an exogenous causal process. For example, suppose 
we normally acquire the belief that others are sad by processing information about 
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their facial expressions, utterances, and body language—the endogenous factors in 
this causal mechanism. One might, of course, form the belief that Sam is sad due to, 
say, being struck on the head by a falling brick. But this is typically an exogenous causal 
process that may reveal little about the endogenous causal mechanism that normally 
leads to reading the minds of others. Intervening on the brain may reveal much about 
how endogenous mechanisms work, by showing how they break down, but such inter-
ventions themselves are typically exogenous factors. Simply because such intervening 
factors can alter a subject’s judgement, one would not conclude that such factors are 
part of the normal mechanism for producing such judgements. More evidence is 
required to make that inference.

Of course, some factors that we would intuitively categorize as interventions are 
endogenous factors or reveal such factors. But further evidence can help identify 
which interventions are endogenous or indicative of ‘competence.’ For example, in 
general, a causal factor is especially likely to be exogenous (possibly yielding ‘perform-
ance errors’) if it consistently fails to substantially affect the target variable. This may 
provide a sufficient, even if not necessary, condition for a factor being exogenous.

3.5  Disgust’s Performance
What does the preceding discussion imply about disgust? If repugnance is best treated as 
an exogenous variable that yields ‘performance errors’ then its influence on moral judge-
ment is even more limited than some other theorists have emphasized (e.g. Huebner, 
Dwyer, and Hauser 2009; Pizarro, Inbar, and Helion 2011; May 2014a). Not only does 
disgust only appear to slightly amplify moral judgements, rather than shift their valence, 
but it’s not even part of the normal mechanism for moral judgement. If this is right then 
the influence disgust has on our moral judgements is like fatigue: its effects do not reveal 
our understanding of morality, which means it cannot constitute wisdom.

Of course, in the case of disgust we do not even have evidence of a shift in the categor-
ical judgement of the rightness or wrongness of an action, which contrasts with the 
usual examples of performance errors. Instead we have evidence that the harshness of 
one’s judgement can be slightly elevated. This is due to the scales used to measure moral 
judgement in these experiments. A slight shift along such scales is a change in response 
that does not necessarily reflect the ordinary mechanism. The valence of some people’s 
moral judgements might be determined solely, or in large part, by feelings of repug-
nance. Kass is an example if we take his claims about his own psychology at face value. 
Perhaps some such people are especially sensitive to disgust or confuse their negative 
feelings of repugnance with, say, fear or anxiety. But, again, to have any dialectical force, 
arguments from disgust must appeal to the ‘widespread repugnances of humankind’.

Now I do not have an a priori method for determining which factors are exogenous, 
but nor do I think one should. As some have pointed out, we should expect the 
competence/performance distinction to vary across domains (e.g. judgements about 
morality, language, etc.), and, partly because of that, we should expect the distinction 



OUP CORRECTED PROOF – FINAL, 07/15/2016, SPi

52  repugnance as performance error

to be informed by the theory constructed in light of research on the particular domain. 
In this way, the distinction seems to be theory-dependent to some extent (Mikhail 2011, 
especially ch. 8). For example, for a non-linguistic case of performance error, some 
point to an experiment in which participants were asked, ‘How many animals of each 
kind did Moses take on the ark?’ The most prominent answer is ‘two’, despite the 
common knowledge that it was Noah, not Moses, who is supposed to have operated 
the biblical ark (Erickson and Mattson 1981). But notice that, prior to a well-developed 
theory, we already have some prima facie reason to count this as a performance error, 
given our knowledge about the topic and of people’s occasional inattentiveness (‘shallow 
processing’). At any rate, we can treat such responses as failing to reflect people’s ordin-
arily understanding of this story.

The disgust experiments are similar in certain respects. The data gathered thus 
far suggest that disgust’s influence is limited: when researchers do detect an effect, it 
amounts to a slight shift on a fine-grained scale. These do not, on the face of it, appear 
to be the kind of results one would expect from an endogenous variable. Consider fac-
tors that plausibly play a prominent role in ordinary moral cognition, such as beliefs 
about harm, fairness, rights, and so forth. These beliefs, and perhaps their attendant 
emotions, seem to have a substantial impact on moral judgement.

Consider, for example, an experiment conducted by Fiery Cushman (2008) which 
examined the effect of negative beliefs, desires, and consequences on moral judge-
ment. Participants were randomly assigned to read variants of vignettes in which a 
negative outcome either did or did not occur and the agent either intended it to occur 
or not. In one scenario, Jenny is welding two pieces of metal together with a partner, 
intends for it to burn her partner’s hand (she wants to and believes the welding will), 
and she succeeds. Subjects responded to questions about the wrongness of the relevant 
acts and the blameworthiness of the agents. Naturally, each factor had a statistically 
significant impact on judgements of each type. What’s more interesting is that for 
judgements of wrongness (and permissibility) the agent’s belief about the negative con-
sequences of Jenny’s action accounted for most of the variance in responses. In other 
words, Jenny’s act was judged wrong largely because she knew what she was doing. 
Moreover, the mean response to this question shifted dramatically depending on 
whether or not the agent both believed and desired that the negative outcome would 
occur (roughly: if she intended it). When the agent intended the negative outcome in 
this way, participants on average appeared to condemn the act as wrong (even if it was 
unsuccessful and no harm occurred); yet the opposite was true when intentionality 
was absent. On a scale of moral wrongness, these two key factors (belief and desire) 
appeared to drive mean morality ratings from floor to ceiling, apparently altering the 
valence of judgements, on average. Given these data, and what we know about inten-
tion and moral judgement, we can readily count these factors as shedding light on the 
endogenous mechanisms of moral judgement, at least concerning harm. In fact there 
are plenty of such data confirming the common-sense idea that mens rea is an import-
ant part of moral cognition (for a review, see Young and Tsoi 2013; May 2014b).
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Of course, the competence/performance distinction is not without its problems or 
detractors. For example, one might think a proper account of the distinction depends 
on having a correct theory of concepts in hand, which surely most of us lack 
(cf. Machery 2008). Others might insist that one possess a well-developed theory of 
the idealized cognitive system so that ‘performance errors can be explained away in 
terms of the system falling short of that idealization in some way’ (Alexander, Mallon, 
and Weinberg 2010, p. 305). However, we can make progress towards building a theory 
of moral judgement with more relaxed standards. Using a more bottom-up strategy, 
disgust can provisionally be treated as outside the normal mechanism of moral judge-
ment by considering the data we have so far on its limited effects on moral judgement 
and comparing them with other kinds of influence.

Finally, notice that I have not hitched my project to the controversial ‘linguistic ana-
logy’ and its Chomskyian framework. Proponents of the linguistic analogy (e.g. 
Dwyer 2009; Mikhail 2011) tend to believe that some amount of moral competence, 
even moral knowledge, is innate and universal, and they tend to conceive of moral 
cognition as arising from a module in the brain that is greatly insulated from other 
parts of the mind. One needn’t make such claims in order to rely on something like the 
competence/performance distinction in a particular area of cognition (cf. Nichols and 
Knobe  2007 regarding judgements of responsibility). In studying the mind using 
responses from subjects, we are faced with the task of separating the wheat from the 
chaff when attempting to isolate the mechanisms that produce such responses from 
other factors and from the responses themselves.

3.6  Conclusion
Our focus has been on those theorists who base their bioethical conclusions in whole or 
in part on appeals to disgust. The argument from repugnance, however, relies on the 
increasingly popular empirical claim that disgust plays an important role in some areas 
of moral and legal thought. But this key empirical assumption is implausible. We do 
have some experimental evidence that disgust tends to slightly influence the severity, 
but not the valence, of some moral judgements concerning topics such as sanctity, 
purity, and degradation. The pro-disgust arguments, however, rely on a stronger claim: 
that repugnance substantially influences the relevant moral beliefs. The tempered pic-
ture of disgust’s influence is importantly compatible with the idea, sometimes expressed 
by Kass and others, that we can sometimes be justified in our intuitively formed moral 
beliefs even if ‘reason can’t fully articulate’ why. However, when such moral intuitions 
are influenced by disgust, we have reason to believe they are not reflecting the ordinary 
mechanisms producing moral judgement. Repugnance cannot serve as deep wisdom if 
it fails to reflect our moral competence or our intuitive understanding of morality.

Our conclusion might seem to conflict with common experience, given that disgust 
so commonly occurs with certain moral judgements. A quick search of the Internet 
provides a recent example in which author Philip Pullman called ‘disgusting’ a policy 
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that bans sending prisoners books (quoted in Flood 2014). But this use of ‘disgust’ 
is metaphorical, or just another way of saying that certain acts are not just wrong but 
especially heinous (cf. Gutierrez, Giner-Sorolla, and Vasiljevic 2012). (So it would be 
useless for disgust advocates such as Kass to switch to this or similar meanings.) Literal 
disgust is often just a consequence of moral judgement, not a cause. And, in those rare 
cases when it may seem to play a causal role, it is likely insubstantial.

This challenge to disgust advocates is rather distinct from others that focus on the 
moral irrelevance of disgust, such as those levelled by Nussbaum and Kelly. If I am 
right then the problem is even more basic. Still, my conclusion is in principle compat-
ible with those of other ‘disgust sceptics’. In fact, I tend to believe that they are best 
combined, posing a powerful challenge to those who appeal to disgust in making 
moral and legal arguments.

Let me close by noting a few broader implications of treating disgust as an exogen-
ous factor in moral judgement. First, this challenge clearly applies to other moral argu-
ments that appeal to disgust. Most notable are those against homosexuality 
and same-sex marriage, as discussed and critiqued at length by Nussbaum (2004), for 
example. I believe my account and hers make such appeals to disgust in the law and 
morality look rather dubious. Like fatigue, disgust is both psychologically and morally 
irrelevant.

Second, there is a problem for those who give disgust an important role in morality 
or the law. For example, Kahan, following Miller (1997), believes that ‘disgust is 
an indispensible member of our moral vocabulary’ (Kahan 1999, p. 64). Similarly, as 
already noted, Haidt (2012) proposes that one innate foundation of moral judgement 
involves intuitions about sanctity and degradation, and he importantly believes that 
disgust is the key emotion behind this. Such theories seem committed to the idea that 
disgust plays a role in moral competence, not merely generating performance errors. 
However, if I am right, then this is a mistake. It may even be a mistake to treat sanctity/
degradation as a foundation at all, which casts doubt on a category hypothesized as 
especially important for conservative moral and political thought. At any rate, it at 
least seems that one cannot wed disgust to such a foundation; something else must be 
involved if it is to be part of moral competence.

A final implication: for all I have said here, this account is restricted to the emotion of 
disgust, but the treatment might be extended to other emotions. However, there have 
not been as many studies of the effect of incidental experiences of other emotions on 
moral judgement, so drawing any similar conclusions would be difficult at present.6

6  Versions of this chapter were presented at the Southern Society for Philosophy and Psychology, 
Monash University, the University of Mississippi, the Georgetown University Philosophy Conference, and 
the Human Enhancement Workshop at the University of Melbourne. For especially helpful feedback 
on these occasions and others, I thank Josh Alexander, Monima Chadha, Steve Clarke, Alberto Giubilini, 
Dan Kelly, Christina Majoinen, John Mikhail, Gregory Pence, Walter Sinnott-Armstrong, and Aaron 
Zimmerman.
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4
Reasons, Reflection,  
and Repugnance

Doug McConnell and Jeanette Kennett

4.1  Introduction
In a widely cited article, ‘The Wisdom of Repugnance’ (1997), moral conservative Leon 
Kass claims that, ‘in crucial cases [. . .] repugnance is the emotional expression of deep 
wisdom, beyond reason’s power fully to articulate it’ (1997, p. 20). He argues that ‘the 
burden of moral argument must fall entirely on those who want to declare the wide-
spread repugnances of humankind to be mere timidity or superstition’ (1997, p. 21). 
Kass focuses on repugnance at human cloning and IVF but presumably he would gen-
eralize his view to a range of enhancement technologies. He believes that we are too 
readily ‘enchanted and enslaved by the glamour of technology’ (Kass 1997, p. 18) and 
that technology can undermine valuable aspects of our humanity.

In this chapter we draw comparisons between Kass’ views on the normative authority 
of repugnance and social intuitionist accounts of moral judgement which are similarly 
sceptical about the role of reasoned reflection in moral judgement. We survey the empir-
ical claims made in support of giving moral primacy to intuitions generated by emotions 
such as repugnance, as well as some common objections. We then examine accounts 
which integrate intuition and reflection, and argue that plausible accounts of wisdom are 
in tension with Kass’ claim that our inarticulable emotional responses can be the expres-
sion of deep wisdom. We conclude that while repugnance and other emotions have a role 
to play in informing deliberation and judgement, we have reason to be cautious in giving 
them normative authority. Affective responses alone cannot discharge the burden of justi-
fication for moral judgement and are just one tool relied upon by those we consider wise.

4.2  Kass on Repugnance, Moral Judgement, 
and Wisdom

Kass wrote his article against human cloning in the aftermath of the first successful 
cloning of a mammal, Dolly the sheep. Despite the public opposition to human cloning, 
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then as now, he thought that an attempt at human cloning was imminent given a cultural 
trend to enthusiastically adopt new technology.1 But even if that were the cultural trend, 
why should we be concerned about human cloning or any other technology?

Kass complains that certain technologies undermine valuable aspects of our natural 
humanity. For example, ‘cloning shows itself to be a major alteration, indeed, a major 
violation, of our given nature as embodied, gendered and engendered beings—and of 
the social relations built on this natural ground. . . . Asexual reproduction, which pro-
duces “single-parent” offspring, is a radical departure from the natural human way, 
confounding all normal understandings of father, mother, sibling, grandparent, etc., 
and all moral relations tied thereto’ (Kass 1997, pp. 20–1). According to Kass, the ‘nat-
ural human way’ is, roughly, that children should be raised by their biological parents 
who are in a stable monogamous relationship. For Kass, then, there is a fundamental 
natural humanity which we are morally obligated to protect in the face of technologies 
that would alienate us from that humanity. Therefore we need to judge which aspects 
of our humanity need to be protected from which technologies. We do so by feeling 
repugnance, which generates moral intuitions about the threats to our natural 
humanity.2 Speaking of cloning, he says, ‘we are repelled . . . not because of the strange-
ness or novelty of the undertaking, but because we intuit or feel, immediately and 
without argument, the violation of things that we rightfully hold dear’ (Kass 1997, 
p. 20, emphasis added). It is worth noting that for moral repugnance to play this role, it 
presumably must have a different qualitative character to repugnance at the merely 
novel. A quantitative difference alone would be insufficient since even the extremely 
strange presumably falls short of moral wrongness; similarly something morally wrong 
may, unfortunately, become familiar.

At this point, one might wonder about the direction of explanation here (Giubilini 
2015). Must we rely on repugnance to let us know what to hold dear—that is, what 
counts as our fundamental humanity—or do we define what we hold dear first and 
then rely on repugnance to alert us if it is threatened? Kass is ambiguous on this point. 
For the most part he appears to favour the former, affect-driven view, claiming that 
‘repugnance is the emotional expression of deep wisdom, beyond reason’s power fully to 
articulate it’ (1997, p. 20, emphasis added). He also argues that the inability to find a 
justification for repugnance at incest, bestiality, cannibalism, rape, or murder in no 
way detracts from the normative authority of that repugnance, saying: ‘Would any-
one’s failure to give full rational justification for his or her revulsion at these practices 

1  More specifically, he worries that the growing acceptance of single parenting will make human cloning 
attractive because clones are ‘the ultimate single-parent child’. He also thinks that the modern value that all 
children should be ‘wanted’, used to justify abortion and contraception, will be extended to justify cloning 
people that we ‘want’. As it happens, opposition to human cloning has decreased, from about 90 per cent to 
80 per cent in the last 15 years (Gallup 2015).

2  Kass is not completely clear on the relationship he envisages between repugnance and intuition. We 
interpret his view of repugnance as follows. Repugnance is an emotional response which gives rise to an 
intuitive, contentful judgement that the object of repugnance is morally wrong. The agent might try to jus-
tify the intuitions that stem from their repugnance with reflective thought but such justification is optional.
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make that revulsion ethically suspect? Not at all’ (Kass 1997, p. 20). In other words, we 
must rely on the normative authority of repugnance to generate intuitions about what 
we are morally obliged to resist and protect because we often cannot articulate why. Yet 
he also claims that, ‘to pollution and perversion, the fitting response can only be horror 
and revulsion’ (1997, p. 21). This appears to indicate that repugnance should ‘fit’ with 
a pre-established idea of what it is for natural humanity to be violated. In another 
context he mentions a case of repugnance being rightly overruled by reason: ‘Surgery 
involves overcoming repugnance at violating wholeness and submitting to mutilation, 
overridden here only in order to defend the imperilled body against still greater threats 
to its integrity’ (Kass 2002, p. 183). Kass might also be charitably interpreted as remain-
ing somewhat open to consideration of counterargument when he states that ‘the 
burden of moral argument must fall entirely on those who want to declare the wide-
spread repugnances of humankind to be mere timidity or superstition’ (1997, p. 21). 
There would be no point asking for argument from his opponents if his experience of 
repugnance was final.3 Perhaps Kass envisages a kind of mixed model where reason 
has some normative authority in certain cases (e.g. surgery) while in others repug-
nance has normative authority (e.g. human cloning). If this is his view he needs to 
explain how to distinguish the two kinds of case. How do we know when repugnance 
is wise?

An analysis of wisdom might help us at this point. Strangely, given the article’s title, Kass 
leaves the notion of ‘wisdom’ completely unanalysed. However, his account resembles 
Jonathan Haidt’s Social Intuitionism, which also gives moral intuition normative 
authority and may therefore draw on the empirical underpinnings of Haidt’s view.

4.3  Affect-Based Accounts of Moral Judgement:  
Social Intuitionism

Haidt and colleagues (Haidt  2001,  2007,  2012; Haidt and Bjorkland  2008) have 
proposed that moral judgements are largely the result of moral intuition rather than 
moral reasoning. Moral intuitions are ‘the sudden appearance in consciousness, of a 
moral judgment, including an affective valence (good–bad, like–dislike) without any 
conscious awareness of having gone through steps of search, weighing evidence, or 
inferring a conclusion’ (Haidt 2001, p. 818). This account is supported by research that 
suggests that most, if not all, stimuli activate evaluative associations: an automatic 
attitude (positive or negative) that is immediate, unintentional, and preconscious 
(e.g. Fazio 2001). In some cases the evaluative tone of our automatic activations enters 
awareness in the form of a ‘gut feeling’. For example, Haidt (2007, p. 998) notes that 
‘[w]hen we think about sticking a pin into a child’s hand . . . most of us have an automatic 
intuitive reaction that includes a flash of negative affect.’ These automatic evaluative 

3  Though perhaps this request is a mere rhetorical flourish.
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intuitions ground or constitute moral judgements which we may then go on to defend 
or disseminate using more cognitively demanding, slower explicit reasoning. Notably, 
moral reasoning usually occurs after the automatic production of the moral intuition, 
and the social intuitionist argues that such reasoning is usually ‘a post-hoc process 
in which we search for evidence to support our initial intuitive reaction’ (Haidt 2007, 
p. 998). This primacy of moral intuition over moral reasoning is allegedly revealed in 
‘moral dumbfounding’ studies in which subjects are presented with harmless but dis-
gusting or taboo-violating scenarios (Haidt and Hersh 2001). Because the negative ‘gut 
feeling’ about the act remains—for example, repugnance at the thought of consensual 
sibling incest—even when the reasons they have cited for condemning it are shown 
not to apply in the case at hand, subjects continue to insist that the act is morally wrong 
while acknowledging their inability to explain why.4

Based on this kind of evidence, Haidt claims that moral intuitions, rather than 
reason, cause moral judgements. Haidt (2012) sees reason as a tool to convince people 
to share one’s moral intuitions or form a consensus; consensus creates culturally rela-
tive moral truths.5 Kass, in contrast, believes that his repugnance is alerting him to 
important and presumably timeless, objective moral truths. Nevertheless they agree in 
their rejection of reason as a moral guide in key cases, and Haidt appears to share Kass’ 
view that our affectively driven intuitions can be wise, arguing that we should look ‘for 
the roots of human intelligence, rationality, and virtue in what the mind does best: 
perception, intuition, and other mental operations that are quick, effortless, and gen-
erally quite accurate’ (Haidt 2001, pp. 821–2). Let us examine the case for intuition 
before turning to some problems of this approach.

4.4  Wise Intuitions and Unwise Reflection
The folk readily acknowledge cases where acting in accordance with one’s emotions is 
best despite those emotions running counter to deliberative judgement. Nomy Arpaly 
illustrates one kind of case with Emily, who has always believed that she should pursue 
a PhD in chemistry. However, she finds that her studies are causing her to feel ‘restless, 
sad, and ill-motivated’ (Arpaly 2000, p. 504). Emily sees her feelings as ‘senseless and 
groundless’, yet they drive her to leave the programme. At the time of the decision she 
feels lazy and irrational but also greatly relieved. Only later does she come to under-
stand that her feelings were caused by the fact that the programme was ill-suited to her 
talents, preferences, and character. In hindsight she ‘cites those feelings as the reasons 
for her quitting, and regards as irrationality not her quitting but that she held on to her 
conviction that the program was right for her for as long as she did’ (Arpaly 2000, 
p. 504). In a similar case but with a moral flavour, Huckleberry Finn judges it morally 

4  But see Kennett 2011, 2012 for an alternative interpretation of this finding. See also May 2014 for a 
sceptical view of the influence of disgust on moral judgement.

5  Haidt endorsed cultural relativism in an interview with Tamla Sommers (2005).
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wrong to help the slave, Jim, but continues to do so, motivated by feelings of compas-
sion for him (Bennett 1974). When deliberating he can only find reasons in favour of 
handing Jim in and none in favour of helping him. Yet he continues to give in to his 
compassion. As external observers we might see Huck’s compassion as the expression 
of moral reasons that should outweigh those provided by his ideologically clouded 
judgement. In each of these cases, ‘outlaw’ emotions appear to function as correctives 
to internally coherent but false frameworks that structure judgement (Jagger 1996).

How might we explain such cases? How does reflection go so wrong? Conscious, 
reflective thought is limited. Most obviously, it can be overwhelmed by multiple 
variables and/or time constraints (Lehrer  2009). Because of these limitations, in 
some circumstances, intuitive or unconscious cognitive processes can better guide 
decision-making. An experiment by Dijksterhuis and van Olden (2006), for exam-
ple, showed that people who carefully reflected on a choice (between five artworks) 
were more likely to regret their decision than people who were distracted before 
making their decision. Unconscious thought processes were thought to be superior 
to conscious ones because,

first, the unconscious has very high capacity, leading unconscious thought to take into account all 
information rather than just a subset. Second, unconscious thought . . . weights the relative 
importance of different attributes of objects in a relatively objective and “natural” way . . . Conversely, 
conscious thought often disturbs this natural weighing process . . . and can therefore lead to 
inferior decisions. (Dijksterhuis and van Olden 2006, p. 628)

Similarly, in theories of expert action the focus is on the perceptual and recognitional 
elements of decision-making. Intuition is often both a faster and a more accurate way 
to make good decisions than relying on analysis and reflection (Hutton and Klein 1999; 
Dreyfus 2002; Bortolotti 2011).6

This range of evidence raises the possibility that intuitions generated by repugnance 
could guide wise choices even when they clash with deliberative frameworks that claim 
to ground good judgement. Repugnance might be the result of unconscious thought 
processes that integrate a wider range of information than the conscious thought pro-
cesses of those who argue against that repugnance. Furthermore, attempts to justify 
repugnance (or a lack of it) may only result in causally irrelevant confabulations that 
unnecessarily and unhelpfully confound the real situation. However, the picture is 
more complicated than this evidence might suggest. We will first examine some objec-
tions to Kass that raise concerns about the reliability of intuitions, and then review the 
characteristics of expert decision-making that suggest the intuitions of the wise are not 
untrained intuitions. We will then turn to an important distinction made by Karen 
Jones between reason-tracking and reason-responding, before examining folk views 
of wisdom.

6  Conscious, reflective thought is still best for some tasks and expert activities—for example, when 
bookmakers set odds.
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4.5  Problems for Kass: Unwise Intuitions
Kass’ view faces at least three problems. The first objection targets his particular form 
of moral realism. The second and third raise doubts as to whether a moral realist can 
rely on moral intuitions to track moral truth and, therefore, whether intuitions can 
have normative authority:7

1.	 Kass assumes that he knows what the fundamental aspects of human nature are 
and that we are morally obliged to protect them. For example, he claims that 
human cloning is wrong because asexual reproduction is a radical departure 
from the natural human way and confounds all normal understandings of 
familial relationships and their moral relations. This raises two problems. First, 
his view of what is natural for human beings is highly questionable.8 As Neil 
Levy points out in response to another moral conservative, Michael Sandel, 
‘[H]omo sapiens is a niche constructing animal, an animal who shapes the 
environment that shapes it in turn. . . . We are deeply and essentially cultural ani-
mals . . . because it is not just our social organisation, but our intrinsic capacities 
and traits that are shaped by our culture’ (Levy 2009, p. 73). Our niche con-
struction has resulted in our domesticating animals, living in cities, relying on 
supermarkets, and socializing on the Internet. These cultural and technological 
changes haven’t destroyed our humanity—rather, they are an expression and a 
development of it. Drawing the line at cloning and other innovations that 
happen to elicit repugnance in moral conservatives seems arbitrary. There is no 
reason to think that society is unable to adapt to novel familial relations as the 
increasing acceptance of same-sex parenting and the evidence that children of 
such families are as likely to thrive as any others suggests (Crouch et al. 2014). 
Second, even if Kass was correct about what is natural for humans, he assumes 
that natural traits are good and worth protecting just because they are natural. 
However, many things are natural that are not obviously worth protecting (e.g. 
cancer), so facts about human nature cannot ground normative standards in 
any straightforward way.

2.	 Although Kass recognizes that mere novelty may elicit strong negative feelings, 
he does not explain how the agent can distinguish those cases, where they 
should discount their initial intuition, from those where they should take repug-
nance as a veridical moral signal—the expression of deep wisdom. He seems to 
assume that veridical moral repugnance will have a distinct, unmistakable 
qualitative character. Such a qualitative character seems unlikely; indeed, evi-
dence from social psychology presented by Haidt and others (e.g. Doris 2006; 
Prinz 2006) to support their claims that emotion, not reason, is fundamental to 

7  If Haidt is committed to moral truth being relative to one’s culture then he avoids these problems.
8  It’s worth noting that this challenge to Kass’ definition of moral truth holds whether he arrives at it by 

repugnance or reason.
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moral judgement indicates that our affective responses, and so moral intuitions, 
can be influenced by morally irrelevant factors. For example, people make 
harsher moral judgements of people in vignettes if they read them at a filthy 
desk rather than at a clean desk (Schnall et al. 2008). In another case, partici-
pants who were hypnotized to feel disgust when they heard a morally neutral 
word would judge the behaviour of the protagonist more negatively when that 
neutral word appeared in the vignette (Wheatley and Haidt 2005). While the 
results of these experiments should be taken with caution (Jones 2006; Kennett 
and Fine 2009; Kennett 2012; May 2014) they should concern Kass. If disgust 
caused by morally irrelevant factors can pollute our moral judgement then its 
claim to be, or to ground, wisdom is undermined. Disgust does not reliably spe-
cify moral targets.

3.	 Kass seems to accept that some repugnance is misplaced (the merely novel or 
strange), some repugnance tracks the moral but can be dismissed with good 
reason (surgery), and some repugnance grounds morality in and of itself (human 
cloning). But different people make these distinctions in different places: that 
which elicits a fundamental moral repugnance for one person seems arguable, 
merely strange, or even familiar to other people.9 Furthermore, the things peo-
ple find repugnant change over time. What was once strange becomes familiar. 
If there is no reason to favour one person’s intuitions over those of another then 
we cannot know whose intuitions are right: repugnance lacks normative authority. 
Indeed, even moral conservative intuitions have changed over time. For example, 
conservatives found women who fought for suffrage repellent and unnatural, 
and their repugnance was widely shared. Viscount Helmsley, speaking in the 
House of Commons, said:

It seems to me that this House should remember that if the vote is given to women those 
who will take the greatest part in politics will not be the quiet, retiring, constitutional 
women . . . but those very militant women who have brought so much disgrace and dis-
credit upon their sex. . . . One feels that it is not cricket for women to use force. . . . It is little 
short of nauseating and disgusting to the whole sex. (Hansard Archive 1912)

It is unlikely that latter-day conservatives would regard female suffrage as a departure 
from human nature or the suffragette’s actions as nauseating, however much they 
might still disapprove of property damage. It is hard to resist the conclusion that much 
of what conservatives opposed and felt repugnance towards in the past was on account 
of its strangeness, or its challenge to conservative, white, male privilege, rather than its 
responsiveness to deep truths about our shared humanity. Perhaps we could settle on 
the targets that are genuinely repugnant by appealing to the repugnances of the majority, 
but majority intuitions have clearly been misplaced in the past (e.g. repugnance at 

9  For example, on the basis of his disgust at it, Kass considers licking ice cream in public unacceptable 
(Kass 1994, p. 148).
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interracial marriage). In any case, it is hard to imagine that Kass would be happy to 
correct his moral judgement on the grounds that the majority didn’t share his repug-
nance. The case of same-sex marriage, for example, is one where conservatives such as 
Kass currently find themselves in a minority in many societies. Presumably he would 
see disagreement here as a sign that the majority have lost their moral compass. 
Therefore Kass needs an argument for why we should believe that his repugnances 
track moral truth; he cannot pass the burden of moral argument to his opponents as he 
hopes. If the moral judgements that stem from repugnance ultimately require justification, 
then we have abandoned Kass’ view in favour of a more rationalist and deliberative 
view of moral judgement.

Kass might hope to respond to these objections by appealing to the notion of expertise; 
repugnance per se does not have moral authority but perhaps the repugnance of moral 
experts does. The problem for Kass is that research on expert decision-making reveals 
an important role for slower reflective cognition in the acquisition and deployment of 
expertise. According to Hutton and Klein, the characteristics of expert decision-making 
are summarized as:

(1) Expertise is domain-specific; (2) experts are better able to perceive patterns; (3) experts are 
relatively fast and virtually error-free; (4) experts have superior memory in their domain of 
expertise, (although this is often dependent on external cues); (5) experts have a deeper under-
standing of the problem to solve (e.g. they catch on the causal mechanisms), whereas novices 
are distracted by superficial features of the problem; (6) experts have a better understanding of 
their own limitations and an ability to catch themselves when they commit errors; (7) through 
years of experience, experts acquire the ability to perceive relevant features of the situation 
(distinguish typical features from exceptions, make fine discriminations, antecedents, and 
consequences). (Hutton and Klein 1999)

While features (2)–(4) might be automatic, prereflective processes, it is apparent 
that they are reflectively trained processes rather than completely intuitive ones, and 
features (5)–(7) require developed reflective abilities, including the ability to conceive 
of consequences and imagine alternatives.10 In the moral domain, a deep understand-
ing of a problem would seem to involve the capacity to articulate it and provide a justi-
fication for one’s response. Consider again the case of Emily. She ultimately concludes 
that her feelings were a better indicator of what she should do than was her explicit 
reasoned judgement. It was only much later when Emily achieved a deeper under-
standing of her ill-suitedness to study—an understanding she could then articulate—
that she approached wisdom. For, as the case of the shifting line of moral repugnance 
towards technological and social change suggests, our feelings, on their own, don’t 
have normative authority. One can easily imagine an alternative ending to Emily’s 

10  With regard to (1), Kass could argue that repugnance-based moral expertise is a domain-specific skill 
or, unlike typical expertise, a relatively domain-general skill. There are issues with both characterizations 
but we won’t pursue them here, given that all expertise involves reflective thought and so doesn’t support 
Kass’ view.
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story (also amply demonstrated in everyday experience) where she later realizes that 
her restlessness and lack of motivation in her studies were caused by her internalization 
of unfortunate gender stereotypes that she now rejects, or by her unacknowledged fears 
that a successful scientific career would damage her relationship with her mother. She 
now regrets her earlier decision to quit. In both versions, however, the phenomenology 
of her coming to quit is exactly the same and it is hard to see why in one case but not the 
other we should regard the decision as rational or wise when it was made. Retrospective 
endorsement of a decision made on the basis of an intuition is not sufficient.

Nevertheless, we should be cautious about discounting or overriding our intuitions, 
since, as Karen Jones (2003) argues, they can be reason-tracking. What is needed is a 
theoretical framework for understanding the relationship between intuitive and 
reflective cognition, and how both contribute to rational action. We turn now to Jones.

4.6  Reason-Tracking vs. Reason-Responding
Jones begins with the relatively uncontroversial claim that, ‘as practical agents, we are 
trying to latch onto those considerations that really are reason-giving for us in a situ-
ation’ (Jones 2003, p. 184). The conflict between Kass and those of a more rationalist 
persuasion is over which mechanisms and methods are best suited to latch on to those 
reasons—affect and intuition or reflective thought. Based on the range of evidence 
already considered, it seems that both are essential and each is superior in certain situ-
ations. Presumably a wise person would be especially good at knowing when to rely on 
each. How might this be achieved?

Jones begins to answer this question by making a distinction between reason-trackers 
and reason-responders. Reason-trackers are capable of ‘behaving in accordance with 
[reasons], but . . . need possess neither the concept of a reason nor have a self-conception’ 
(Jones 2003, p. 190). A variety of animals count as reason-trackers since innate capacities 
and learned associations are sufficient to track reasons most of the time. For example, a 
shark’s instincts successfully key it in to what it has most reason to do most of the time, 
such as what to hunt and when to do it.11 It is apparent that reason-tracking on its own 
is not sufficient for wisdom. Sharks may be effective reason-trackers in their domain 
but they would not, for example, satisfy the conditions for expertise, even within that 
restricted domain. For that we must also be reason-responders. Reason-responders 
are sophisticated reason-trackers ‘capable of tracking reasons in virtue of responding 
to them as reasons’ (Jones 2003, p. 190). Responding to reasons as reasons requires 
complex reflective capacities in order to see certain reasons as justifying one action 
over alternative actions that may also have something to be said for them. To justify an 
action, a reason-responder has to be able to step back from their immediate affective 
responses and question whether they direct us to anything choice-worthy.

11  Is Jones’ definition of ‘reason’ too broad? Perhaps only reason-responders really have reasons, and 
beings that are mere reason-trackers do not. This definitional change would not affect our argument.
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The advantage of being a reason-responder is that one can track reasons more 
robustly. ‘A creature who lacks critical reflective capacities will not be able to display 
the same kind of flexibility in its action and sensitivity to the implications of changes in 
its environment that a reason-responder can’ (Jones 2003, p. 90). A shark, for example, 
will consistently take bait on hooks, unable to recalibrate its reason-tracking mechan-
isms to distinguish bait from real prey. Most adult humans are reason-responders, 
which allows them to track their reasons despite living in a highly dynamic sociopolit-
ical world, where reason-tracking strategies need to be regularly revised or replaced. 
So, for example, one might avoid blood and viscera because one finds it disgusting. 
Disgust is reason-tracking because it evolved to help us avoid contaminants and dis-
ease (Oaten, Stevenson, and Case 2009; Curtis, De Barra, and Aunger 2011). Yet there 
are specific environments where humans need to overcome that disgust, which lies at 
the base of repugnance. Trainee surgeons, for example, have to use reflective thought 
to discount feelings of disgust in order to do what they have more reason to do—save 
lives and pursue careers. Reason-responders can adjust their behaviour in response to 
changing circumstances. Intuitive processes are not limited to tracking the reasons 
they evolved to track, however. They have the potential to reason-track in a range of 
novel environments but, to do so, they depend on monitoring and recalibration by 
reflective thought (Jones 2003, p. 196). So, at first, the trainee surgeon needs to try to 
discount their disgust at each surgical procedure but, over time, their disgust mechan-
isms adapt so that they are no longer disgusted by surgery.

Despite our self-monitoring efforts we still occasionally find ourselves in situ-
ations like that of Emily, wrestling with whether to continue her PhD. Our intuitions 
conflict with our reflective cognition and we are unsure which is more likely to track 
our reasons for action. It is tough to know what our reasons are at the time of such 
conflicts because we have to make do with the self-knowledge our self-monitoring 
systems have afforded us to date. Such experiences provide opportunities to improve 
our self-monitoring techniques and self-knowledge so that the next time we face 
that kind of situation we may better interpret our affective states and question our 
reasoning more closely.

From Jones’ view, then, the rational agent will prefer intuition over reflection when 
reflective thought is expected to poorly track reasons and/or when intuitions have 
been trained and so are expected to track reasons accurately. Likewise the rational 
agent will tend to rely on reason in cases where intuitions aren’t suited to the task or 
where intuitions haven’t yet been well trained. The capacity to make such a judgement 
improves as one’s self-knowledge increases, a self-knowledge that depends on the 
accumulated experience of self-monitoring both one’s affective states and one’s reflect-
ive reasoning. It’s worth noting that there is a clear sense in which reflective thought 
has the ultimate normative authority. Whether one uses reflective thought or intuition 
at the time of decision, self-monitoring requires reflective thought to assess decisions 
in hindsight and implement changes for the future. It seems plausible to claim that 
wise people cannot just be reason-trackers; they must be reason-responders. This 
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allows them to track reasons despite changes in their environment, their bodies, and 
their cognitive architecture.

Before considering the implications of Jones’ account for Kass, we will say something 
more about the characteristics of those we consider wise that would allow us to better 
assess the claim that repugnance can be the expression of deep wisdom. Valerie Tiberius 
and Jason Swartwood (2011) use the method of wide reflective equilibrium to develop 
a theory of wisdom that makes no assumptions regarding the truth of any particular 
moral theory or theory of value. Of particular interest are their conclusions about the 
epistemic policies that characterize the wise.

4.7  Wisdom: a Closer Analysis
Tiberius and Swartwood developed their view by examining a range of psychological 
research on folk intuitions about wisdom.12 The resulting folk theory was then cali-
brated against theoretical desiderata and research on human cognitive capacities with 
the goal of arriving at a rationally compelling and psychologically realistic theory of 
what wisdom consists of. To discover the folk conception of wisdom they conducted a 
literature review of personal experience and descriptor-rating studies in the psych-
ology literature. In these studies, participants identify and describe wise people and 
wise acts, or they rate how related and central various characteristics are to wisdom and 
wise people. The analysis of this literature indicates that there are four key components 
to the folk concept of wisdom: deep understanding, reflective capacities, problem-
solving capacities, and motivation to live well and help others live well.

Wise people have a deep understanding of the practical challenges people face, the 
values that different people hold and how values can change, the ways values impact on 
practical concerns, and the emotional and intellectual challenges involved in practical 
success. This includes knowledge of oneself and others (motivations, emotions, habits, 
skills, limitations, and values), and general knowledge about the physically possible 
and what can count as a meaningful life. Wise people know ‘what matters and can 
make appropriate distinctions and connections between the various things that matter 
in life’ (Tiberius and Swartwood 2011, p. 282).

Reflective capacities help the wise person develop deep understanding. Wise people 
assimilate information from diverse sources (personal experience, reflection, and 
advice from others) and can reorganize old information in new ways. They can apply 
abstract characterizations of problems to particular states of affairs. Reflective capacities 
help the wise person ‘come to a comprehensive, thoughtful and accurate understand-
ing of the nature of life’s challenges and choices’ (Tiberius & Swartwood 2011, p. 282).

12  We focus on the research outlined by Tiberius and Swartwood because we wish to provide an empir-
ically based account of what is required for wisdom in response to Kass’ claims—especially insofar as he 
bases these claims on allegedly shared responses. The theory that emerges from the examination of 
the  empirical literature does chime with much philosophical discussion of wisdom. See, for example, 
Nozick 1989 and Ryan 1999.
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Wise people have good problem-solving capacities where they bring their deep 
understanding to bear on practical problems while remaining mindful of the values at 
stake (their own and those of others). Practical success requires understanding and 
responding appropriately to both others’ emotions and one’s own.

Finally, wise people are kind and helpful; they are motivated to choose well and to 
help others choose well.

Importantly, the folk take both deep understanding and reflective capacities to be 
dynamic:

A wise person is one who guides her actions by her values but also refines and reassesses her 
values as needed. . . . Most studies emphasise that wise people can take the long-term view of the 
relationship between their actions, values and priorities, can be self-critical and admit mis-
takes, and are open to new information that may lead them to change their values. (Tiberius 
and Swartwood 2011, p. 282)

In other words, understanding can always be made deeper and reflective capacities can 
always be improved. This is because the world is constantly making new information 
available and our innate cognitive limitations can be mitigated. The folk therefore see 
wise people as good reason-responders; wise people self-monitor, train their reflective 
thought, and build self-understanding. Significantly, the folk also see wisdom as being 
inherently intersubjective. Wise people learn from others and they are motivated to 
help other people.

Reflecting on the folk conception of wisdom, Tiberius and Swartwood argue that 
people need at least three policies to develop and maintain wisdom: policies of justi-
fication, epistemic humility and open-mindedness. These complementary policies can 
be seen as an elaboration of Jones’ view. The wise person creates justificatory stories 
for how they have chosen to prioritize different values (from multiple perspectives) 
and distinguish genuine values from things that falsely appear valuable. Justifications 
can be challenged, developed and taught.13 By providing justificatory stories, then, 
the agent opens their decision-making process up to critical help from others. When 
providing advice, they also give the advisee some basis for discriminating good 
advice from bad. Epistemic humility is essential once we recognize our epistemic 
limitations and cognitive biases (biases that influence justificatory reasoning even 
in quiet moments). If our reasoning can be flawed without our realizing it then we 
should be prepared to revise our beliefs in the light of new information. Open-
mindedness is a good way to access new and potentially challenging information. 
The wise agent won’t automatically revise their beliefs in the face of contrary views, 
of course, because others also suffer from cognitive limitations. Contrary views signal 
the need to revisit and compare justificatory stories to see which beliefs and decisions 
are justified.

13  Tiberius and Swartwood are alert to the fact that the agent cannot try to justify everything all the time. 
Rather, reflection can be undertaken in calm, cool moments and then form the basis for more automatic 
non-reflective decisions when required.
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Tiberius and Swartwood claim the view of wisdom they offer is one that people 
have good reason to aspire to upon reflection, and that they can use to regulate 
and guide their attempts to develop wisdom and make wise choices (2011, p. 289). 
By grounding their theory in part in folk views of wisdom they claim to offer ‘an 
ideal that is to some extent already ours’ but one which has been refined to take 
account of our cognitive limitations. It is, they claim, both empirically informed and 
reflectively sound.

4.8  Wisdom and Repugnance Reconsidered
The view of wisdom gleaned from Jones, and from Tiberius and Swartwood, has significant 
implications for Kass’ claims about the normative authority of deep repugnance.

First, Jones’ analysis places clear restrictions on the role repugnance can play in 
latching on to considerations that count as reasons. To the extent that Kass isolates 
repugnance from being regulated by reflection or answerable to demands for justifica-
tion, repugnance will fail to adjust to changes in the environment (or changes in the 
agent) that might throw it off. We may no longer have reason to avoid some things that 
innately elicit repugnance, and perhaps we should develop repugnance at things that 
don’t innately elicit it. Repugnance might be reason-tracking in the moral domain, 
even when it conflicts with reflective thought, but only if it has been properly trained by 
reflective thought (and those reflective capacities themselves have been reflectively 
trained). Even then we should be cautious in deferring too readily to repugnance 
responses. The reason for this is that we should expect disgust to produce a lot of false 
positives—in evolutionary terms we are better safe than sorry when it comes to bad 
food and communicable disease. Indeed, the evolutionary history of disgust suggests 
that repugnance may be a particularly unreliable guide in social and moral contexts 
where the fear of contamination too readily attaches to designated out-groups (Kelly 
2011). The data on implicit bias should worry us here. For most of us, culturally embedded 
unconscious associations between, for example, black skin and aggression, or homo-
sexuality and contamination, produce negative affective responses of fear or disgust 
that drive judgements (particularly when we are tired or distracted) that we would, 
and should, reject upon reflection, even if we cannot entirely remove the affective 
responses themselves (Phelps et al.  2000; Dasgupta et al.  2009). On this story the 
appearance of repugnance should always prompt further reflection to determine 
whether it is reason-tracking or reason-distracting. The spotted history of moral 
repugnance does not support the view that even widespread repugnances are likely to 
be the expression of deep wisdom. Repugnance seems too unreliable to be a feature or 
expression of wisdom.

Second, the policies of the wise identified by Tiberius and Swartwood seem to 
conflict with the claim that we should trust repugnance, or that the burden of argu-
ment must lie with those who do not share Kass’ intuitions. A policy of epistemic 
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humility would encourage the agent to remain open to the possibility that their 
repugnance was unfounded.14 Open-mindedness encourages them to consider the 
views of others who do not share their feelings of repugnance. Finally, the policy of 
justification requires that any repugnance (or lack thereof) be justified; it cannot 
settle an argument on its own. Kass might argue that this conception of wisdom is 
mistaken. Unfortunately he does not offer an alternative account.15 Moreover, Kass 
cannot rely on widely shared repugnance to make his argument while rejecting the 
evidence for a widely shared view of wisdom that tends to undermine his claims 
about the wisdom of repugnance. There would need to be a good reason to con-
vince the folk that they have a distorted view of wisdom, and that the attributes 
and  policies of the wise should normatively defer to the deep repugnances of 
moral conservatives.

4.9  Conclusion
Kass (1997) claims moral repugnance can alert us to threats against our fundamental 
human nature. However, his attempt to define and protect a static human nature is 
wrong-headed because the evidence supports the view that we are cultural animals 
whose intrinsic capacities and traits are continually shaped by our culture. Moreover, 
moral judgements generated by repugnance cannot be trusted to reliably track the 
moral truth because they are too readily influenced by morally irrelevant factors, and 
even the repugnances of moral conservatives have changed over time. This all suggests 
that moral repugnance elicited by new technologies is merely a response to the 
unfamiliar; at the very least, Kass owes us an argument for why it is not.

Wisdom research suggests that the wise, like other experts, will rely on intuitions 
over reflective thought but only when those intuitions have been developed through 
reflection, training, and experience and are subject to reflective oversight. Therefore 
the normative authority of intuitions is parasitic on long-term reflective training. 
Repugnance is only one of many ways intuitions are generated and so, even when well 
trained, repugnance would only be expected to play a minor role in an account of wisdom. 
More central to wisdom are the policies of epistemic humility, open-mindedness, and 
a willingness to justify one’s actions. These policies allow the wise agent to train both 
their affective responses and their reflective thinking to track their reasons more 
robustly. Such self-monitoring is essential because both the world and the agent are 
constantly changing so that prior training is always going out of date.

14  Epistemic humility may be consistent with challenging one’s opponent to provide reasons why repug-
nance is not to be trusted, but it seems inconsistent with the claim that those who do not share one’s repugnances 
bear the entire burden of proof. Humility would seem to require an acknowledgement that the request for 
reasons is also one that can legitimately be made of moral conservatives.

15  We do not deny that some such account might be available, but we do not see it as our task to supply 
him with an account.
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This view of wisdom suggests that we should not rely on our starting intuitions to 
cast final judgements on novel technologies, including those that promise to enhance 
human capacities; the very novelty of those technologies entails that our intuitions will 
not be specifically trained to respond to them (Singer 2005). Wise decisions about how 
a new technology should be shaped and regulated requires reflective thought and 
intersubjective reasoning, and, like Emily, we often require more time and experience 
before we have sufficient knowledge to make our final judgement. In these cases, 
repugnance may alert us to the need to proceed with caution but it does not have the 
normative authority to end the conversation.
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5
A Natural Alliance against a 
Common Foe? Opponents of 
Enhancement and the Social  
Model of Disability

Linda Barclay

5.1  Introduction
At first blush it looks as though some opponents of human enhancement and disability 
advocates share significant normative commitments. Specifically, many from both 
camps condemn parents or would-be parents who wish to change the genetic or 
biological features their children would otherwise be born with, a condemnation often 
expressed by the accusation of eugenics.1 Despite superficial appearances to the con-
trary, I will argue in Section 5.2 of this chapter that Michael Sandel’s famous argument 
against meddling with biological givens in the context of enhancement is founded on 
claims about the value of ‘normal’ human beings which disability advocates regard as 
false and pernicious. In Section 5.3 I will assess opposition to changing children’s bio-
logical givens based on more plausible disability commitments. I will show that these 
arguments are also weak. Contrary to what disability advocates and opponents of 
enhancement suggest, it is often a violation rather than an instantiation of parental 
virtue to abandon judgements about whether one’s children’s biological givens should 
be changed.

5.2  Normal and Abnormal
Sandel’s well-known opposition to human enhancement centres on his rejection of the 
kind of hyper-agency, and hyper-parenting in particular, that he believes enhancement 

1  In this chapter I will be concerned only with interventions at the foetal or newborn stage rather 
than with the issue of selection (e.g. through preimplantation selection, decisions about the timing of 
conception, etc.).
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expresses (Sandel 2004). According to him the drive to mastery displayed by parents’ 
eagerness to enhance their offspring reveals a failure to appreciate the gifted nature 
of human powers and talents, and to appreciate children as gifts more specifically, 
accepted unconditionally. The drive to mastery quashes worthy dispositions to be 
‘open to the unbidden’, and thus threatens to destroy our humility and sense of solidar-
ity with one another, as well as to explode the degree to which we are held responsible 
for the way we are, and for the way our offspring turn out to be.

Sandel does not reject all mastery, does not embrace absolute openness to the unbid-
den, for, as is well known, he accepts technological interventions aimed at preventing 
or curing disease. He claims that to 

appreciate children as gifts or blessings is not, of course, to be passive in the face of illness or 
disease. Medical intervention to cure or prevent illness or restore the injured to health does not 
desecrate nature but honors it. Healing sickness or injury does not override a child’s natural 
capacities but permits them to flourish. (Sandel 2004, p. 56)

The assumption that there is both a conceptual and a normative distinction between 
treatment and enhancement is also present in the claim that the moral quandaries 
associated with enhancement arise ‘when people use such therapy not to cure a disease 
but to reach beyond health, to enhance their physical or cognitive capacities, to lift 
themselves above the norm’ (p. 51).

In asserting that disease is some kind of desecration of nature or derogation of the 
norm, Sandel assumes that we can demarcate those traits found among human beings 
into categories of ‘natural’ or ‘normal’ on the one hand and ‘diseased’ or ‘abnormal’ on 
the other. He says nothing about disability, but I will assume he intends to assign it to 
the same category as disease (abnormal, unnatural). It is openness only to the unbid-
den ‘natural’ or ‘normal’ traits that Sandel petitions, not openness to desecrations 
of nature.

Sandel’s opposition to enhancement on the one hand and promotion of treatment 
for disease and disability on the other is incomplete unless he can demonstrate two 
claims. First he needs to show that there is some credible way to assign the physical and 
cognitive traits, talents, and capacities found in human beings into categories of either 
‘normal’ (healthy, non-disabled) or ‘abnormal’ (diseased, disabled, etc). But more is 
also needed. Second, even if such categories existed, Sandel would need to muster an 
additional argument as to why ‘natural’ or ‘normal’ traits should be accepted, embraced 
unconditionally, and why ‘unnatural’ or ‘abnormal’ traits are rightly cured or pre-
vented where possible.

With respect to this second claim, numerous of Sandel’s critics have already devel-
oped a sustained critique of the view that the ‘natural’ or ‘normal’ is also and for that 
reason good (Kamm  2005; Buchanan  2009). The fact that so many opponents of 
enhancement rarely offer any explicit defence of the assumption that the normal is also 
good merely invites suspicion that their opposition to enhancement is essentially reli-
gious in nature, based on the belief that natural or normal human traits are produced 
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by an intelligent designer, perhaps in his own image. If one believes, as we should, 
that natural or normal human traits (assuming such categories exist) have evolved in 
response to all manner of forces not driven by any design, intention, or conception 
of good, then the gap between what is natural and what is good hardly requires 
pointing out.

Disability advocates have a long history of questioning the assumptions that normal 
traits are good and abnormal one’s bad, although their contribution is rarely 
acknowledged in the enhancement literature. The shared belief of virtually all disabil-
ity advocates is that the extent to which any given trait, however unusual, limits an 
individual’s abilities or success is either wholly or largely to do with the social environ-
ment in which they find themselves, as well as the goals they set for themselves. Here 
are some representative claims:

[T]he disadvantage or restriction of activity [is] caused by a contemporary social organisation 
which takes no or little account of people who have physical impairments and thus excludes 
them from participation in the mainstream of social activities. . . . Disability is something 
imposed on top of our impairments by the way we are unnecessarily isolated and excluded 
from full participation in society. (Oliver 1996, p. 22)

The dimension and degree of an impairment’s interference with an individual’s life activity, as 
well as the line of substantial diminishment of significant performance, are relativised to social 
arrangements rather than biological states. (Silvers 2000, p. 128)

Some terminological clarification is needed. Many disability advocates accept that 
some physical, sensory, or cognitive traits of the person are aptly described as ‘impaired’ 
(thus perhaps what is meant by abnormal). A person whose eyes can’t see has a vision 
impairment, and a person whose ears cannot hear a hearing impairment. Similarly, 
people whose legs cannot bear their weight or walk are often described as having an 
impairment, and so on. But what then is disability? ‘Disability’ refers to limitations in 
certain functions, broadly described, such as being able to move from place to place, to 
communicate, or more broadly still to work, to raise children, or to engage in political 
activity. As we have seen, disability advocates argue that disabilities are either wholly 
or at least largely caused by social environments which are incommodious, hostile, or 
discriminatory against people with impairments. People whose legs are impaired only 
have difficulty being mobile because of the built environment, and most people with 
impairments only have trouble communicating or working because of work practices 
that fail to accommodate the impaired as well as widespread discrimination—hence 
the moniker ‘Social Model of Disability’. In short, despite complex differences in the 
way disability advocates understand and elaborate upon the Social Model of Disability 
(Altman 2001), they reject the notion that impaired physical, sensory, or cognitive 
traits are themselves a significant cause of functional limitation (understood broadly 
as being able to mobilize, work, communicate, etc.), let alone broader social and 
political disadvantage. Since from this view abnormal traits are only ‘bad’ because of 
incommodious or hostile environments, disability advocates argue that the appropriate 
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response is to change these environments, not the traits themselves—hence the activist 
slogan ‘Change society, not people’. Importantly, disability advocates have also shown 
that the assumption that impairments are responsible for functional and social fail-
ures has itself been used to justify all manner of discriminatory and other harmful 
treatment of people with impairments (Silvers 1998). For these reasons, Sandel’s oppo-
sition to enhancement is built upon assumptions that disability advocates reject, and 
which they identify as being at the heart of discriminatory treatment of people with 
impairments—namely, that abnormal or impaired traits are ‘desecrations of nature’ 
that should be eliminated.2

Some disability advocates also dispute Sandel’s first claim—that is, that human traits 
can be divided into categories of normal or natural on the one hand, and abnormal or 
unnatural on the other. Ron Amundson argues that human physical, cognitive, and 
sensory attributes are diverse, and that we have no more reason to corral this diversity 
into categories of ‘normal’ and ‘impaired’ than we have to corral diversity in skin tone, 
eye shape, and hair texture into racial categories (2000). Philosophers such as Amundson 
argue that identifying some traits as abnormal or impaired is itself driven by the very 
stigma and discrimination that disability activists have fought against (Tremain 2001). 
In opposition, Christopher Boorse has attempted to define disease and impairment in 
a value-neutral way, based on a notion of deviation from the normal function of a part 
or process of the human organism (Boorse 1977). If Boorse is wrong (and Amundson 
and others are right) then Sandel’s position is further weakened, not only because he 
assumes that abnormal traits are bad but because diverse human traits cannot be slot-
ted into categories of normal and abnormal. Whatever the outcome of this debate, 
it will do nothing to bolster Sandel’s other key assumption that normal traits are 
good and abnormal traits bad. Boorse has always argued that the definition of ‘disease’ 
‘neither entails nor is entailed by any therapeutic judgment about people’s need for 
medical treatment’ (p. 544). To the contrary, diseases and impairments can be highly 
desirable under some circumstances: ‘Cowpox could save a person’s life in the midst of 
a smallpox epidemic; myopia would be advantageous if it meant avoiding the infantry. 
Sterility, in a world without contraception, might be a heavenly blessing to parents of 
large families’ (p. 545). Of course, sterility can also be a blessing for parents with small 
families, or for people with none, which just underlines again how implausible Sandel’s 

2  Although disability advocates are right to add their voice to the general philosophical consensus that 
nothing about the value of any trait follows from its identification as natural or normal, it is not my inten-
tion to endorse the stronger view that impaired traits are never in fact sources of disadvantage in hospitable 
or just social environments. Numerous critics of the social model of disability have rejected the strong view 
that all functional limitations and broader disadvantage associated with impairments are due entirely to 
incommodious or unjust environments (Barclay 2010, 2011). Some disability advocates themselves com-
plain that such a perspective ignores the sometimes troublesome and painful features of some impaired 
bodies, denying a fuller account of the realities of living with impairments (Wendell 1996; Shakespeare 2006). 
Even if it is true that some impaired traits are truly disadvantageous, even in just social environments, this 
would not undermine the claim that it is false (and pernicious) to suppose that all impairments or abnor-
malities should be cured or prevented, which is Sandel’s supposition, and our main target here.
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conflation of normality with goodness is. Disability scholarship is at its strongest 
when it lends its voice to the general philosophical consensus about the hopelessness 
of such conflations.

5.3  Unconditional Parental Acceptance
We have seen that Sandel does not embrace absolute openness to the unbidden, and his 
reasons are clearly at odds with disability advocacy. Despite this, his claims concerning 
the appropriate stance of parents towards their children appear to resonate with similar 
claims made by some disability advocates. He asserts that good parents accept children 
‘as they come, not as objects of our design or products of our will or instruments of our 
ambition. Parental love is not contingent on the talents and attributes a child happens 
to have’ (2004, p. 54). Other opponents of enhancement have expressed similar thoughts. 
Thus Eric Cohen states: ‘being a parent means accepting offspring unconditionally’ 
(2006, p. 50). Disability advocates express similar dismay at parents attempting to 
eliminate impairments. While most of this literature targets selecting against children 
with impairment through prenatal genetic diagnosis (cf. Asch 1999), there are also a 
small number of disability advocates who express similar condemnation of parents 
who would seek to ‘cure’ their existing children of impairments, either in utero or after 
birth (cf. Asch and Wasserman 2005).

But why do good parents accept offspring unconditionally, where that is understood 
to mean not attempting to change the biological or genetic features they are born with? 
Sandel’s explanation in terms of the dangers of ‘wilfulness over giftedness, of dominion 
over reverence, of molding over beholding’ (2005, p. 60) has already been successfully 
critiqued by others (Kamm 2005) so won’t be discussed further. Here again we have 
more to learn from disability advocacy than we do from opponents of enhancement. 
Indeed, their reasons would seem to be quite obvious given commitment to the Social 
Model of Disability: if impairments are no more disadvantageous than so-called nor-
mal traits in morally acceptable environments, why would parents want to eliminate 
them unless they falsely and perniciously believe that they are defective?3

The problem with the Social Model of Disability is that it apparently also condones 
parents deliberately causing their child to be impaired, or failing to prevent impair-
ment when it is possible to do so (McMahan 2005).4 Yet even those disability advocates 
who condemn parents for wanting to eliminate existing impairments do not appear 
to condone causing impairment or deliberately refraining from preventing it by, for 
example, withholding a special supplement from a newborn child which would pre-
vent them from developing serious cognitive and physical impairments. For some 

3  I put aside arguments that socially incommodious and hostile environments provide good reasons to 
eliminate impairments.

4  In a recent paper Elizabeth Barnes (2014) focuses on the issue of integrity to offer some reasons as to 
why it might be wrong to cause disability. These arguments have only limited plausibility, however, and 
would not show why failing to prevent disability was wrong.
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critics of the Social Model of Disability this demonstrates that impairment cannot 
plausibly be evaluated in the way that disability advocates argue—that is, as no more 
disadvantageous in socially acceptable environments than non-impaired traits.

Elizabeth Barnes is the only philosopher I know of who has developed a serious 
response to this particular challenge to the disability advocacy position on impair-
ment and disability (Barnes 2009). Although responding to critics of the Social Model 
of Disability, she does not adopt that model. On the contrary, she aims to offer an 
alternative to it: while she supports their argument that disability does not necessarily 
reduce quality of life, she disputes their claim that it is not harmful.5 Suggesting 
that disability is just like being gay or being female, Barnes argues that disability is 
merely another way of being different. Nonetheless, she also argues that disability 
can be a harm.

What does she mean by saying that disability can be a harm? Disabilities, she con-
cedes, can make life harder—‘they present limitations, they cause pain, they subject 
the bearer to social stigmas and discrimination’ (p. 339). However, even if disability is 
a harm to local quality of life, she denies that it follows that it will adversely affect a 
person’s overall quality of life. Many things can make life harder—gayness, for example—
without necessarily or even reliably making one’s life worse off overall. In fact, in the 
case of gayness, the inference would be deeply offensive. Many people who are gay 
believe that being gay is a positive thing for them. True, they may experience some 
harms and disadvantages, but they also experience great benefits—benefits that often 
outweigh the disadvantages. So despite having a negative impact on some local areas of 
quality of life, gayness can have positive effects on other local areas such that it can be 
an overall enhancer of quality of life. So too with disability, according to Barnes. She 
claims that testimony from disabled people refutes the belief that having an impair-
ment reduces their overall quality of life, even if, on occasion, having an impairment 
can make life locally harder. She contests the view that gayness and disability are 
dissimilar in that gayness only makes life (locally) harder because of stigma and dis-
crimination, whereas there are facts intrinsic to the experience of disability that are 
hardships, in addition to extrinsic features of the social environment. Barnes claims 
that both gayness and disability present hardships that are a mixture of both intrinsic 
and extrinsic factors. A gay man cannot have a biological child together with his part-
ner, which seems to be a hardship intrinsic to gayness. Similarly, she suggests, we can 
concede that some of the hardships of disability are also intrinsic to disability itself 
even if, as in the case of gayness, most are extrinsic. But whether such hardships are 
intrinsic or extrinsic, we should reject the inference that local hardships reduce overall 
quality of life, because testimony does not support such an inference.

What has all this to do with causing a child to have a disability, or failing to prevent a 
child from acquiring disability? Barnes argues that even if disability does not reduce 

5  Barnes uses the term ‘disability’ to refer to what I call ‘impairment’, following as I have standard disability 
scholarship. For my discussion of Barnes I shall use her terminology of ‘disability’ to refer to ‘impairment’.
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overall quality of life, it does not follow that it would be morally acceptable for a parent 
to cause their child to have a disability, or acceptable for them to refrain from prevent-
ing it by, for example, refusing to inoculate the child against polio. For disability is a 
harm, and, according to Barnes, parents have a duty to prevent serious harms to their 
children: ‘if parents have good reason to believe that something will cause serious 
harm to their child, they have a duty to prevent it where possible, even if they think that 
harm might be outweighed by other benefits’ (2009, p. 348). Or, as she puts it, parents 
shouldn’t be act consequentialists. Their ‘relationship to their children is one based on 
a duty of care, and a central provision of such a care relationship is the prevention, 
where possible, of serious harm (regardless of whether such harm might result in even-
tual benefit)’ (p. 348).

While certainly innovative in its defence of standard claims made by disability 
advocates about the nature and value of being disabled, Barnes’ argument is deeply 
flawed. To begin with, it seems to suggest that parents have a responsibility to prevent 
their child from becoming gay (if we suppose that it were possible to do so). Barnes has 
relied heavily on the analogy between gayness and disability, so if parents have a duty 
to prevent disability, based on the duty not to cause even local harm, then they also 
have a duty to avoid gayness. But Barnes doesn’t accept that parents should prevent 
their children from becoming gay. She argues that parents are not obligated to avoid all 
harms but only ‘serious’ or ‘substantial’ harms. It is for this reason that they do nothing 
wrong when they inflict local harms, such as imposing punishments on their children 
or making them eat their vegetables. These harms, Barnes claims, are ‘quite trivial ones’ 
(p. 348). It is only substantial harms—‘ones that represent a great deal of suffering’—
that parents have a duty to avoid. Barnes suggests that in a society not seriously hostile 
to gays, being gay would not count as a serious harm. Indeed, she also says that in a 
society accepting of non-standard physicality which didn’t cause ‘pain and illness’, 
some disabilities wouldn’t count as serious harms either, in which case parents would 
indeed be under no obligation to avoid them. This concession clearly reins in Barnes’ 
claim to have shown that parents are obligated to prevent, or not cause, disability even 
though being disabled is just another way of being different.

If Barnes’ argument isn’t merely another account of the Social Model of Disability, 
one that bites the bullet on causing disability, she must sustain the claim that many 
disabilities do count as ‘serious’ harms, even in hospitable environments. Unfortunately 
she makes no attempt to elucidate the notion of ‘serious’ harm, and what she says by 
way of example just raises more questions than it answers. For example, she suggests 
that polio is a paradigm example of a ‘serious disability’ and thus one that parents 
would have a moral duty to prevent. But why? If we can imagine a society that has 
made substantial advances in accessibility and reducing discrimination, what reasons 
have we for supposing that the vast majority of physical impairments associated with 
polio would count as ‘serious’ harms (or harms at all)? Barnes also appeals to ‘pain and 
illness’ as features that can make a disability a serious harm. However, few disabilities 
are typically associated with chronic, ongoing pain—certainly not blindness, deafness, 



OUP CORRECTED PROOF – FINAL, 07/15/2016, SPi

82  A Natural Alliance against a Common Foe? 

severe cognitive impairment, and many forms of paraplegia or quadriplegia. In the 
absence of any definition of illness, or of how it is distinct from disability, and in 
the absence of any argument as to why we should believe illness is a serious harm 
whereas disability is not, the appeal to ‘illness’ is hardly helpful either.6 The upshot is 
that it is unclear whether Barnes has really provided any rejoinder to people such as Jeff 
McMahan who challenge widespread disability advocacy views for their implausible 
implications regarding causing or failing to prevent disability. Given that she relies so 
heavily on the analogy between disability and gayness, her rejoinder fails without some 
account of why disability, but not gayness, is a serious harm.

However, let’s assume for the sake of argument that disability is sometimes a serious 
harm. There are still significant problems with Barnes’ view. It is implausible to 
suggest, as she does, that good parents do not inflict local harms even in the pursuit 
of enhancing overall quality of life. Imagine my son gets cancer. I am told that with 
chemotherapy he has a very good chance of being cured. The chemotherapy will cause 
all kinds of harm: he will suffer weakness and nausea, serious skin irritations, hair loss, 
and perhaps even developmental delays. Would it really be ideal parenting to decline 
the treatment regime on the basis that I should avoid the infliction of serious local 
harms even if in the pursuit of my child’s overall benefit? It won’t work for Barnes to 
emphasize that the child will die if the harm is not inflicted, for that too is a judgement 
about the child’s overall outcomes, not merely one about whether the infliction of the 
harms of treatment are ‘serious’ or ‘substantial’. In any case, we can simply change the 
details of the case by supposing that the cancer will not kill my son but just mean that 
he will live a life of much reduced physical strength, eventually leading to wheelchair 
use, blindness and deafness, and eventual loss of speech. In at least many cases, we do 
and should impose local harms on children where we have good reason to believe that 
doing so will lead to significant overall benefit for them. It is incredible to suggest that 
good parents should always avoid making such judgements. Indeed, imposing local 
harms in the name of promoting overall quality of life outcomes is the common grist of 
good parenting. We do not feel entitled to impose discipline on our children or make 
them eat their vegetables merely because we are sure that the harms involved are ‘quite 
trivial ones’, as Barnes suggests. We do so because of our beliefs about what is likely to 
be good for their overall quality of life. Indeed, I suspect that whether or not we classify 
a harm as ‘serious’ or ‘trivial’ in many cases will depend on whether it contributes to or 
detracts from overall quality of life. Making children eat broccoli is a trivial harm 
mainly because it actually contributes to their overall quality of life. Making them eat 
some harmless but foul-tasting substance for no good benefit at all does seem like a 
more serious harm. Similarly, the imposition of good-quality discipline is a trivial 
harm because it is good for children overall; the imposition of pointless and capricious 

6  In her latest paper (2014), Barnes also relies on a distinction between health and disability to avoid 
unpalatable conclusions, but there too she fails to explain what she takes the distinction to be or why she 
thinks it has normative significance.
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discipline which in no way improves a child’s quality of life could plausibly be described 
as a serious harm.

Good parents will want to know of any disability not only whether or not it will be a 
local harm but what its impact on overall quality of life might be. Because Barnes 
denies that disability causes an overall reduction in quality of life, she ultimately fails to 
explain why parents should not cause, or fail to prevent, disability. But things might 
be even worse for Barnes. She argues that the testimony of disabled people supports 
the view that being disabled can in fact enhance overall quality of life. Once we accept 
that parents should make overall quality-of-life judgements, and in some cases appro-
priately inflict harms in the pursuit of enhanced quality of life, it is unclear why parents 
who refuse to cause disability don’t do something wrong, at least in some cases. Barnes 
suggests an alternative, more modest view of the connection between disability and 
quality of life that might evade this challenge: not the strong claim that disability 
enhances quality of life but merely that we cannot know whether it will, or whether it 
will diminish it instead. She claims that what we want to know of any individual is their 
objective chance of a good quality of life with a disability, and that to determine this

it’s not enough to simply determine the average quality of life of persons in similar circumstances 
with similar disability and compare it to persons in similar circumstances without disability. Such 
a calculation (were it possible) would only tell us about average quality of life. But what we need 
to know is whether disability is objectively likely to be a determent for x. (2009, p. 343)7

By parity of reasoning, Barnes must believe that parents cannot make informed 
calculations as to whether a healthy diet and good education are objectively likely to 
enhance their children’s quality of life. Even if she is prepared to bite that bullet, one 
final question remains. Why does Barnes presuppose that we can make an assessment 
of whether or not disability is a serious local harm? Presumably the best we can do is 
consider the evidence, including the testimony of disabled people themselves, which 
is just as varied regarding the issue of disability as a local harm as it is regarding the 
question of whether disability raises or reduces overall quality of life.

The upshot of the discussion is as follows. If having an impairment in a hospitable 
environment is of no disadvantage, then disability advocates can lend some credibility 
to the criticism of parents who would seek to change their children’s biological givens. 
Specifically, they have the resources to flesh out the slur of eugenics by suggesting that 
parents who would seek to change their children’s biology are acting on nothing more 
than false and pernicious views about the value of some human traits and capacities. 
They provide some substantive support for being ‘open to the unbidden’. However, the 
apparent problem with this argument is that it would seem to entail that there is noth-
ing wrong with parents causing their children to be impaired. Barnes fails to provide 

7  Barnes does go on to concede that perhaps such judgements are possible, but then claims we would 
have no way of knowing whether reductions in overall quality of life were due to the intrinsic features of 
the impairment or social circumstances. I am here assuming that we are discussing cases located in a hos-
pitable social environment.
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a convincing response to this challenge. Given that so few, if any, disability advocates 
are willing to bite the bullet and concede that it is morally acceptable to cause impair-
ment,8 then ultimately they haven’t presented us with a compelling reason why parents 
should accept their children as they are. Their position is more credible than Sandel’s 
vague claims about the importance of accepting and unconditional love, but in the end 
it also fails.

5.4  Conclusion
There is much to be learned from disability scholarship but I don’t think we learn that 
parents should never seek to prevent or cure impairments. We do learn the more mod-
est but important lesson that it is extremely difficult to make certain judgements about 
what will or will not enhance quality of life. We have very little reliable evidence as to 
what quality of life would be like for people with impairments in a social environment 
that was commodious and non-discriminatory. We have no experience of such an 
environment, and near-universal prejudice against impairment and people with 
impairments means our own speculative assessments are likely to be heavily tarnished. 
Even in the absence of such limitations, it is empirically difficult to assess quality of life. 
There is ongoing controversy about how to interpret available evidence, and about the 
quality of the evidence available. The empirical difficulties are only compounded by 
philosophical disputes about what quality of life consists of. Perhaps it is safe to say that 
severe mental illness, pain, chronic loneliness, and social hostility are certainly not 
part of it, and that contentment certainly is. Beyond that, things become much less 
certain. When people appeal to evidence that people with impairments are just as 
happy with their lot as people without impairments, they assume that quality of life 
is concerned only with subjective well-being or happiness, and that the best evidence 
really does show that people with impairments are as subjectively content as those 
without them. Both assumptions are contestable. Similarly, the pro-enhancement 
literature is riddled with equally contentious assertions about how greater tallness, 
intelligence, and memory increase overall well-being, engaging in cherry-picking of 
limited literature and displaying questionable confidence in what that limited litera-
ture can really demonstrate (cf. Savulescu, Sandberg, and Kahane 2011).

Disability scholars are right to claim that we should not assume that all, or even most, 
impairments are intrinsic disadvantages, irrespective of social circumstances. Our fixed 
traits can interact with the social environment in all kinds of ways to produce advantage 
and disadvantage (variously described, depending on one’s philosophical view about 
well-being). So too with respect to the kinds of trait that may in the future be amenable 
to enhancement technology. Because such judgements in most cases are both empiri-
cally and philosophically uncertain, we should not assume that either curing disability 

8  This may explain why, in her most recent paper, Barnes simply disputes the claim that there is anything 
wrong with causing impairment (2014).
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or enhancing normal traits is always a good thing. Despite all the uncertainty involved, 
at best we reach a conclusion that parents and others should proceed with great caution. 
Sandel is right to promote the virtue of humility with respect to such matters. However, 
being humble and cautious about our ability to form reliable judgements on quality of 
life is hardly a broadside against human enhancement, any more than it is a general 
criticism of parents who seek to prevent or cure disability. Even the most enthusiastic 
advocates of human enhancement agree that we should proceed with caution, and 
acknowledge that our judgements may be tainted by prejudice, fads, and ignorance. 
Perhaps we should give up our obsessive focus on trying to cure some impairments, as 
well as our misplaced optimism that some enhancements will do anyone any real good. 
What we cannot conclude is that we should give up trying to make such judgements 
altogether, that we should just be open to any and all of the unbiddens our children will 
otherwise turn up with. In any case, such a posture would not reflect virtuous parenting 
but in many circumstances an abandonment of it.
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Playing God
What is the Problem?

John Weckert

6.1  Introduction
To be accused of playing God is to be accused of doing something morally wrong, an 
accusation that is often levelled at human enhancement (see Peters 2007). The wrong-
ness might derive from harms caused but it is not always seen in this light. It might 
rather come from the fact that something is being done that humans have no business 
doing. Speaking of eugenics and genetic engineering, Michael Sandel asks: ‘Why 
should we not shake off our unease about genetic enhancement as so much supersti-
tion?’ His answer is: ‘To believe that our talents and powers are wholly our own is to 
misunderstand our place in creation, to confuse our role with God’s’ (Sandel 2004). 
Clive Hamilton makes a similar point regarding geoengineering:

Playing God entails humans crossing a boundary to a domain of control or causation that is 
beyond their rightful place. (Hamilton, 2013, p. 178)

And again:

To cross successfully would require mortals to possess a degree of omniscience and omnipo-
tence that has always been preserved for God or the great processes of Nature that are rightfully 
beyond human interference. (Hamilton 2013, p. 180)

So we play God when we are ‘beyond our rightful place’ and in a place that is ‘rightfully 
beyond human interference’. There is a hint in the second quotation that playing God 
will cause harm because humans do not have the capacity to make good decisions in 
those areas, but the wrongness essentially consists in interfering where we should not. 
Henk van den Belt says this explicitly when discussing Frankenstein—‘his real transgres-
sion was that he sought to create a human being’—implying that the real transgression 
was not that his action led to harm (van den Belt 2009, p. 267).

The creation of a monster by Frankenstein (Shelley 1818) can be seen as a para-
digm case of playing God. The most common use of this image currently is in 
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the  term ‘Frankenfoods’ to designate foods that have been genetically modified 
(GM) by scientists. The modification of genes, the assumption goes, is the province 
of God and not of humans. The main concern of many, however, seems to be the 
real or feared harms caused by producing and consuming those foods, so perhaps 
it  should be seen as a largely rhetorical device to discourage the consumption 
and  production of GM crops. First used in 1992 by Paul Lewis (Medicinenet 
2012), the term ‘Frankenfood’ became popular after the UK’s Prince Charles, the 
Prince of Wales, strongly criticized GM crops in the late 1990s and linked them 
with playing God:

I believe that genetic modification is much more than just an extension of selective breeding 
techniques. Mixing genetic material from species that cannot breed naturally, takes us into 
areas that should be left to God. We should not be meddling with the building blocks of life in 
this way. (Prince of Wales 1998)

It appears from this as if the wrongness consists in doing something that is rightfully in 
God’s domain, but the Prince then talks primarily about ‘the long-term consequences 
for human health and the environment’ of these crops. The wrongness really seems to 
lie essentially in the potentially harmful consequences.

Playing God has a distinctively religious ring. However, van den Belt (2009) argues 
that liberal theologians do not see it as primarily a religious argument but rather a 
secular one. It is that humans infringe not on God’s domain but on a deified nature’s 
domain. For Ted Peters, one such theologian, playing God has its origins in Greek 
religion and explicitly in the Prometheus myth, where by taking fire from the sun 
and giving it to humans, Prometheus moved into an area that was rightfully Zeus’ 
(Peters 2007, p. 179). According to Peters but probably not to all Christians, in the 
Christian tradition the playing God argument has no place. New technologies are not 
to be feared because they might infringe on God’s territory. What is important is 
whether these technologies ‘will respond to a transcendental ground for goodness and 
will enhance our capacity to love’ (Peters 2007, p. 182).

Whether or not there is a plausible religious version of the playing God argument 
will not concern us here because the secular version is now more common. In this 
version, as already noted, nature plays the role of God. Instead of claiming that some 
things are in the province of God and not humans, here some things should be left 
to nature. If humans attempt to do what is rightly in nature’s domain, it is in some 
sense unnatural.

The claim then is that playing God is interfering with nature or modifying nature, as 
in the genetic engineering example, and that this is morally wrong. The argument to 
examine these claims will proceed as follows: if playing God is interfering with nature, 
some account of nature is required. It will be argued in Section 6.2 that there are two 
broad concepts of nature, one excluding and the other including humans. Section 6.3 
will consider what follows for the playing God argument if humans are not part of 
nature, and Section 6.4 the consequences if they are. Neither case gives strong support 
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to the claim that playing God as interfering with nature is morally problematic. 
Sections 6.3 and 6.4 suggest that no useful distinction can be drawn between the natu-
ral and the artificial that raises problems for interfering with nature, but in Section 6.5 
an alternative distinction—that between what is controlled by humans and what is 
not—is explored, and this forms the basis for the rest of the argument. In Section 6.6, 
playing God is spelt out in terms of extending the sphere over which humans have 
control. Examples are used to demonstrate this in Section 6.7, and finally, in Section 6.8, 
some conclusions are drawn.

6.2  What is Nature?
The focus here is on nature rather than on what is natural. The starting point, but only 
the starting point, is that nature is what I see when I’m in the country: trees, grass, 
animals, and so on. This can, of course, be described in terms of what is natural, but a 
focus on nature makes clearer the relationship between the secular version of playing 
God and the religious. Nothing of substance hinges on this distinction between nature 
and the natural.

Moving on to a slightly more precise account, from our starting point of nature 
being what we see when we are out in the country, a common view is that nature is 
what we are in when we go out into the mountain or forests. That is, nature is where 
people are not. Or perhaps better, nature is what has not been affected by people. If this 
is what nature is, there is not much of it around. These days it might be more usual to 
think of wilderness as that which has not been affected by humans, but this too is dubi-
ous. According to the Wilderness Society (TWS) in Australia, one criterion of wilder-
ness is to be ‘substantially undisturbed by colonial and modern technological society’. 
A distinction is drawn ‘between the impacts of indigenous people practising ecologi-
cally sustainable land management, and the very different impacts of colonial and 
modern technological society.’ (TWS 2015). Even wilderness is recognized as being 
affected by humans.

Before considering this issue of whether something can be nature or wilderness and 
simultaneously affected by humans more closely, another question arises: are people 
part of nature? Fern Wickson raises this well:

If nature is somewhere that humans are not, we lose sight of the fact that we are just another 
species intimately intertwined in the complex web of biological systems on this planet. 
However, if we place ourselves within a definition of nature, the definition then becomes essen-
tially meaningless by extending to everything on Earth. (Wickson 2008)

Either nature does not include humans or it does. The former is wrong, she suggests, 
but the latter makes the concept ‘nature’ meaningless because everything is part of it.

This is only an apparent dilemma. First, if humans are part of nature, the concept is 
not necessarily meaningless if it is interpreted as meaning that humans are part of the 
natural world, just as kangaroos and polar bears are. Second, the argument here is that 
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there are two broad conceptions of nature: one that includes humans and the other 
that excludes them. John Stuart Mill suggested this:

It thus appears that we must recognise at least two principal meanings in the word ‘nature’. In 
one sense, it means all the powers existing in either the outer or the inner world and everything 
which takes place by means of those powers. In another sense, it means, not everything which 
happens, but only, what takes place without agency, or without the voluntary and intentional 
agency, of man. (Mill 1904)

John Passmore too makes the distinction when he writes that he is using ‘nature’ in a 
narrow sense,

in which neither Sir Christopher Wren nor St Paul’s Cathedral forms part of ‘nature’ and it may 
be hard to decide whether an oddly shaped flint or a landscape where the trees are evenly 
spaced is or is not ‘natural’. (Passmore 2010, p. 103)

Distinguishing these two broad conceptions of nature is important for the following 
discussion, although it will be argued that the distinction is not a sharp one and that it 
is actually more of a continuum, with artefacts at one end and something like wilder-
ness at the other, where the two broad concepts of nature are the limiting cases. But 
more of that later. Even if the distinction is not sharp, it is still useful. Call the concept 
of nature which includes humans as well as the non-human, nature(I) and that which 
excludes humans nature(E). Given this distinction, a beaver’s dam is both part of 
nature(I) and nature(E), while a rock-and-concrete dam built for irrigation is part 
of nature(I) only.

What implications does the discussion so far have for the playing God argument? 
We will consider the implications of the two concepts separately.

6.3  Humans Are Not Part of Nature
In the religious version of playing God, we should not do some things because they are 
in God’s domain, not ours. In the secular version, if nature is nature(E) then we should 
not do certain things because they are in the domain of nature(E); some things should 
be left to nature(E). Humans should not interfere with nature(E). While this secular 
version seems to run closely parallel to the religious one, at least at the start, a puzzling 
question is raised: why should humans not interfere with nature(E)? This question can, 
of course, also be asked about moving into God’s domain, but there the answer might 
be sought from theologians or revelation. It is less clear who has the authority to tell us 
why nature should not be interfered with. Perhaps we should not do anything that is 
not natural, but that seems to just mean that we should not do anything that interferes 
with nature(E)—hardly an advance. An argument is required to show why we should 
not interfere with nature(E)—that is, do things that are not natural. An argument can 
be made that interfering with nature is natural for humans. Natural actions must 
include those that are necessary for survival—eating, for example. Relative to other 
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animals, humans are not very good at many things. We cannot run very fast, certainly 
not fast enough to catch most of our prey; we swim only poorly; we cannot fly at all; we 
clumsily climb trees; and we are not adept at burrowing. And our senses seem to be 
middle range at best. Where we do excel is in our reasoning and in our tool-making 
ability. By and large we use our tool-making ability, our technologies, to provide our 
food and shelter, and in general to enable us to lead reasonable lives. According to Jose 
Ortega y Gassett (1961), the purpose of technology is to enable us to live well. Without 
those tools we would not survive and certainly not live comfortably or well, but tools 
and their use interfere with nature(E). Even indigenous Australians who seemed to 
live in relative harmony with nature(E) used fire to modify the landscape in order to 
increase their food supply (Jones 1969), and the world over, land has been cleared of its 
vegetation so that food crops can be grown. There is something very natural about 
humans interfering with nature(E): we are just doing what we evolved to do. There is 
no choice if we are to survive. It follows from this that if humans are not part of nature, 
the argument that we should not interfere with it does not take us very far. Playing God 
cannot be simply interfering with or modifying nature(E); something else is needed. 
Perhaps it is the way or the extent to which nature is modified, but we will return to this 
in Section 6.6.

6.4  Humans Are Part of Nature
Here it is even more difficult to get the argument going that humans should not 
interfere with or modify nature. If nature is nature(I) then whatever humans do should 
be viewed in the same way as what non-humans do. Birds build nests while humans 
build houses. Beavers build dams out of trees and sticks, while humans build dams out 
of rocks and concrete. Houses and concrete dams are just as much part of nature(I) 
as nests and beaver dams. To claim that we should not interfere with nature(I) makes 
little sense.

Perhaps it could be argued that while humans are part of nature(I), we are different 
in kind and not just in degree from the rest of nature(I). We are autonomous in that we 
have free will and no other creatures do. We are therefore responsible for what we do 
but other creatures have no responsibility. One response to this is to give a compatibil-
ist account of free will in which everything that we do is caused, just as everything that 
other creatures do is caused, albeit in a much more complicated and sophisticated 
manner. On such an account it would be wrong to say that we are different in kind; we 
would differ in degree only. Another response is to accept that we are different in kind 
and not merely in degree. That is just the way that we evolved. Kangaroos evolved with 
strong tails to jump and we evolved with a decision-making capacity that makes us 
autonomous. It is not obvious why autonomous creatures could not be part of nature, 
and if they are, what they do is part of nature. The claim that we should not interfere 
with nature because only we are autonomous is difficult to justify. Again, it might be 
that what is important is how it is modified.
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So far it looks as if the secular version of the playing God argument gets nowhere, 
but the story of Frankenstein can be instructive, as will be seen in Section 6.7. First, 
though, a distinction will be spelt out that will prove useful. Given that it has been 
argued that whether or not humans are considered part of nature, nothing of signifi-
cance can be established to show that interfering with nature is morally dubious, so any 
distinction between the artificial and the non-artificial is not likely to be useful. 
Another distinction—that between what is and what is not controlled by humans—is 
promising.

6.5  The Controlled/Uncontrolled Distinction
If humans are part of nature then everything that they do is natural, and if they are not 
part of nature, much of what they do is still natural because they have no choice but to 
interfere with nature if they are to survive. They do what they have evolved to do. They 
modify nature just as beavers and nest-building birds do. So for now we will put aside 
the question of whether what humans do is natural or not and consider instead the 
controlled/uncontrolled distinction. Something or some aspect of the world is con-
trolled if it is made by humans (on the assumption that they can control it), and if it is 
not then it is uncontrolled. A concrete-and-rock dam is controlled while a beaver’s 
dam is uncontrolled (by humans). Landscapes intentionally modified by indigenous 
Australians through intentional and systematic burning are controlled while wilder-
ness areas untouched by humans, if any remain, are uncontrolled. Another way of 
putting this distinction is in terms of artefacts and natural objects. The concrete-and-
rock dam is an example of the former and the beaver dam one of the latter. This dis-
tinction as stated is ambiguous. Something could be uncontrolled by humans either 
because nobody has yet bothered to try to control it or because it is uncontrollable, 
because either the technology is not yet available to control it or because it is uncon-
trollable in principle. Here ‘uncontrolled’ will mean that nobody has yet either controlled 
it or developed the technology to control it—that is, it embraces everything except 
uncontrollable in principle.

It will be obvious that this distinction is not a sharp one. Something can be con-
trolled to a greater or lesser extent, and given that this distinction can be put in terms of 
artefacts, being an artefact can also be a matter of degree. Lynne Rudder Baker (2008, p. 7) 
makes a stronger claim, arguing that the artefact/natural object distinction will con-
tinue to become fuzzier and will eventually fade away. This is at least partly because it is 
unclear if ‘digital organisms, robo-rats, bacterial batteries, genetically engineered viral 
search-and-destroy missiles’ are artefacts or natural objects, nor is it obvious whether 
it matters. Val Plumwood (2006) too suggests that the distinction between artefacts 
and natural objects is not sharp. Her main interest is the landscape, and she argues that 
any landscape is a result of not only human agency but also the agency of other species 
and of nature itself. Because of this, she argues against Tim Flannery that Australia is 
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not a vast human artefact, even if the landscape was shaped to a large extent by inten-
tional burning (see Flannery 2003, p. 41). If agents interact in the creation of artefacts, 
then it seems to follow that the greater the human involvement, the greater degree that 
an object is an artefact. A farm is an artefact to a greater extent than a wilderness area 
even if the current state of the wildness has been affected to some degree by human 
activity. This point has been laboured a little here because it is important in what 
follows.

It should be noted that this distinction between controlled and uncontrolled is spe-
cies relative. From a human perspective, houses are controlled and birds’ nests are 
uncontrolled. From the perspective of birds, if they have one, it is the other way round. 
For them a bird’s nest would be an artefact but my house part of nature. C. S. Lewis also 
makes this point:

If ants had a language they would, no doubt, call their anthill an artifact and describe the brick 
wall in its neighborhood as a natural object. (Lewis 1960, pp. 45–6)

This may seem a little odd, but nothing important hinges on this oddness.

6.6  Back to Playing God
The idea that interfering with or modifying nature is illegitimate because it is unnatural 
leads nowhere, as we have seen. If nature includes humans then everything that we do 
is natural. If it does not include humans then an argument is still required to show that 
interfering with nature is somehow wrong. As was argued, humans in fact have no 
choice but to interfere with nature in order to survive, and if there is no choice then it 
can hardly be wrong. It might be argued that only interference necessary for survival is 
justifiable, but this places a lot of weight on ‘survival’. If survival is just staying alive long 
enough to reproduce then perhaps not much interference would be necessary, but to 
lead a satisfying human life more than mere survival is necessary, so more modifica-
tion of nature is required. How much more is justified needs to be spelt out, but that is 
beyond our scope here. We are now, however, heading in the right direction.

We will return now to playing God with the controlled/uncontrolled distinction in 
mind and see whether that is more fruitful than looking at what is unnatural. Playing 
God, we might say, is expanding the sphere over which we have control. This is obvi-
ously much too broad as it stands. Every time we clear a small patch of native forest to 
plant a crop for food we would be playing God, but that would make the whole idea 
insignificant. One way to make this broadening of sphere more significant is to con-
sider what Hans Jonas says about ethics and technology:

All previous ethics [. . .] had these interconnected tacit premises in common: that the human 
condition, determined by the nature of man and the nature of things, was given once for all; 
that the human good on that basis was readily determinable; and that the range of human 
action and therefore responsibility was narrowly circumscribed. (Jonas 1973, p. 31)
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The suggestion is that in the past, technology was not powerful enough to change 
either humans or the non-human world, so our decisions were made and therefore our 
responsibilities restricted within fairly clearly defined parameters. If we clear our small 
patch of land by hand or with some hand-held implement, say a hoe, we are not able to 
make significant changes to ‘the nature of things’. Everything, apart from a small patch, 
is much the same as it was before the clearing was done. Jonas goes on to argue that 
new technologies have changed all this and now ethics, and our responsibilities, have 
to be reassessed in the light of these new situations. The range of human action and 
responsibility is no longer so narrowly circumscribed.

Ronald Dworkin makes a similar point:

That crucial boundary between choice and chance is the spine of our ethics and our morality, 
and any serious shift in that boundary is seriously dislocating. (Dworkin 2000, p. 444)

In the area over which we have control, we have choice. In the rest it’s up to chance. 
Again the suggestion is that in the past this boundary did not shifted dramatically but 
now it has.

These quotations point to an understanding of playing God which does give it some 
important content, or so it will be argued. Playing God, we will say now, is expanding 
the sphere over which we have control to the extent that we no longer have the knowl-
edge or capacity to competently make decisions with respect to the expanded part. 
C. A. J. Coady compares the ability of humans with those of the Christian God, who is 
considered to be ‘omnipotent, omniscient and supremely benevolent’ (Coady 2009, 
p. 163). Humans are none of these and can therefore easily move into areas where they 
lack competence.

To make this clearer, consider an example. The Wivenhoe Dam was built on the 
Brisbane River partly for flood mitigation. In the past the river had caused severe 
flooding in the city of Brisbane and it was hoped that the dam would alleviate the situ-
ation. In 2011, torrential rain caused major flooding in Brisbane again. However, now 
that the dam had been built, the engineers in charge were held by many to be responsi-
ble for the flooding. If water had been released earlier, it was claimed, the severity of 
the flooding would have been considerably less. It is not that the engineers in charge 
of water release were incompetent. Neither they nor anyone else had the necessary 
knowledge. Torrential rain could be predicted but just how much and where it would 
fall could not be known accurately. Furthermore, the area had been in drought for a 
considerable time, so releasing water if the rain did not eventuate could have led to 
future water shortages. Here we have a situation where an event—the flooding—which 
would previously have been an act of God, or a chance event, is now the responsibility 
of people. In Dworkin’s terms, the boundary between choice and chance had changed 
and in Jonas’ terms, human responsibility is no longer so narrowly circumscribed. The 
claim here is not that building the Wivenhoe Dam was playing God. Rather, it is an 
example of how boundaries and responsibilities can change, and how decisions must 
be made in situations where previously none were necessary.
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It should be noted here that we are not talking about all, or even most, situations in 
which decisions must be made where they were not previously. If I buy a car with 
manual transmission when previously I have always had cars with automatic transmis-
sion, I have new decisions to make. I have to decide when to change gears when previ-
ously I did not need to. The car took care of itself in that respect. This differs from 
the Wivenhoe Dam example. In that case, what had been a chance event—a flood—
was now under the control of humans. The automatic transmission was not a chance 
event in this way. The gears changed as a result of the design of the transmission. In 
effect, the gear change was now an effect of my decision where previously it was the 
result of someone else’s—the designer’s—decision.

The situations of interest are those where previously no human decision-making 
was possible but now it is. Even here, however, we would not want to say that all such 
cases involved playing God. Some cases are too insignificant, such as deciding to walk 
or to drive my car to the shop. Before having a car there was no decision to make. The 
scale of potential consequences, particularly harmful ones, matter. The Wivenhoe 
Dam example is probably somewhere in the middle.

6.7  Examples
The field of geoengineering provides some useful examples and the Australian edition 
of Clive Hamilton’s recent book on the topic (Earthmasters 2013) is subtitled Playing 
God with the Climate. Geoengineering is being discussed seriously because of growing 
concerns about climate change and the difficulties of gaining international coopera-
tion in dealing with it. Various strategies are being considered but one of the most 
attractive, because it would be relatively inexpensive, is solar radiation management, 
also called albedo modification. The most commonly discussed method is putting 
sulphate particles or other chemicals into the upper atmosphere to stop some of 
the sunlight from reaching the Earth. Depending on the amount of particles sprayed 
into the atmosphere, the increase in temperature could be slowed, or the temperature 
held stable or lowered. According to Ken Caldeira, a climate scientist at the Carnegie 
Institution for Science at Stanford,

We know this is possible because we have seen volcanoes do it. In 1991, the Mount Pinatubo 
eruption in the Philippines injected lots of small particles high in the atmosphere, and the next 
year the Earth cooled, despite the continued rise in atmospheric greenhouse gas concentra-
tions. (Caldeira 2015)

So not only would this process be relatively inexpensive but it would also have an effect 
quickly. While these two features make it attractive it is also highly controversial. 
Caldeira himself admits:

It is possible, of course, that sustaining the kind of aerosol layer that circled the Earth in 1991 
would just make things worse. We just don’t know. (Caldeira, 2015)
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However, Caldeira and other advocates such as David Keith (see O’Donnell 2013) view 
the uncertainty about risks not as showing that the idea should be abandoned but 
rather that research is required to discover exactly what the risks are and how they can 
be overcome. The impetus is that climate change could be so disastrous that something 
drastic may have to be done. (For a detailed discussion of solar radiation management, 
see Hamilton 2013, ch. 3; MacMartin, Caldeira, and Keith 2014).

Solar radiation management, if it ever takes place, is a good example of humans 
making decisions in an area where they have little or no expertise and where decisions 
have not been made before. Cooler or warmer temperatures on a global scale were 
in the realm of chance, not choice. Some worry that droughts could result from this 
geoengineering, and these events too have been chance events not caused by human 
intervention. Those who make the decisions about the amount of sulphate particles to 
pump into the atmosphere perhaps could be subject to litigation if food shortages 
result from, or are believed to result from, geoengineering.

In order not to travel well-trodden territory with respect to a human enhancement 
example, we will briefly consider a fairly radical technique: head transplant (Thomson 
2015) or body transplant (Sample 2015) (both describe the same research but from 
different perspectives). This has been proposed recently, not as an enhancement but 
rather as a therapy for people who have lost, are losing, or never had substantial use of 
their bodies. However, if it ever became a reality it would almost certainly be sought as 
an enhancement. I could be an enhanced human with a much better body (deemed 
better by me at least) even though my previous body was not lacking relative to other 
bodies. This research is in a relatively early stage and its feasibility has been challenged, 
but it is a useful example. If a technique for altering a person can be considered to be 
playing God in the sense defined here, this would seem to be it. We have never been 
able to choose our bodies. I am assuming that it makes more sense to say the ‘we’ 
attaches to our heads to a greater extent than it does to our bodies. Modifying our 
bodies is, of course, possible, through prosthetics, various implants, and sex-change 
operations, for example, but having a whole new body (excluding the head) would be 
quite new. I can already choose to alter my body; it could become stronger, more 
tanned, more feminine or masculine, and so on, but only within fairly strict limits. 
Those limits would be gone with a whole-body transplant. I could choose the race 
and gender (and perhaps species) of my new body. This would raise some interesting 
questions, particularly concerning self-identity. If I, as a white Australian, had an 
indigenous Australian body, how would I see myself and how would others see me? Or 
as a male if I had a female body? The situation could be uncertain even if I had a differ-
ent oldish, white, male body from the one that I have now. My head is probably more 
important than the rest of my body for my identity but that does not mean that my 
body is unimportant. The situation would be even more interesting if identity could be 
attached to either head or body. This might be possible if something like the highly 
contentious idea of cellular memory—that is, ‘that human body cells contain clues to 
our personalities, tastes, and histories, independently of either genetic codes or brain 
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cells’—turned out to be true (Carroll 2015; see also Cosier 2015). When my body 
became diseased or too old, I could get a better one, and when my head did, that in turn 
could be replaced. Perhaps I would be immortal, or at least live as long as a suitable 
supply of heads and bodies was available. I would be like the axe that was said to be still 
the same axe after multiple new heads and handles.

This is not to argue that such transplants are morally wrong, although they may be; 
nor to suggest that they are repugnant, which again they may be. It is simply to point 
out some of the unknowns.. If it were to become a reality it would definitely expand the 
area over which humans had control. Our bodies would be matters of choice and not 
chance to a much greater degree than now. Given the many unknowns, it is not at all 
clear that we have the competence to make good decisions, and this would be a case of 
playing God as it is defined here.

Playing God, we said, is expanding the sphere over which we have control to the 
extent that we no longer have the knowledge or capacity to competently make deci-
sions with respect to the expanded part. ‘Competently’ is an important qualification 
because it points to decisions that have significant consequences. Playing God then is a 
matter of degree for two reasons: competence is not an all-or-nothing issue and conse-
quences can be more or less significant. One can then play God to a greater or lesser 
extent. Playing God can also change over time. It may be that where we cannot now 
make competent decisions, with more experience we can. Perhaps one day we will 
know enough to be able to competently choose our bodies. If that time arrives, body 
transplants would not constitute playing God.

6.8  Conclusion
So what is wrong with playing God, in the secular sense of interfering with nature? In 
itself, nothing. The argument has been that regardless of the interpretation of nature, 
no strong case can made that some human actions are wrong because they interfere 
with or modify nature. If nature includes people—that is, nature(I)—then everything 
that we do is as natural as what birds and beavers do. Even if it excludes people—that is, 
nature(E)—much of what humans do that is necessarily for survival interferes with 
nature so cannot be morally wrong. This conclusion is at odds with that of van den Belt 
who, as we saw earlier, says that the wrongness of Frankenstein’s action was that he 
created a human. Coady’s position is similar to that of van den Belt, concluding that the 
charge of playing God may be ‘an intrinsic moral objection to the very idea of changing 
human nature’ (Coady 2009, p. 179).

It does not follow, of course, that all actions that interfere with nature are sensible, 
good, or useful, and with respect to the playing God charge, reconsidering Frankenstein 
is instructive. The wrongness in Frankenstein’s action lies not in the creation itself but 
rather in the fact that he did not think carefully enough about what he was doing. He 
was acting outside his area of competence. People, at least most, need friends, and 
Frankenstein’s creation had none. If a friend had been created or if the monster had 
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looked less frightening to humans, there might have been no problems. The monster 
did, after all, try to be friendly to people at the beginning. His constant rejection led to 
the problems.

Playing God in the sense of changing or interfering with nature is changing nature 
in significant ways that change the parameters within which we make decisions such 
that we are not competent to make those decisions, and where new responsibilities 
come into play. While there is nothing wrong with this in itself, extreme care must be 
taken to consider the possible harmful consequences that we may have trouble con-
trolling. This suggests that, strictly speaking, the ‘playing God’ phrase is redundant and 
perhaps just a rhetorical device (see Grey 2012). If all of the work is done by the conse-
quences of an action and not by its intrusion into the realm of God or nature, then 
playing God adds nothing to cost–benefit analysis, the precautionary principle, or some 
other risk-assessment strategy. From a secular perspective then the notion of playing 
God is redundant. Any force that it has comes from drawing attention to potential 
dangers of making decisions and the performance of actions too far outside our areas 
of competence, but this could be done without talking of playing God. Strictly speak-
ing this is true, but saying that some action is, or might be, playing God draws attention 
in a dramatic way to the seriousness of potential consequences, and our lack of compe-
tence and knowledge. We are familiar with the story of Frankenstein and his monster, 
and it is worthwhile remembering the real Frankenstein problem.
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7
Conservative and Critical Morality 
in Debate about Reproductive 
Technologies

John McMillan

7.1  Introduction
Critics of reproductive technologies and human enhancement often object to the 
hubris of attempting to improve our nature. Unpacking precisely what is meant by 
such worries is not a straightforward task. I will suggest that one plausible way of read-
ing such objections is that they are in fact concerns about the damage to important 
‘bearers of value’ or ‘value institutions’ that we risk by departing from what it is natural 
or ordinary for us to do. I will show this by demonstrating the similarities between the 
claims of recent moral conservatives about reproductive technologies and those argu-
ing in the middle of the twentieth century. These conservative positions share a common 
worry about the ability of technology to change or eliminate value-bearers. In the case 
of assisted insemination, this was expressed as a worry about what this departure from 
nature might mean for the institution of marriage. That kind of worry is similar to 
some other recent debates, such as the moves to legalize gay marriage.

Showing how worries about altering value-bearers is at the heart of some conservative 
objections will enable me to outline a conception of what it is that moral conservatives 
wish to ‘conserve’. Many of those arguing against conservative positions on enhancement, 
assisted insemination, and gay marriage can be described as believing in a variety of 
forms of ‘critical morality’. This, I will suggest, is the idea that our moral thinking can, 
and should, be radically revised, even when that means institutions such as marriage 
might be permanently altered.

Gerald Cohen (2011) developed an account of value conservatism which attempts 
to explain why it is that we think some particular institutions or ‘bearers of value’ have 
value which merits consideration in virtue of being the institutions or objects that 
they are.

There are different ways in which someone might be conservative about moral rules, 
principles, value institutions, or bearers of value, but the sense that I’m interested is 
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Cohen’s. He defines value conservatism as ‘a bias in favor of retaining what is of value, 
even in the face of replacing it by something of greater value’. Value conservatives tend 
to have views that are opposed to claims that we should introduce or embrace change 
and revise our common views when that will lead to a better state of affairs, a position 
that I will describe as ‘critical morality’.

So, by critical morality I mean the view that moral rules, principles, and value insti-
tutions, indeed any bearer of value, can and should be altered in the light of rationality 
or moral evaluation. It would be a mistake to think that utilitarianism is the only 
‘critical’ moral theory. A virtue theorist might also think that some practices or things 
that people do fail to conform to what a virtuous person would do in that situation. 
Likewise Kantian-inspired moral positions might generate duties that contradict 
what common morality requires. But in saying that, direct utilitarian theories do not 
value the requirements of common morality if they do not maximize utility, and they 
are therefore the most starkly ‘critical’ of moral theories.

I will argue that Cohen’s value conservatism adds another value dimension to 
debates about reproductive technologies and enhancement. While there are problems 
in knowing exactly what follows from conserving value, it does focus argument on the 
particular bearers of value that are at stake in a debate and could provide some com-
mon ground for critical and conservative moralists.

7.2  Conservativism in Debates about Assisted 
Insemination and Reproductive Technologies

Debates during the 1930s to 1950s about artificial insemination covered a range of 
concerns and issues that are quite different from contemporary concerns about assisted 
reproduction. We take for granted the now settled terms ‘artificial insemination’ (AI) and 
artificial insemination by donor (AID), but when these techniques were first trans-
ferred from their development in animal husbandry to assist human reproduction it 
was far from clear what they should be called. One rejected name was ‘insemination by 
a foreign donor’, which was viewed as inappropriate because ‘the word “foreign” has 
various connotations and might be used to indicate, say, an Italian, Chinese, or other 
national’. And for some time the term ‘X-insemination’ was used so as to highlight the 
anonymity of the donor (Schellen 1957, p. 4).

While masturbation is still viewed by some religions as sinful, it would be odd if a 
contemporary debate about a new reproductive technology mentioned that as a reason 
why it should be impermissible. But, as Glanville Williams observed, that AI would 
involve the donating male masturbating and collecting his ejaculate was an issue:

Masturbation is not only a sin, but so sinful that it cannot be permitted whatever good results 
may follow from it. That masturbation is sinful, when it is a means of obtaining venereal 
pleasure without the prospect of fertilization, follows, of course, from Augustinian doctrine. 
(Williams 1958, p. 131)
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Intriguingly, some Catholic scholars considered whether there could be a doctrine of 
double-effect defence:

Physicians, but not the husband himself, may induce the discharge of the fluid by exercise of 
the prostate gland, for purposes of either fertility examination or artificial insemination. He 
allows it analis frictio [. . .] It just happens that nearby are the two seminal vesicles, so close that 
massage of the gland will in fact result in the discharge of fluid. This result, since it is not 
intended, is legitimate, especially since, he claims, there is no venereal pleasure involved. It is 
produced only as a secondary consequence of the prostate treatment. (Fletcher 1955, p. 111)

While there were plenty of objections to AID that now strike us as odd, some of the 
debate was about issues that are familiar to contemporary debates about assisted 
reproductive technologies. The Church of England commissioned a report on the 
ethics of AID in 1948. It includes some uneven argument but also a number of more 
cogent ‘conservative’ arguments that could well have been developed by contemporary 
conservatives. Some of them are concerns that you could imagine contemporary con-
servatives might well have but perhaps not use in debate. For example, they claimed:

The conscious or ostensible motive may be compassion for the sterile couple, while other 
motives are present (although unrecognized), such as the desire for power and self-assertion, 
or the presumption that the donor possesses capacities of such outstanding quality that they 
ought to be propagated. (Church of England 1948, pp. 27–8)

There’s something refreshing about this speculation about the motives of male donors, 
and perhaps also the ethical duty to consider the purposes to which one’s vital fluids 
are being used. The principal concerns of the report were about what the Church of 
England thought AID would mean for the institution of marriage. It was less exercised 
about the sinfulness of masturbation than Catholic commentators, although it clearly 
thought it immoral:

The act which produces the seminal fluid, being in this instance directed towards the completion 
(impossible without it) of the procreative end of the marriage, loses its character of self-abuse. It 
cannot on this view, be the will of God that a husband and wife should remain childless merely 
because an act of this kind is required to promote conception. (Church of England 1948, p. 47)

While most would baulk at the description of masturbation as ‘self-abuse’, this is a more 
intelligent and creative way to argue about Christian ethics than some of the Catholic 
discussion. What it is that AID aims at—ameliorating unwanted childlessness—is 
acknowledged and taken into account in evaluating the morality of what’s required for 
it to succeed. The report extends the action analysis to the question of whether AID 
implies adultery and whether it is impermissible:

adultery is not wrong because people enjoy it. The enjoyment is sinful because the adultery is wrong. 
The action itself, not its accompanying pleasure, determines its moral quality. . . . Fornication, 
adultery and (ordinarily) masturbation are wrong because they are all disordered uses of the 
sex function. (Church of England 1948, p. 50)
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At this point in the report the reader might think that therein lies an argument for 
permitting AID. If the wrongness of adultery and masturbation are only due to their 
violating the procreative function of reproductive organs, then because AID aims to 
create a child when there otherwise would not be one, they would appear to be a differ-
ent way in which sexual organs are properly employed. The report suggests that AI that 
does not involve donor sperm might be permissible, but using donor sperm is a step 
too far:

In the end, however, the judgment we reach on the subject of AID will be shaped and deter-
mined by our view of the nature of marriage. If, with the Church, we hold it to be that exclusive 
contract and union ‘for better or worse’, the total commitment till death of each spouse to the 
other, then the part of the unknown donor must be seen as an unlawful intrusion, and the part 
of the wife—however innocent she may be of evil intent or motive—a breach of her marriage 
vows . . . AID extracts procreation entirely from the nexus of human relationships, in or outside 
of marriage. (Church of England 1948, pp. 56–7)

Perhaps not surprisingly, the woman’s infidelity takes centre stage while whether or 
not the donating male has also committed a sin is not determinative. However, the 
point that is relevant for this discussion is the potential for AID to change, or perhaps 
more accurately debase, the value institution of marriage. It’s even broader than mar-
riage in that the determinative objection to AID is also about alienating procreation 
from human relationships. That kind of objection is, at heart, conservatism about how 
things happen naturally. The Church of England was well aware that some married 
couples might forgo becoming parents because of this (for better, for worse), but pro-
creation occurring, if not within marriage at least within a context of human social 
relationships, is not something that should change.

That conservative intuition is very similar to that expressed by more recent critics of 
reproductive and enhancement technologies. Leon Kass is concerned that

the road we are travelling leads all the way to the world of designer babies—reached not by 
dictatorial fiat, but by the march of benevolent humanitarianism, and cheered on by an ambiva-
lent citizenry that also dreads becoming the last of man’s man-made things. Make no mistake: 
the price to be paid for producing optimum or even only genetically sound babies will be the 
transfer of procreation from the home to the laboratory. Such an arrangement will be pro-
foundly dehumanizing, no matter how genetically good or healthy the resultant children. 
(Kass 2002, p. 7)

So for Kass, even though there appear to be sound humanitarian and benevolent rea-
sons for developing and making new reproductive technologies available, changing 
the nature and context of procreation is too important for them to be permissible. Kass 
does not say whether this is something of such great value that there are no considera-
tions that would make changing the nature and context of procreation justifiable, but 
in any case his view is an instance of moral conservatism similar to that expressed in 
the Church of England’s report.
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Michael Sandel refers to, and endorses, Habermas’ worries about designer children. 
He says that gene therapies that select or improve children are objectionable because of 
what they entail for autonomy and equality:

It violates autonomy because genetically programmed persons cannot regard themselves 
as ‘the sole authors of their own life history.’ And it undermines equality by destroying ‘the 
essentially symmetrical relations between free and equal human beings’ across generations. 
(Sandel 2007, p. 80)

There are a number of responses that could be made, and have been, to this claim. 
None of us is the sole author of our life history because none of us had a say over 
where, how, and to whom they were born, all properties of our life histories. A second 
problem with the autonomy claim is that it is not as if gene therapies preprogramme 
individuals—that’s a naïve oversimplification of how genes work. But if we focus 
on Sandel’s second claim about equality, it is an instance of moral conservatism. 
Symmetrical relations between human beings across generations is not obviously a 
‘value institution’ in the sense that I have been using that concept. Rather than a social 
institution that matters for value, such as marriage, a university, or the law, intergener-
ational symmetry seems more like a fact about our nature that some think is important 
for value. It’s not hard to think of other natural artefacts that value could be attached 
to: the distinctive profile of the Matterhorn, a rare bird species, or a river system that 
has not been dammed. Nonetheless it does seem reasonable to suppose that Sandel 
and Habermas are concerned about the permanent alteration of something that has 
existed over time, irrespective of the implications for human welfare or some other 
morally relevant property. So the class of ‘bearers of value’ is broader than institu-
tions; it also includes artefacts that have not been created by human beings but which 
are judged to be of significant or profound value.

7.3  Critical Morality in Debates about AID 
and Reproductive Technologies

As well as demonstrating familiar conservative arguments, the early ethical debate 
about AID included views that sought to recalibrate our moral thinking and value 
institutions for the sake of a higher end. Before the Second World War, a number of 
respectable biologists and public intellectuals endorsed and argued for eugenics. 
Prominent thinkers such as Julian Huxley and Nobel laureate Hermann Muller saw the 
eugenic possibilities of AID and said we should rethink our views about marriage and 
procreation:

artificial insemination has opened up new horizons, by making it possible to provide different 
objects for two functions. It is now open to man and woman to consummate the sexual function 
with those they love, but to fulfil the reproductive function with those whom on perhaps quite 
other grounds they admire. This consequence is the opportunity of eugenics. But the opportunity 
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cannot yet be grasped. It is first necessary to overcome the bitter opposition to it on dogmatic 
theological and moral grounds. (Huxley 1943, quoted in Church of England 1948, p. 1)

For Huxley, insisting that procreation must occur within the context of marriage 
forgoes the possibility of benefiting humankind. This example of critical morality 
turns on the importance of revising a value institution for the sake of a morally 
important end. Huxley’s contemporary and collaborator, Hermann Muller, wrote a 
utopian novel which describes a future society where procreation and marriage have 
become disentangled:

‘eugenic marriages’ cannot as a whole be successful, so far as the parents are concerned. On the 
other hand, make personal love master over reproduction, under conditions of civilisation, and 
you degrade the germ plasm of the future generations. Compromise between the two policies, 
and you cripple both spirit and sperm. There is only one solution—unyoke the two, sunder the 
fetters that from time immemorial have made them so nearly inseparable, and let each go its 
own best way, fulfilling its already distinct function. (Muller 1936, p. 139)

Muller was convinced that by creating sperm banks stocked with the gametes of 
‘superior’ men and having a programme of mass donor insemination, humanity could 
be improved within a few decades (Paul 1987, p. 324). Initially his claims were primar-
ily about the importance of negative eugenics, but by the mid-1930s he was pushing 
hard for positive eugenics, even to the extent that he sent a copy of Out of the Night to 
Stalin and attempted to convince him that this was a natural development for social-
ism (Paul 1987, p. 326).

While the technologies being debated are different, there is a similarity between this 
attempt to increase the frequency of positive non-disease states and the principle of 
procreative beneficence defended by Julian Savulescu:

we have a moral obligation to test for genetic contribution to non-diseases states such as intelligence 
and to use this information in reproductive decision-making because intelligence contributes to the 
quality of person’s life no matter what their plan of life. (Savulescu 2001a, p. 415)

It might be objected that the principle of procreative beneficence is a liberty respecting 
principle: agents should be free to make the procreative choices they wish, subject to 
constraints such as the harm principle (Robertson 1994). Moreover, this is an obliga-
tion that aims to produce the best children that parents can and not to improve the 
genetic health of future generations, so it is not promoting positive eugenics. However, 
the differences are not as sharp as they might appear. Huxley and Muller also believed 
that this is a moral requirement that those procreating would recognize once they were 
informed about the benefits of selective breeding. Likewise they thought that people 
should be free to make their own reproductive choices, so this is a matter of morality 
rather than permissibility. While Savulescu seems principally concerned with the chil-
dren who will immediately result from a procreative choice, he is in fact endorsing a 
positive eugenic view because the benefits he thinks will flow to the immediate offspring 
should also be benefits to subsequent generations.
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While Savulescu mentions intelligence as a trait that will benefit and enhance 
human beings, irrespective of their conception of the good (2001b), Muller adds a trait 
that has been debated more recently as a possible moral enhancement for human 
beings:

The whole course of human prehistory and history makes the necessary ideals obvious and 
unmistakable; they are (aside from physical well-being) primarily two: highly developed 
social feeling—call it fraternal love, or sympathy, or comradeliness, as you prefer; and the 
highest possible intelligence—call it analytical ability, or depth of understanding, or ‘reason’. 
(Muller 1936, p. 148)

Muller means that we should positively select character traits that will reduce violence 
and aggression while increasing cooperative behaviour. Although he doesn’t use 
Persson and Savulescu’s preferred term ‘empathy’ (2011), it’s clear he thinks he’s refer-
ring to something quite similar and that selecting for this attribute would benefit 
humankind.

For the purposes of this discussion there’s no need to pigeonhole the views of 
Savulescu and others who argue for the principle of beneficence as utilitarian or any 
other moral theory. What is significant is the way in which he wants us adopt a new set 
of moral obligations and revise our standard way of viewing the morality of our pro-
creative choices. This approach to practical ethics is part of a fine tradition that includes 
thinkers such as Jeremy Bentham and Peter Singer, who can be interpreted as directing 
their intellectual effort towards revising legislation and common morality so that it 
tracks the requirements of morality more directly. That’s a tradition that eugenicists 
such as Muller and Huxley would have been happy to join. Herbert Brewer coined the 
term ‘eutelegenesis’ (1935) to refer to mass AID for the purposes of positive eugenics, 
and he quite clearly sees himself as bringing rational requirements to bear on conven-
tional morality:

Conventionality is not the same thing as morality. Morality goes far beyond following already 
approved folk ways. The highest morality consists not in uncritical adherence to old customs 
and beliefs, but in seeking to discover what new ones harmonize with objective truth and serve 
best the changing needs of progressive civilization. (Brewer 1937, p. 344)

Like critical moral philosophers who think we should reshape morality to fit what 
some independent account of the right implies, Brewer and other early eugenicists 
thought that there could be an objective truth about what would best suit the needs of 
humanity and we should revise common morality towards that end.

We might want to disagree with what the early eugenicists claimed is possible via 
selective breeding. Some will also worry about treating the moral rules, principles, and 
institutions that we act on as all being up in the air and readily reconstructed in the 
light of a critical morality. However, those such as Kass, Sandel, and the authors of the 
Church of England’s report would appear to have a much worse problem. They claim 
that procreation within a loving relationship, and symmetrical relations between 
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generations and marriage are valuable, yet none of them give us much in the way of an 
argument for why they are of value and why we have reason to conserve these things 
when changing them might lead to some other morally worthy end.

One of the better and more interesting defences of such conservative intuitions is 
that developed by Gerald Cohen (2011). In Section 7.4 I’ll explain how Cohen’s account 
works and consider whether it might be used to decide when and how much weight we 
should give to conservative intuitions when arguing about reproductive technologies.

7.4  Defending the Conservative Intuition
Cohen’s central aim is to explain the conservative bias in favour of retaining bearers of 
value even when they might be replaced by something of greater value. If that account 
works then it might be used to help adjudicate and weigh appeals to existing value, 
such as those made by Sandel and Kass. Cohen begins his account with a discussion of 
Kenora College, a fictional North American undergraduate college, which is consider-
ing whether it should offer a doctoral programme. Those in favour of changing the 
college present arguments about the benefits to the institution, including that a doc-
toral programme is likely to enhance the college’s undergraduate programme. Cohen 
describes the objection that a ‘conservative’ professor makes to the proposed changes:

I do not disbelieve that undergraduate education would be promoted by the proposed changes. 
Rather, I challenge a presupposition of the young professors’ argument, which is that everything 
that we justifiably decide to do may and must be justified as conducive to some good that 
our  decision might produce. For, in addition to the consideration of what good we might 
do, which must of course affect our decisions, there is also the consideration of what we are, 
of our identity, and we may legitimately have regard to our desire to preserve that identity. 
(Cohen 2011, p. 5)

The conservative professor’s appeal is to the status of the college being an undergradu-
ate college because it is a fundamental part of the college being the college it is. So, 
while there might be advantages to changing the nature of the college, conserving it as 
the institution it is, is a significant countervailing consideration.

He claims that the college is in this case a bearer of intrinsic value, and this value is 
something that all agents have to reason to see. That seems plausible: those with no 
connection to the college are likely to feel less strongly about its preservation, but oth-
ers should be able to see the force of the conservative intuition. This means that there 
are a couple of reasons why Cohen’s defence of conservatism could be of use for debates 
about reproductive technologies and enhancement. His conservatism is not subjectiv-
ist: whether or not a value-bearer is worthy of conservation is not simply a matter of 
what one person believes and is only true for that person. The conservative professor is 
not merely stating a preference of feeling that she has towards the college; her conserv-
ative argument is intended to have rhetorical force and to be convincing to those with a 
different view. That’s also a feature of the conservative arguments of Kass, Sandel, and 
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the Church of England’s report. They’re not merely describing why marriage and 
procreation are valuable to them in their present form but also suggesting that 
others should understand their value. This is a positive thing for those wishing to engage 
with, or critique, conservative positions in that this form of conservatism is amen-
able to reason.

A second reason why Cohen’s conservatism is helpful for keenly contested issues is 
that in addition to not being subjective, the professor’s argument about Kenora College 
is truth apt. She appeals to a number of factual considerations that could be true or 
false. If an opponent discovered that in fact the rosy view the college had of its under-
graduate education was not warranted, perhaps because the professors were not up to 
speed due to having no graduate students, then the value of conserving the college as it 
is would be undermined.

By drawing attention to the significance of some bearers of value being that particular 
bearer of value, Cohen shows a way forward with debate about apparently intractable 
issues. For example, if we think that many of the ends in ethical debate are ‘ultimate 
ends’—that is, ones for which no further justification can be given—then the modes of 
argument at our disposal are limited. If someone objects to the felling of a large, old but 
not ancient or rare tree that a city council wishes to remove because it places children at 
risk, there are number of argumentative moves we could make. We might invite that 
person to think about cases where we might remove hazards to children and ask them 
whether they really think the tree is more important than eliminating the risk. But if 
they offer no reason for the value they attach to the tree and simply say that it just is 
valuable and should not be cut down, then we are at an impasse with respect to the 
argument. Of course, the council might have the power to just fell it and do so anyway, 
but a decision that responds to the nature of the objection and takes it into account 
cannot occur if no further justification for the conservative intuition is given.

If conservatives have to account for why a particular bearer of value is of value, then 
that increases the cogency of their argument, it creates the possibility that a reasoned 
solution could be met, and it provides opponents with a way of defeating conservative 
intuitions. In the tree case, someone could defend such an appeal by referring to facts 
such as the age of the tree, who planted it and why, its historical significance, and so on. 
Facts of that kind could justify and provide grounds for argument about its value.

However, there are at least two significant problems with arguments that appeal to 
the conservative intuition. The first is about the extent to which a value-bearer can 
change before its nature is changed in a significant way, and the second about knowing 
how much value to grant a value-bearer.

The Church of England’s report ended up rejecting AID because it meant that mar-
riage vows would be broken and marriage is too important, as it is, to be revised in this 
way. The nature of marriage vows could, presumably, be reinterpreted so that AID did 
not imply a breach, but that flexibility was not a change that the Church of England was 
willing to accept. The report doesn’t say much about why marriage, as it is, is a bearer of 
value, but it’s likely that its history and development within the Church, its links to 
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scripture, and its role in constituting a specific conception of the family and related 
assumptions what that means for the welfare of children, and so on are part of the 
story. An elaboration of that kind would have made the Church of England’s rejection 
more cogent in that those who are not Anglican would have had reason to take it seri-
ously, and it would also have meant we had a way forward in thinking through whether 
AID would change the nature of marriage.

The report might be correct that being more flexible about marriage so as to accom-
modate AID would imply changing marriage, but is that a change that alters the nature of 
marriage? Conservatives cannot and should not object to any change to a value-bearer 
because they inevitably do change over time. Marriage has developed and been 
refined over the course of history, and that is part of what might be thought to make it 
a bearer of value. In the case of Kenora College, the conservative professor claims it is 
essential to the college being the college it is that it remains without graduate 
students. An argument could be mounted for this being a property the college has 
always had or additionally that it was specifically founded for that purpose, and we 
might be convinced by that. On the other hand, an obvious response to her is to say 
that the college will change, but change is inevitable and because it will be in the same 
place, have the same name, and so on, there is no reason to think that the college, as it 
is, would no longer be there.

So while the conservative intuition appears to help with argument, there is still an 
area of vagueness around what is essential to a bearer of value.

Cohen doesn’t (perhaps because no one could) spell out how much value conserv-
ing something should be accorded. We might all agree with the Church of England’s 
report and the Kenora professor that enabling more to procreate and increasing the 
wealth and scholarship of Kenora College are not the only values in play, but that raises 
the difficult issue of knowing how important it is to conserve such bearers of value. It 
might be that we think changing marriage laws so that gay and lesbian couples can 
marry does indeed change the nature of marriage and that such changes count for 
something, but not very much, certainly not enough to prevent lesbian and gay cou-
ples from having that right. Kass’ worry about our changing the nature of marriage or 
procreation seems subject to a similar kind of problem: we might all agree that new 
reproductive technologies change the nature of something important, that this counts 
for something, but think it’s really not important enough to outweigh the reasons why 
it’s important. Kass, on the other hand, is likely to attach a great value to it, even if it 
means that important life plans go unfulfilled.

7.5  Conclusions
The two problems I raised for arguing about the conservative intuition are drawbacks, 
but they’re not unique to conservatism. Making a judgement about whether the harm 
that results from an agent exercising a liberty is sufficient for curtailing their liberty is a 
common moral and legal balancing act for which we tend to rely on history and analogy 
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for guidance. When it comes to how much weight conserving should be given, we 
might argue in a similar way by comparison with other cases.

Small enhancements to our ways of arguing about practical ethics should be wel-
comed, and Cohen’s justification of the conservative intuition might in some cases take 
us beyond a stand-off between conservative and critical moralists.
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8
Human Enhancement: Conceptual 
Clarity and Moral Significance

Chris Gyngell and Michael J. Selgelid

8.1  Introduction
The lack of consensus regarding how best to understand ‘enhancement’ has long been 
cited as a factor impeding ethical debate about enhancement technologies. In 1998, 
Erik Parens reported that many bioethicists believed ‘the term enhancement is so 
freighted with erroneous assumptions and so ripe for abuse that we ought not even to 
use it’ (Parens 1998, p. s1).

More recently, Earp and co-authors stated:

‘enhancement debates’ in biomedical ethics have been needlessly encumbered by the existence 
of a hodge-podge of ill-defined, poorly articulated notions of enhancement—often only implic-
itly communicated—along with endless to-ing and fro-ing about the relationship between 
enhancement and the limits of medicine. (Earp et al. 2014, p. 5)

In this chapter we consider different ways in which the term ‘enhancement’ is used 
in  the bioethics literature. In Section  8.2 we outline seven different definitions of 
enhancement. We first examine approaches that define enhancement as the beneficial 
alteration of capacities outside the context of treatment. We then turn attention to 
accounts that define it as bringing about traits or abilities beyond what is typical or 
possible for our species. We then discuss more recent attempts to define enhancement 
that incorporate normative notions such as ‘a good life’. Finally we examine the idea 
that enhancements are interventions that increase functioning.

In Section 8.3 we discuss how the definition of enhancement can help frame the 
ethical debate about capacity-altering biotechnologies. We argue that the term 
‘enhancement’ is useful in moral and policy debates. Some accounts of enhancement 
draw attention to particular morally relevant spectra and are useful in the ethical 
assessment of particular technologies. Other approaches to enhancement help reori-
ent debates about biotechnologies and draw attention to salient, but often neglected, 
questions.
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8.2  Accounts of Enhancement
8.2.1  The Constructivist Approach

Enhancement is perhaps most commonly conceived as the non-therapeutic beneficial 
alteration of capacities—that is, the beneficial alteration (of capacities) that does not 
involve treating or preventing disease. Drawing on Eric Juengst (1998), Earp and 
co-authors describe (but do not endorse) the ‘not-medicine’ approach, which defines 
enhancement as ‘interventions designed to improve human form or functioning 
beyond what is necessary to sustain or restore good health’ (Juengst 1998, cited in Earp 
et al. 2014, p. 2).

This approach draws a sharp distinction between enhancements and therapies. The 
use of respiratory medications to improve lung functioning is a therapy when used by 
someone suffering from lung disease, but it is an enhancement when used by a healthy 
individual. This view of enhancement is also reflected in the title of some of the most 
influential works on human enhancement, including the President’s Council on 
Bioethics report Beyond Therapy (President’s Council on Bioethics 2003) and Elliot’s 
Better Than Well (Elliott 2003).

This approach to enhancement assumes that we have an uncontentious and clear 
account of disease and health (Resnik 2000). However, what constitutes a disorder or 
disease is highly contested, and different scholars work with different conceptions of 
disease. Depending on how one characterizes disease, one can describe different vari-
ants of the not-medicine approach to enhancement (Savulescu, Sandberg, and 
Kahane 2011).

Constructivists about disease believe that classification of conditions as diseases, 
reflects societies’ norms and values (rather than being an objective matter). Different 
societies with different norms and values will consider different states to be diseases. In 
support of this claim, constructivists point to cases such as drapetomania, a ‘disease’ 
described in 1851 which caused slaves to run away (Cartwright 1851), and the fact that 
masturbation used to be considered a disease (Engelhardt 1974).

This definition of disease can be used to develop what we will call the Constructivist 
Approach (CA) to enhancement. Under CA enhancements are individually beneficial 
alterations to human functions or capacities which are not performed in the context of 
treating or preventing disease, with diseases being understood as states which are dis-
valued by society in a particular way.1, 2

1  One criticism of CA is that it is difficult to provide a convincing account of the ‘particular’ way in 
which disease states are disvalued, without appealing to objective facts about the body. It is clear that not 
all states which are disvalued by society are considered as diseases. Being ‘impoverished’ or ‘unpopular’ are 
examples of states which would not be considered as diseases despite being disvalued. Hence proponents 
of CA need to provide an account of the particular way in which diseased states are disvalued which does 
not appeal to facts about the body.

2  This view of enhancement is similar to the ‘ideological approach’ described by Savulescu, Sandberg, 
and Kahane (2011).
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In CA there are no underlying biological differences between enhancements and 
therapies. What we happen to classify as enhancements or therapies is determined by 
the current values of society, which can change over time and/or be different in differ-
ent societies. Something like this definition of enhancement is reflected in the work of 
James Canton:

The future may hold different definitions of human enhancement affecting: culture, intelli-
gence, memory, physical performance, even longevity. Different cultures will define human 
performance given their social and political values. It is for our nation to define these values 
and chart the future of human performance. (Canton 2003, p. 78)

CA offers a relativistic account of the disease-enhancement distinction. Which tech-
nologies are considered as enhancements, according to CA, is determined by what 
values society happens to hold rather than being a scientifically objective matter. 
According to CA, for example, the fact that we believe giving Ritalin to someone suf-
fering from attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) is a therapy while giving 
it to a non-sufferer is an enhancement merely reflects that (our) society especially dis-
values the cognitive style associated with ADHD.

8.2.2  The Normal Functioning Approach

Objectivists differ from constructivists in that they believe disease involves some type of 
objective underlying biological disorder. The most well-articulated approach to the 
not-medicine approach to enhancement has been derived from the Biostatical Theory 
(BST) of disease, developed by Christopher Boorse (1977). The BST holds that a disease is 
something which ‘reduces one or more functional abilities below typical efficiency’. The 
normal function of a given trait within a species is described as its ‘statistically typical 
contribution(s) […] to […] individual survival and reproduction’ (Boorse 1977, p. 555). 
Hence, according to the BST, we all have ‘species-typical’ biological functions which sup-
port our survival and reproduction, and diseases are states in which these functions are 
compromised.3 We can determine whether an individual is suffering from a disease statis-
tically by comparing their level(s) of functioning with those of others in an appropriate 
reference class (normally others of the same species, sex, and age). For example, if some-
one’s cardiac functioning (e.g. as reflected by cardiac output) is abnormally low, we can 
conclude that they suffer from some form of cardiovascular disease.

Swartz, building on earlier work by Norman Daniels (1994), uses the account of 
disease provided by the BST to distinguish between therapies and enhancement:

Philosophers and ethicists have defined ‘health’ in myriad ways, but the approach that I would 
favor in this context ties health to normal functioning . . . The function of a given trait in a 

3  It is the disruption of functions that support survival and reproduction, rather than the disruption of 
survival and reproduction itself, which constitutes disease according to BST. For example, catching a cold 
often has no effect on one’s survival and reproduction, but it disrupts functions which support survival and 
reproduction, such as pulmonary function.
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species is the way that it typically contributes to survival and reproduction in individuals 
with that trait . . . Focusing on proper functioning in this way correctly classifies which inter-
ventions are treatments and which are enhancements. For instance, if the presence of some 
toxin (such as lead) in a child’s home would interfere with the normal development of his 
brain, then removing the toxin or counteracting its effects would certainly count as a medical 
intervention. And this remains true even if the result is raising the child’s IQ from 140 to 160. 
In contrast, if there is no toxin, and the intervention instead raises the IQ from 140 to 160 by 
causing overgrowth of some part of the brain, this would count as enhancement. (Schwartz 
2005, p. 18)

Drawing on this work we can describe a different version of the not-medicine approach 
to enhancement which uses a normal-functioning account of disease. The Normal 
Functioning Approach (NFA) sees enhancements as individually beneficial alterations 
to human capacities which are not performed in the context of treating disease, with 
diseases being understood as negative deviations from normal functioning.4

In sum there are at least two different versions of the not-medicine approach to 
enhancement—CA, which sees enhancement as essentially subjective and relativistic, 
and NFA, which sees enhancement as scientifically objective.

8.2.3  Beyond-Species-Typical Approach

Although Daniels’ normal functioning account of enhancement was originally formu-
lated to help distinguish therapies from enhancements, it can also form the basis of a 
different definition of enhancement that is independent of therapy. We will call this 
approach the Beyond-Species-Typical Approach (BSTA) to enhancement, which was 
formulated, though not endorsed, by Savulescu, Sandberg, and Kahane (2011, p. 5). 
BSTA defines enhancements as biological or psychological alterations that increase a 
person’s functioning beyond species typical levels.5

Similar to NFA, BSTA refers to what is ‘normal’ for the species. If an intervention 
causes an individual’s capacities to rise above levels that are statistically typical of the 
species, it is considered to be an enhancement. To see the difference between BSTA 
and Daniels’ original NFA, consider the following case:

Johnny is a short eleven-year-old boy with documented growth-hormone deficiency resulting 
from a brain tumor. His parents are of average height. His predicted adult height without 
growth hormone (GH) treatment is approximately 160 cm (5 feet 3 inches).

Billy is a short eleven-year-old boy with normal GH secretion according to current testing 
methods. However, his parents are extremely short and he has a predicted adult height of 
160 cm (5 feet 3 inches). (Allen and Fost 1990, p. 18)

4  With normal functioning, in turn, understood as per the BST as a statistical concept.
5  When species-typical functioning is referred to in the BST, statistical abnormality (constituting dis-

ease) is commonly defined as being below two standard deviations below the mean (see e.g. Erk 2011, 
p. 46). Similarly we will assume that two standard deviations above the mean is the cut-off point for statis-
tical abnormality (constituting enhancement) for the purpose of the BSTA.
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Let’s imagine that if both Johnny and Billy are given synthetic growth hormone, each 
would reach a height of 180 cm. According to NFA, giving growth hormone to Johnny 
is a therapy because his short stature is caused by a disease—a type of malfunction. 
Conversely, giving it to Billy is enhancement because his short stature is caused by 
normal processes. However, according to BSTA, neither counts as an enhancement 
because neither intervention causes Billy or Johnny to rise above species-typical levels. 
However, if either intervention caused Billy and Johnny to grow much taller, say to 
220 cm, both would be considered to be enhancements according to BSTA.

Using species-wide values to calculate what is ‘typical’ can have counterintuitive impli-
cations. Consider the case of female athletes taking testosterone. On BSTA these athletes 
would generally not be enhancing themselves because their testosterone levels would 
usually stay below species-typical levels. Conversely, young male athletes who take testos-
terone will generally be enhancing themselves, according to BSTA, because the interven-
tion usually takes them beyond species-typical levels. It seems odd that these two acts 
should be classed differently. The fact that there is broad variation in traits between 
same-species members means that the BSTA will often have counterintuitive implica-
tions. As Kingma (2007, p. 128) states, ‘the human species shows a wide variety of func-
tioning; what is normal in one group can be abnormal in another’. To avoid this problem, 
alternate versions of BSTA could define enhancements as interventions that increase a 
person’s functioning beyond those which are typical for other’s of the same sex and/or age.

However, some have argued that it is inconsistent to use only sex and age to build 
reference classes.6 Ethnicity, place of residence, employment status, and so on all affect 
what values are typical for any given trait. Why not create reference classes based on 
these characteristics? What about all other factors that affect our traits? When we start 
to consider factors beyond species membership, we regress to a highly individuated 
notion of enhancement. However, if we do this we are creating a definition of enhance-
ment very different from that originally outlined by BSTA.

8.2.4  Beyond-Species-Maximum Approach

A different approach to enhancement but one that still draws on the notion of species is 
the Beyond-Species-Maximum Approach (BSMA). According to this, enhancements 
are ‘alternations to capacities which take people beyond what is naturally possible for 
the species’.7, 8

This is a narrow definition of enhancement. For individuals who are not already at 
the maximum level for a given trait, only fairly extreme interventions will be consid-
ered as enhancements on BSMA. For example, few people who take steroids achieve 

6  The challenge of specifying the members of reference classes applies to the BST as a whole and so is 
applicable to both BSTA and NFA.

7  This is similar to how Nick Agar (2010) defines radical enhancement.
8  One could drop the ‘naturally’ requirement from this definition to avoid some of the difficulties we 

discuss below. However, then it becomes doubtful that any interventions will be considered enhancements 
because none would give people capacities beyond what is possible for the species to achieve.
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values in traits that are beyond what it is possible to achieve naturally for Homo sapiens. 
Thus taking steroids is unlikely to be an enhancement on BSMA in most cases. On the 
other hand, extensive genetic engineering that causes radical changes to our phenotype 
could be considered as an enhancement because it may cause individuals to acquire 
values or properties that are not ‘naturally’ possible for humans.

One problem with using this approach is that it is difficult to determine what the 
species-maximum values are for particular traits. For a species that currently consists 
of 8 billion individuals, how can we know what is even currently possible? For example, 
before Usain Bolt ran 100 metres in 9.58 seconds in 2009, many would have thought 
that this was not possible. Before 2009, any athlete who used steroids so that they 
could run as fast as Usain Bolt would have been thought to be enhancing themselves 
according to BSMA. However, we now know that such feats are possible to achieve 
‘naturally’ (or without the use of drugs anyway),9 so presumably they would not be 
considered as enhancements according to BSMA. The fact that we generally don’t 
know what values for traits are possible for the species means that the BSMA is hard 
to apply.

Relatedly, the notion of species-maximum levels is incoherent under some species 
concepts. According to one influential view, a species is ‘a lineage of ancestral descend-
ant populations which maintains its identity from other such lineages and which has 
its own evolutionary tendencies and historical fate’ (Wiley 1978, p. 17). On this view, 
species are seen as lineages composed of individuals who stand in certain ancestral 
relations to each other. If we think about species in this way, the notion of species-
maximum values seems problematic. Homo sapiens is defined as a lineage rather than 
an organism with particular characteristics. Our traits could radically change through 
natural evolutionary processes without changing which species we belong to. Hence 
any properties we could acquire through the use of enhancement technologies would 
not take us beyond species-maximum values.

A final objection to BSMA relates to its appeal to a supposed natural/unnatural 
distinction, because it is not always (if ever) clear what this distinction is meant to 
amount to. If someone consumed an unusually large amount of some nutrient, would 
that be unnatural? Would it be natural if the nutrient in question was contained in, say 
nuts, that the person ate (lots of), but unnatural if the same nutrient was produced 
chemically? Would it matter if the chemical production of the nutrient was achieved 
with naturally existing chemicals, or would its chemical production need to involve 
chemicals contrived by humans for the nutrient intake to count as ‘unnatural’? Among 
numerous other worries about the supposed natural/unnatural distinction are that 
everything we do will be occurring in nature. Human beings and human actions are 
themselves part of nature, so the fact that human beings do (or make) something surely 
cannot be sufficient reason to call that thing ‘unnatural’.

9  This chapter was written in late 2015, a time when it was generally accepted that Usain Bolt’s perfor-
mance in 2009 was not aided by the use of steroids.
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8.2.5  The Welfarist Conception

Recently there has been a push to understand enhancement in a normative sense. 
Julian Savulescu and co-authors have developed a detailed normative account of 
enhancement called the Welfarist Conception (WC) of enhancement. WC defines 
enhancement as any change in the biology or psychology of a person which increases 
their chances of leading a good life in a given set of circumstances (Savulescu, 
Sandberg, and Kahane 2011, p. 7).

Savulescu and co-authors explain:

On this view, any increase in IQ could count as enhancement – so long as it tends to increase a 
person’s well-being. But, contrary both to the species-functioning and functional approaches, 
in contexts where an increase in IQ is not beneficial to some person, such increase would not 
count as an enhancement, even if it raises the person to (or well beyond) the level of normal 
functioning, that is, even if it were a functional enhancement. (Savulescu, Sandberg, and 
Kahane 2011, p. 7)

This is a very broad and revisionist notion of enhancement. Many interventions which 
are not normally considered as enhancements would be classified as such under WC. 
For example, as treating disease improves well-being, nearly all therapies are con-
sidered to be enhancements under WC. Similarly, other things that are not normally 
considered as enhancements improve people’s lives through changes to biology or 
psychology. Contraceptive pills, for example, generally improve the lives of women by 
increasing their reproductive liberty. In the WC, then, taking contraceptive pills is 
an enhancement.

Even basic improvements in diet—for example, reductions in sugar or salt—would 
end up counting as enhancements, on this view, so long as the dietary changes played 
a causal role in improving a person’s well-being. Though we don’t necessarily think 
there is one objectively correct definition of ‘enhancement’, we seriously doubt that this 
is the  concept that most users of the term (in debates about the ethics of human 
enhancement) have in mind.10

8.2.6  The Modified Welfarist Approach

WC was originally presented as an alternative to the not-medicine approach to enhance-
ment. In its original formulation WC does not incorporate a distinction between thera-
pies and enhancements. This is because it focuses on ‘changes’ to biology and psychology; 
all (beneficial) changes—therapies or not—are treated equally. However, a modified 
version of the welfarist approach to enhancement can be developed which incorporates 
an enhancement/therapy distinction.

One way to understand disease is as a thick concept, containing both normative and 
descriptive elements. On this view, when we characterize something as a disease, we 

10  This, of course, could be studied empirically.
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are making the value-based judgement that it reduces well-being, and in addition 
saying that it is caused by some type of biological malfunction (Murphy 2015). Hence 
if someone has abnormal biological functioning which reduces their chances of living 
a good life, they are considered to be in a diseased state.11

However, not all abnormal biological functioning will be detrimental to one’s 
well-being. Many cases will be neutral, and some will be beneficial. If someone has 
abnormal biological functioning that increases their well-being, we can describe them 
as being in an advantaged or enhanced state. Hence we can distinguish the following 
states based on biological functioning within a WC:

	1.	 diseased state: abnormal biological functioning, which is detrimental to well-being
	2.	 normal functioning: no abnormal biological functioning, or abnormal biological 

functioning that does not affect well-being
	3.	 enhanced state: abnormal biological functioning, which increases well-being.

This allows us to draw a distinction between therapies, which move people from 
state 1 to 2, and enhancements, which move people from state 1 or 2 to 3. Hence in this 
Modified Welfarist Approach (MWA), enhancements are alterations that give people 
abnormal biological functioning that improves well-being.12

Like WC, MWA implies that every enhancement is good for you. However, enhance-
ments must also give individuals some type of abnormal biological functioning.

8.2.7  The Functional Approach

Another way the term ‘enhance’ can be used is to signify interventions which 
increase performance on some measure. We might say that caffeine enhances reac-
tion speed, by which we just mean that caffeine increases reaction speed. Similarly, 
some people use ‘enhance’ to refer to increases in some capacity. By saying ‘taking 
steroids enhances muscle growth’, we just mean that steroids increase muscle growth. 
This sense of enhancement fits with the definition of ‘enhance’ in the Shorter Oxford 
English Dictionary: ‘To raise in degree, heighten, intensify’ (Little, Fowler, and Coulson 
1959, p. 612).

In this spirit we can describe the Functional Approach (FA) to human enhance-
ment, which defines enhancements as interventions which increase some function or 
capacity.13 In their review piece about enhancement definitions, Earp and co-authors 
describe a similar approach to enhancement which they call the ‘functional-augmentative 
approach’:

11  We can then define abnormal biological functioning statistically—as per BSTA, or in some other 
specified way. Disease, in this case, ends up being very similar (or perhaps the same) as what Boorse refers 
to as illness.

12  One can also formulate a different modified welfarist conception, which drops the requirement for 
the alterations to result in abnormal biological functional. This would be slightly different from WC, by 
focusing on changes to functioning rather than just changes to biology or psychology.

13  This latter point recognizes that some enhancements may give people entirely new abilities rather 
than just increasing their existing functions.
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Interventions are considered enhancements insofar as they improve some capacity or function 
(such as cognition, vision, hearing, alertness) by increasing the ability of the function to do 
what it normally does. (Earp et al. 2014, p. 2)

In this approach, ‘enhancement’ is a purely descriptive term, referring only to the 
direction of change achieved in a particular capacity or functioning. Enhancements 
always increase functioning. Strength enhancements always make people stronger; 
memory enhancements always increase memory; and so on. In addition to applying to 
specific traits such as memory and strength, FA can be applied more broadly to groups 
of traits. We can say that something is a cognitive enhancement when it increases the 
functioning of at least one cognitive capacity, and something is a physical enhance-
ment when it increases at least one physical capacity.

One advantage of the FA is that its extension is often clear. The claim that something 
is an enhancement just means that it increases some capacity, which can often be easily 
checked.14 Hence the class of technologies which are ‘memory enhancements’ or 
‘strength enhancements’ is relatively easy to determine.

One difficulty with FA is that it does not closely align with how the term ‘enhance-
ment’ is ordinarily used. Many therapies work by increasing some capacity or func-
tioning. For example, respiratory medications increase respiratory functioning, sleep 
apnoea treatments increase alertness, and cochlear implants increase auditory func-
tioning. On FA, these interventions will be considered as enhancements. However, 
these are normally considered as therapeutic interventions rather than as enhance-
ments. FA does not respect the commonly made distinction between therapy and 
enhancement.

Further, some interventions generally considered as enhancements are not captured by 
FA. For example, consider the use of propranolol to reduce the emotional intensity of 
certain experiences, or the possibility of ‘antilove’ biotechnologies. Earp et al. believe that:

interventions of this kind raise many of the same patterns of ethical concern as the more conven-
tional cases of functional enhancement typically encountered in the bioethics literature . . . At the 
same time, however—given a functional-augmentative framework—these cases might seem puz-
zling or out of place. They seem puzzling because they apparently involve the very opposite of 
enhancement, namely, diminishment: i.e., diminishment of wartime memories; diminishment 
of harmful love; diminishment of ill-directed lust, and so on. (Earp et al. 2014, p. 3)

In the view of Earp and co-authors, some accepted forms of enhancement seem to 
decrease rather than increase capacities or functioning.15

14  Of course, something can be an enhancement in one sense but a diminishment in another sense. 
Alcohol, for example, may enhance confidence but diminish balance.

15  Most of the examples used by Earp et al., seem to assume an etiological account of function rather 
than a goal contribution account, which is favoured by Boorse. Take the example of the diminishment of 
painful memories. On a goal contribution account of function, increasing the function of memory would 
entail increasing its contribution to survival and reproduction. Hence the diminishment of painful mem-
ories could increase the functioning of the memory system in so much as it helps people live their lives 
more effectively. Hence the diminishment of painful memories will often be an enhancement in FA, if 
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In addition, some biotechnologies may not increase or diminish particular capacities 
but rather give individuals entirely new ones. Imagine advanced biotechnologies 
which allowed individuals to navigate through the use of sonar, like some species of 
bats. These technologies would not be considered as enhancements under FA as they 
do not act on any existing function. However, many people would regard interventions 
like these as a type of enhancement.

Hence FA is in some ways a revisionist definition of enhancement—it is different 
from the lay understanding of enhancement, which draws a distinction between 
treatment and enhancement. FA sees enhancements as just one type of human modifi-
cation technology. In addition to function-increasing enhancements we must also 
recognize diminishments—interventions which decrease some function or capacity—
as well as biotechnologies that give people entirely new capacities.

8.2.8  Summary of Enhancement Definitions

We have provided seven different definitions of enhancement.16 These are summarized 
in Table 8.1, which highlights points of convergence and divergence by noting whether 
each definition implies that giving growth hormone to Johnny or Billy is an enhance-
ment in the case from Allen and Fost (1990, p. 18) mentioned earlier.

These are all potentially useful definitions of ‘enhancement’, and we do not believe 
there is a single correct way to define the term. For the remainder of this chapter our 
focus will be on which definitions are most beneficial for political and moral discus-
sions regarding capacity-altering biotechnologies.

In many ways our choice of enhancement account might not be all that important. 
There are multiple ways of defining many terms, and definitions are things that can be 
stipulated rather than necessarily being correct or incorrect. The account that is cho-
sen, or the definition that is prescribed, merely affects the semantics of the debates. 
Rather than asking whether memory enhancements (understood as per FA) increase 
well-being, we could ask whether interventions that increase memory are enhance-
ments (understood as per WC).

However, there are some ways in which the definition of enhancement we use can 
be important. For example, some definitions may make different sets of questions 
more salient and easier to respond to. In Section 8.3 we will review some of the ways 
in which different enhancement definitions can help frame moral debates about 
capacity-altering biotechnologies. We will focus on the more commonly endorsed 
enhancement definitions: NFA, BSTA, WC, and FA.

function is understood in a goal-directed way. In an etiological account, we can understand the function of 
memory to be the recalling of events, as recalling events is what the memory system evolved to do. In this 
account of function, the diminishment of painful memories would not be considered an enhancement 
according to FA because it reduces the ability of the memory system to recall events.

16  Some interventions will be considered enhancements on all seven accounts—that is interventions 
which increase the functioning of someone who is not diseased, beyond species-typical and -maximum 
levels, and which increase their chances of having a good life.
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8.3  Framing Enhancement Debates
As stated in the Introduction, some in the bioethics community think the term 
‘enhancement’ is so plagued with problems that we ought not to even use it. What do 
we gain by conducting debates about the proper use of capacity-altering biotechnolo-
gies with the aid of the term ‘enhancement’?

When the idea of enhancement was first used in the bioethics literature, it was 
believed to be useful because it described a group of activities which are inherently 
morally problematic. In this view the mere fact that the use of a biotechnology would 
be an enhancement generates moral reasons against it. Take Anderson’s view regard-
ing genetic engineering:

On medical and ethical grounds we should draw a line excluding any form of enhancement 
engineering. We should not step over the line that delineates treatment from enhancement. 
(Anderson 1990, p. 24)

Here there is a morally relevant distinction between enhancements and treatment, 
with the former being universally morally problematic. However, it’s not clear that 

Table 8.1  Different enhancement definitions

Approach: Enhancements are . . . Is giving Johnny or 
Billy growth hormone 
an enhancement?

Constructivist Approach beneficial alterations to functioning 
that do not treat disease, with diseases 
being understood as states disvalued 
by society

Johnny but not Billy

Normal Functioning 
Approach

beneficial alterations to functioning 
that do not treat disease, with diseases 
being understood as negative deviations 
from normal functioning

Johnny but not Billy

Beyond-Species-Typical 
Approach

alterations that take people beyond 
species-typical values for particular 
traits

neither are 
enhancements

Beyond-Species-
MaximumMaximum 
Approach

alterations that take people beyond 
species-maximal values for particular 
traits

neither are 
enhancements

Welfarist Conception alterations that improve well-being both are 
enhancements

Modified Welfarist 
Approach

alterations that give people abnormal 
biological functioning and improve 
well-being

neither are 
enhancements

Functional Approach alterations that increase some type of 
functioning

both are 
enhancements
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any definitions of enhancement outlined in Section 8.2 describe something that is 
universally wrong.

Some theorists believe that the NFA or BSTA definitions of enhancement draw a 
morally relevant distinction between enhancements and other uses of biotechnology 
(which are often referred to as ‘treatments’ on either approach17). However, the distinc-
tion these definitions draw between enhancements and treatments often seems insig-
nificant. This is because both approaches use arbitrary statistical cut-off points to 
determine if an intervention is an enhancement or a treatment. Take the following 
hypothetical example. Let’s stipulate that a level of functioning two standard devia-
tions below the mean is pathological, and that the average human IQ is 100 and has a 
standard deviation of 10. Imagine two people: Jim who has an IQ of 79 and Jane who 
has an IQ of 81. Both can have their IQs raised to 100 by taking a pill. In NFA, Jim tak-
ing the pill is considered to be a therapy and Jane taking the pill is considered to be an 
enhancement. If the distinction between enhancement and treatment drawn by NFA 
is necessarily morally significant, it implies that there is a morally significant difference 
between giving Jane and Jim the pill. Most would find this counterintuitive. An initial 
difference of two IQ points seems like an insignificant basis for a morally important 
distinction.

According to BSTA neither Jim nor Jane has been enhanced because their IQs have 
not exceeded species-typical levels. But suppose that rather than the pill giving both an 
IQ of 100 it raises Jim’s to 119 and Jane’s to 121. If we stipulate that species-typical levels 
are within two standard deviations of the mean, Jane has been enhanced but Jim has 
not. If the distinction between therapy and enhancement drawn by BSTA is morally 
significant, it implies that there is a morally significant difference between giving Jane 
and Jim the pill. Again, this seems counterintuitive. Both have taken a pill which raised 
their IQ by 40 points, and they now both have IQs that are very similar. There does not 
seem to be a morally important distinction between their acts.

The fact that the difference between enhancement and treatment often seems arbi-
trary in this sense has been taken as a reason to reject accounts of enhancement that draw 
a treatment/enhancement distinction and/or as a reason to deny that such a distinction is 
morally significant (Harris 2007).

However, even if the treatment/enhancement distinction is often arbitrary, the 
definitions of enhancement given by NFA and BSTA may still be useful. This is because 
they draw our attention to morally relevant spectra. For example, BSTA draws dis-
tinctions in the spectrum of functioning. This is a continuous spectrum, ranging 
from very low levels of functioning to very high levels, with species-typical function-
ing being somewhere in the middle. Similarly, NFA draws distinctions regarding the 
spectrum of health, with the bodily state of perfect health at one end and the state of 

17  Strictly speaking, in BSTA, enhancement should not be contrasted with treatment. In this approach, 
many enhancements will still be treatments (as they raise people who have diseases above species-typical 
values). However, many theorists who use BSTA (e.g. as Harris below) speak of a distinction between 
enhancement and treatment in this view. We will follow this convention for simplicity.
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extreme disease at the other. The main problems with NFA and BSTA may be that they 
conceive of enhancement in a binary fashion, rather than as a matter of degree (i.e. in a 
scalar fashion).

Although there may be little difference between cases that are adjacent to each other 
on these spectra, cases far apart may be very dissimilar. Imagine that in the above case 
the pill increases both Jim’s and Jane’s IQ by 40 points, but Jim has a starting IQ of 
50 and Jane 110. Now there does seem to be a morally relevant difference between the 
cases. Say we only have one pill and can only give it to Jim or Jane. Intuitively, and all 
else being equal, it seems that we have decisive moral reasons to give the pill to Jim. 
He seems far worse off than Jane, so giving him the pill would be equality-promoting. 
This points to an important difference between some cases that sit on the treatment/
enhancement spectrum. In BSTA (conceived in a scalar rather than a binary fashion), an 
intervention at the treatment end of the spectrum involves moving individuals, who 
would otherwise have been below the mean level of functioning, towards the mean. An 
intervention at the enhancement end of the spectrum will involve moving someone 
who is already above the mean level of functioning to an even higher level. For traits 
that are related to well-being and opportunity, this is an important difference. Other 
things being equal, interventions at the treatment end of the spectrum will tend to 
promote fundamental equality, whereas interventions at the enhancement end of the 
spectrum will tend to promote inequality. Similarly, those at the disease end of the 
spectrum will (other things being equal) tend to be worse off than those at the healthy 
end. In NFA (conceived in a scalar rather than a binary fashion), an intervention at the 
treatment end of the spectrum (i.e. aimed at restoring health in someone who is clearly 
(very) diseased) will tend to be equality-promoting, whereas an intervention at the 
enhancement end of the spectrum (improving the traits of someone who is clearly 
(very) healthy) will tend to increase inequality.

Many technologies regularly discussed in the enhancement literature, such as cog-
nitive enhancement and lifespan extension, fit the above picture. Cognitive abilities 
are linked to opportunities in life. When we move the cognitive abilities of those who 
are clearly below typical levels towards the mean, we are increasing equality of oppor-
tunity. Conversely, when we make someone who has above-average cognitive abilities 
even smarter, we are increasing their advantages over others and thereby increasing 
fundamental inequalities. The more the use of a cognitive targeted technology is like a 
prototypical case of enhancement (i.e. at the enhancement end of the spectrum), the 
more likely it is to promote inequality. While some may deny that increasing inequality 
is necessarily, or even often, bad, this suggests that prototypical cognitive enhance-
ment may be considered different from prototypical cases of cognitive therapy. Similar 
claims apply to life-extension technologies. Allowing those who would have died 
young to reach typical life expectancies promotes equality. Enabling those who already 
have long life expectancies to live even longer exacerbates inequality. Therefore the 
more the use of life-extension technologies is like a treatment (or at the treatment end 
of relevant spectra), the more likely it is to promote equality, and the more it is like an 
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enhancement (or at the enhancement end of relevant spectra), the more likely it is to 
increase inequality. While this does not show that life extension is necessarily wrong, 
it provides a reason to prioritize therapies above it.

In practical terms the problem with NFA and BSTA is that they are often used to 
make a binary (treatment/enhancement) distinction across a continuous spectrum. 
As with other cases of continuous spectra, we should speak in terms of degree and 
prototypical cases. We should not ask whether something is an enhancement or a 
treatment, but where particular interventions sit on the spectrum and where they sit 
in relation to other cases (Selgelid 2014). Often, but not always,18 where a capacity-
altering intervention sits on these spectra will be morally relevant.

The functional and normative accounts of enhancements frame debates about 
capacity-altering biotechnologies in different ways. WC defines enhancement in terms 
of something that is clearly good—increasing an individual’s chance of living a good 
life. When defined in this way, the question of whether enhancements are good or bad 
in general is moot. Enhancements, on WC, are clearly good in some sense. This 
account of enhancement therefore shifts discussions from focusing on whether we 
have moral reasons to use enhancements in general, to focusing on which particular 
biotechnologies should be considered as enhancements. For example, rather than ask-
ing if there are moral reasons to use cognitive enhancements, we should ask whether 
technologies that increase our cognitive capacities are always enhancements. Normative 
conceptions of enhancement help reframe debates about capacity-altering biotechnologies 
to focus on whether biotechnologies help us live better lives.

Relatedly, FA does not draw any distinction between enhancements and other uses 
of biotechnologies which improve functioning. All uses of biotechnology which 
improve functioning, including treatments, are enhancements on this view. As such, it 
is clear that the question of whether enhancements are good or bad will depend on the 
context in which they are used. Few believe that improving the respiratory functioning 
of someone who is suffering from lung disease would be a bad thing. Radically increas-
ing someone’s ability to feel pain, on the other hand, would widely be considered to be 
bad. In this way, using a functional account of enhancement makes different questions 
salient. The key questions become: what properties ought we to enhance (or diminish), 
and what goals should we be pursuing through the use of biotechnologies that alter our 
traits?

In sum, the term ‘enhancement’ is still useful for framing modern debates about 
capacity-altering biotechnologies. While there are many competing definitions of 
enhancements, each has its own benefits and disadvantages. Those given by NFA and 
BSTA are useful because they draw attention to morally relevant spectra. Framing 
debates in these terms helps draw our attention to uses of technologies which tend to 

18  Another oft-discussed case of enhancement in the literature, moral enhancement is unlikely to fit the 
above picture (Douglas 2008). While moral enhancement may increase inequalities in moral capacities, it 
may decrease more fundamental inequalities, such as those in well-being and opportunity. This is because 
they may make individuals more likely to sacrifice their own well-being for others.
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increase fundamental inequalities. Other definitions of enhancement, such as FA and 
WC, help make different questions salient, such as which technologies will increase our 
chances of living a good life, and which functioning we should increase or diminish. We 
should therefore resist moves to abandon the term ‘enhancement’ altogether and instead 
recognize that there are multiple coherent and useful definitions of enhancement.

8.4  Conclusion
Enhancement debates have long been held back by the lack of a clear consensus about 
the definition of enhancement. We have identified at least seven different definitions 
that can be derived from the bioethics literature. Some have suggested that given this 
lack of consensus we should abandon the term altogether. However, we believe this 
would be throwing the baby out with the bathwater. The term is still useful for modern 
debates about capacity-altering biotechnologies. Revisionist notions of enhancement, 
such as normative and functional accounts, are helpful for reorientating debates about 
biotechnologies and making particular questions salient, such as which traits we should 
be increasing or diminishing and which biotechnologies will improve our lives. Traditional 
notions of enhancement, which define it in terms of altering capacities outside the 
context of treating disease, or interventions that take people beyond species-typical 
functioning, can be useful for drawing our attention to morally relevant spectra. 
Although there is no necessary relationship between something being an enhance-
ment and there being moral reasons against it on these accounts, such definitions can 
help point us towards contingently morally relevant features.

The most important thing is for theorists to be clear about which definition they are 
using when they discuss human enhancement. This will prevent meaningful debates 
about capacity-altering biotechnologies being held back by ‘erroneous assumptions’ 
and ‘poorly articulated notions of enhancement’.
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Human Enhancement for Whom?

Robert Sparrow

Whose interests matter when making decisions about what sort of children to have? 
Although it has received scant attention, this question is at the heart of the ethics of 
reproductive decision-making. It is also crucial to the ethics of human enhancement 
given that the most powerful technologies of human enhancement are likely to involve 
shaping future individuals via genetic selection or genetic modification. If we wish to 
have a sensible debate about human enhancement, then, we must first become clear on 
the question of ‘enhancement for whom?’ (Elster 2011). In this chapter I survey and 
evaluate the claims of the three leading candidates whose interests might be thought to 
matter when it comes to shaping future people: the parents, the child, and ‘the world’. 
I also discuss what I take to be two bad candidates, which nevertheless seem likely to 
loom large when it comes to popular discussions of this topic—‘the race’ and ‘the 
species’—as well as one candidate that is more plausible, although still, I think, prop-
erly controversial—the nation. I will argue that the parents, child, and ‘world’ all have 
legitimate interests in reproductive decisions and that these interests may conflict 
more than has been appreciated. For this reason, enhancement is more ethically prob-
lematic than proponents typically admit. The danger that policy on enhancement will 
in practice be guided by concern for the interests of the nation or, worse, the race con-
stitutes a further reason for caution about the ‘enhancement enterprise’.

9.1  Reproduction, Enhancement, and the  
Interests at Stake

Couples considering having children must confront a number of decisions. First, a 
couple must decide whether or not to have children. Second, they must decide when to 
have children. In making this decision couples also determine in a small way the 
answer to a third question: ‘What sort of children should they have?’ By choosing to 
delay having children until they are older and more financially secure, for example, 
couples influence the expected welfare of their child. The development of new repro-
ductive technologies, and in particular the technology of preimplantation genetic 
diagnosis (PGD), poses this third question with a new urgency.
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PGD allows prospective parents some control over the genetics of their future child 
by allowing them to choose which of a number of embryos, created via IVF, to implant 
into a woman’s womb on the basis of a knowledge of the genetics of each embryo. This 
is a powerful technology for selecting against genes associated with particular pheno-
types. Inevitably it is also a (weak) technology for selecting in favour of genes associ-
ated with desired phenotypes. The usefulness of PGD for positive selection is currently 
limited both by our understanding of the relationship between genotypes and pheno-
types and by the small number of embryos that can be created in each cycle of IVF. 
However, improvements in computing and sequencing technology hold out some 
prospect of addressing the former of these problems. The development of a technology 
to produce ova from somatic cells via induced pluripotent stem cells (‘artificial gam-
etogenesis’) may overcome the latter. If parents were able to choose from among thou-
sands of embryos created using artificial gametes, the utility of PGD for positive 
selection would be greatly increased (Bourne, Douglas, and Savulescu  2012; 
Sparrow 2013; Palacios-González, Harris, and Testa 2014). Other, more speculative, 
technologies involving the genetic modification of embryos (discussed further in 
Section 9.1.2) may grant parents still greater power over the genetics of their children.

Thus, as technology provides us with the power to determine the genetics of our 
children, the question of what sort of children we should have arises with increased 
urgency. This question is central to the ethics of human enhancement because one of 
the most plausible ways to enhance human beings would be to alter them genetically.

However, before we can answer this question there is another matter we first must 
become clearer about: we need to know what makes one sort of child better than 
another. What makes something an ‘enhancement’? It might be thought that enhance-
ments are whatever make something better and that we are simply enhancing ‘capaci-
ties’. Yet while these answers may do in some contexts, at a deeper level they fail: 
ultimately we need to know why one state of affairs counts as better than another when 
we are thinking about the ethics of reproduction. Presuming that what is better is 
better for someone, we need to know whose interests are relevant when it comes to 
decisions about what sort of children to have. For whom are alterations to the genetics 
of children an enhancement? In the following sections I survey and evaluate a number 
of different answers that might be given to this question. I will also offer some thoughts 
about how we might go out about balancing the competing interests I identify.

9.1.1  The Parents

The obvious place to begin a list of the interests at stake in reproduction is with the 
parents. A non-trivial portion of the project of having children takes place before the 
children are born—some of it before they are conceived. If couples have made a con-
scious choice to reproduce, there will be reasons for this choice, and the desires that 
motivate these reasons may ultimately be satisfied or frustrated. Even if parents have 
not made a conscious choice to reproduce, their lives will usually become intertwined 
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with the lives of their children such that they will come to have an interest in their 
children’s flourishing.

There is one particular interest that parents have that is worth singling out for atten-
tion because of its centrality to contemporary debates about the ethics of reproductive 
technologies—an interest in the children whom they bring into existence being genet-
ically related to them. Not all parents—or prospective parents—care about this, and 
many parents realize their interests in reproduction without the child whom they raise 
being the product of their gametes. Nevertheless, many individuals desire not only to 
bring children into existence but for these children to be their genetic offspring. 
Indeed, so much is this the case that in many contexts genetic parenthood is assumed 
to be the very definition of parenthood. As we shall see below, in Section 9.1.2, how-
ever, insisting on this particular form of parenthood may sometimes be at the expense 
of the interests of other parties implicated in reproductive decisions.

The moral weight of the interests of the parents is reflected in the intuitive and legal 
force of the right to ‘reproductive liberty’ (or ‘procreative autonomy’). The place of 
reproduction at the heart of (many) ideas about what a good human life consists in 
establishes a strong presumption against coercive interference in couples’ reproduct-
ive projects (Dworkin  1993; Brock  1994; Robertson  1994, especially pp. 22–42; 
Savulescu 1999; Buchanan et al. 2000, pp. 206–13). While the precise extent of the 
activities that are properly understood to be defended by this right is contested 
(Sparrow 2008; de Melo-Martín 2013), at the very least prospective parents have a 
right against forced sterilization or abortion, and against being forced to become par-
ents against their will by (for instance) being raped or denied access to contraception.

However, as the debate about the limits of reproductive liberty makes clear, there are 
other interests at stake in decisions about reproduction (Brock 1994). Most obviously, 
the interests of the parents may conflict with the interests of the child.

9.1.2  The Child

By altering the timing of conception (Parfit 1984, pp. 357–61, 367–9), or by choosing 
different embryos via PGD, parents may bring into existence a child with a severe 
disorder or a one that is perfectly healthy. The fact that parental decisions have such 
an impact on the lives of their children means that those children clearly have interests 
at stake.

The interests of the child in reproductive decisions have been championed by Julian 
Savulescu (Savulescu 2001; Savulescu and Kahane 2009). He points out that the same 
reasons that move parents to embrace genetic selection for therapeutic purposes—a 
concern for the welfare of the future child—should also move them to embrace selec-
tion for beyond-species-typical traits (enhancement) where possible. This emphasis 
on the interests of the child serves to distinguish contemporary enthusiasm for human 
enhancement from historical programmes of eugenics, which were oriented towards 
the interests of the race or nation (Savulescu 2001, p. 424).
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The moral weight of a concern for the interests of the child arguably depends on the 
nature of the reproductive technology we are considering. Decisions made before the 
child comes into existence seem to have a different moral import to decisions made 
once they exist (Parfit 1984). Because it is possible to identify the impact of decisions 
made any time after conception on the welfare of an individual, most authorities have 
tended to treat modifications to the embryo, or interventions which affect the develop-
ing foetus, as harming or benefiting particular individuals. As a result it will usually be 
morally problematic to sacrifice the welfare of children without their consent for the 
sake of the interests of third parties.

However, as Derek Parfit famously argued, decisions that determine which individ-
uals come into existence do not seem to harm or benefit those individuals (Parfit 1984). 
The counterfactual claim about what their interests would have been had the decision 
been made differently, which is usually thought to be essential to the determination of 
harm or benefit, fails in such cases because had the decision been made differently a 
different person would have been brought into existence. Such decisions are not ‘per-
son-affecting’, and because of this their ethics is both controversial and peculiar. For 
instance, it is this aspect of the ethics of genetic selection that explains one of the dis-
tinctive features of Savulescu and Kahane’s putative obligation of procreative benefi-
cence, which is that it is—as they themselves readily admit—so easily defeasible 
(Savulescu and Sparrow 2013).1

Until recently the most realistic hope for enhancing human capacities by shaping 
individuals’ genes involved genetic selection for beyond-species-typical traits, perhaps 
over many generations or in conjunction with the use of artificial gametogenesis 
(Sparrow 2013). Such genetic selection would not be person-affecting. I will mostly be 
concerned with choices of this sort here. However, the development of the CRISPR/
Cas9 system for genome editing (Cong et al. 2013) has opened up the possibility that 
we might be able to perform very precise genetic manipulations of human embryos in 
the not too distant future, including the introduction of genes for the purposes of 
enhancement (Regalado 2015). Whether such a technology would be person-affecting 
or not is unclear. If we think of it as involving the manipulation of an embryo that we 
have already chosen to come into existence, and think of the changes we make as bene-
fiting a particular individual, then it will be person-affecting. However, if we think of it 
as requiring a choice about which person to bring into existence, either because the 
technology might also involve some selection between embryos or because we think of 

1  Savulescu and Kahane (2009) argue that procreative beneficence provides parents with a ‘significant 
moral reason’ to select the best child possible. However, they leave both the notion of a ‘moral reason’ and 
the question of the weight of ‘significant’ moral reasons underdescribed. Although they claim that signifi-
cant reasons are ‘often strong enough to outweigh the reasons given by the interests of parents and other 
existing people’ (p. 277), they also explicitly allow that the political commitments of parents or concerns 
about aggregate consequences may justify parents ignoring the demands of procreative beneficence 
(Savulescu 2001; Kahane and Savulescu 2010). Given this it is hard to see why, on their account, anything 
the parents want strongly enough would not also justify the ignoring of procreative beneficence.
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(some) alterations of genetic traits as themselves being identity-affecting (Zohar 1991), 
then this will not be a person-affecting technology.

Another key issue in the debate about the moral significance of the interests of the 
child concerns the extent to which these interests are amenable to comparison and 
(therefore) to maximization. If it were not at least sometimes the case that a child’s 
genetic endowment at birth had implications for their expected welfare, then the inter-
ests of the child could play no role in determining the ethics of genetic selection or 
modification. Although the claim has been vigorously contested by writers within the 
disabilities community (Hurst 2009; Garland 2015; see also Barnes 2014), many peo-
ple share the intuition that, for instance, having the gene for cystic fibrosis reduces the 
expected level of welfare of a child such that all other things being equal it is better to be 
born without this gene (Glover 2006; Harris 2007; Savulescu and Kahane 2009). Such 
judgements about the impact of genes associated with various impairments on 
expected welfare are central to the ethics of genetic selection for therapeutic purposes. 
If there is to be an obligation to enhance human beings by selecting for genes—or per-
haps introducing genes—for capacities beyond those that are species-typical, then it 
must also be the case that those born with these genes would have higher expected 
welfare than those born without them.

The demands of the argument for human enhancement would be strongest were it 
the case that it is always possible to compare the expected welfare of children at birth 
and determine which of them had the highest expected welfare. I suspect that many 
people interpret Savulescu’s claim that parents are obligated to have the best child 
possible—as I did in earlier work (Sparrow  2007,  2011a)—as implying that there 
was always an answer to the question as to which of two (or more) infants had superior 
life prospects.

However, more recently, Savulescu has conceded that in many cases there will simply 
be no answer to the question as to which of two children has better life prospects at birth 
(Savulescu 2015). One child may have a gene that makes it easier for them to succeed as 
a musician, while another has a gene that makes it easier to succeed as a poet, and there 
may be no answer as to whether it is better to be a musician or a poet.

While this seems eminently plausible, it calls into question the force of the case for 
human enhancement. The proper formulation of the obligation of procreative benefi-
cence is revealed as ‘the obligation not to have a child with life prospects worse than 
any other child one might have bought into existence’ (Sparrow 2014a). Moreover, 
given the diversity of ways of flourishing available to any person born with even a rela-
tively meagre set of characteristically human capacities, it is likely that the life pros-
pects of almost all embryos should be judged to be ‘equally good’, and thus that this 
obligation will usually be moot. Only in the rare case where one embryo had genes that 
would provide the future child with no less capacity to succeed in any life plan than the 
genes of another embryo, while also providing better prospects for success in one or 
more life plans, would it be possible to judge that some genetic endowments were 
superior to others without the fact of the plurality of worthwhile life plans rendering 
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evaluations of the relative advantages of different combinations of genes impossible. 
Moreover, it seems likely that most genes that benefit some life plans will also be to the 
detriment of others (Sparrow 2010a, 2012a).

There are, of course, many ways in which parents may fail to promote the interests of 
their children: any decision that does not maximize the capacities or the welfare of the 
child will be contrary to the child’s interests. Two, however, are worth highlighting 
here because of their role in the larger debate about the ethics of technologically medi-
ated reproduction.

First, parents may act against the interests of the child when they insist on having a 
child who will be genetically related to them. While PGD may allow parents to choose 
the best of the embryos produced by the combination of their gametes, in many cases 
all of their embryos will have poorer life prospects than an embryo created using the 
gametes of third parties.2 Thus an obligation to maximize the welfare of their children 
would often require parents to use donor gametes (Sparrow 2007, 2011a). Savulescu 
and Kahane (2009) later qualified the ‘obligation’ of procreative beneficence to apply 
only to choice among the possible genetic offspring a couple might have. However, this 
restriction seems unprincipled.

Second, the choices parents might want to make regarding their children’s genetic 
endowment, based on their own ideals and values, may not be in the best interests of 
the child (Davis 1997). While, at least in the context of genetic selection—with the 
exception of a preference for using their own gametes—it will (hopefully) be rare for 
parents to consciously sacrifice the interests of their children for their own interests, 
what seems more likely is that parents will choose genes that will help the child realize 
the ends that the parents believe to be worthwhile. Unless the genes the parents choose 
will make it no harder for children to pursue any (and every) life plan they might come 
to endorse, there will be a chance that, if the children do not grow up to share their 
parents’ ends, they may find their goals frustrated by their parents’ choices (Agar 
1999). Again, as I suggested earlier in this section, many genes—perhaps even the vast 
majority—will benefit individuals in the pursuit of some goals but be deleterious if 
they have others. What is at stake here, then, is the child’s ‘right to an open future’ 
(Feinberg 1980; Buchanan et al. 2000, pp. 170–2). Yet the question of which futures are 
more open cannot ultimately be resolved without reference to ideas about which ends 
are worth pursuing (Sparrow 2010a). A concern for the best interests of the child may 
therefore either require us to settle on an account of the nature of human flourishing, 
which will inevitably be controversial, or prohibit us from bringing children into 
existence with anything other than ‘general-purpose’ genes (Fox 2007; Dekker 2009; 
Sparrow 2010a; Fowler 2015).

2  Setting aside for one moment the possibility that most such judgements fail in the face of incommen-
surability, in which case, as I observed earlier, arguments based on the interests of the child will, for the 
most part, be moot.
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While recent discussions about the ethics of human enhancement have been dom-
inated by concern for the welfare of the child, it did not take long for ideas about col-
lective interests to re-emerge. As we shall see, however, the relevant collective remains 
contested.

9.1.3  The ‘World’

The suggestion that we should be concerned with the interests of people other than the 
parents who are reproducing or the children they might bring into existence appears in 
the debate about the ethics of genetic selection whenever people refer to the aggregate 
consequences of reproductive choices. For instance, the objection that it would be a 
bad thing if the widespread use of PGD for the purposes of either therapy or enhance-
ment led to a loss of ‘human diversity’ relies on the intuition that such diversity makes 
the world a better place (Parens 1995; Garland-Thomson 2012, 2015; Sparrow 2015).

The idea that a larger community may have an interest in reproductive decisions has 
also been defended more systematically. In a wonderful piece of applied philosophy, 
Jakob Elster (2011) points out that the arguments that Savulescu uses to motivate the 
‘obligation’ of procreative beneficence also imply an obligation to promote the interests 
of parties other than the child.3 Just as it is irrational not to prefer a child with higher 
expected welfare over a child with lower expected welfare, so too is it irrational—all 
other things being equal—to prefer a child who would contribute less to the welfare of 
the world one who would contribute more. Just as common-sense morality recognizes 
that we should prefer our children to be born healthy and happy, so too does it recog-
nize that we should prefer our children to make a contribution to the happiness of 
others. Douglas and Devolder (2013) have argued for the existence of what they call an 
obligation of ‘procreative altruism’ along similar lines.

Once one begins to consider one’s obligation to third parties, there is no obvious 
limit as to how far these obligations might extend. Procreative altruism therefore 
requires us to consider the interests of ‘the world’ when making reproductive deci-
sions. The welfare of the world is, in turn, the aggregate welfare of all the creatures with 
interests in the world.4

Importantly, there is another route whereby one might arrive at the conclusion that 
parents are obligated to promote aggregate welfare in their reproductive decisions. As 
we saw in Section 9.1.2 above, decisions about which individuals to bring into exist-
ence appear to neither harm nor benefit the individuals we do bring into existence. 
This fact makes it difficult to theorize our obligations in relation to these choices: given 
that they don’t harm or benefit anyone it might be argued that they are morally equiva-
lent. Nevertheless, many people do have the intuition that—all other things being 
equal—it would be wrong to bring an individual into existence with low expected wel-
fare when we could have bought an individual with a higher expected welfare into 

3  See also Petersen 2015.
4  It is a further question just what this set consists in.
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existence instead. Such an obligation requires us to care about benefits (or harms) that 
are not benefits (or harms) to anyone—that is, about our impact on ‘impersonal’ wel-
fare (Parfit 1984, pp. 386–7; Bennett 2009).

Yet once we take impersonal welfare into account, it seems implausible that we 
should not also care about the impact of our decisions on the welfare of existing indi-
viduals. Thus, again, it appears as though when making reproductive decisions we 
should consider the interests of all the individuals who exist, or will exist, regardless of 
our decision, as well as those who will exist as a result of our decision.

There is a large and complex philosophical literature that explores the implications 
of a concern for impersonal welfare for the ethics of reproductive decision-making. 
Notoriously, a concern for aggregate welfare that includes impersonal welfare seems to 
require parents to have as many children as possible. Moreover, the various argumen-
tative tweaks that philosophers have attempted to try to avoid this implication all seem 
to generate equally unappealing consequences. Reasons of space prevent me from dis-
cussing this literature and its complexities here. Instead I must be content to make two 
observations.

First, for the most part, this literature has neglected the options established by the 
possibility of genetic selection for enhancement for the promotion of aggregate wel-
fare. Presumably, for instance, it would improve aggregate welfare if a small number of 
parents were to bring into existence children who had been cloned and/or genetically 
modified in order to be anencephalic for the purposes of serving as sources of replace-
ment organs for other citizens (Tooley 1998). As I have argued elsewhere, it seems 
likely that replacing a very small number of the members of a population with uni-
formly high welfare with individuals who will have lives only barely worth living would 
increase aggregate welfare by providing the individuals with higher welfare with an 
opportunity to be happy that they are better off than these ‘genetic scapegoats’ 
(Sparrow 2015). Other modifications, such as increasing the extent of human altruism 
(Persson and Savulescu 2012) or individuals’ willingness to take on various necessary 
social roles, such as collecting the garbage or caring for the elderly, might also be 
expected to make a significant contribution to increasing aggregate welfare.

Second, the moment one admits any role for considerations of aggregate welfare in 
decisions about reproduction, these threaten to outweigh any of the other interests at 
stake. Given the number of third parties who might benefit from the selection of future 
individuals that have particular sorts of capacities, there is little that the concern for 
the interests of such third parties could not justify.

9.1.4  The Species

Arguments about the implication of genetic technologies for the ‘species’ come up 
surprisingly often in both the literature and public discussions of this topic. Thus, for 
instance, when I have suggested that a concern for the best interests of the child—
procreative beneficence—would require all parents to choose female children on the 
basis of their longer life expectancy and more ‘open’ future (Sparrow 2010b, 2012b), 
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critics have often responded that this would be disastrous for the species (Harris 2011; 
Casal 2013). Similarly, people often worry about the impact of the widespread use of 
technologies of genetic selection on the extent of the genetic diversity within our spe-
cies, and on the likelihood that the species might suffer extinction as a result of some 
future pandemic or environmental change (Suzuki and Knudtson 1989; Bayliss and 
Robert 2004, pp. 7–8). Conversely, Chris Gyngell (2012) and Russell Powell (2012) 
have argued that genetic human enhancement might contribute to the long-term sur-
vival of the human species.

Such pleading on behalf of the species is surprising because it is far from obvious 
why the fate of the species should be of concern to us. Species do not experience any-
thing, nor do they suffer or die, except metaphorically (Singer 1979, p. 203). The wel-
fare of the individual organisms that make up a species matters, of course, but events or 
policies may lead to a species becoming extinct without harming any of its members. 
For instance, the aggregate welfare of the world might be vastly improved were all chil-
dren from the next generation onwards to be born ‘post’-human with greatly improved 
capacities and (consequently) no interest in reproducing with members of previous 
generations, who they view as pathetically short-lived and profoundly cognitively 
impaired. In such circumstances the human species would become extinct without 
any individual suffering.

Even if species do have some value, this fails to establish why the survival of Homo 
sapiens should be of any more concern to us than the survival of any other species. 
Sadly, it seems likely that the extinction of the human species would actually greatly 
reduce the number of species that are likely to become extinct in the next several dec-
ades as a result of humankind’s environmentally destructive activities, which are cur-
rently estimated to be driving one in six species to extinction (Urban 2015). Concern 
for the value of species, then, provides us with little reason to regret the extinction of 
the human species.5

9.1.5  The Nation

Because the implications of genetic selection for the world or the species are a function 
of the aggregate consequences of millions of reproductive decisions, it is actually 
extremely difficult to take account of them when assessing either the ethics or the 
rationality of individual decisions. Given that any individual decision will make only 
an infinitesimal contribution to the aggregate impact, even a small reason for making 
the choice that—if universalized—would generate the undesirable aggregate impact 
will typically outweigh concerns about the aggregate impact. For instance, even if par-
ents recognize that a world in which everyone were born female would be a worse 
world, they may still have reasons to choose a female child themselves as long as they 
think that a girl will have better life prospects no matter what decisions other parents 

5  Clearly some people do care about the future of the human species, so a concern for their welfare may 
also dictate a concern for the welfare of the species.
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make (Sparrow 2011b). Avoiding such consequences therefore involves solving a col-
lective action problem. Collective action problems are inevitable where what parents 
are pursuing for themselves or their child is a positional good.

The best way to resolve collective action problems is for all those involved to cede 
(some) power to an institution that is capable of reshaping the option sets of individual 
decision-makers by imposing penalties on anyone who chooses to ‘defect’ from the 
course of action required to secure a collective benefit. In practice, this typically means 
a national government. While, in theory, national governments could legislate to 
defend the interests of Homo sapiens or to promote aggregate welfare at a global level, 
historically governments have tended to legislate in the national interest. Thus, for 
instance, when states—as they often do—adopt population policies, the justification 
for them usually refers to sex ratios or birth rates nationally rather than globally. 
Moreover, the transnational institutions required in order to regulate human enhance-
ment in the interests of the world neither exist nor look very appealing once we start to 
imagine what sorts of powers they would require.

To avoid the adverse aggregate consequences of parents each pursuing either the 
best interests of their child or their own best interests through genetic selection, it will 
be necessary to regulate access to, and the uses of, technologies of genetic selection. 
Such regulation is likely to be directed by a concern for the national interest. As I will 
discuss further in Section  9.2 below, human enhancement in the national interest 
might require significant sacrifices from both parents and children.

9.1.6  The Race

The largest ever program of ‘human enhancement’ to date was actually oriented 
towards the enhancement of a ‘race’ rather than a population understood as coexten-
sive with the boundaries of a state, as the nation is more commonly thought of today. 
Both the National Socialist programmes of positive eugenics, through the SS’s 
Marriage Decree of 1931 and the Lebensborn programme, and the negative eugenics of 
the 1933 Act for Averting Descendants Afflicted with Hereditary Disease, which 
allowed for compulsory sterilization, were intended to promote the future welfare of 
the ‘Aryan race’ (Hubbard  2010). Similarly, the eugenic policies adopted by other 
nations around the world between the 1880s and 1940s were typically concerned with 
the welfare of populations conceived of through racialized narratives and were justi-
fied by reference to racial stereotypes (Kevles 1999).

It would be comforting to believe that the history of eugenics has irredeemably 
tarnished the idea that reproductive decisions should be made in the interests of 
the race. Unfortunately, however, there are a number of reasons to worry about the 
re-emergence of a racialized eugenics in the context of the enhancement enterprise 
(Sparrow 2014b). As I argued in Section 9.1.5, human enhancement—if it is regulated 
at all—is likely to be regulated with reference to the national interest. The genetics of 
the nation’s population is likely to be a central concern of such regulation. However, 
such ‘geneticization’ of the idea of the nation is fraught with political risks. There are 
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significant tendencies within nationalism that have traditionally sought to represent 
the nation as the political expression of the interests of a people, and the people as 
racially distinct from other peoples. Placing the genetics of the nation’s population at 
the heart of regulations concerning a choice as ubiquitous and as intimate as reproduc-
tion seems likely to lend strength to this tradition. Moreover, once such a project is 
under way, there will be a temptation to allow eugenic arguments to play a role in other 
decisions that impact on the population’s genetics, including decisions about health-
care and immigration. Not only would this further entrench the idea that all citizens 
share a common genetic heritage but also it would inevitably encourage the idea that 
non-nationals are genetically distinct and are a threat to the ‘good’ genetics of the 
nation. Given that we ordinarily act in more or less complete ignorance of the actual 
genes of other people, in practice such suspicion will naturally tend to adhere to those 
who look ‘foreign’ or ‘different’ in some way, which is to say that they will both track 
and reinforce historical ideas about ‘race’. For all these reasons there is, I believe, a sig-
nificant danger that the regulation of human enhancement in the national interest will 
lead to the reinvigoration of a ‘scientific’ racism.

9.2  A Difficult Balancing Act?
Any plausible programme of genetic human enhancement would need to come to 
some conclusion about how to balance the different interests that—as I have argued 
here—are, or might be thought to be, at stake in reproduction. I believe that this task 
is much more difficult than generally appreciated and also, consequently, that the 
project of genetic human enhancement is more ethically fraught than proponents 
generally admit.

If the ethics of reproduction were simply a matter of balancing the interests of the 
parent against the interests of the child then this dilemma might at least be manage-
able, even if the fact that decisions about which children to bring into existence are not 
person-affecting means that it is more complex than first appears. However, the intro-
duction of even the very basic reproductive technologies of contraception, selective 
abortion, and sex selection are sufficient to establish the possibility of collective action 
problems, which requires the state to step in and legislate. This in turn requires us to 
try to balance the reproductive liberty of parents against the interests of the larger col-
lective, and the interests of the child against both.

The development of genetic technologies that might allow us to shape the capacities 
and character of our children would greatly intensify these challenges. As we have 
seen, it would increase the likelihood of parents acting against the interests of their 
children when they shape them in ways that the children may come to regret, which 
strengthens the case for the state to intervene to protect the interests of children. This 
would inevitably involve the state acting to adjudicate over what sorts of genetic inter-
vention are incompatible with the child’s right to an open future, a role which is itself 
incompatible with the ‘state neutrality’ that many liberals have understood as essential 
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to a just society (Dekker  2009; Sparrow  2010a). Granting parents the ability to 
consciously shape the genetics of their children would also greatly increase the likeli-
hood that parental choices would establish collective action problems, either because 
parents would be motivated to seek positional goods for themselves or their children, 
or because the aggregate consequence of parents all seeking the same sorts of goods for 
themselves or their children would involve harms to the world, nation, or species. 
Again, in order to mitigate these risks, the state would need to regulate human 
enhancement and constrain the reproductive liberty of parents. Finally, as it becomes 
more powerful, genetic enhancement will greatly increase the extent to which it is pos-
sible to engineer human beings for the benefit of the world, nation, or species.

This last possibility is especially disturbing. While advocates of procreative altruism 
have written of the need to ‘balance’ the interests of the world against the other inter-
ests at stake in decisions about genetic human enhancement, to my knowledge no one 
has yet described or defended any principle that might plausibly guide us in this task. 
There are at least two reasons to believe this will be very difficult. First, once one admits 
any role for the interests of third parties, this opens up the possibility that these inter-
ests might be very significant. For instance, an appropriately ambitious programme of 
society-wide genetic engineering—the creation of a ‘Brave New World’—might hold 
out the promise of a tremendous increase in aggregate welfare. It would require very 
significant competing interests to balance our obligation to bring about this good. 
Second, that both the interests of parents and the interests of children may sometimes 
be outweighed by the collective good must already be conceded by advocates of the 
regulation required to avoid destructive collective action problems, which will be 
essential to any defensible ‘liberal’ programme of genetic human enhancement. Any 
suggestion that these interests will reliably trump the interests of third parties is there-
fore grossly implausible. The fact that decisions to bring individuals with lower welfare 
into existence do not harm those individuals that are brought into existence is a further 
reason to think that arguments about the interests of children will ultimately prove 
little barrier to the pursuit of the public good by genetic means.

As I observed in Section 9.1.5, the interests of ‘the world’ will in practice be attended 
to by the representatives of the nation, who are likely to be all too quick to adopt the 
national interest as the guiding principle for the regulation of human enhancement. 
The answer to the question ‘enhancement for whom?’, then, will turn out to be enhance-
ment for the nation. Moreover, what is good for the nation may be very bad indeed for 
our children and for us.

This is, ultimately, why I believe the project of enhancing our children’s genes is 
more ethically problematic than advocates typically acknowledge. People might prefer 
for no one to have this power over the character of their children than to end up in a 
situation where they have supported the development of the technology that might 
enable them to exercise this power themselves only for the state to usurp it and wield it 
at the expense of their interests and the interests of their children.
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However, even if this is an accurate assessment of the conclusion of the ‘enhance-
ment enterprise’, the thought is unlikely to be sufficient to prevent societies from 
embarking on it. At least initially, the power that genetic selection or manipulation will 
grant us over the character of our children is likely to be slight and analogous to the 
power that parents already have to shape their children through environmental 
manipulation. Consequently, the sacrifices required of parents and their children by 
the state in order to regulate enhancement appropriately early on are likely to be small 
and thus little barrier to public acceptance of the project. Only when the technology to 
engineer some people for the benefit of others is developed and the argument for a 
Brave New World made loudly in public again may people realize what they bought 
into when they bought into genetic human enhancement.

Yet, as discussed in Section 9.1.6, there is another danger associated with the regula-
tion of human enhancement in the national interest, which is likely to be pressing even 
when technologies of genetic human enhancement remain relatively rudimentary: the 
danger of reinvigorating the racism that is historically associated with eugenics. While 
the connection between the project of shaping the genetics of a national population 
and the re-emergence of a racialized eugenics is a political and contingent one, it is 
nonetheless strong and should, I believe, motivate us to be very cautious indeed about 
embarking on the project of human enhancement by genetic means. Perversely, then, 
if I am right about the dangers ultimately associated with the prospect of genetic 
human enhancement, critics of this project may have some reason to be thankful that 
its historical legacy is so shameful.
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Enhancing Conservatism

Rebecca Roache and Julian Savulescu

10.1  Introduction
Recent years have seen polarized debate about novel biotechnologies, including 
human enhancement, cloning, stem cell research, and the use of PGD to select 
embryos for non-disease traits. Transhumanists typically welcome developments 
that aim to overcome human biological limitations, such as our expected lifespan 
and  ordinary levels of intelligence, as some novel biotechnologies promise to do. 
Bioliberals do not necessarily view such technologies as good but they tend to reject 
most of the prominent bioconservative reasons for opposing them. For bioliberals, as 
for political liberals, good reasons to ban novel technologies must make reference to 
their harmfulness, or the inherent unfairness of their uses. Bioliberals are, as a result, 
accepting of new technologies on the condition that they are sufficiently safe, fairly 
distributed, and so on.

Bioconservatives oppose the use of these technologies. While some of their reasons 
for concern—such as those relating to safety, fairness, and distributive justice—are 
acknowledged by transhumanists and bioliberals, their main objections are rarely 
given much weight by their opponents.

Bioconservatives are often political conservatives, and their arguments reflect 
mainstream conservative thought, including a greater reliance on appeals to intuition 
than is typical of liberals.1 Since bioconservatives oppose certain novel technologies 
even when concerns about harm and fairness do not apply, their views conflict with 
those of bioliberals and transhumanists.

Bioconservatives oppose enhancement because they believe the goods that 
enhancement promises to be less valuable than the goods it would destroy. We test this 
in-principle opposition by considering a hypothetical type of enhancement designed 

1  Parens (2005) argues that the difference between supporters and opponents of enhancement does not 
correspond to the difference between political liberals and conservatives. However, there is significant 
overlap between, on the one hand, bioliberalism and political liberalism; and on the other, bioconservatism 
(to be defined presently) and political conservatism. This chapter focuses on arguments that exist within 
these overlaps.
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to promote values dear to bioconservatives; values that they see as being undermined 
by enhancement. We will consider how bioconservatives might argue against even this 
sort of enhancement—that is, against an intervention that promotes bioconservative 
values by a means that bioconservatives oppose. In doing so, we hope to identify some 
of the issues most fundamental to the bioconservative case against enhancement.

10.2  Enhancement Policy and Established Wisdom
Leon Kass and Michael Sandel—perhaps the two most prominent bioconservatives, 
and for this reason the main focus of this chapter—worry that technology develops so 
fast that we risk embracing it before considering whether what it offers is valuable. 
Kass remarks that ‘this push toward bio-engineered perfection strikes me as the wave 
of the future, one that will sneak up on us before we know it and, if we are not careful, 
sweep us up and tow us under’ (Kass 2003, p. 10). Sandel writes that ‘[w]hen science 
moves faster than moral understanding, as it does today, men and women struggle to 
articulate their unease. […] The genomic revolution has induced a kind of moral 
vertigo’ (Sandel 2004, p. 1).

Human enhancement—the use of technology (including tools, techniques, and 
medicines) to raise human capacities above the normal level2—especially worries Kass 
and Sandel.3 They see it as an unintended, ill-considered side-effect of therapeutic 
technology. Kass writes:

It bears emphasis that these powers have not been developed for the purpose of producing 
perfect or post-human beings. They have been produced largely for the purpose of preventing 
and curing disease, and of reversing disabilities. […] Yet the ‘dual use’ aspects of most of these 
powers […] means that we must not be lulled to sleep by the fact that the originators of 
these powers were no friends to the Brave New World. Once here, techniques and powers can 
produce desires where none existed before, and things often go where no one ever intended. 
(Kass 2003, p. 11)

Similarly, Sandel discusses potentially powerful biotechnologies where ‘[i]n each case 
what began as an attempt to treat a disease or prevent a genetic disorder now beckons 
as an instrument of improvement and consumer choice’ (Sandel 2004, p. 2).

Kass and Sandel are concerned that the value of enhancement may be outweighed 
by the loss of something of greater value. For Kass, this greater value ‘may have some-
thing to do with what is natural, or what is humanly dignified, or with the attitude that 
is properly respectful of what is naturally and dignifiedly human’ (Kass 2003, p. 17). 
For Sandel, enhancement ‘represent[s] a kind of hyperagency—a Promethean 

2  Specifying exactly what counts as the ‘normal level’ in this context is itself a difficult task, and one that 
we do not tackle here. See Bostrom and Roache 2007.

3  Other bioconservatives who are opposed to human enhancement for reasons similar to those of Kass 
and Sandel include Francis Fukuyama (2002) and the members of the President’s Council on Bioethics 
(2003), of which Kass was chair between 2001 and 2005.
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aspiration to remake nature, including human nature, to serve our purposes and satisfy 
our desires’; an attitude that ‘misses and may even destroy […] an appreciation of 
the gifted character of human powers and achievements’ (Sandel 2004, p. 5). Since 
enhancement might undermine something of great value, we should resist the temp-
tation to use it.

Both Kass and Sandel hold that, while enhancement should not be embraced if it 
is unsafe, the most important objections do not relate to safety. Even so, the biocon-
servative objection that we should avoid enhancement because it might destroy more 
value than it creates is unconvincing unless bioconservatives have good reason to believe 
that important values are more effectively promoted by abstaining from enhancement 
than by pursuing it. Indeed, some bioliberals have argued that some bioconservative 
values are better promoted by enhancement than by opposition to it.4

Traditional conservative thought offers bioconservatives a response to this attack. 
The caution advocated by Kass and Sandel reflects a typically conservative view that 
the way things are (or, perhaps, the way things used to be in some bygone era when 
everything was better) is not the result of current whims or random circumstances; 
rather, the current arrangements—and in particular the traditions that conservatives 
esteem5—have been shaped by the accumulated wisdom of our ancestors. Let us call 
this accumulated wisdom of our ancestors established wisdom. Reverence for estab-
lished wisdom, combined with pessimism about the ability of society to withstand rad-
ical change,6 leads conservatives to oppose attempts to overturn the status quo. 
Bioconservatives can argue, then, that by resisting enhancement we concur with estab-
lished wisdom. Since established wisdom plausibly exceeds that of bioliberals, it is 
more likely that bioconservative values will be preserved by resisting enhancement 
than by enhancing.

This conservative attitude can be traced back to Edmund Burke, often seen as the 
founder of modern conservative thought. In an influential 1790 essay, he supports the 
1688 Glorious Revolution, an event generally viewed as a defence and reassertion of 
British tradition in the face of a threat.7 Burke writes of it:

The Revolution was made to preserve our ancient, indisputable laws and liberties, and that 
ancient constitution of government which is our only security for law and liberty. […] The very 
idea of the fabrication of a new government is enough to fill us with disgust and horror. We 

4  For example, Bostrom 2005, 2008; Savulescu 2007, 2009; Kahane 2011; Pugh, Kahane, and Savulescu 
2013; Schaefer, Kahane, and Savulescu 2014.

5  For some contemporary accounts of the importance of traditions to conservatives, see Kekes 1998 and 
Scruton 2001.

6  Kekes 1998, pp. 41–5, 213–19.
7  In it, King James II of England was overthrown by a collaboration of English parliamentarians and the 

Dutch William of Orange. Already uneasy about King James’s Catholicism and close ties with (Roman 
Catholic) France, parliamentarians feared the establishment of a Roman Catholic, Anglo-French mon-
archy when the birth of the king’s son in 1688 displaced his Protestant daughter, Mary (wife of William of 
Orange), as heir to the throne. Following the revolution, William and Mary took the throne as William III 
and Mary II of England.



OUP CORRECTED PROOF – FINAL, 07/18/2016, SPi

148  Enhancing Conservatism

wished at the period of the Revolution, and do now wish, to derive all we possess as an inherit-
ance from our forefathers. Upon that body and stock of inheritance we have taken care not to 
inoculate any scion alien to the nature of the original plant. All the reformations we have hith-
erto made have proceeded upon the principle of reverence to antiquity: and I hope, nay I am 
persuaded, that all those which possibly may be made hereafter, will be carefully formed upon 
analogical precedent, authority, and example. (Burke 1790)

Kass and Sandel, like Burke, exhibit ‘reverence to antiquity’. Kass bemoans the fact 
that, ‘[t]oday, one must even apologise for voicing opinions that twenty-five years ago 
were nearly universally regarded as the core of our culture’s wisdom on these matters’ 
(Kass 1997, p. 18). Sandel remarks that ‘[i]n order to grapple with the ethics of enhance-
ment, we need to confront questions largely lost from view—questions about the 
moral status of nature, and about the proper stance of human beings toward the given 
world’—questions from which ‘modern philosophers and political theorists tend to 
shrink’ (2004, p. 2).

It is certainly true that many ideological radical revolutions, such as the various 
communist revolutions of the twentieth century, backfired. Often, such revolutions 
have been insufficiently situated in the realities of human psychology and capacity for 
social life. However, bioliberalism about enhancement is unlikely to involve the sort of 
radical social change that conservatives typically fear. It is more likely to involve incre-
mental changes as technology advances. Yet Kass in particular seems to object even to 
gradual social change, as the remarks quoted above suggest. We might take him not 
only to view radical change as undesirable, but to endorse the stronger view that the 
status quo represents the ideal state, from which even gradual changes are undesirable. 
This makes him vulnerable to a charge of status quo bias.8

Bioliberals can recognize the value of caution about enhancement. One only has to 
look around to see that current society celebrates various dubious values. Our con-
sumerist culture depletes our planet’s resources at unsustainable levels. Western popu-
lar culture celebrates unattainable standards of physical beauty. The reality television 
craze has led to a prurient obsession with unremarkable people. Reminding ourselves 
that things have not always been this way helps us keep the status quo in perspective. It 
is prudent to heed the bioconservative warning not to be seduced by what human 
enhancement offers without first questioning whether the values it promotes are 
worthwhile.

Some writers have adopted a questioning attitude in response to the growing popu-
larity of cosmetic surgical enhancement (e.g. Blum 2005; Elliott 2008). Further, some 
have argued that even when enhancement appears to promote laudable values, pro-
moting these values could have devastating effects in practice. Rob Sparrow argues 
that, since women have a longer life expectancy than men (along with various other 
welfare-related advantages), those committed to maximizing the welfare of their chil-
dren should use sex-selection technology to ensure that their children are female. He 

8  For an account of status quo bias, see Bostrom and Ord 2006.
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intends this as a reductio of the appealing view that technology should be used in medi-
cine primarily to promote welfare (Sparrow 2010).

Bioliberals would no more welcome the results of implementing Sparrow’s sex-
selection policy than would bioconservatives, as one of us has argued.9 Bioliberals 
can acknowledge that the pursuit of enhancement may be guided by many values 
that are initially appealing but which must be balanced, and that the premature pro-
motion of a narrow range of values may result in disaster, as bioconservatives like 
Sparrow fear.

10.3  Does Established Wisdom Really Demand that 
We Oppose Enhancement?

Even conceding that established wisdom likely outweighs that of today’s thinkers, an 
appeal to established wisdom is insufficient to show that what bioconservatives value is 
better safeguarded by opposing enhancement than by permitting it. Clearly things do 
change and progress is made; history is replete with attempts to improve the human 
condition, and indeed the human. It is far from clear that the desire to enhance is 
opposed to established wisdom, rather than reflective of it. The desire to enhance traits 
such as intelligence, strength, and self-confidence arises from a culture whose estab-
lished wisdom values these traits.

Further, the process of accumulation of wisdom is ongoing. As such, those who 
thoughtfully wish to permit enhancement may be viewed as contributing to estab-
lished wisdom just as our ancestors did. While some modern views—including, 
according to bioconservatives, the desire to enhance—may appear to contrast starkly 
with what has gone before, the same can be said of many earlier views that are now 
accepted as part of established wisdom. In fact, established wisdom is hardly a homo-
genous, harmonious category of beliefs and practices. Our culture is shaped as much 
by conflict as by agreement; perhaps even more so. In addition, individuals change 
their beliefs over time—even bioconservatives. Raymond Vande Wiele became 
co-director of the first IVF clinic in 1983, yet a decade earlier he had objected so vehe-
mently to IVF that he sabotaged a colleague’s experimental attempt to use it.10

We might view bioconservatives as adopting a virtue ethics approach, whereby their 
views about enhancement are shaped by the virtues enshrined in established wisdom. 
A common criticism of virtue ethics is that it provides insufficient guidance about 
how to act.11 When the virtues in question are exemplified by a huge group of people, 
existing at different times and holding diverse and conflicting views, this difficulty is 
magnified. It is unclear what the relevant virtues are and how they can guide current 
decision-making.

9  Kahane and Savulescu 2010; Savulescu 2015.      10  See Clarke and Roache 2012, p. 37.
11  For a discussion, see Hursthouse 1999.
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Faced with such problems, a common strategy of bioconservatives, and of conserva-
tives more generally, is to appeal to intuition.12 While appeal to intuition plays a central 
role in moral evaluation and reasoning, it plays a dominant role in conservative moral 
reasoning, since conservatives often resist attempts rationally to analyse and evaluate 
their moral intuitions.13 A characteristic conservative appeal to intuition enables bio-
conservatives to insist both that enhancement conflicts with established wisdom and 
that it is not possible to articulate exactly how and why this is the case.

This strategy will not work, however. First, different people have different intuitions—
for example, bioliberals do not share bioconservatives’ intuition that enhancement is 
bad—meaning that in order to decide who has the right intuitions, we must appeal to 
some standard of evaluation that is independent of individuals’ intuitions.14 Second, as 
illustrated by the example of Vande Wiele above, people’s intuitions change over time. 
Kass himself recognizes this when he bemoans that ‘[w]e have in some sense been soft-
ened up to the idea’ of cloning since it first came to public attention in the 1960s 
(Kass 1997, p. 17). Given this, it is likely that even people with an intuitive aversion to 
enhancement would, over time, become more accepting of it if they were repeatedly 
confronted with it (e.g. by meeting enhanced people and encountering discussion of it 
in the media).15 That they are likely to become more intuitively accepting of it even if 
it is in fact morally objectionable points to the conclusion that, again, its moral accept-
ability must be assessed with reference to considerations independent of individuals’ 
unanalysed intuitions.

10.4  Factor X Enhancement: Remaking Humans 
in the Bioconservative Image

We can emphasize the idea that enhancement need not undermine bioconservative 
values by imagining a type of enhancement that promotes these values. Following 
Fukuyama, let us use the term ‘factor X’ to denote that difficult-to-define aspect of 
humanity that bioconservatives worry will be undermined by enhancement.16 Factor 

12  We follow Neil Levy in understanding intuitions as ‘spontaneous intellectual seemings’, a definition 
compatible with a range of philosophical and psychological uses of the term.

13  For a discussion of the role played by intuition in bioconservative arguments against human enhance-
ment, see Roache and Clarke 2009.

14  Such a standard need not be independent of intuitions in general, however. It could involve, for exam-
ple, applying the Rawlsian method of reflective equilibrium, in which we conduct an ongoing revision and 
reconciliation of new and existing beliefs, reasoned judgments, intuitions, and observations in order to 
maintain a maximally coherent set of beliefs. This process might itself be said to involve intuition.

15  Clarke and Roache have argued that awareness of intuitions’ tendency to change over time can enable 
liberal governments to introduce technologies such as enhancement into society in a way that maximizes 
acceptance from conservatives who initially oppose them (Clarke and Roache 2012).

16  Fukuyama himself is unable to define factor X. He claims that ‘when we strip all of a person’s contin-
gent and accidental characteristics away, there remains some essential human quality underneath that is 
worthy of a certain minimal level of respect—call it Factor X’ (2002, p. 149), but concedes that ‘there is no 
simple answer to the question, What is Factor X?’ (p. 171).
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X, let us assume, includes wisdom (esteemed by Kass 2003, pp. 17–19), an appreciation 
of giftedness (Kass 2003, pp. 19–20; Sandel 2004, pp. 5, 9, 10), human dignity (Kass 
2003, p. 20, 2008), humility (Kass 2003, pp. 17, 19; Sandel 2004, pp. 5, 6, 9), ‘openness to 
the unbidden’ (Sandel 2004, pp. 6, 9)—that is, the capacity of parents to ‘appreciate 
children as gifts or blessings’ (Sandel 2004, p. 6)—and whatever else bioconservatives 
might view as valuable human features endangered by enhancement. Now, imagine 
that scientists create a technology that promotes factor X in those who use this tech-
nology. Factor X-enhanced people are exactly the sort of people that bioconservatives 
wish we all were.

Since factor X enhancement, by definition, promotes those features of humanity 
that bionconservatives value, anticipating how bioconservatives might resist it will be 
a useful exercise in trying to identify exactly what they find objectionable about 
enhancement. Even bioconservatives find it difficult to identify the root of their objec-
tion, as Sandel notes when he comments that ‘[w]hen science moves faster than moral 
understanding, as it does today, men and women struggle to articulate their unease’ 
(Sandel 2004, p. 1), and as Kass acknowledges in his remark that ‘[i]t is difficult to put 
this disquiet [about enhancement] into words. We are in an area where initial repug-
nances are hard to translate into sound moral arguments’ (Kass 2003, p. 17).17

We’ll now consider two reasons that bioconservatives might give for resisting factor 
X enhancement. First, they might think that enhancement—even of values they 
endorse—is bad because it is dehumanizing. Second, they might worry that factor X 
enhancement would increase factor X beyond a level that would be desirable.

Kass and Sandel both fear that enhancement might be dehumanizing (Kass 2003, 
pp. 10, 15–16, 20, 23, 2008; Sandel  2004, p. 3). Dehumanization is the failure to 
acknowledge another human (or group of humans) as fully human (Haslam 2006), 
and a resulting failure to recognize their full moral status.

Since the dehumanized are denied their full moral status as humans, it would be 
worrisome if enhancement were dehumanizing. Bioconservatives, including Kass and 
Sandel, worry that enhancement could dehumanize the enhanced, and both biocon-
servatives and bioliberals have speculated that it could dehumanize the unenhanced.18 
For bioliberals, the worry that enhancement could dehumanize the unenhanced 
applies only to certain kinds of enhancement—for example, enhancement of cognitive 
capacity could ground a claim to greater moral status by the cognitively enhanced if 

17  It might be remarked that the best way to find out what bioconservatives think about the idea of factor 
X enhancement is to ask them. In fact, one of us (Roache) did ask Sandel about something very similar 
several years ago, in conversation: she asked whether he would object in principle to an enhancement that 
reliably and safely increased the subject’s appreciation of giftedness, a quality he esteems. He responded by 
doubting that this would be possible. He may be right. Even so, it is likely to be enlightening to explore the 
bioconservative attitude to factor X enhancement on the assumption that it is (or might be) possible.

18  For an analysis of this worry, see Savulescu 2009 and Douglas 2013. In speculating about the effects of 
enhancement on moral status, bioliberals tend not to worry that the unenhanced would lose moral status, 
but that the enhanced would gain it, and that this would make life worse for the unenhanced. This could 
happen without the unenhanced being dehumanized, but we gloss over this point here.
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cognitive capacity is relevant to one’s moral status. It is far from clear that factor X 
enhancement would constitute such an enhancement.19 Even so, there is arguably a 
case for delaying the introduction of factor X enhancement until we are satisfied that it 
would be a genuine enhancement.

Kass and Sandel, on the other hand, do not distinguish between enhancements 
that might dehumanize the unenhanced and those unlikely to do so; rather, they fear 
that enhancement in general might dehumanize the unenhanced. They also fear that 
enhancement in general might dehumanize the enhanced. For Kass, enhancement 
would dehumanize the enhanced by undermining human dignity. He sees human 
dignity as that property that not only underlies our moral status but also gives us our 
place in the hierarchical natural (and supernatural) order below that of gods and above 
that of non-human animals (Kass 2008). Unsurprisingly, Kass’ view is controversial 
(Macklin 2003; Pinker 2008), but one need not subscribe to his account of dignity in 
order to take seriously his worries about dehumanization.

We can compare aspects of Kass’ concerns about enhancement to concerns that 
others have expressed about dehumanization. Kass repeatedly objects to a view of 
human capacities and achievements that abstracts them from their context in human 
life. For example, he complains that

Human experience under biological intervention becomes increasingly mediated by unintelli-
gible forces and vehicles, separated from the human significance of the activities so altered. 
[…] The relations between the knowing subject and his activities, and between his activities 
and their fulfilments and pleasures, are disrupted. (Kass 2003, pp. 22–3)

By contrast, when expressing his view of human flourishing, he does so in terms that 
place human subjects firmly in the context of familiar human activities:

Still, if human flourishing means not just the accumulation of external achievements and a full 
curriculum vitae but a life-long being-at-work exercising one’s human powers well and without 
great impediment, our genuine happiness requires that there be little gap, if any, between the 
dancer and the dance. (Kass 2003, p. 23)

He views enhancement as objectionable because it encourages us to view human 
capacities as abstracted from, rather than embedded in, human activities:

[O]ne major trouble with biotechnical (especially mental) ‘improvers’ is that they produce 
changes in us by disrupting the normal character of human being-at-work-in-the-world, what 

19  Factor X enhancement, as we have envisaged it, involves wisdom enhancement. Enhancing wisdom 
would almost certainly involve cognitive enhancement (e.g. enhancement of intelligence, memory, and reason-
ing skills), and as such it could entitle factor X enhanced individuals to greater moral status if cognitive capacity 
is relevant to moral status. However, wisdom enhancement would likely involve much more than cognitive 
enhancement. Nick Bostrom, in conversation, has defined wisdom as the ability to get the important things 
right. This suggests that enhancing wisdom should also involve enhancing moral judgement, which plausibly 
involves an emotional element. As such, while the wisdom-enhanced would have greater cognitive capacities 
than the unenhanced, there seems no obvious reason to believe that their presence in society would make 
things worse for the unenhanced; on the contrary, it could improve life for the unenhanced.
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Aristotle called energeia psyches, activity of soul, which when fine and full constitutes human 
flourishing. With biotechnical interventions that skip the realm of intelligible meaning, we 
cannot really own the transformations nor experience them as genuinely ours. (Kass 2003, p. 24)

Similarly,

There is an old expression: to a man armed with a hammer, everything looks like a nail. To a 
society armed with biotechnology, the activities of human life may come to be seen in purely 
technical terms, and more amenable to improvement than they really are. (Kass 2008, pp. 302–3)

This view is echoed again in Kass’ comments that ‘patients should not be reduced 
to “thing-hood” or treated as mere bodies’ (Kass 2008: p. 301), and in his reference to 
enhancements as ‘peculiar treatments of the body or uses of our embodiments’ 
(Kass 2008, p. 313). He repeatedly contrasts this view of humans as objects or mere 
bodies with his own view of humans as subjects, deeply rooted in ordinary activities 
such as ‘sewing a dress, throwing a pot, building a fire, cooking a meal, dressing a 
wound, singing a song, or offering a blessing made in gratitude’ (Kass 2008, p. 314).

If enhancement would indeed encourage a view of enhanced or enhanceable capaci-
ties as abstracted from the individual humans who have those capacities, Kass could be 
right to worry. Others have remarked that significant contributing factors to the dehu-
manization of disabled people are the tendencies to focus on disabilities rather than 
on individuals who have disabilities, and to define disabled people in terms of their 
disabilities (Bogdan and Taylor 1989; Haslam 2006; UNICEF 2013).

Because it can be harmful to focus on disability rather than disabled individuals, 
Kass may be right to worry that enhancement could encourage a similarly harmful focus 
on (enhanced or enhanceable) capacities rather than on (enhanced or enhanceable) 
individuals. Kass cites no evidence for his fear that enhancement would encourage this 
view, but suggestive evidence may be found in the literature on dehumanization. Nick 
Haslam writes:

The concept of dehumanization features prominently in writings on modern medicine, which 
is said to dehumanize patients with its lack of personal care and emotional support; its reliance 
on technology; its lack of touch and human warmth; its emphasis on instrumental efficiency 
and standardization, to the neglect of the patient’s individuality; its related neglect of the 
patient’s subjective experience in favor of objective, technologically mediated information; and 
its emphasis on interventions performed on a passive individual whose agency and autonomy 
are neglected. (Haslam 2006, p. 253)

Haslam’s references here to medicine’s ‘reliance on technology’, its ‘emphasis on instru-
mental efficiency and standardization’, and its ‘neglect of the patient’s subjective 
experience in favor of objective, technologically mediated information’ should give us 
pause. Since enhancing ourselves would likely involve increasingly relying on technology, 
emphasizing instrumental efficiency and standardization (e.g. by altering ourselves 
in ways that aim to achieve some measurable standard of intelligence, strength, and 
so on), and focusing on objective, technologically mediated information (e.g. as we 
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compare our existing capacities with those of others and with the enhanced standards 
that we wish to achieve), we might reasonably worry that embracing enhancement 
would exacerbate existing dehumanizing factors in medicine.

Of course, bioliberals would argue—and, indeed, have argued20—that enhancement 
would not dehumanize but would instead amplify much of what is good about being 
human, and that it is not restrictive but liberating. Recall that bioconservatives too, by 
definition, endorse the values that factor X enhancement would promote. Even so, 
those who are worried about dehumanization may insist that what is at issue is not 
whether enhancement would promote worthwhile values but how it might change 
public perception of the enhanced and/or the unenhanced. If it would lead people, for 
example, to focus abstractly on human capacities and their usefulness (or otherwise), 
and to take an impersonal view of other people as things capable of being improved 
rather than as individuals, then enhancement could lead to dehumanization.

Whether, and to what extent, introducing enhancement into society would lead 
people to view themselves and others in this undesirable way is ultimately an empirical 
matter: we cannot tell antecedently whether it will be a big problem, whether its 
undesirable effects will be outweighed by the desirable effects of enhancement, 
whether it can be countered by social measures, and so on. At the very least, biocon-
servatives might argue, the potentially dehumanizing effects of enhancement call for a 
cautious approach to it.

10.5  That a Value is Worth Promoting Does Not 
Entail that it Should Be Made Universal

Bioconservatives may argue that their esteem for factor X does not commit them to 
endorsing the view that it should be indiscriminately increased. They may instead 
maintain that while current levels of factor X in society are too low, there exists an ideal 
level which it would be undesirable to exceed. Given this, if bioconservatives have 
reason to worry that factor X enhancement might increase factor X in society to an 
undesirable level, then they have reason to resist such enhancement. This is the prob-
lem of overshoot.

One might believe it possible to overshoot the optimal level of factor X if one believes 
the desirability of increasing factor X in a given society to depend on certain facts 
about that society, including facts about current levels of factor X. It may, for example, 
be analogous to the trait of aggression. In a society populated mostly with non-aggressive 
individuals, aggressive individuals have an advantage because their aggressive strat-
egies are an effective means to win resources. However, if the percentage of aggressive 
individuals rises above a certain level, being aggressive becomes disadvantageous 
because one’s aggressive behaviour is more likely to result in conflict and injury than in 
winning resources (Maynard Smith and Price 1973).

20  See, for example, Pearce n.d.; Bostrom and Roache  2007; Savulescu  2007; Bostrom  2008; Pugh, 
Kahane, and Savulescu 2013.
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It is easier to grasp why too much aggression in society is undesirable than it is to 
grasp why it might be possible to have too much factor X. Even so, it would not be 
impossible for bioconservatives to defend the view that there is an optimal level of 
factor X that it would be undesirable to exceed. One way to do this would be to make 
the point, noted above, that our society (including the aspects of it valued by biocon-
servatives) has been shaped by conflict as much as by agreement. Indeed, in capitalist 
democracies, a diversity of views, insofar as they increase competition and choice, is 
widely viewed as desirable. As such, bioconservatives might oppose too high an uptake 
of factor X enhancement in case it reduces constructive and useful conflict by making 
people too similar. However, while adopting the view that conflict can be desirable 
may be a reason for bioconservatives to oppose factor X enhancement, it would also 
require them either to endorse (unless there are independent reasons to oppose) a type 
of enhancement designed to increase desirable conflict, or to argue that desirable con-
flict in society is currently at an optimum level (Kahane and Savulescu 2014). Failure 
to do the latter convincingly would leave bioconservative opposition to both poten-
tially conflict-reducing factor X enhancement and conflict-increasing enhancement 
open to a charge of status quo bias (Bostrom and Ord 2006).

To build a more promising case for the claim that too much factor X in society might 
be undesirable, bioconservatives might find unexpected support in the liberal views of 
John Stuart Mill. He argued that individuality and originality are important values that 
ought to be promoted by society. He viewed them as important in part because they are 
necessary to the sort of thought that leads to improvement in society:

There is only too great a tendency in the best beliefs and practices to degenerate into the 
mechanical; and unless there were a succession of persons whose ever-recurring originality 
prevents the grounds of those beliefs and practices from becoming merely traditional, such 
dead matter would not resist the smallest shock from anything really alive, and there would be 
no reason why civilization should not die out, as in the Byzantine Empire. Persons of genius, it 
is true, are, and are always likely to be, a small minority; but in order to have them, it is neces-
sary to preserve the soil in which they grow. Genius can only breathe freely in an atmosphere of 
freedom. Persons of genius are, ex vi termini, more individual than any other people—less 
capable, consequently, of fitting themselves, without hurtful compression, into any of the small 
number of moulds which society provides in order to save its members the trouble of forming 
their own character. (Mill 1860/1909)

Mill also criticizes ‘ape-like imitation’, subjugation of oneself to custom and fashion, 
indifference to individuality, and lack of originality.

This argument suggests that enhancing a significant number of people in the same 
way may be an undesirable curb on originality, even if the values promoted by the 
enhancement in question are worthwhile. Kass expresses a similar view:

We are right to worry that the self-selected non-therapeutic uses of the new powers, especially 
where they become widespread, will be put in the service of the most common human desires, 
moving us toward still greater homogenization of human society—perhaps raising the floor 
but greatly lowering the ceiling of human possibility, and reducing the likelihood of genuine 
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freedom, individuality, and greatness. […] Indeed, such homogenization may be the most 
important society-wide concern, if we consider the aggregated effects of the likely individual 
choices for biotechnical ‘self-improvement,’ each of which might be defended or at least not 
objected to on a case-by-case basis. (Kass 2003, p. 16)21

While homogenization and stifling of originality may be promoted by certain types 
of enhancement, however, it is not a necessary feature even of universally adopted 
enhancement. This is because some enhancements might promote originality and 
individuality. There are a number of ways in which enhancement might conceivably 
do this, including reducing the extent to which we are influenced by peer pressure and 
the opinions of others, increasing creativity, and increasing wisdom. Provided that 
such values are promoted by factor X enhancement, this type of enhancement would 
not undermine originality and individuality; on the contrary, it would increase them.

Bioconservatives could respond by arguing that promoting originality and indi-
viduality might depend not only on biological changes in enhanced people but also on 
complex social factors. Mill, after all, writes in the passage quoted above that in order 
to have geniuses in society ‘it is necessary to preserve the soil in which they grow’, and 
that they require ‘an atmosphere of freedom’. Social factors could prevent factor X 
enhancement from promoting originality and individuality if, for example, enhanced 
people were prevented from achieving their potential due to the sort of dehumanizing 
attitudes discussed above. Whether, and under what conditions, factor X enhance-
ment promotes originality and individuality can only be ascertained empirically and, 
again, it may be impossible safely to run the sort of large-scale empirical study required 
to assess this. Such a study would need to run for many generations before we could 
draw any confident conclusions about the relationship between factor X enhancement 
and originality and individuality: recall that Mill refers to the desirability of ‘a succes-
sion of persons whose ever-recurring originality prevents the grounds of [our best] 
beliefs and practices from becoming merely traditional’. If, at the end of such a 
long-term empirical study of the capacity of factor X to promote originality and indi-
viduality, we found that it is not desirable after all, it would likely be too late to reverse 
its effects, and we would likely be locked in to the technology.

In general, however, arguments that promoting factor X to too high a level might be 
undesirable do not justify bioconservatives’ outright rejection of factor X enhance-
ment. Bioconservatives clearly believe that there is currently not enough factor X in 
society and that it ought to be promoted. This view is expressed in their writings. If 
there is some threshold level of factor X beyond which promoting it is undesirable, 
bioconservatives have reason to endorse factor X enhancement up to, but not beyond, 
that level. Of course, it might be that in practice it would be difficult to ensure that we 
did not overshoot this level. (It is also likely that, in practice, the number of people who 
would wish to use factor X enhancement would not exceed this level.) However, such 

21  Frances Kamm speculates that a similar concern motivates Sandel’s opposition to enhancement 
(Kamm 2005, pp. 13–14).
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observations are—like those relating to distributive justice and safety—of the sort that 
bioconservatives typically dismiss as secondary to the issue of whether enhancement 
is truly desirable. In theory, then, appeal to the worry that it is possible to have too 
much factor X in society will support the bioconservative claim that factor X enhance-
ment should not be adopted beyond a certain level. If they wish to make the stronger 
claim that it should not be adopted at all, they must appeal to other considerations.

10.6  Conclusion
Often, debate between bioliberals and bioconservatives stalls because the two groups 
disagree about certain fundamental values, particularly those dear to bioconservatives 
but less important to bioliberals, such as human dignity and an appreciation of human 
capacities as gifts. By considering a form of enhancement that promotes exactly what 
bioconservatives value, and considering whether bioconservatives would have reason 
to object to such enhancement, we have shifted the focus of the debate away from the 
question of how valuable the intended results of enhancement are and towards that of 
whether there is anything wrong with achieving those results through enhancement. 
We considered two possible grounds on which bioconservatives might object to factor 
X enhancement. We found that neither supports an outright ban on this type of 
enhancement. However, the bioconservative concerns that we identified are ones that 
can be recognized even by those—such as bioliberals—who do not subscribe to typic-
ally bioconservative values.

Appeals to originality and individuality to some degree support bioconservative 
worries. However, to the degree that enhancement promotes such values, it is con-
sistent with the very values that underpin conservative thought. Bioconservatives are 
surely right that we ought to take serious account of established wisdom and proceed 
with caution. But we ought not to be paralysed by fear and stuck in the past. Change, 
including enhancement, can be for the better, in any plausible account of value.
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MacIntyre’s Paradox

Bernadette Tobin

11.1  Introduction
Nearly 40 years ago, Alasdair MacIntyre (1979, pp. 5–7) was asked whether, if it 
became possible to design our descendants, we should do so. In reply, he said that, if 
the question were taken to be a question about what would be desirable traits to engen-
der and construct in a whole society (rather than a question about what we should do 
as parents in raising our own children), then it inescapably raised the problem of iden-
tifying what qualities we count as virtues. He argued that, in constructing a ‘new table 
of the virtues’, if we succeeded in designing people who possessed these qualities we 
would have designed descendants who would be so aghast at what we had done to 
them that they would in turn be unwilling to design their descendants. We would have 
successfully created descendants who would themselves, by virtue of the very changes 
we had made to them, reject the whole project. MacIntyre’s conclusion, his ‘paradox’, is 
striking. It seems right to say, as he does, that if this were the case, then we should not 
embark on the enterprise of designing descendants. So it may be worth clarifying the 
nature of his objection to our making large-scale and radical changes to the way we live 
our lives, and then assessing the strength of this objection to human ‘enhancement’. 
This is what I aim to do.

MacIntyre explains and briefly defends seven qualities which, if we were designing 
our descendants, we would want them to have:

•	 the ability to live with uncertainty
•	 roots in particularity
•	 the capacity to engage in non-manipulative relations
•	 the ability to find a vocation in one’s work
•	 the readiness to accept one’s own death
•	 the capacity to hope
•	 a willingness to take up arms.

He claims that if, as a result of our efforts, these qualities were to come to be at least 
scattered throughout the population, we would have constructed a society in which 
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our descendants would not want—as fellow citizens—those who seek to manipulate and 
control others by non-rational means. They would reject any project to ‘treat society as 
if it were a substance to be moulded’. In addition, we would have contrived for our-
selves descendants who, being unable and unwilling to adopt bureaucratic and manip-
ulative modes of planning, would reject the project of designing their descendants.
In what follows I will first question whether it might be preferable to assess 

human enhancement proposals against more mainstream ethics rather than against 
a ‘new table of virtues’. I will then consider whether the seven qualities MacIntyre 
proposes are indeed virtues. I will then focus directly on the nature of MacIntyre’s 
objection to radical redesigning, clarifying the status of his objection and assessing 
its pertinence for today’s discussions of various proposals to make dramatic changes 
to human beings.

11.2  Are Virtues a Reasonable Foundation 
for Assessing Human Enhancement?

The turn to virtue ethics in contemporary moral philosophy, originating in Elizabeth 
Anscombe’s famous article ‘Modern Moral Philosophy’ (1958), was motivated partly 
by dissatisfaction with mainstream ethical theory and partly by a recognition of 
its own merits. Justin Oakley (1996, pp. 128–52) provides a useful summary of both 
the (continuing) shortcomings of mainstream ethics and the intrinsic merits of 
virtue ethics.

Mainstream ethics—which is dominated by versions of utilitarianism (albeit 
sometimes in the more abstract garb of ‘consequentialism’)—emphasizes questions 
about what we ought to do at the expense of more global questions regarding what 
sort of people we ought to be and what sort of lives we ought to lead. It is excessively 
abstract, addressing itself too little to concrete circumstances and employing an 
impoverished vocabulary which says little more than ‘right’, ‘wrong’, ‘obligatory’, or 
‘permissible’. And because of its characteristic emphasis on impartiality, it tends to 
devalue the ethical significance of particular relationships and to endorse an undesirably 
minimalist conception of the good life.

By contrast, virtue ethics, particularly of an Aristotelian kind, assumes that the 
characteristic activity of human beings is the exercise of their rational capacity, and 
that it is only by living virtuously that the rational capacity to guide our own lives is 
expressed in an excellent way. In this sense, someone lacking the virtues would not be 
living a human life. The goodness of the virtues is thus based on their connections 
with essential human characteristics, and they remain good whether or not the agent 
who has them desires—or would, if suitably informed, desire—to have them. It makes 
reference to character essential in the justification of an action, and justification 
according to character takes priority over justification according to rules or results. 
Thus virtue ethics holds that it is a standard embodied in the idea of human 
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excellence—rather than a question of whether an action is likely to bring about the 
best possible consequences—which provides the test of right action. So an account of 
what makes an action right relies on a prior account of what is valuable in itself, and 
virtue theory typically recognizes an irreducible plurality in what is humanly valuable 
or good. Indeed, some intrinsic goods (e.g. an individual’s particular friendship with 
another individual) are agent-relative.

That said, virtue theory need not be thought of as a full-blown alternative to main-
stream ethical theory. As Buckle (2002) asks, ‘[W]hy should being dishonest matter 
unless dishonesty is wrong?’ He thinks that virtue ethics merely emphasizes the fact 
that moral concerns are part of the concerns of the agent: concern for avoiding dishon-
esty is a support for avoiding lying. In this view, virtue ethics is not so much an alterna-
tive to mainstream ethics as a theory of moral right which is supported by a theory of 
moral psychology and a theory of moral education.

This seems to be how MacIntyre himself thinks of the virtues—that they are quali-
ties which augment rather than replace the other ingredients in the ethical evaluation 
of acts: prior history, motive, intention, the act itself, the consequences, and the con-
text. He treats the question of the desirability of designing our descendants not as one 
about the ways in which parents might bring up their children, and not as one about 
the ways in which we might bring about radical change in each and every person, but 
rather as one about what would be desirable traits to engender and construct in a soci-
ety as a whole. This recalls Aristotle’s view that ethics is the study of the kinds of charac-
ter trait needed by citizens of a society in which citizen-chosen laws are such as to 
enable the flourishing of its members individually and collectively. In this view, virtue 
ethics fills out and augments (and sometimes corrects) mainstream ethics. I shall 
assume, then, that it provides a reasonable basis from which to assess the wisdom of 
efforts at human enhancement.

11.3  Are MacIntyre’s Seven Qualities 
Genuinely Virtues?

According to MacIntyre, the question of the desirability of designing our descendants 
raises a question about what we think would be desirable traits to find scattered 
throughout a whole society (together with a related question about the ideals or goals 
these traits are thought to serve). This, he points out, will be, in part at least, a political 
project. What we will be permitted to do will not be determined solely by the level of 
our technical ability, nor by the desires of the relevant scientists, nor by those with 
control over the technologies. It will be determined by what those who hold social and 
political power decide it is good to do. For this reason the traits we decide to cultivate 
will determine how far we ourselves are able to take and make use of political power. 
The project of designing our descendants is inescapably also the problem of identify-
ing virtues for ourselves.
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Thus MacIntyre’s ‘new table’ of seven virtues. Though one of them is central to his 
rejection of the project of designing descendants, what he has to say about the others 
helps to reveal aspects of his overall approach to the question and thus helps to clarify 
the nature of his objection to making dramatic changes in the way we live. So it will be 
useful to summarize his account of each quality and to consider whether it recom-
mends itself to us as a virtue, before considering the one he thinks is central to the 
whole question: a commitment to non-manipulative relations with other people.
The first on his list is a certain kind of flexibility. No trait, says MacIntyre, can be 

thought of as being good or bad independent of the environment in which it flourishes, 
towards which it organizes human responses, and from which it derives materials for 
its tasks. Since the environment, in particular the natural sciences and the technological 
advances which shape so much of the social environment, is unpredictable, ‘[w]e will 
have to design people with all those traits—whatever they may be—necessary for 
living in an unpredictable environment, people with an ability to live with a large lack 
of certainty about their future’ (MacIntyre 1979, p. 5). It is worth noting that some 
years earlier, Alvin Toffler’s Future Shock (1970) marked the birth of the field of 
‘futurism’. Over 6 million copies of the book were sold and the title became a household 
term. Though ‘futurism’ may itself be a dated enquiry, MacIntyre is surely right to say 
that a certain ability to adapt to technological change is a desirable quality in those who 
wish to make a contribution to their community. Of course, one does not strictly need 
that ability—plenty of thoughtful political contributors lack it—but at least an attitude 
of reflectiveness about the desirability of this or that technological change (e.g. the fact 
that, because of the phenomenon of ‘metadata’, perfect strangers, big business, and the 
government can all connect up with us whether we like it or not) seems to be a desirable 
quality to have in one’s fellow citizens.

However, MacIntyre says, only those who genuinely ‘know who they are’ will be 
able to live with this unpredictability ‘in a creative way’. Such self-knowledge depends 
on being able to identify oneself as part of larger projects that contribute to the 
significance of one’s own life, and on being able to identify to whom one belongs, is 
indebted, owes gratitude, against whom one must stand. Thus the person with 
MacIntyre’s second virtue—‘roots in particularity’—is to be contrasted with the 
universal, cosmopolitan man ‘whose moral substance is expressed only in an appeal 
to impersonal, impartial standards in such a way that he is equally at home everywhere 
in the world so that in fact he is at home nowhere’ (MacIntyre 1979, p. 6). Whether 
one thinks of this quality as a virtue will depend, in part at least, on what one thinks of 
the claims of social relativism—the view that what counts as a desirable personal 
quality is tied to the conventions of a particular society. There are more and less 
persuasive versions of this idea. Certainly cultures have their own ways of instantiating 
(for example) courtesy towards strangers. But it would be hard to deny that courtesy 
itself is—universally—a virtue.

MacIntyre’s third virtue balances this emphasis on particular allegiances with ‘just 
that kind of impersonality and objectivity that is required if our relationships with 
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others are to be non-manipulative’. I will defer consideration of this quality—central to 
his objection to the design project—for the moment.
The fourth trait is that of being able to find some ‘productive’ work to do in the 

world. By ‘productive’, MacIntyre means ‘work which has point and purpose both 
because of the way it involves us in common enterprises with others and because of the 
ways in which it is worth doing in and for itself ’. He argues that thinking only, or even 
primarily, in terms of outcomes and consequences (pay rates, perhaps, or superannua-
tion arrangements) can be destructive of worthwhile work. And he adds: Providing 
conditions in which work cannot be done well is only less wrong than allowing unem-
ployment. It is hard to see how anyone could reject this virtue, except on the grounds 
that being able to find any work at all, however non-productive in his sense, will repre-
sent progress for those unemployed who wish to find work. Indeed, the idea that the 
capacity to value work which is productive in MacIntyre’s sense provides a telling 
ground of criticism of contemporary global economic arrangements whereby the liv-
ing conditions enjoyed by people in affluent countries are made possible in large part 
because of the living conditions endured by people in poor countries who, even when 
they do have access to work, hardly engage in work which is ‘productive’ in this sense.
MacIntyre’s fifth virtue is the ability to recognize when one’s life’s work is done, to 

accept one’s finitude, to accept that a time will come when ‘it is right for me to die’. He 
thinks that the attempt to extend life indefinitely is to intrude on the next generation, 
to usurp the place of others in the world. Recognizing one’s particularity and finitude 
gives one’s life significance and, he thinks, saves one from a destructive desire to remain 
young. One can agree with MacIntyre on the value of an acceptance of one’s finitude at 
the same time as noting that the desire for longevity does not necessarily involve 
insensitivity towards the risk of intruding on the next generation. Not all old people 
are grumpy.

His sixth virtue—the kind of hope found in the ability to trust in goodness even in 
the face of overwhelming evil—challenges, he thinks, an overly optimistic conception 
of reason. It involves scepticism towards an Enlightenment-style confidence that the 
growth of scientific knowledge in and of itself can dispel ignorance. He thinks that the 
possession of this quality presupposes belief in a reality that transcends what is 
available as evidence, a belief that rejects merely secular conceptions of reason. But it is 
possible to conceive of secular counterparts of this attitude. Such an attitude was, 
I submit, shown by Australians on the occasion of the (then) prime minister’s Apology 
to the Stolen Generation, the generation of children who, for reasons to do with what 
was then thought to be in their interests, had been removed from their indigenous 
families. A widespread (secular) response to the apology seemed like an expression of 
a desire that relations would improve between all Australians, indigenous and non-
indigenous: it was a hope-filled commitment.

MacIntyre holds that there is, and has been, no society with worthwhile ends that 
was brought into being or has preserved itself without war. So his seventh virtue is the 
kind of courage involved in the willingness to go to war, and to acquire and use the skill 
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necessary to win a war. This is controversial. Those of us whose lives have been lived 
entirely in conditions of peace may be hesitant to endorse this claim. Indeed, it is easier 
to endorse a weaker version of the idea that, if MacIntyre is right about the desirability 
of all these seven qualities, then some kind of readiness to defend a society marked by 
their presence—against efforts to reshape the society in ways incompatible with 
them—will be necessary.

The claim that these qualities—together with a commitment to non-manipulative 
relations with others—are virtues forms the foundation of MacIntyre’s rejection of the 
project of human enhancement. There is plenty of scope for debating the value of this 
or that quality. True, some of the items on his list are not new. The kind of courage 
involved in a willingness to defend a society is recognizably Greek, and the ability to 
trust in the victory of good over evil, even in the face of overwhelming evil, is recogniz-
ably both Jewish and Christian. In addition, differences as to what qualities count as 
human excellences always reflect prior differences about human nature. Think of Plato 
and Aristotle with respect to temperance (a virtue which seems to be presupposed in 
MacIntyre’s list). They agree it is a virtue but differ with respect to how it is acquired 
and maintained, and these differences reflect their differing views about human nature 
(or moral psychology). Indeed, MacIntyre’s rejection of the universality and impartial-
ity of contemporary cosmopolitanism, together with his insistence that ‘roots in par-
ticularity’ is itself a virtue, reflects his own view that these features of mainstream 
ethics presuppose a thinned-out theory of human nature.

But to return to the one quality so far set aside, MacIntyre claims that one of the 
items in his list will be recognized and valued no matter what one’s philosophical the-
ory. He describes it as the kind of moral impersonality that is essential for the creation 
of a social world in which planning that is both cooperative and rational goes on, a 
‘kind of impersonality and objectivity that is required if our relationships with others 
are to be non-manipulative’, which is a ‘prerequisite if we are to enter relations with 
others that manifest integrity’. If MacIntyre is right about this, then we can set aside the 
question of how to judge between the apparently competing claims of very different 
catalogues of virtues which is raised by different theories of human nature and indeed 
by differences between the great religions and cultures.

In this regard, MacIntyre says:

I can urge a particular course of action on you either by seeking to make you an instrument of 
my own preferences and desires or by appealing to standards (say, of justice or courage or hon-
esty or duty) by which I too am to be judged. Such moral impersonality is essential for two 
reasons: for the creation of a social world in which the planning is both cooperative and 
rational, and as a prerequisite if we are to enter into relations with others that manifest integrity. 
(MacIntyre 1979, p. 6)

Is MacIntyre right when he says that the kind of ‘impersonality and objectivity that 
is required if our relationships with others are to be non-manipulative’ is recognized 
and valued no matter one’s philosophical theory? At least since Kant, it would seem so. 
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Since Kant, two ideas—that (ceteris paribus) all of us have an equal ability to see for 
ourselves what morality calls for, and are in principle equally able to move ourselves to 
act accordingly regardless of threats or rewards—have come to be so widely accepted 
that most moral philosophy now starts by assuming them (Schneewind 1998). In daily 
life these two ideas give us the working assumption that the people we live with are 
capable of understanding and acknowledging in practice the reasons for the moral 
constraints we mutually expect ourselves and others to respect.

In passing, it is worth noting that MacIntyre’s endorsement of a Kantian notion of 
morality as autonomy is different from a contemporary view according to which an 
individual’s autonomy is expressed in whatever that person desires, wants, or prefers. 
The origins of this latter view probably lie in existentialism’s focus on the centrality of 
choice in human experience and its related idealizing of human freedom. Indeed, the 
idea that what counts as good for a particular person is to be found in whatever that 
person chooses seems to be one of existentialism’s legacies. At the very least, this view 
downplays the idea that there is an objective test in the light of which the worth or value 
of an individual’s decisions and choices can be assessed. When Kant talks about auton-
omy, he is not talking about autonomy in this way. Though his conception of morality as 
rational self-governance has made a vital contribution to the rise of the Western liberal 
vision of the proper relations between the individual and society, an ‘existentialist’ 
notion of autonomy is only its pale imitation. So when MacIntyre claims that the kind of 
‘impersonality and objectivity that is required if our relationships with others are to be 
non-manipulative’ is recognized and valued no matter one’s philosophical theory, it is 
important to note that he has in mind the more traditional Kantian view of autonomy.

11.4  Should We Reject the Project of Designing 
Our Descendants?

MacIntyre recommends that we reject the proposal to make radical changes to the way 
we live because, when we identify the qualities we would like in our fellow citizens of 
the future, the following paradox emerges. We will want them to have the ‘seven new 
virtues’ but, just because we value these qualities, we should reject the proposal to 
design them into our descendants. He gives two reasons. First, we should reject any 
proposal to treat human society as a substance to be remoulded according to some 
blueprint. Second, were we to succeed in remoulding our descendants so that they had 
the qualities we want them to have, they would be deeply ungrateful and aghast at what 
we had done to them, and would be unwilling to do the same to their descendants. 
What kind of objection to designing our descendants are these? Are they two objec-
tions of the same kind? And how convincing is the claim that they should prevent us 
from even trying to remould our descendants?

In an analysis of what the ‘playing God’ objection means, in both its theological 
and non-theological versions, Coady has distinguished three kinds of objection to 
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proposals to use science and technology to make dramatic changes in the way we live 
and cope with the ‘many ills, boons, misadventures, and adventures of living today’ 
(Coady 2009). A first kind is based on the idea that a change would be straightfor-
wardly immoral; a second is based on the idea that a change would go beyond the lim-
its of our knowledge, power, and/or benevolence; and a third invokes the idea that a 
change would transcend the legitimate limits of what it means to be human.
The first kind of objection is straightforward. Think of a modern intelligence officer 

using science or technology to improve current techniques of torture. The second kind 
calls attention to three features of human experience: (a) our fallibility (think of the 
unintended consequences of well-motivated but disastrous social experiments: Coady 
reminds us of just how comprehensive a disaster has been the introduction of cane 
toads into Australia to control sugar cane pests, but there are plenty of examples of 
grand projects (e.g. the damming of the Nile) the results of which are sufficiently mixed 
to warrant our being less optimistic than we often are about our knowledge); (b) our 
powerlessness (think of the difficulty we have in shaping institutions which effectively 
embody our democratic aspirations); and (c) the notorious limits on our benevolence 
(think of how hard charities find it to engage our sympathies for strangers in remote 
places who suffer from injustice and bad fortune, and any attempt to alter this by, say, 
genetic means might have unpredictable and undesirable consequences for our ben-
evolence to those closest to us).

The third kind of objection is that to the process of making radical changes—
inherently, in and of itself—rather than to its possible consequences. Coady draws on 
Nussbaum’s (1990) Aristotelian idea—that our perspective on morality is conditioned 
profoundly by our understanding of what it is for beings like us to flourish—to explain 
it. He says that ‘[p]roposals to change human beings […] must themselves be based 
on moral understandings that are prior to such changes’ (Coady 2009, p. 178). So, 
for example, a proposal to ‘make us immune to hazards of love’ would damage the 
moral fundamentals in a way in which a proposal to (say) extend the normal lifespan 
would not.

MacIntyre may have the second kind of objection in mind when he says that we have 
reason to reject any proposal to treat human society as a substance to be remoulded 
according to some blueprint. Of course, sometimes radical social change is for the bet-
ter. Insofar as is possible, healthcare ought to be as egalitarian in its availability as 
illness is in its distribution, but it took the radical innovation of a ‘national health sys-
tem’ by the Atlee government in England after the Second World War to open at least 
some eyes to that moral fact. That said, our knowledge of the results of various efforts 
to remould societies according to totalitarian blueprints in the twentieth century is 
such as to remind us that radical changes according to blueprints are, and ought to be, 
moderated by a humility born of recognition of our fallibility, powerlessness, and lim-
ited benevolence.

MacIntyre certainly has the third kind of objection in mind when he says that, were 
we to succeed in remoulding our descendants, they would be unwilling to do the same 
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to theirs. For, as he implies, such a remoulding would, paradoxically, fail the test of 
‘that kind of impersonality and objectivity that is required if our relations with others 
are to be non-manipulative’. In making our descendants committed to engaging with 
others in non-manipulative ways, we would have employed the very interpersonal 
techniques we would have moulded them to reject.

In calling this a paradox, MacIntyre relies on the Aristotelian idea that the processes of 
moral development must themselves reflect the character—the moral fundamentals—
of what is to be shaped. Remember how Aristotle describes the person who is brave: 
‘[W]hoever stands firm against the right things and fears the right things, for the right 
end, in the right way, at the right time, and is correspondingly confident, is the brave 
person: for the brave person’s actions and feelings accord with what something is 
worth, and follow what reason prescribes’ (Aristotle n.d., 1115b). That is, mature virtue 
is acquired not solely by conditioning but also by some process which involves 
participation by the learner.

Though the raw ingredients—appetites and feelings—which are to be shaped into 
mature virtue are originally (in various ways) ‘non-rational’, they are susceptible to 
being modified by reason—not, says Aristotle, by theoretical reason (‘arguments don’t 
make people good’) but by a process which involves much more than talking. The 
learner starts by doing what is (for example) brave and gets a taste of a new kind of sat-
isfaction, the satisfaction of finding out that they can be brave as well as the satisfaction 
of being brave. No doubt mistakes are made along the way, so the learning involves the 
kind of cognitive fine-tuning that is embodied in the doctrine of the mean. No doubt 
there is a place for non-rational correction and encouragement. But the critical thing is 
that practising generates insights along the way. In this way, learners make a contribu-
tion to the process itself. Learners are a ‘part cause’ of their own character, ‘begetters’ of 
their own actions, though perhaps Aristotle overstates this when he adds ‘as they are of 
their children’ (Aristotle n.d., 1113b). Learners become people who act bravely from 
the right motive (1115b). To put it simply, the process of moral development is a pro-
cess in which the learner participates.

Of course, if someone so lacks the raw ingredients required for this kind of process 
effectively to get going, and if the consequences of that person continuing to have his 
or her feelings and volitions unchecked by some such educative process are sufficiently 
serious, for that person or for others, if he or she is more ‘maimed for virtue’ than are 
the rest of us, then a process of behaviour modification by programming or condition-
ing may be justifiable (and in the worst cases—a violent sociopath comes to mind—
society may need to be protected from that person).

When MacIntyre says that, were we thus to design our descendants, they would be 
ungrateful for what we had done, I think he has in mind the Aristotelian idea that the 
processes of moral development ought to reflect the character of what is being shaped, 
and what is being shaped is a set of qualities which cannot be acquired without the 
participation of the learner.
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11.5  Conclusion
So should we consider designing our descendants by genetic means? It is sometimes 
said that our moral resources are so limited, and indeed sometimes so completely 
absent, that we ought to consider doing this. Indeed, transhumanists say that we 
should think of human nature as no more than a ‘work in progress’ (Bostrom 2003). 
But if MacIntyre is right, then in attempting to make changes to future generations we 
ought in general to limit ourselves to using only those means, because they require the 
participation of the learner, are truly educative.
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Partiality for Humanity 
and Enhancement

Jonathan Pugh, Guy Kahane, and Julian Savulescu

12.1  Introduction
A common strategy that bioconservatives employ in their objections to human 
enhancement technologies is to appeal to the intrinsic value of human nature, and to 
object that the use of enhancement technologies might lead us to radically alter this 
nature. For instance, the President’s Council on Bioethics (2003, p. 295) claims that a 
danger with using such technologies is that in using them we will ‘achieve superior 
results only by compromising our humanity’, while Fukuyama (2002, p. 172) similarly 
warns us against disrupting ‘the unity or continuity of human nature’ with their use.1 
However, these arguments have been met with scepticism. For instance, critics have 
pointed out that the concept of human nature that these arguments invoke is ambigu-
ous (and perhaps even indeterminate), and that it is far from clear that changing 
human nature (if such a thing were possible) must necessarily involve a change for the 
worse (Fenton 2006; Harris 2007, ch. 3; Buchanan 2009, 2011, ch. 4; McConnell 2010; 
Nielsen  2011; Pugh  2014). More generally, the standard problem faced by those 
who  appeal to the concept of human nature in their objections to enhancement 
technologies is to explain why the relatively contingent and arbitrary features of the 
human species, selected by blind evolutionary processes, should be taken to bear 
intrinsic value.

In this chapter we shall consider a more plausible strategy for justifying bioconserv-
ative opposition to human enhancement that draws on considerations of reasonable 
partiality. It is commonly claimed that a plausible account of morality must allow for 
the permissibility2 of prioritizing certain individuals in one’s moral deliberations if one 
bears a certain kind of special relationship to those individuals (Keller 2013). Perhaps 

1  See also Habermas (2003) and Annas (2009).
2  One might advance the stronger claim that morality might even oblige us to be partial to certain 

individuals in our moral deliberations.
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more controversially, one might go further and claim that we might also permissibly 
prioritize in our moral deliberations certain groups to which we belong, even if we do 
not individually know all members of that group. For instance, some philosophers 
have argued that we may have reasons to be partial towards our co-nationals in this 
way (Hurka 1997; Miller 2005; Nathanson 2009).

To extend these considerations of partiality to the human enhancement debate, it 
might be possible to form a partiality-based objection to enhancement technologies by 
arguing that we should resist radical departures from human nature, not because 
human nature possesses intrinsic value but because it is our nature, and because we can 
understand ourselves as having reasons of partiality to preserve our own nature. We 
shall begin by suggesting that a similar idea can be found in the writings of Bernard 
Williams and Jerry Cohen, before claiming that their arguments cannot ground pow-
erful objections to many forms of enhancement. We shall then go on to explain the 
nature of reasonable partiality in more detail, before sketching an account of what par-
tiality for humanity might plausibly involve.

12.2  The Human Prejudice, Conservative Valuing, 
and Human Enhancement

Both Bernard Williams (2009) and G. A. Cohen (2011) have defended the claim that 
the fact that we are human beings gives rise to certain sorts of moral reason. We shall 
briefly delineate each of their arguments in this regard before going on to consider the 
implications of these arguments for the enhancement debate.

Williams claims that the fact that we are human beings gives us reason to favour 
human beings in our moral deliberation, even over other species that might share 
comparably valuable capacities. He starts his defence of this ‘human prejudice’ by 
observing that it is possible to trace a humanist tradition throughout history that is 
based on the fundamental assumption that ‘in cosmic terms human beings had a defi-
nite measure of importance’ (Williams 2009, p. 78). However, Williams himself rejects 
this tradition in view of the fact that it relies on there being a ‘cosmic point of view’, or, 
more prosaically, on there being a way in which things can matter absolutely in the 
universe.3 While he denies the existence of a cosmic point of view, he goes on to high-
light that this does not entail that there is no point of view from which human beings 
are important. He writes:

There is certainly one point of view from which they are important, namely ours: unsurpris-
ingly so, since the ‘we’ in question, the ‘we’ who raise this question and discuss with others who 
we hope will listen and reply, are indeed human beings. It is just as unsurprising that this ‘we’ 
often shows up within the content of our values. Whether a creature is a human being or not 

3  For criticism of Williams’ claims about cosmic importance, see Kahane 2014.



OUP CORRECTED PROOF – FINAL, 07/15/2016, SPi

172  Partiality for Humanity and Enhancement

makes a large difference, a lot of the time, to the ways in which we treat that creature or at least 
think that we should treat it. (Williams 2009, p. 80)

In this view, human beings are not understood to have importance in some cosmic, 
absolute sense. Rather, they simply have importance for human beings.

Williams seems to believe that the mere fact that a creature is a human being can 
operate as a foundational moral reason to privilege them in our moral deliberations, 
when a foundational moral reason is understood to refer to a reason that neither 
admits of nor requires further justification; it is simply something that we care about in 
a fundamental way. According to Williams,

A central idea involved in the supposed human prejudice is that there are certain respects in 
which creatures are treated in one way rather than another simply because they belong to a 
certain category, the human species. We do not, at this basic initial level, need to know any 
more about them. Told that there are human beings trapped in a burning building, on the 
strength of that fact alone we mobilize as many resources as we can to rescue them. 
(Williams 2009, pp. 84–5)

According to Williams, the foundational nature of the moral reason we have to save 
the human beings in this ‘burning building case’ suggests that the human prejudice is 
structurally different from morally reprehensible prejudices such as racism and sexism 
(Williams 2009, pp. 83–4).

We shall consider the strength of this account, and how it might be used in an 
objection to human enhancement technologies below. Prior to doing so, it should 
be acknowledged that Williams’ claims seem broadly compatible with some of 
Jerry Cohen’s arguments in defence of conservative forms of valuing, as we shall 
now outline.

In a posthumously published essay, Cohen sought to defend the conservative atti-
tude of having a ‘bias in favour of retaining what is of value, even in the face of 
replacing it by something of greater value’ (Cohen 2011, p. 203). In this attitude, the 
fact that a bearer of value exists can be understood to confer value to that entity in 
abstraction from the value that it otherwise bears. More specifically, Cohen defends 
two modes of conservative valuing, which he terms ‘particular valuing’ and ‘personal 
valuing’. In the case of particular valuing, the object of value in question is under-
stood to bear intrinsic value. For example, consider a beautiful landmark such as the 
Great Pyramid of Giza. By ‘particular valuing’, Cohen suggests that the value of 
the extant particular intrinsically valuable object is not exhausted by the intrinsic 
value which it instantiates; we also value the existing particular object that instanti-
ates that value itself, over and above the fact that it possess a certain degree of intrinsic 
value. To illustrate this distinction, suppose that we could build a grand new version 
of the Great Pyramid that would bear even more intrinsic value than the original, 
but that we could only do so by destroying the original (because we had to build the 
new pyramid on exactly the same spot to ensure the greatest possible aesthetic 
value). In Cohen’s view, the particular value of the extant original pyramid might 
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give us sufficient reason to refrain from creating the new version, even though it 
would be better.4

In contrast, in the case of personal valuing, the object of such valuing might bear 
either very little intrinsic value or even no intrinsic value at all; rather, the value of the 
object lies mainly in its specific relation to the evaluator. To illustrate, suppose that a 
family had an old dining table that was only just still serviceable. Even though the table 
might lack intrinsic value and the family could easily replace it with a new one, they 
might choose to retain it because of their specific relationship to it—that is, because of 
the table’s personal value to them. For instance, the table might have been the scene of 
memorable discussions, or it might have been built by a much-loved, departed relative. 
Although Cohen does not point this out, we have suggested elsewhere that in the case 
of personal valuing, it seems plausible to claim that the relationship of the evaluator to 
the valued item that grounds personal value is often based in part upon a shared per-
sonal history with that item (Pugh, Kahane, and Savulescu 2013, pp. 334, 337).

Both particular and personal valuing can undergird the conservative bias that Cohen 
seeks to defend. However, it should be acknowledged that he concedes that the conserva-
tive bias is defeasible. If the value of the new objects that replace the existing value is of a 
sufficient magnitude, it may still be correct to bring them about on Cohen’s view. 
However, in such cases, while the conservative may celebrate the new value that has been 
created, it is also fitting that they should lament the value that has been lost in doing so.

Cohen makes some remarks that suggest that his views regarding conservatism are 
congruous with the sentiments expressed in Williams’ human prejudice regarding the 
value of human beings. For instance, Cohen writes that we have reason to maintain 
human beings as they currently exist because they are ‘creatures that exhibit a certain 
form of value’, but also (and more pertinently for our purposes here) that we have an 
additional reason to do so, which is ‘that they are us’ (Cohen 2011, p. 209).

Interestingly, Cohen makes these claims after describing an example that suggests 
that his views can be readily applied to the enhancement debate:

If I want us to continue as we are, do I want us to retain our negative features? What if a genetic 
manipulation could, for example, eliminate envy . . . I would not want to eliminate all of our bad 
features. I conjecture that that is partly because the negative traits are part of the package that 
makes human beings the particular valuable creatures that we personally cherish, and are 
therefore worth preserving as part of that package. (Cohen 2011, p. 209)

He then suggests that this example implies that the particular and personal modes of 
valuing delineated above correspond to a distinction (alluded to above) between

the  reason to preserve human beings—that they are creatures that exhibit a certain form of 
value, and our (additional) reason to do so, which is that they are us. (Cohen 2011, p. 209)

4  Cohen often writes in a way that gives the impression that when we value particulars in this way, we 
are responding to a special kind of value that goes beyond the intrinsic value they possess. But the claim is 
better understood as a claim about how we should properly respond to the intrinsic value possessed by 
particular things.
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The first reason that Cohen highlights above is grounded by an appeal to particular 
valuing. Cohen does not explain the content of the ‘certain form of value’ that he 
understands human beings to bear (as the above quote intimates), and there are differ-
ent ways in which this could be cashed out. For instance, it could be argued that human 
beings bear intrinsic value by virtue of our shared human characteristics or nature. 
Whichever way we interpret Cohen’s claim here, though, the argument that is implicit 
in his remarks is that even if we could improve human beings in a manner that would 
increase their intrinsic value, we have reasons to refrain from doing so because human 
beings as they currently exist have particular value in abstraction from the intrinsic 
value that they bear (in the same way that the Great Pyramid does). We call this the 
argument from particular value (Pugh, Kahane, and Savulescu 2013, p. 340).

The second reason that Cohen highlights particularly echoes Williams’ claims 
regarding the human prejudice. In his concluding remarks, Williams claims:

Hopes for self-improvement can lie dangerously close to the risk of self-hatred. . . . The self-
hatred, in this case, is a hatred of humanity. (Williams 2009, pp. 95–6)

For Williams, then, to seek to improve human beings in ways that amount to 
eradicating the inherent flaws of humankind is to risk expressing a ‘hatred of 
humanity’, and to potentially overlook the foundational reason that we have to 
privilege our (flawed) selves in our moral deliberations. Although Williams does not 
directly discuss radical forms of enhancement that aim to eradicate flaws inherent in 
human nature—moral enhancement being a clear example—it seems eminently 
plausible to expect that he would regard such a project as falling within the scope of 
his critical remark. Notice, however, an important difference here between Williams 
and Cohen. For Cohen, the reason to preserve human beings ‘because they are us’ is 
not strictly foundational but rather should be understood to correspond to the act of 
personal valuing. As we explained above, in Cohen’s account, the value involved in 
personal valuing is grounded by the evaluator’s relationship to the evaluator, or their 
shared personal history.

With this in mind, we have suggested elsewhere that there are two ways in which 
one might argue in favour of preserving human beings as they are by appealing to 
Cohen’s concept of personal valuing. At the individual level, it seems plausible to claim 
that we each have a relationship to our own features that may be understood as a basis 
for each of us placing personal value on ourselves. However, to broaden the scope of 
the argument beyond the individual to the collective level, one would have to claim 
that humans as a species have developed their shared characteristics over the course of 
a shared biological history. One might then argue that to seek to improve ourselves by 
using enhancement technologies would be to fail to recognize the significance of our 
collective relationship to our own shared biological history, and the personal value that 
we, as a collective, place on it (Pugh, Kahane, and Savulescu 2013, p. 341).

While objections to human enhancement technologies that appeal to conservative 
modes of valuing or the human prejudice have some advantages over bioconservative 
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objections that appeal to the much-contested concept of human nature, they are not 
without their own limitations. We have argued elsewhere that Cohen’s arguments con-
cerning conservatism cannot be used to ground a strong sweeping objection to 
enhancement (Pugh, Kahane, and Savulescu 2013). One reason for this is that, by 
Cohen’s own lights, the conservative bias is defeasible, and we may have reasons to 
carry out certain enhancements that outweigh the reasons provided by particular or 
personal value. Furthermore, many attractive enhancements such as life-extending 
enhancements can be understood as potentially preserving valuable features of human 
beings in a manner that is compatible with the conservative bias. Indeed, it seems that 
similar arguments can plausibly be raised against the scope of an objection based on 
Williams’ defence of the human prejudice. As we claimed in our analysis of the applica-
tion of Cohen’s conservatism to the enhancement debate,

in seeking to change certain aspects of human nature through the use of enhancement technol-
ogies, it seems more accurate to say that we are seeking to improve human nature rather than 
to simply replace it wholesale; and it is not clear why merely seeking to improve ourselves must 
indicate a hatred of what we now are. (Pugh, Kahane, and Savulescu 2013, p. 352)

The limited scope of the objections to enhancement that can be grounded by Williams’ 
and Cohen’s arguments is not their only flaw. Another problem is that the strength of 
these objections is dependent on the plausibility of Williams’ and Cohen’s respective 
accounts of the human prejudice and conservative modes of valuing. Yet it seems that 
there are problems with both accounts. First, Cohen himself conceded that his account 
of conservatism faces important objections (Cohen 2011, pp. 214–21). In particular, it 
is not clear that his conservatism is not simply a manifestation of status quo bias.5 
Furthermore, elsewhere one of us has challenged Williams’ defence of the human prej-
udice by arguing that, despite his claims to the contrary, Williams fails to establish that 
the human prejudice is morally distinct from other morally deplorable prejudices, 
such as sexism and racism (Savulescu 2009, pp. 216–35).6 The piece also includes a 
defence of the competing ‘personism’ view that Williams attacks, according to which 
‘personhood’ rather than membership of the human species is what matters morally. 
In turn, persons are understood to be beings who deserve particularly strong forms of 
moral protection by virtue of the fact that they instantiate certain valuable characteris-
tics such as rationality and self-consciousness. Although many human beings are per-
sons, not all of them are, as Peter Singer (1979) has famously argued. We shall elaborate 
on this in Section 12.3.

Rather than attempt to supplement Williams’ or Cohen’s accounts in order to defend 
them from these objections here, we shall in Section 12.3 explore a potential approach 
to human enhancement that shares in the spirit of Williams’ and Cohen’s comments 
but is not vulnerable to the objections that have been raised here against their theories. 

5  See also Bostrom and Ord 2006. However, see Nebel 2015 for an argument that the status quo bias can 
be rational on conservative views.

6  See also Singer 2009.
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More specifically, we shall sketch out the nature and grounds of reasonable partiality in 
morality, and suggest that this represents a promising way in which bioconservatives 
might develop Williams’ and Cohen’s line of argument.

12.3  Introducing Partiality
A ‘reason of partiality’ is a distinctive kind of moral reason that has its source in a 
non-instrumentally valued attachment; in the absence of the attachment in question, 
these reasons would not obtain (Miller 2005, p. 66; Keller 2013, p. 3). Common-sense 
morality suggests that it can be permissible for agents to incorporate reasons of partial-
ity into their moral deliberations. To illustrate, suppose you are told that you have only 
enough time to save either two people who are drowning on the left side of a pier, or 
one person drowning on the right. If you were told that the one person drowning on 
the right is your brother, this fact might plausibly be understood to make it morally 
permissible for you to save him rather than the two strangers, even though we would 
normally claim that you have an obligation to save two people rather than one in such a 
situation, ceteris paribus.

In view of the above, we might claim that we can have (defeasible) reasons of partial-
ity to favour our friends and family in our moral deliberations. However, while this 
seems intuitively plausible, it raises the question of why certain relationships, projects, 
and group memberships (which we shall henceforth refer to collectively as ‘attach-
ments’) can plausibly generate reasons of partiality while others cannot. In the case of 
family and close friends, this question does not seem to be overly problematic: the 
close ties that we have forged with these individuals may easily be understood to give 
rise to a non-instrumentally valuable relationship, and this sort of value can ground 
reasonable partiality towards our friends and family in our moral deliberations. 
However, the question is more problematic when we consider partiality towards mem-
bers of groups to which we belong, because we often lack close ties to all members of 
these groups. For instance, we surely cannot be morally justified in being partial 
towards members of certain groups, such as members of our own sex or race, in our 
moral deliberations. To illustrate, it would be no moral justification of your saving the 
one instead of the two in the above pier example if you were to point out that the per-
son on the right was the same sex or race as you while the two on the left were not. Call 
this the ‘discriminatory partiality’ objection to reasonable partiality towards groups.7

To avoid the discriminatory partiality objection, it seems that one must claim that 
partiality is only morally justifiable towards attachments that are in some way valuable. 
For instance, John Cottingham (1986, pp. 370–1) suggests that morally justifiable par-
tialities are those in which a plausible case can be made for claiming that the partiality 
in question must find a place in all or most plausible blueprints for human flourishing. 
He goes on to claim that partiality to one’s own race or sex is not justified in his view 

7  Caney (1996) calls this sort of objection the ‘obnoxious identity’ problem.



OUP CORRECTED PROOF – FINAL, 07/15/2016, SPi

Partiality for Humanity and Enhancement  177

since the available empirical evidence suggests that abandoning partiality to one’s 
race or sex allows members of society greater opportunity to flourish (Cottingham 
1986, p. 371).

While Cottingham’s account suggests a way in which an account of partiality might 
avoid the discriminatory partiality problem, the way in which it does so relies heavily 
on the contingent empirical claim that abandoning partiality to one’s race or sex allows 
members of society greater opportunity to flourish. However, suppose that conditions 
were otherwise. Cottingham’s account seems to suggest that racial and sexual discrim-
ination would be morally acceptable in circumstances in which it did allow members 
of society greater opportunities to flourish. This seems to weaken this form of response 
to the discriminatory partiality problem.

To strengthen this sort of account, one would need to establish that there is a 
non-contingent relationship between human flourishing and the abandonment of rac-
ist and sexist attitudes. In such a view, holding such attitudes would simply be inimical 
to human flourishing. Alternatively one could adopt a view with somewhat broader 
scope by claiming that partialities are justified as long as they are grounded by a rela-
tionship that has final value (Kolodny 2003; Scheffler 1997). In such an account, parti-
alities might be justified by valuable relationships that are finally valuable for 
non-welfare-based reasons.

12.4  Partiality for Humanity and Human Enhancement
With this discussion of the grounds of reasonable partiality in mind, we can begin 
to provide a sketch of what partiality for humanity might involve and the implica-
tions that it might have for the enhancement debate. We shall first suggest an 
account of partiality for humanity as being grounded by membership-dependent 
reasons—that is, by reasons that flow from our non-instrumentally valuing our 
membership of the human species. Whether or not it makes sense to speak of ‘rea-
sonable partiality for humanity’ in this sense depends on there being a plausible 
basis for non-instrumentally valuing ‘being human’. If not, then partiality for 
humanity might be discriminatory.

As we highlighted in Section 12.2, Williams suggests that his burning building case 
speaks in favour of the human prejudice. However, as one of us has argued elsewhere, 
deeper consideration of this case suggests that it is not sufficient to establish the claim 
that we value human beings per se in abstraction from the valuable capabilities that 
they tend to instantiate, and which demarcate personhood from non-personhood. To 
see why, consider an analogue of the claim Williams makes on the basis of his burning 
building case:

Told that there are permanently unconscious human beings trapped in a burning building, 
on the strength of that fact alone we mobilise as many resources as we can to rescue them. 
(Savulescu 2009, p. 228)
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We believe that this claim has far less intuitive plausibility, precisely because the human 
beings in question are not persons. Similarly, what seems to be doing the moral work in 
Williams’ original burning building case is the fact that the beings in question are 
persons.8

Consider now two further cases. In the first we must compare the reasons we have to 
save a human non-person with the reasons we have to save a non-human person:

Case 1: A permanently unconscious human being is trapped in one room of a burn-
ing building. A benevolent extraterrestrial who exhibits all the capacities associated 
with personhood is trapped in another. You only have time to save one.

Ceteris paribus, we believe that you have a moral obligation to save the non-human 
person in Case 1. The fact that one of the endangered individuals is a person and the 
other is not gives us sufficient reason to save the former at the expense of the other.

Crucially, though, it is not clear that it is best to construe our moral reason here as a 
reason of partiality. As we suggested above, we can understand a reason of partiality to 
be a distinctive kind of reason that has its source in a non-instrumentally valued 
attachment. However, when we choose to save the person in Case 1, our reason to do 
so does not seem to stem (at least not primarily) from the fact that we value our mem-
bership of the group that contains all and only persons; rather, in this case, our reason 
to save the person stems directly from their value. The same, it seems, can be said of 
Williams’ original burning building case.

However, the fact that our moral reasons in these cases are not grounded by reasons 
of partiality to humanity does not entail that such reasons cannot ever obtain. To see 
why, consider a case in which we must compare the reason we have to save a human 
person with the reason we have to save a non-human person.

Case 2: A human person is trapped in one room of a burning building. A benevolent 
extraterrestrial who exhibits all the capacities associated with personhood is trapped 
in another. You only have time to save one.

In this case it at least seems plausible to claim that one might permissibly choose to 
save the human person rather than the non-human person. Assuming this is the case, 
this example suggests that there may yet be scope for a reasonable partiality for human-
ity that goes beyond the moral reasons that we have to treat persons in certain ways. 
Case 1 shows that we have strong moral reasons that are grounded in the value of the 
capacities that are associated with personhood. However, in Case 2, insofar as we 
might justifiably choose to save the human person rather than the non-human person, 
the moral reason to do so is not derived from the same set of considerations. Rather, 

8  Some would hold that even if we shouldn’t mobilize as many resources as we can to save a human in 
such a case, we should still mobilize some resources. But this point just brings out the way Williams’ exam-
ple fails to distinguish these two rather different considerations. And as the examples we discuss below 
show, it is the moral significance of personhood that seems to vastly outweigh the possible further signifi-
cance of being human, once personhood is set aside.
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our reason to do so seems to derive from extrinsic relational factors, or from what we 
are calling a reason of partiality for humanity.

Our discussion of Cohen’s argument from personal value suggests that one possible 
argument in favour of the view that our membership of the human species is non-
instrumentally valuable could be formed by appealing to the fact that humans as a 
species have developed their shared characteristics, including those that demarcate 
them as persons rather than non-persons, over the course of a shared biological 
history. In justifying our choice in Case 2, we might claim that this relationship 
between you and the human person is a morally relevant factor which, since all else is, 
ex hypothesi, equal, gives you a sufficient moral reason to save the human person rather 
than the non-human person. In this account, it is not membership of a species per se 
that is non-instrumentally valuable; as McMahan (2002) also argues, it is difficult to 
see how this could be morally significant in any way. Rather, what may be understood 
to ground the non-instrumental value of our membership of the human species is the 
contingent fact that we as a species have shared a common cultural and biological 
history with (and crucially only with) other members of our species in developing the 
valuable capabilities that humans instantiate. Although we share parts of our biological 
history with other species (e.g. chimpanzees), what makes our shared history with 
other humans special is that only other humans have shared in the part of our history 
over the course of which we have developed and exercised the very capacities that 
separate us from other animals.

If this is coherent then there may be some basis for reasonable partiality to humanity 
that might provide us with sufficient moral justification to save a human person rather 
than a human non-person in a situation where we have to choose between saving one 
or the other. However, this partiality provides only very weak reasons. Indeed, it might 
be claimed that moral reasons that derive from a consideration of the intrinsic proper-
ties of other beings might be understood to take lexical priority over our reasons of 
partiality that are grounded in the non-instrumental value of our attachments. 
McMahan seems to endorse this sort of view. Although he is sceptical about whether 
membership of the human species can be non-instrumentally valuable, he writes that, 
even if this were the case, it would only justify our doing ‘marginally more’ for them 
than non-members, and that the baseline for the moral treatment of other species 
would not be affected by the fact that we have reasonable partiality to human beings 
(McMahan 2002, p. 227).

The view of reasonable partiality for humanity that we have outlined here is influ-
enced by the arguments of Williams and Cohen that we explored in Section  12.2. 
However, we believe that it represents a stronger theoretical basis for an objection to 
human enhancement than the arguments found in Williams’ and Cohen’s work. First, 
reasons of partiality are a familiar element of many plausible moral theories. As such, in 
appealing to such reasons, we do not need to appeal to a novel and controversial form of 
valuing as Cohen does. Second, in the account that we have outlined above, reasons of 
partiality are weaker than the reasons that the human prejudice gives in Williams’ 
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account. While they give us moral reasons to favour human beings in our moral delib-
erations, these reasons only obtain if we have already met our more stringent moral 
duties to non-human persons that are generated by the value of personhood.

It seems that a suitably developed account of this sketch of reasonable partiality for 
humanity could provide a theoretical foundation for an objection to human enhance-
ment technologies that would be superior to many existing bioconservative objections 
that appeal to the concept of human nature. An objection grounded in partiality for 
humanity offers bioconservatives a way of providing a determinate account of what we 
have reason to preserve about human beings, without facing the standard problem of 
explaining how certain relatively contingent and arbitrary features of the human spe-
cies, selected as they were by a blind evolutionary process, can generate such reasons. 
In an objection based on the account of partiality illustrated above, the human features 
that we have reason to preserve are not understood to be intrinsically valuable in the 
somewhat implausible manner that other bioconservative objections have claimed. 
Rather, we are understood to have reason to preserve certain features by virtue of the 
non-instrumental but extrinsic value that these features bear. The extrinsic value they 
bear is grounded by the fact that these features are the product of our shared biological 
and cultural history.

Moreover, unlike other objections to human enhancement that appeal to the intrinsic 
value of human nature, the objection from reasonable partiality is not committed to the 
claim that changing human nature must necessarily involve a change for the worse. The 
thrust of the objection is that even if changing human nature might in some ways be a 
change for the better, we can nonetheless have reason to refrain from making such 
changes. In the account of partiality outlined above, the reasons at work here are reasons 
of partiality for humanity grounded in the non-instrumental value of the characteristics 
that we as a species have developed over a shared cultural and biological history.

However, even if we assume that reasonable partiality for humanity is a plausible 
position, there are some remaining concerns about whether it can be developed into a 
successful anti-enhancement argument. The first problem is that in the account out-
lined above, reasons of partiality are relatively weak and are lexically inferior to the 
moral reasons generated by the value of personhood. As such, if it can be argued that 
certain enhancements are necessary to safeguard the moral value of persons, reasons 
of partiality to humanity would not be sufficiently strong to rule out the moral permis-
sibility of enhancement. Indeed, one of us has argued elsewhere that as our technolog-
ical capabilities continue to expand, there is an increasing probability that a small 
group of individuals could destroy the human race, and that the only way to prevent 
this from happening may be to use technological means to morally enhance the spe-
cies (Persson and Savulescu 2012).

A second problem with a partiality-based objection to enhancement technologies is 
that it is not clear that reasons of partiality to humanity can ground a strong objection 
to forms of enhancement that seek to preserve what is valuable about human beings. 
For example, we have already argued elsewhere (when considering the application of 
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Cohen’s conservatism to human enhancement debate) that life-extension technolo-
gies don’t seem vulnerable to this sort of objection because normal ageing brings about 
the loss of cognitive, sensory, emotional, and motor capacities that we value. Life-
extension technologies thus seem to preserve much of what we value in being human 
rather than replace it with something else. It should therefore be supported by Cohen’s 
conservative bias, and more generally by partiality to humanity (Pugh, Kahane, and 
Savulescu 2013, p. 345).

12.5  Conclusion
We have suggested that an appeal to reasonable partiality could ground a limited form 
of objection to human enhancement technologies. We have provided a brief sketch of 
what a plausible value-based account of reasonable partiality for humanity might 
involve, suggesting that reasonable partiality for humanity could be grounded by the 
non-instrumental extrinsic value of the cultural and biological history that we share 
with all, and only, other members of our species. We have suggested that an objection 
to human enhancement based on these accounts of partiality has several advantages 
over common bioconservative objections to human enhancement that appeal to the 
value of human nature, and the objections that can be drawn from the arguments of 
Williams and Cohen. Having said this, since reasons of partiality can ground only 
weak moral reasons, there are some remaining concerns about whether a view of parti-
ality for humanity can be developed into a successful anti-enhancement argument.

We have provided only a brief sketch of how one might give an account of the 
non-instrumental value of being a member of the human species by appealing to our 
shared cultural and biological history. However, such an account requires more 
defence than we can provide here. Indeed, it is telling that both Cottingham and 
Scheffler are sceptical about whether we can make sense of reasonable partiality for 
humanity in their value-based account. This in turn raises the worry about whether 
partiality for humanity may just be ‘speciesism’ of the sort that Peter Singer (1979) 
famously attacks by another name. If an account of partiality for humanity cannot 
stand up to critical scrutiny, even the weak objections to enhancement that we dis-
cussed above may simply amount to conclusions that follow from an irrational and 
morally despicable bias for humanity that is on a par with sexism and racism. 
Nonetheless, we tentatively suggest that an account of reasonable partiality for human-
ity represents the most plausible way of developing a bioconservative objection to 
enhancement based on the significance of human nature, and that it is the most prom-
ising way of developing the sentiments expressed in Cohen’s and Williams’ works. It 
thus deserves further discussion.9

9  We develop the sketch provided in this chapter in Pugh, Kahane, and Savulescu, ‘Bio-Conservatism, 
Partiality, and The Human Nature Objection to Enhancement’ (Forthcoming).
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Enhancement, Mind-Uploading, 
and Personal Identity

Nicholas Agar

13.1  Introduction
Human biology is a significant barrier to human enhancement. Our biological bodies 
age. This may, to some extent, be reversible, but it is unlikely to be preventable. There 
are limits on the capacities of our biological brains to store and process information. 
The most fundamental of these obstacles arise in respect of the biochemistry of neu-
rons and synapses. This chapter examines a response to these biological barriers to 
enhancement that involves transferring human identities out of biological brains and 
bodies into suitably powerful computational devices. Our identity-relevant features 
are to be uploaded.1 Suppose we do succeed in rendering all of our identity-relevant 
capacities in digital form. We should expect them to follow the same steep path of 
enhancement currently tracked by computers. Humans have no need to fear future 
autonomous superintelligent robots if we can become them.

In this chapter I shall understand uploading as essentially involving copying. At 
some point in the uploading process the totality of our identity-relevant features will 
be copied from biological bodies and brains into new, more robust and powerful vehi-
cles for our identities. I argue that this procedure must inevitably fail because copying 
does not satisfy a necessary condition for the transmission of human identities.2 The 
replacement of human biology by machines may result in significant enhancement, 
but it will not result in significant enhancement for us.3

The most straightforward way to establish the claim that copying cannot transfer 
human identities would be to defend a philosophically complete theory of personal 

1  The individual associated most prominently with this line of thinking is Ray Kurzweil. See Kurzweil 
2005. For illuminating philosophical discussions of uploading, see Koene 2013; Merkle 2013; Chalmers 
2014; Corabi and Schneider 2014; Pigliucci 2014; Walker 2014.

2  This chapter assumes a realist view about personal identity or survival. There are facts of the matter 
about whether we survive.

3  In Agar 2014 I dodged the issue of the metaphysics of personal identity. There I argued that reasonably 
philosophical doubt about whether uploading is survivable makes it prudentially irrational to upload.
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identity and argue that it does not permit survival by this means. In what follows I 
shall refer to the transfer by copying all or part of someone’s identity as survival by 
copying. The problem with this strategy is that our confidence in that conclusion can 
be only as strong as our confidence in the view about personal identity that justifies it. 
Philosophers currently defend a variety of theories about personal identity. 
The friends of uploading who want to respond to this challenge have only to offer 
philosophical defence of a theory that supports their preferred view about copying. 
For example, Ray Kurzweil, one of the leading champions of uploading, advances a 
theory of personal identity that he calls patternism.4 The pattern currently instantiated 
by a human brain and body can be instantiated in a computer. According to Kurzweil, 
this is all that survival by copying requires. Refuting patternism will not refute the 
possibility of survival by copying so long as some other view of identity that would 
permit it remains an open possibility.

This chapter takes a more philosophically powerful route to rejecting survival by 
copying. Rather than defending a full account of personal identity, I defend a neces-
sary condition for the preservation of personal identity or survival. I claim that any 
plausible account of our identities satisfies this necessary condition, but copying does 
not. Uploading may copy your identity-relevant features into a computer but it cannot 
transfer you into it.

13.2  Copying and Teletransportation
This chapter conforms to the time-honoured tradition of philosophical debates about 
personal identity by beginning with a thought experiment.

The Betelgeuse thought experiment: It turns out that extraterrestrials have located 
Earth and become fascinated by its human inhabitants. They resolve to study us. The 
extraterrestrial anthropologists are significantly more moral than are the alien visitors 
that feature most prominently in science fiction stories. They undertake no abductions 
of humans and insert no probes into us. The extraterrestrials subscribe to their own 
version of the Star Trek prime directive—they resolve that their studies must not inter-
fere with us either as individuals or as a species. They have technology that permits 
them to scan and recreate molecule-for-molecule duplicates of Earth’s inhabitants. The 
long-range scanning instruments they use are very sophisticated. Their operation is 
not detectable by any human technology. The replicas are created in a hidden research 
facility on an undetected planet of Betelgeuse and are then subject to various experi-
ments. These are not pleasant for the replicas. The need to conduct experiments on 
relevantly similar test subjects leads the extraterrestrials to prefer that the additional 
copies be of humans that they copied earlier. Some Earthlings have been copied many 
times by extraterrestrial researchers, whose clumsiness means that they have an ongo-
ing need for fresh subjects. No one on Earth is ever aware that any of this is going on.

4  Kurzweil 2005, p. 383.
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I suspect that there is a shared intuition that the inmates of the Betelgeuse facility are 
not fully or partially identical to any Earth-dwelling human. This intuition finds sup-
port in the judgement that the copying seems to leave its human targets entirely unaf-
fected. The act of scanning and producing a copy of you can be fully successful without 
changing the properties and processes that constitute you at the instant you are copied. 
Put another way, it is epiphenomenal to the events and processes that constitute you or 
contribute to your ongoing existence.

You might feel sympathy for your copy—if you were ever to discover its existence. 
But there is no sense in which you should expect to experience the suffering caused to 
your copy. To put this assessment in a stylistically awkward but more philosophically 
precise way, none of your time slices prior to a copying event stands in an identity 
relation to time slices of any occupant of the extraterrestrial research facility. Some 
philosophers talk about survival rather than identity.5 In their preferred terminology, 
none of the time slices of any occupant of the research facility is a survivor of any 
Earthling prior to the copying event. Both of these verdicts seem compatible with how 
the extraterrestrials understand the process. The notion that the copies are identical 
with or survivors of people on Earth would be bad news for the their aspiration to 
comply with the prime directive. It turns out that their experiments do affect Earthlings 
in spite of their precautions.

Another thing to notice about the Betelgeuse thought experiment is that it is a vari-
ant of the famous teletransporter thought experiment. Teletransportation, a promi-
nent feature of various television series, including Star Trek, involves the copying of 
information about our brains and bodies and its transmission to possibly distant loca-
tions where copies are created. However, the teletransporter story is typically told in 
such a way as to prompt an intuitive verdict, the reverse of that elicited by the Betelgeuse 
thought experiment. Derek Parfit, foremost among philosophical practitioners of tele-
transportation, supplements his story about copying with two details absent from the 
Betelgeuse story. These additions seem to have a significant effect on our intuitions. 
First, the individual to be copied is aware that they will be copied. Second, once the 
copy is produced, the original body is destroyed. Parfit predicts that he would feel 
some anxiety upon entering the cubicle in which his brain and body are to be scanned 
and vapourized. But any doubts are allayed by the experience of undergoing teletrans-
portation. ‘I press the button. As predicted I lose and seem at once to regain conscious-
ness, but in a different cubicle. Examining my new body, I find no change at all. Even 
the cut on my upper lip, from this morning’s shave, is still there.’6 Parfit is surely right 
that the individual who emerges from the different cubicle has the strong impression 
that they are the individual who pressed the button to initiate the process.

Parfit offers the teletransporter thought experiment in support of the psychological 
continuity account of our survival over time. He suggests that survival, or what mat-
ters in survival, reduces to continuities of psychological state. One survives when 

5  See Parfit 1984.      6  Parfit 1984, p. 199.
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memories, beliefs, desires, and other psychological states are conveyed from an earlier 
time slice to a later one. Parfit proposes that any causal connection between psycholog-
ical states can suffice. In normal survival, psychological connections obtain as a result 
of the normal operation of the brain. In the Betelgeuse story the alien scanning and 
copying device does that work. The cause differs but the result is the same. It follows 
that the Betelgeusians are survivors of Earthlings, or acquire what matters in survival 
from them. A tally of psychological connections seems to reveal that the Betelgeusian 
has as good a claim on the identity of the individual about to be copied as the individ-
ual who remains on Earth.

Our different intuitive verdicts about the Betelgeuse and teletransporter thought 
experiments seem to stem from two different perspectives on the copying process. The 
Betelgeuse thought experiment directs its reader’s attention to the experiences associated 
with the body about to be copied. Nothing seems to happen. In the teletransporter thought 
experiment the original body is destroyed. Our focus defaults to the mind and body that 
result from copying. We can continue the Betelgeuse thought experiment in a way that 
makes the Betelgeusian perspective more salient. Suppose that the narrative switches to a 
recently materialized human individual convinced that he has been spirited away from 
Earth to a horrendous alien research facility. His confidence that he is identical to the 
copied individual is strengthened by the familiar location of this morning’s shaving cut.

A standard philosophical strategy at this point would be to offer yet another thought 
experiment involving copying, and seek to clinch the debate by claiming some philo-
sophical precedent for the intuitive verdict, positive or negative, that it elicits. This 
chapter takes an alternative path. It resolves the debate in favour of the claim that we do 
not survive copying by defending a philosophical principle. The perspective of the 
recently materialized Betelgeusian is understandable but mistaken. It is a case in which 
reliable means of making judgements about who we are produces false judgements. 
The sincere feelings of the Betelgeusians that they are identical to residents of Earth is 
no more veridical than is the sincere belief of a present-day resident of a psychiatric 
facility that he is identical to Napoleon Bonaparte.

13.3  A Necessary Condition for Survival
I propose that the Betelgeusians are not survivors of any Earthlings. Nor do they 
acquire what matters in survival from Earthlings. I support this conclusion by first 
taking a step back to consider some desiderata for a philosophically plausible account 
of our identities.

Consider the brief period (say five minutes) that commenced with your beginning 
to read this chapter and that terminates when you have reached this point in the text. 
Things happened to you. Some brain cells died. A recently consumed meal underwent 
further digestion. Perhaps some beliefs about identity were altered, though that may 
be wishful thinking on my part. For most readers of this chapter, nothing significant 
happened.
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By ‘nothing significant’ I mean nothing that would alter a specific and unique 
identification of you with a particular body and collection of psychological states. 
There has been no change to what we might call the ‘normal conditions of survival over 
time’. A change to this specific and unique identification of you with a particular body 
and collection of psychological states is possible. But something beyond the quotidian 
events of the type listed in the previous paragraph must have happened for this to be 
the case.

These normal conditions of our survival over time serve as key reference points for 
theories of personal identity. Suppose you succeed in formulating a novel theory of 
personal identity. It had better be the case that your theory endorses survival over the 
apparently uneventful five-minute time period. It should be considered a major blow 
against a novel theory that it denies the commonsensical suggestion that our identities 
are specifically and uniquely connected to particular minds and bodies during that 
interval. Such a conclusion seems very close to rejecting a realist account of identity or 
survival over time. Any realist account of personal identity ought to be able to justify 
the claim that we survive when these normal conditions for our existence obtain. It 
should not say that our identities come to an end. It should not say that our identities 
shift from one body to another. It should not say that we split in two with part of our 
identities moving to another body. It should not say that our identities have fused with 
the identities of other individuals who commenced the time period attached to some 
other body.

This is not to say that our identities cannot end, or that we cannot split in two, or that 
we cannot fuse with some other individual. It is to say that if these things do happen 
then something quite significant must happen to us. There must be what I will call a 
significant interference in the properties and processes that normally accompany our 
survival.

13.4  Significant Interferences in the Normal 
Conditions of Our Survival

There are differing accounts of precisely which facts make it the case that the individual 
at the beginning of the five-minute interval is identical to the individual at the end of 
that interval. Some philosophers will point to psychological continuities.7 There are 
only the smallest of changes to autobiographical memories over that time. Perhaps a 
couple of autobiographical memories were forgotten and a couple were added, but the 
overwhelming majority are preserved. Others will point to physical continuities.8 The 
brain and body at the end of the five-minute interval is physically continuous with 
the brain and body at its opening. Some philosophers propose that we are identical 

7  For defences of psychological continuity theories, see Parfit 1984; Shoemaker 1984.
8  For defences of physical continuity theories, see Williams 1973; Unger 1990.
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with particular human organisms.9 The organism at the opening of the interval is the 
same as the organism at its end. Some philosophers believe in the existence of 
non-physical Cartesian egos. They will say that the same ego exists throughout.10

A complete theory of personal identity requires a sound argument for one of these 
conditions as necessary and sufficient for survival. But an account of a significant 
interference requires no such argument. It treats these conditions disjunctively. A sig-
nificant interference occurs if at least one of these conditions ceases to obtain. It occurs 
when there is a major disruption in psychological continuity, or when there is a disrup-
tion in physical continuity, or when something happens to replace one human organ-
ism with a numerically distinct one, or when a Cartesian ego is destroyed or decisively 
separated from a particular human body.

It is possible to survive significant interferences. Your confidence about whether 
you survive a given significant interference depends on the extent to which you have 
rational grounds for believing that what is interfered with is essential to you. Suppose 
you suffer a mishap that erases all of your distinctive psychology. It deletes all of your 
autobiographical memories. It eliminates the psychological bases of all of your dis-
tinctive values. Otherwise it leaves you unaffected. Does this mishap kill you? Parfit 
will say: ‘Yes’. Advocates of other accounts of identity say: ‘No’. According to the view 
that you are essentially a human organism, it is possible to survive the significant 
interference of the erasure of your distinctive psychology. Suppose you are essentially 
a Cartesian ego. You may survive if the post-erasure ego is numerically identical to 
the pre-erasure ego even if it has shed its distinctive psychology. You should be confi-
dent you will survive to the degree that you are confident in the truth of a view about 
your identity that permits erasure. As your confidence in these views declines, so 
should your confidence about surviving the mishap. But you should, at a minimum, 
classify this event as a significant interference in the normal conditions of your sur-
vival over time. The mishap is certainly a significant interference, even if philosophi-
cal uncertainty about personal identity leaves unresolved the issue of whether or not 
you survive it.

In this chapter I treat a significant interference as a necessary condition for a change 
to the specific and unique identification of someone with a particular mind and body. 
If there have been no significant interferences over a given period then there is a 
straightforward identification of you to a particular mind and body over that period. 
You can be confident that you have survived even if you are unsure of the precise phil-
osophical explanation for your survival.

Consider how the search for a significant interference might lead you to reject a 
claim that something odd has happened to someone’s identity. Suppose you have been 
participating in a seemingly ordinary conversation—perhaps about the state of the 
weather. Your interlocutor announces that at some earlier point in that conversation 

9  For the view that we are essentially human organisms, see Olson 1997.
10  For the dualist view of personal identity, see Swinburne 1984.
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her existence came to an end—she died. One way to establish the veracity of this unex-
pected and awkward claim would be to inquire after the theory of personal identity 
that supports her claim that she has died and ask her to justify it. But we are in a posi-
tion to offer a more philosophically powerful rebuttal of her claim. You run through a 
checklist of all of the properties and processes that plausible accounts of personal iden-
tity draw on. Were her autobiographical memories abruptly deleted from her brain? 
Was her brain destroyed and replaced by a duplicate made out of different matter? Did 
the functioning of some significant part of her brain cease? Did her Cartesian ego 
either cease to exist or detach itself from her body?11 If she answers ‘No’ to each ques-
tion then you can reject her claim to have died without first determining the truth of a 
particular account of personal identity. Your confidence in the falsehood of the claim 
that she has died depends on an incompatibility between that claim and a disjunction 
of the various theories about how human existence ends that come from philosophi-
cally plausible theories of identity.

There can be cases of fission, which occurs when an individual splits in two, or 
fusion, which occurs when the identity-relevant features of two individuals are com-
bined. Advocates of differing theories of personal identity may prefer different 
accounts of these. What one theory calls death, another theory may call fission, and 
another may label straightforward survival. But it should be agreed that for any of 
these out-of-the-ordinary events to occur, a significant interference is required. 
Something must happen to the individual as they are currently constituted to cause 
them to die, split, or fuse. It may be that part of your identity can detach and travel to 
Betelgeuse. But if no significant interference happened then we can be certain that no 
part of you travelled to Betelgeuse. The Betelgeuse thought experiment involves copy-
ing. This is a causal process, but that process is one-way. The sensitivity of the extrater-
restrial scanners means that there is no significant interference with the human 
individual who is being copied. Perhaps extraterrestrial scanners have certain quan-
tum effects on the psychological or bodily processes of the copied individual. But these 
effects are not of the type that should suffice to interfere with our identities.

13.5  Old and New Versions of the Psychological 
Continuity Theory

There seems to be a problem with the purported philosophical modesty of the 
necessary condition. The most famous contemporary account of survival over time 
pointedly fails to satisfy it. Parfit (1984) suggests that what matters in survival can 
be transmitted by an intervention that makes no causal difference to the properties and 

11  Physicalists can accept the idea of change to a Cartesian ego as a necessary condition. If such things 
do not exist then it is trivially the case that there is no change in the connection between a Cartesian ego 
and a particular body.
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processes that constitute an individual at the time of the putative transmission. We 
can, according to him, survive by copying.

Parfit’s is the most influential current presentation of the psychological continuity 
theory. Does my exclusion of Parfit’s view constitute a problem for the claimed meta-
physical modesty of my account? In what follows I argue that Parfit’s view is best seen 
as an eccentric outlier among accounts of personal identity. Other presentations of the 
view that we are essentially psychological beings satisfy the necessary condition.

The founding insight of the psychological continuity theory is that we go where our 
minds go. Someone who rejects Parfit’s account of how minds are transmitted can 
accept this basic insight. For example, John Locke describes a case of mind transfer. He 
says: ‘For should the soul of a prince, carrying with it the consciousness of the prince’s 
past life, enter and inform the body of a cobbler, as soon as deserted by his own soul, 
everyone sees he would be the same person with the prince.’12 When the soul and con-
sciousness of a prince comes to ‘enter and inform’ the body of a cobbler which has been 
‘deserted by his own soul’, the result is that the prince and cobbler swap bodies. They do 
not swap minds.

As Locke describes this case, it seems to involve significant interference. This is 
especially clear if we consider the soul to be some kind of immaterial substance that 
travels between bodies. The soul of the prince detaches from his body. This is a signifi-
cant interference in the conditions of the prince’s existence. Under normal conditions, 
souls do not detach themselves from bodies. A further change occurs when the soul of 
the cobbler evacuates his body to make way for the incoming soul. This does not hap-
pen in teletransportation, in which part of someone’s identity is supposed to arrive in a 
distant location without ever having departed. This is a feature of the one-way causal 
nature of copying. Locke’s account is likely to endorse the intuitive reaction to the 
Betelgeuse thought experiment. He will deny that any part of an Earth-dwelling 
human travels to Betelgeuse unless there is some way for all or part of their soul to 
make the voyage. This means that the account given in the Betelgeuse thought experi-
ment must be incomplete. A fuller description will include information about how the 
scanner separates parts of an Earth-dwelling human’s soul and transmits it to 
Betelgeuse, whereupon it comes to occupy the body of a newly created human. Parfit 
requires no such additions. According to him, what is explicitly stated in the Betelgeuse 
thought experiment suffices for what matters in the survival of Earthlings to be trans-
mitted to Betelgeuse.

If we reject the existence of immaterial souls, we are deprived of the most obvious 
way to describe how a particular consciousness might travel from one body to another. 
Physicalists must say something else about how such transfers could occur. Some 
physicalist accounts seem to leave open this possibility. According to Jeff McMahan, 
we are essentially embodied minds.13 Our survival as embodied minds depends on the 
continued existence and functioning of our physical capacity for consciousness. He 

12  Locke 1977, p. 185.      13  McMahan 2002.
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can accept the idea that we go where our minds go—the transfer of my consciousness 
from one body to another would bring with it my identity. But this transfer would 
require the transfer of some significant part of the physical basis of my consciousness. 
This version of the psychological view satisfies the necessary condition. I submit that 
any acceptable version of the psychological continuity theory will satisfy the necessary 
condition. It’s not impossible for our minds to switch bodies, but for this to happen 
there must be a significant interference with us as we are constituted at the time of 
the switch.

13.6  Fission and Pseudo-fission
A longstanding identity puzzle concerns the possibility of fission. In cases of fission, 
your identity splits. You go from being a single individual to being two. Philosophers of 
personal identity have long struggled with the question of how best to describe fission. 
It seems wrong to say that it kills you, but where do you end up? We can describe cases 
of fission in such a way that neither post-fission individual has a superior claim on 
your identity. There’s a problem in saying that you are identical to both as they patently 
are not identical to each other.

I do not propose a solution to this problem here. I limit myself to saying that the 
necessary condition distinguishes among cases that tend to be grouped together under 
the heading ‘fission’.

One such case involves the surgical separation of the right and left hemispheres of 
an individual’s brain. Both hemispheres are transferred into other bodies that have had 
their brains removed and destroyed. The original body is destroyed. This is a signifi-
cant interference. It constitutes a departure from the straightforward and philosophi-
cally unproblematic identification of particular individuals with particular minds and 
bodies. Satisfying a necessary condition leaves open a variety of possibilities about 
how it affects identity. For example, the view that we are essentially human organisms 
directs that we take an interest in what happens to the body from which my brain was 
extracted. If we are essentially human organisms, the procedure will terminate my 
identity rather than divide it. The intuition that we survive fission would be false.

The philosophical literature tends to place these cases of fission alongside other 
purported cases that do not satisfy the necessary condition. I reserve the label 
‘pseudo-fission’ for cases like the Betelgeuse thought experiment. The extraterrestrials’ 
creation of replicas involves no significant interference with Earthlings.

Other versions of the copying story do involve significant interferences. Here we are 
dealing with a composite procedure, part of which satisfies the necessary condition 
and part of which does not. We must pay attention to which part affects identity. In 
some versions of the copying story the device does not one but two things. First, it 
scans the original brain and body and transmits information, permitting a copy to be 
made. Second, it destroys the original brain and body. As Parfit (1984) tells this story, 
this combination cancels our intuitive rejection of the idea that we can survive by 
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copying. If the original is destroyed, our imaginations tend to default to the viewpoint 
of the being created in the distant location. We have some sense of what it would be like 
to be that being, to have the impression of abrupt instantaneous travel to an entirely 
unfamiliar location.

Vaporization significantly interferes with the identities of human individuals. 
Copying does not. The combination of these two events affects your identity in ways 
that are no different from vaporization by itself, or vaporization combined with some 
other activity that does not significantly interfere with the properties that underpin 
your identity, such as a haircut. A haircut has causal effects on the properties and pro-
cesses that constitute you. However, like the subatomic effects of the Betelgeusian 
scanning device, these are not significant interferences. The combination of proce-
dures kills you but not because of anything lethal about haircuts. Copying plus vapori-
zation does not have the effects claimed by Robert Nozick’s closest continuer theory of 
personal identity.14 It does not cause our identities to magically default to the individ-
ual who counts as our ‘closest continuer’ any more than would a fatal car accident 
cause your identity to default to your very similar monozygotic twin.

The acts of copying and vaporizing are only contingently connected. We should 
view their temporal contiguity as a coincidence. As we have seen, in the original ver-
sion of the Betelgeuse thought experiment there’s nothing about the act of copying that 
requires, or even raises the probability of, the destruction of the original. Moreover, 
there’s nothing that prevents the copy from being produced many millennia after the 
death of the original. This second possibility requires only that we find a safe place to 
store the scanned information.

13.7  Explaining (Away) the Intuition 
that We Survive Copying

We need to say something about the strong intuition that once vaporization eliminates 
your original brain and body your identity translates to the mind and body in the 
Betelgeuse research facility. This relates, in large part, to the way we predict that the 
copied individual will feel about their identity. Parfit picks up on this when he describes 
the familiar location of the shaving cut on the upper lip. The individual connected with 
the body created by the facility that receives the transmitted information has the strong 
feeling that he is identical to the individual who stepped into the teletransporter.

I think that we can explain these mistaken perceptions of identity much in the way 
that we explain perceptual illusions. We know of many cases in which mistaken beliefs 
emerge from the operation of a reliable perceptual faculty. We should view copying 
as generating an identity illusion. It is predictable that certain optical illusions will 
fool our visual faculties. It is predictable that copying will produce someone with a 

14  Nozick 1981.
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confused sense of their identity. The fact that we can describe a thought experiment in 
which people would tend to make mistakes about their identities does not show that 
we are not reliable in such judgements. Suppose that you have a large collection of 
mutually consistent autobiographical memories. You are free of neurological disorders 
that would interfere with your brain’s capacity to generate accurate autobiographical 
memories. You are almost certainly identical to the person who originally had those 
experiences. However, just as it’s possible to describe circumstances in which your reli-
able perceptual faculties are fooled into producing false beliefs, so too is it possible to 
describe circumstances in which your reliable identity sense yields false beliefs about 
who you are. The example of copying teaches us that accurate identity perceptions 
could be phenomenologically identical to illusory identity perceptions.

It’s not surprising that we might be subject to identity illusions. David Hume 
famously observed that there was no sense impression corresponding to the self.15 
Psychologists have demonstrated that humans are susceptible to false memory syn-
drome. We mistakenly attach our identities to sense impressions of events we have 
never experienced. If these were commonplace and we became aware that they were 
commonplace then we would question the reliability of our capacity to make accurate 
identity judgements. Fortunately they aren’t.

It’s one thing to say that a reliable identity sense can be fooled. What we need is a way 
to distinguish cases in which a reliable identity sense generates accurate beliefs from 
cases in which a reliable identity sense produces false beliefs. Fortunately the necessary 
condition is available to play that role.

Consider a present-day inhabitant of a psychiatric ward who strongly and sincerely 
believes that he is identical to Napoleon Bonaparte. The first thing we might do to 
demonstrate the falsehood of his identity belief is to quiz him about his memories. Does 
he have autobiographical memories of the established events in Napoleon’s life? If he 
has no memory of the events that Napoleon should remember, then that is surely evi-
dence against the identity claim of the psychiatric patient. But we can suppose that dur-
ing the time of his psychiatric committal he has made an in-depth study of the emperor’s 
life and he has invested much effort in imagining those events. We can further suppose 
that his research has focused on Napoleon’s own testimony, so it is causally connected to 
the actual events in the emperor’s life. This is not so implausible. Research on false mem-
ory syndrome indicates that it is possible for people to acquire phenomenologically rich 
memories that correspond to no past events in their lives.16 Suppose the intensity of his 
study gives him memories of the battle of Austerlitz that are causally connected to the 
emperor’s original memories of the battle—he has studied the emperor’s own accounts, 
and, we can suppose, has memories that exactly match the phenomenology of the 
emperor’s memories. At what point in this psychological investigation do we grant that 
the patient may not be mad and may in fact be Napoleon? I suspect that our reaction to 
all this effort would be to deepen our concern for his sanity.

15  Hume 1958, pp. 251–2.      16  Loftus 1975.
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The necessary condition described in this chapter supports the harsh assessment 
that, the faithfulness of the patient’s memories to those of the historical Napoleon 
notwithstanding, he is simply misrepresenting the facts about his and Napoleon’s 
identities. It’s not impossible that someone alive today is either identical to or a 
survivor of Napoleon. But for this to be the case then the creation of this latter-day 
Napoleon must have significantly interfered with the emperor as he existed from 
15 August 1769 to 5 May 1821. Yet it seems implausible that this could be the case 
here, given that the mind and body that common sense connects with Napoleon’s 
identity were dead and long decomposed before the mind and body that we identify 
with the psychiatric patient came into existence. The event of his birth could not 
have significantly interfered with the widely acknowledged life history of the 
emperor. Sustaining his view requires either backwards causation or that Napoleon’s 
identity is in fact constituted by a non-natural entity that persisted after the 
destruction of his brain and body. If we don’t believe in any of these possibilities we 
can reject the identity claim of the psychiatric patient. Phenomenological similarities 
between the memories of the patient and the emperor, and the fact that both sets of 
memories may trace back to the same historical events, are beside the point. They are 
further evidence of psychopathology.

Perhaps we should say that to the extent that Napoleon made the modern world, we 
are all a bit Napoleon. This may be true when we talk about identity in a pointedly 
metaphorical sense, but it makes no sense in the metaphysically earnest sense that we 
might appeal to when we wonder if we will survive a forthcoming surgical procedure. 
At the end of this procedure, will there be someone who is identical with me? There is 
no one alive today who inherits any of the late emperor’s identity in this metaphysically 
earnest sense.

13.8  Implications for Enhancement
It’s possible that we will soon build machine minds much more powerful than current 
human minds. The mistake lies in the idea that copying our minds into these devices is 
a way for us to achieve their powers. They will not become us simply by having our 
identity-relevant characteristics copied into them. This should lead to some caution 
about the plan to create superintelligent artificial minds. We will not be able to join the 
revolution in artificial intelligence by copying our identities into the powerful artificial 
minds that we will create. Since they won’t be us, we had better hope that they will play 
nice with us.

13.9  Concluding Comments
This chapter proposes that the plan to copy a human identity into a machine must fail. 
For my identity to be transmitted by this process, it must significantly interfere with the 
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properties and processes that constitute me at the time of the purported transmission. 
Copying does not satisfy this necessary condition. We are in a position to know that 
copying does not transmit our identities even when we grant that there is some uncer-
tainty about the processes that underlie our existences over time.
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Levelling the Playing Field
On the Alleged Unfairness  
of the Genetic Lottery

Michael Hauskeller

14.1  Introduction
It has become quite common among those who welcome the prospect of enhancing 
human nature to argue that human enhancement is not only morally permissible but 
also morally obligatory: that we have a moral duty to enhance ourselves and others, or 
at least to provide people with opportunities to enhance themselves (e.g. Bostrom 2005; 
Savulescu 2005; Harris 2007; Persson and Savulescu 2008). This duty is often believed 
to follow from the fact that our natural talents and abilities are not evenly distributed—
that what we can and cannot do is to a large extent the result of a ‘genetic lottery’ (also 
referred to as ‘natural lottery’).1 In consequence, people’s chances in life are, through 
no fault of their own, hampered by a ‘genetic inequality’, which, being entirely unde-
served, is clearly unfair, and because it is we are morally obligated to do something 
about it and to, as best we can, ‘level the playing field’. Thus Julian Savulescu, Foddy, 
and Clayton once referred to those who ‘do well at sport as a result of the genetic lottery 
that happened to deal them a winning hand’ as the ‘genetic elite’, arguing that it is unfair 

1  Clearly the term ‘natural lottery’, which John Rawls in his Theory of Justice, first published in 1971, 
seems to have introduced into the debate on social and political justice, and what exactly such justice 
consists in and what it requires, is somewhat broader than the term ‘genetic lottery’. The natural lottery 
encompasses all differences between people that are not due to social circumstances or human action, but 
have come about through natural processes. Whether those differences have been caused by differences 
between people’s genetic constitution or by other factors that influence our development before birth is 
irrelevant. In contrast, the term ‘genetic lottery’ emphasizes the presumed cause of those differences and in 
doing so already suggests the possibility of a solution to the moral problem whose existence the term is 
meant to express—namely, the unfairness of there being such differences, or of not doing anything about 
those differences. The solution that is suggested is, of course, some kind of genetic intervention. In this I will 
mostly use the term ‘genetic lottery’ because it better conveys the sense that it is indeed possible not only to 
counterbalance the effects of that lottery but also to tackle and change the lottery itself so that it is no longer 
a lottery. However, since I do not here attach any importance to the causes of existing natural differences, 
genetic or otherwise, I will use the term ‘genetic lottery’ generally in the sense of ‘natural lottery’.
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that not everybody has the same natural constitution (2004, p. 667). ‘Nature’, they 
announced, ‘is not fair’ (2004, p. 668), which would be uncontroversial if it only meant, 
as it usually does when we say something like that, that the categories of fairness or 
unfairness do not apply to nature (i.e. that nature can neither be fair nor unfair), or that 
nature is not concerned with fairness (but solely with, say, the survival of the fittest, or 
whatever we think determines the directions that living nature takes). Rather, it is 
intended to convey the sense that nature is positively unfair. It is not just a descriptive 
statement that means to explain how nature works (or does not work) but instead a 
normative statement that is intended to imply the moral unacceptability of the natural 
condition (or certain features of it). Based on this normative understanding, enhance-
ment is then recommended as a remedy against nature’s unfairness. ‘By allowing 
everyone to take performance enhancing drugs, we level the playing field. We remove 
the effects of genetic inequality. Far from being unfair, allowing performance enhance-
ment promotes equality’ (2004, p. 668).2

Yet the unequal distribution of abilities is not the only kind of unfairness that can be 
utilized to support the claim that we have a moral duty to enhance. While the above 
argument makes use of a purely comparative and thus formal understanding of fair-
ness (cf. Hooker 2005), which merely requires that everybody is treated alike or has the 
same (opportunities, resources, and goods) as everyone else, the moral duty to enhance 
can also be inferred from a more substantive account of fairness that emphasizes either 
a) desert or b) need. So even if everyone had exactly the same opportunities, resources, 
and goods, and was treated in exactly the same way, their situation and treatment 
might still be unfair if they did not get what they deserved, did not get what they 
needed in order to live a decent life, or both. Although it is seldom explicitly formu-
lated as an argument, the idea that we—that is, all of us—have been treated unfairly 
by nature nonetheless informs much of the pro-enhancement discourse. That idea is at 
work whenever it is argued that our lives have been blighted by various (natural and 
hence entirely undeserved) defects, such as certain cognitive and emotional limita-
tions, and the inevitability of ageing and death. This is seen not only as deeply unsatis-
factory but, indeed, as unfair, not because there are others out there who have it better 
but simply because one shouldn’t have to live under such conditions, because we didn’t 
do anything (bad) to deserve it and because, frankly, we deserve better. This way of 
understanding the world and our place in it, which is rather common specifically 
among transhumanists, is succinctly expressed in Nick Bostrom’s claim (which used 
to grace his personal website3 but has now disappeared) that once we have enhanced 
ourselves to a posthuman level, our lives will be ‘as they should have been all along’.

2  It is, of course, highly doubtful that we would do sport a favour by making athletes more equal. As 
Lisa S. Parker has pointed out (Parker 2012, p. 128), it is the goal of athletic competition ‘to establish the 
inequality of the competitors’. Moreover, the ‘presumption of inequalities is integral to sport’s entertain-
ment value’.

3  <www.nickbostrom.com>.

http://www.nickbostrom.com
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In what follows I will engage mostly with the argument from formal unfairness—
that is, the claim that we have a moral obligation to enhance people who are, with 
regard to their natural constitution, worse off than others because their being worse off 
is unfair. I will concentrate on this argument because it seems to be more widely 
accepted and because I find it more interesting. However, much of what I am going to 
say about it is also applicable to the argument from substantive unfairness. Moreover, 
the argument from formal unfairness will ultimately prove to rely on our tacit accept-
ance of the argument from substantive unfairness.

14.2  The Genetic Lottery
Moti Mizrahi (2014) has recently argued that natural inequality presents a new 
problem of evil for the theist. How can a just god allow this to happen? Answering that 
question may not appear particularly pressing to many of us, but what should be of 
interest even for those of us who are not theists is the assumption that Mizrahi makes, 
and that indeed must be made, to support his claim that there is a problem in the first 
place. That assumption, which Mizrahi treats as obviously true, is that natural inequal-
ity is morally obnoxious, and that the reason for that is its unfairness: ‘It is important to 
note that natural inequality is an evil, not because it leads to pain and suffering, 
although it might and often does, but because it is unfair’ (Mizrahi 2014, p. 130). Since 
the talented deserve their talent as little as the untalented deserve their lack of talent, it 
is, ‘from a moral point of view’, ‘not fair that one person is taller, healthier, faster, thin-
ner, more intelligent, more beautiful, more agile, and otherwise more naturally 
endowed than another person’. Note that the intended argument does not seem to be 
that this situation is unfair because God doesn’t do anything about it although he 
could, but rather that God should do something about it because the undeserved 
inequality of abilities and other desirable traits is indeed unfair.

The argument from formal unfairness clearly draws on the presumed value of equal-
ity and raises the question of to what extent we (or God, but that is a different discus-
sion) are morally obligated to promote it. Natural differences between people obviously 
exist—that is, differences that are not owed to their own choices and actions but to 
their genetic and epigenetic endowment.4 Inequality is thus undeniably a basic fact of 
life. Yet recognizing this fact does not compel us to hold that all undeserved inequality 
is inherently unfair and needs to be redressed. This is because despite this view’s obvi-
ous intuitive appeal it is not entirely clear whether it actually makes sense to declare a 

4  It has been pointed out to me that claims that we need to redress the genetic lottery presuppose genetic 
determinism. However, I don’t think that is necessary. I’m pretty sure I could have trained as hard as I liked 
but I would still never have become a star athlete. That doesn’t mean of course that if I had had the right 
genes then I would have become one. It just means that not everyone is born with the same abilities and the 
same potential to develop certain abilities. Not everyone can be turned (trained or educated), or can turn 
(train or educate) themselves, into anything they want. There are limits to what we can achieve in life that 
are rooted in our individual nature. And that is all, I think, that we need to assume here.
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natural condition, which is not in any way the result of human or any other being’s 
agency, to be ‘unfair’. Is it unfair that I cannot bend it like Beckham, or play golf like 
Tiger Woods? We would not normally think so. I may well find it unfair that those 
people earn so much more money than I, or that they are famous and I am not, based 
on my conviction that I deserve fortune and fame just as much as they do. But it would 
be odd to claim that I deserve their talent as much as they do. The reason why I might 
find it unfair that I am not as rich and famous as they are is that my own abilities, even 
though they are different from theirs, may conceivably appear to me as worthy of being 
rewarded and publicly recognized as theirs. In other words, my sense of being treated 
unfairly rests on my conviction that I do in fact possess certain noteworthy reward-
deserving abilities myself. Those abilities then form the normative foundation of my 
claim that I am being treated unfairly. Yet if I lack certain abilities, then I also lack the 
abilities that I would need to support my claim that I am just as deserving of those abil-
ities as those who actually have them. The problem is precisely that I do not have them, 
and that there are no abilities that I have prior to my existence that could possibly serve 
as a normative foundation for my claim that I deserve certain abilities that others are 
born with but I was not. I can certainly begrudge others their talent, but that is not the 
same as finding it unfair that they have it and I do not. It is perhaps psychologically not 
impossible to do so, and we might even feel tempted to rationalize our grudge and 
frustration by calling the unequal distribution of talents ‘unfair’, but it is definitely a 
stretch,5 and we know it.

Leaving aside the question of desert, the difference between an unequal distribution 
of fame and fortune on the one hand and of ability on the other, and the reason why it 
makes more sense to us to call the former unfair, is that fame and fortune are 
ultimately bestowed on certain people by human agents, while ability is not. They 
only get rich and famous because we appreciate their abilities and are willing to 
reward them. We pay good money to see them play, and we take a keen interest in 
their lives. If we didn’t, they wouldn’t be rich and famous at all. So in a way we are 
giving them their fame and fortune and at the same time withholding it from others. 
But their abilities are nothing we have given to them. In fact, they have not been given 
to them by anyone, and that is why it sounds strange to say that it is unfair that they 
have it and I do not. It would indeed make much more sense if we thought that there is 
a God or some other agent in the world who is responsible for the distribution of 
abilities, who actually made a choice and decided, for apparently no good reason at all 
(because we didn’t exist before that decision was made and therefore couldn’t possibly 
have deserved it), that they should have a particular ability and I should not have it. So 
by claiming that the unequal distribution of abilities is unfair, we actually seem to 

5  If we agree that the unfairness claim presupposes some kind of desert (so that if I don’t deserve X, then 
it cannot possibly be unfair that I don’t get X), and that we cannot deserve anything before we are some-
thing, because whatever we deserve we deserve on the basis of what we are or do, then it seems to follow 
that it cannot be unfair that I don’t have the same natural abilities as you. Thus the argument is logically 
valid. Whether we also consider it sound depends, of course, on whether we find the premises persuasive.
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imply that there is such an agency in the world—that is, that we have in fact been 
treated badly by whomever or whatever is responsible for our lack of talent in making 
the choice to withhold it from us.

This is why the metaphor of the ‘genetic lottery’ seems peculiarly inapt to convey the 
view that natural differences are unfair. This is so because lotteries are not usually con-
sidered to be unfair at all. We all know that if you win a lottery then this is not because 
you have done anything to deserve it. In fact, the outcome is completely independent 
of anything you might have done or not done (except taking part in the lottery), or 
anything you might be or not be. That is why you can be happy about it but not proud. 
It is completely arbitrary: you were just lucky. You could just as well have not won. This 
is considered not unfair but, on the contrary, entirely fair. It would only be considered 
unfair if the odds were stacked—that is, if your win in the lottery were no longer arbi-
trary but due to someone doing something that made it more likely that you would win 
the lottery rather than somebody else. In other words, lotteries are considered fair pre-
cisely to the extent that their outcomes are arbitrary (i.e. determined by chance) and 
unfair to the extent that their outcome is not arbitrary (i.e. not determined by chance). 
We can then infer that the unequal distribution of abilities is perfectly fair, not despite 
being determined by chance and thus the result of a ‘genetic lottery’ but precisely for 
that reason.

14.3  Natural and Social Starting Places
Now it could, of course, be objected that it is not, and was never meant to be, the 
unequal distribution of natural assets itself that is inherently unfair. Rather, what is, or 
would be, unfair is not to redress this unequal distribution once it becomes possible to 
do so. Thus while it is not unfair that some people are less intelligent than others, even 
if it does restrict their choices in life, it would be unfair to allow this inequality to per-
sist. That is the position that John Rawls suggested in his Theory of Justice: ‘The natural 
distribution is neither just nor unjust; nor is it unjust that persons are born into society 
at some particular position. These are simply natural facts. What is just and unjust is 
the way that institutions deal with these facts’ (Rawls 1999, p. 87). Yet if we accept that 
we should try to, as much as possible, guarantee fair equality of opportunity, which 
requires not merely that all legal obstacles to acquiring certain desirable positions in 
life be removed (careers open to talents) but also that everyone has the same chance to 
attain those positions (Rawls 1999, p. 63), then it seems that we should also try to dis-
tribute the natural goods (e.g. health and vigour, intelligence and imagination) equally 
since they undoubtedly influence our chances in life just as much as, if not more than, 
the social conditions we are born into. ‘There is no more reason to permit the distribu-
tion of income and wealth to be settled by the distribution of natural assets than by 
historical and social fortune’ (Rawls 1999, p. 64). Since those natural inequalities are 
undeserved—that is, morally arbitrary—we should, according to Rawls, definitely try 
to redress them by, for instance, spending more money and effort on the education of 
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those who are less intelligent (Rawls 1999, p. 86). Only very briefly, however, does he 
entertain the idea that we might try to change nature itself, and instead of merely com-
pensating for a lack of natural abilities make sure that everyone has the abilities they 
need to pursue a preferred plan of life. For although he admits that it is indeed ‘in the 
interest of each to have greater natural assets’, he is unwilling to infer more from this 
than that society should ‘take steps at least to preserve the general level of natural abil-
ities and to prevent the diffusion of serious defects’ (Rawls 1999, p. 92), which is still a 
long way from demanding that natural abilities be distributed equally and ultimately 
not consistent with the ‘level playing field concept of equal opportunity’ (Buchanan 
et al. 2000, p. 65) that Rawls seems to have endorsed.

This inconsistency was addressed and partly corrected by Allen Buchanan and 
colleagues in their seminal and aptly named treatment of the issue, From Chance 
to Choice: 

If precise and safe control over the distribution of natural assets becomes feasible, then those 
who believe that justice is concerned with the effects of natural assets on individuals’ life pros-
pects will no longer be able to assume that justice requires only that we compensate for bad 
luck in the natural lottery by intervening in the social lottery, rather than by attacking natural 
inequalities directly. (Buchanan et al. 2000, p. 64)

If the goal is to create a situation where everybody starts life with the same opportuni-
ties, then it doesn’t seem to matter whether what stands in the way of that goal is a cer-
tain social structure or an uneven distribution of natural assets. In fact, once we have 
learned to manipulate our nature, the distinction between social assets and natural 
assets becomes blurred, if not altogether untenable (Parker 2012, p. 128). The same 
holds for the distinction between social inequalities and natural inequalities (Lewens 
2009). It seems, therefore, that there is a case to be made for the removal of natural ine-
qualities (Holtug 1999, p. 139),6 and some have indeed made this case very forcefully. 
Mark Walker, for instance, has argued that since people who are naturally very happy 
(hyperthymic), because they are genetically predisposed to have a higher average level 
of happiness than most people, tend to have much better opportunities in life, we have a 
moral duty to provide those who were less fortunate in the genetic lottery with the 
means to acquire the same high level of average happiness. That duty is derived from the 
alleged unfairness of the fact that not everybody is as happy as the hyperthymic:

To deny the rest of us access to HPP (Happy People Pills) is a grave form of injustice, for it is to 
artificially limit the pool of this valuable resource; and to restrict the pool of this valuable 
resource is to prohibit most of us from the opportunity for what many (but not all) of us see as 
the best life: life with the happiness and achievement of the hyperthymic.’ (Walker 2009, p. 35)

6  Torbjörn Tännsjö (2009, p. 325) has even suggested that the reluctance to support and promote 
enhancement for those less favoured by nature is owed to a ‘Nietzschean view of justice, according to which 
it is unfair if those who are less fit pool their resources and rob the genuinely strong Übermensch of his 
genetic advantage’. Needless to say, Tännsjö recommends that we get rid of this antidemocratic and indeed 
‘fascistoid’ notion of justice as quickly as possible.
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However, if those who are naturally happy or hyperthymic did nothing to deserve 
such happiness, then it is hard to see why we should think that those who are not natu-
rally happy deserve to be happy. It is true that we do not deserve to be unhappy, but we 
do not deserve to be happy either. Yet if we neither deserve to be unhappy nor deserve 
to be happy, then it seems that considerations of fairness simply do not apply. It would 
only be unfair to leave people in their (after all only comparatively) unhappy constitu-
tion if it were unfair for them to be in that condition in the first place. Thus the argu-
ment from formal unfairness presupposes some degree of substantive unfairness. 
There are two ways in which the claim that it is substantively unfair that not everyone is 
by nature extraordinarily happy could be plausibly defended. It could be unfair if a) we 
all deserved to be extraordinarily happy or b) we needed to be extraordinarily happy to 
live a decent life—that is, one from which none of the basic goods are missing. Yet since 
nobody needs to be hyperthymic to live a good life and there is no good reason to sup-
pose that we deserve to be better than we actually are, the argument from substantive 
unfairness also appears unconvincing.

14.4  Equality with Whom?
Let us assume for the moment that we accept the above argument in favour of 
enhancement for the sake of equal opportunity. If, say, A is by nature more intelligent 
or more happy than B, so that A has a better chance of getting on in life, we should 
either compensate B for their undeserved handicap in the game of life, or, provided 
that it is possible, lift B up to the intelligence or happiness level of A so that both have 
the same starting conditions. Those who show themselves to be persuaded by this kind 
of argument usually suppose A and B to be humans. But is there any good reason why 
we shouldn’t apply the underlying principle to humans and non-humans alike? 
Consider the following argument. I cannot fly, but if I could fly I would have many 
opportunities that are not open to me now. It would also give me great pleasure. Thus 
the quality of my life would arguably be enhanced if I could fly. Yet there are other liv-
ing beings that can fly, such as birds. This is a result of the genetic lottery which has 
given birds abilities that have been denied to me. That is unfair because the fact that 
birds can fly and I cannot is morally arbitrary. Birds did nothing to deserve their ability 
to fly, as I have done nothing to deserve my inability to fly. Therefore society has a 
moral obligation to provide me with the means to acquire that ability, should such 
means be either already available or at least within our reach. Since there are many dif-
ferent species of animal, most of which have abilities that humans do not currently 
possess, there is obviously a lot to enhance before we will actually have levelled the 
playing field completely. Bats can echolocate; dogs have a sense of smell that is 10,000 
times as acute as ours; ants can carry loads that exceed their own body weight multiple 
times; and so on and so forth. Is all this unfair? Are we morally entitled to be able to do 
what they can do? I suspect that most of those who believe that we have a moral duty to 
level the playing field by enhancing people who seem to have lost out in the genetic 
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lottery would not want to go that far. But why should we regard the species boundaries 
as relevant here? Why should the genetic lottery suddenly cease to be unfair (and thus 
in need of correction) when we cross the species barrier?

The argument works, of course, in both directions. Not only are there many things 
that animals can do that we cannot do, but there are also things that we can do that 
animals cannot do. So should we also level the playing field for them? Nick Bostrom 
(2004) may have been the first who suggested as much in his whimsical fantasy about 
Albert, the uploaded and cognitively enhanced golden retriever who is interviewed 
on Larry King Live. After reflecting on the unequal distribution of luck among both 
humans and animals, the former dog, now post-dog, Albert declares himself to be 
the ‘lucky one’, and when asked by Larry King whether he had a mission in life, he 
replies that he wants ‘everyone to be the lucky one’. Given the context, this can only 
mean that he wishes for all animals to be subjected to the same cognitive 
enhancement process that he himself has undergone. That animal enhancement or 
‘uplifting’7 is indeed a matter of distributive justice has been expressly argued by 
George Dvorsky (2008). He claims that we have a duty to cognitively enhance 
animals because not to do so ‘would be an unfair distribution of primary goods that 
are requisites for political participation, liberty and justice’. This is thought to be 
unfair because it is the result of pure luck: ‘Like some humans who argue that they 
have fared poorly in the genetic lottery, it can be said that nonhumans have missed 
out in the species lottery’ (2008, p. 136). Others, such as Sarah Chan (2009), have 
also argued that we have a moral obligation to enhance animals, although not 
directly on the grounds that we would be treating them unfairly if we didn’t. Rather, 
the claim is based on the fact that animals have interests and that they matter morally 
just as much as ours. However, it seems to me that this argument ultimately also 
appeals to our sense of fairness: the reason why we should take into account not only 
human interests but also the interests of animals is, presumably, that unequal 
treatment is not morally justifiable. In other words, it would be unfair to take heed of 
human interests but disregard those of animals.

Yet if we do level the playing field so thoroughly that everyone (be they human, 
animal, or machine) has all the abilities that everyone else has, so we have ended the 
tyranny of the genetic lottery, then all differences would have disappeared. It would be 
a thoroughly equalized (gleichgeschaltet) world. Why would we want to live in such a 
world? Differences clearly also have their value. They make life interesting and rich. 
They give us an individual identity. While a certain degree of equality may be desirable, 

7  The use of the word ‘uplifting’ in this context is quite telling. It suggests, even more than the word 
‘enhancement’, the possibility of a linear progression through a series of clearly defined stages or steps that 
reach from the bottom to the top. Each entity is situated on a particular step, and when it is ‘uplifted’ it 
progresses to one of the next steps. The higher you are on that stepladder, the better you are. Animals are 
assumed to be on a lower step than humans. Uplifting them might raise them to the same step on which we 
currently find ourselves. Further uplifting would raise them to a higher step, which would make them 
superior to us, unless we also progressed to the next stage.
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universal sameness certainly is not. Fortunately it is also highly unlikely, if only because 
it may be impossible to have all the abilities that can currently be found in any individ-
ual. Some of those abilities are likely to be mutually exclusive, so that you cannot have 
the one and the other. Levelling the playing field completely would then be not only 
undesirable but also impossible.

14.5  Equality of What?
The same holds, of course, if we restrict our ambitions to the human world. I cannot 
bend it like Beckham or play golf like Tiger Woods, no matter how hard I try. I just 
don’t have the ability. Nor can I play the violin like Yehudi Menuhin or paint like 
Picasso, no matter how hard I try. This is no fault of my own and therefore morally 
arbitrary. But it is hard to see how we should be able to have all those different abilities 
combined in one and the same person. Should we then try to level the playing field to 
the extent that it is possible?

The problem with this suggestion is that before we can start attacking natural ine-
qualities, we first need to clarify what exactly we intend to make equal. Arguably it is 
chances in life, but it is not always obvious which natural assets increase our chances in 
life, and how much of any of those assets we need to have to have better life prospects. 
One should think that being smart or good-looking is not exactly a disadvantage in the 
game of life, but there is no evidence that it is the smartest people who are economi-
cally most successful,8 or, even more importantly, who are most likely to have the best 
or happiest life (Veenhoven and Choi 2012). And how smart exactly do we have to be? 
It is certainly not the case that the smarter you are the more opportunities in life you 
will have and the better your life will be. Whether a so-called natural asset is indeed an 
asset for you depends to a large extent on the circumstances, not only those created by 
the reigning social structure, but also those that depend on what other abilities you 
have, and what kind of opportunities emerge in the course of your life. ‘Thus, there is 
no such thing as a resource per se. Different traits will be resources in different social 
environments. Recognition of this simple fact imposes a fundamental constraint on 
any attempt to intervene in the natural lottery in the name of equality of opportunity or 
resources’ (Buchanan et al. 2000, p. 80).

In some cases it is even difficult to know whether having an ability or not having it 
makes for better opportunities in life, and hence whether it is unfair that you have it or 
unfair that you do not have it. If, for instance, you have few or no moral scruples and 
are prone to stealing stuff and killing people, you are likely to end up in prison, which is 
clearly not fair since you have never asked to be bad in the first place. It is just your bad 
luck of being born with the wrong genes and into the wrong social circumstances. 

8  <http://www.forbes.com/sites/joshlinkner/2013/02/14/6-reasons-the-smartest-people-arent-the-most- 
successful/>.

http://www.forbes.com/sites/joshlinkner/2013/02/14/6-reasons-the-smartest-people-arent-the-most-successful/
http://www.forbes.com/sites/joshlinkner/2013/02/14/6-reasons-the-smartest-people-arent-the-most-successful/
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Hence, since you haven’t really chosen to be bad,9 we owe it to you to compensate you 
or, if we have a way to do that, to change your nature in such a way that you are no 
longer bad. We have a moral obligation to make you good. But then again we could just 
as well argue the opposite. A lack of moral scruples, or let us say a certain moral flexi-
bility, is not always a disadvantage in life. It is, after all, often people with moral integ-
rity who miss out on opportunities that might make their life better, at least in the sense 
that they might give them access to certain goods and resources, and increase their 
liberty. So it seems that we owe it to you to make you less good, so that you are not dis-
advantaged in the game of life by your moral scruples.

This shows two major problems with the whole argument from formal unfairness. 
The first is that equality of opportunity may not be the only relevant value at stake here. 
Perhaps it is better for people to have moral integrity even though it does diminish 
their ability to acquire certain goods. The other problem is that we don’t always know 
what exactly enables us to have a good life, and that is in fact the fundamental problem 
with the whole enhancement project (Hauskeller 2013). If it would not necessarily and 
obviously be better for me to be as intelligent as those who are more intelligent than I, 
then there is no clear reason to think that the situation is unfair. In order for the fact 
that you have something that I do not to be considered unfair, what you have must (as a 
necessary condition) be in some sense better than what I have. It must be considered 
beneficial or in some other way worth having, but whether or not it is worth having 
depends on many contingencies as well as on our own individual idea of a good life.

14.6  Is Life a Race?
It is, of course, not entirely impossible to identify abilities that appear generally 
beneficial, but this is easiest and least controversial in the case of abilities whose lack 
seriously limits our options in life. If I am positively stupid, hideous to look at, or 
constantly depressed, I may have a problem, but this has got little or nothing to do with 
the fact that you are more intelligent, better-looking, or generally more upbeat than I. 
The problem is not comparative in nature. If I am merely less intelligent or less handsome 
than you, I may not be able to reach the same professional heights as you or to find a 
partner who is physically as attractive as yours, but if my intelligence and my looks don’t 
fall too much under the average then there is no reason to assume that I cannot also have 
a rich, fulfilling, and professionally successful life, and that is all I need and all I can 
reasonably want from life. What matters is not how much smarter you are (in comparison 

9  Peter van Inwagen (2001) has argued that even if somebody has a genetic disposition to a certain kind 
of antisocial or criminal behaviour (e.g. rape), this fact does not diminish their responsibility for commit-
ting the crime as long as they could have acted otherwise. In other words, only if the behaviour in question 
is genetically determined (rather than just genetically influenced) should we regard this as a mitigating 
circumstance. However, even if van Inwagen is right, my point here is not about moral responsibility but 
about the fairness or unfairness of having a propensity to a certain kind of behaviour. Even though it might 
be considered more unfair that I am bad and you are not if I just can’t help being bad, it is arguably still 
unfair if being good is just much harder for me than for you.
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with me) but merely how smart I am, and whether I am smart enough to fit in and to be 
able to live a good life. The same holds for all other natural assets. It is good to have some 
of them or all of them to some reasonable degree, but I don’t have to be the best in 
everything to live a good life. Although with my limited abilities there are a lot of things 
in life that I cannot do, or cannot achieve, it would still be impossible to do most of those 
things even if I possessed all possible abilities to the highest possible degree. True, with 
my natural assets I could never hope to be a David Beckham, a Tiger Woods, or many 
others who excel in a particular area, but I could never be all of them anyway, especially 
not if everyone else were a natural-born Beckham or Woods.10 As long as there is 
something I can do, something I am good at, and nothing that prevents me from fully 
participating in the world and society in which I live, I should be just fine. Why should 
we all want to be good at everything anyway? That is why Buchanan and colleagues 
very wisely concluded that ‘at least for the foreseeable future (if not forever), the 
appropriate objective […] may be something more like the attainment of a “genetic 
decent minimum” […] than the elimination of all inequalities in natural assets’ 
(Buchanan et al. 2000, p. 82). With this I can wholeheartedly agree.

The idea that we should all have exactly the same starting conditions to guarantee 
that we also have more or less the same opportunities in life strikes me as wrong-
headed from the outset. It frames life as a competition and then seeks to eliminate all 
differences that might give anyone any advantage over anyone else, which makes any 
meaningful competition impossible.11 We do, of course, compete with other humans, 
and we do compete more with them than we compete with other, non-human, species. 
That may be the reason we tend to ignore other animals and their abilities when we 
consider what is fair and what is not. But there is nothing really to be gained by level-
ling the genetic playing field for all humans so that nobody starts the competition with 
a disadvantage. Equality, even equality of opportunity, does not have any obvious 
intrinsic value. In fact, it does fairly obviously not have any intrinsic value. If we made 
the smarter ones dumber, the happier ones less happy and the prettier ones less pretty, 
then we would do as much for equality of opportunity than if we did the opposite. But 
nobody suggests that, and with good reason.12 Life is not a race, and ethicists should 
not have to suppose that it is. We don’t necessarily compete with each other. And even 
if we did (or where we do), it couldn’t work if we were all the same. If the resources are 

10  And if everyone were, then we would certainly not value their talents much anymore. What we do 
value is the exceptional, not the commonplace.

11  As Allen Buchanan (1995, p. 113) has pointed out, it would also expand the domain of moral respon-
sibility to tyrannical dimensions.

12  It might be thought that with regard to social assets we do in fact occasionally pursue a levelling-down 
approach to equal opportunity—for instance, when we implement progressive taxation systems that 
require the rich to contribute a larger percentage of their income than that which the poor are being asked 
to pay. However, the reason for this is not that we want to create equal opportunities or make sure that 
nobody is disadvantaged (and nobody advantaged) but simply that we assume, with good reason, that the 
rich can afford to pay a larger percentage of their income than the poor. We don’t want to take away their 
advantage; we just think, in accordance with Rawls’s difference principle, that everyone should benefit 
from their having more than the rest.
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limited, then we can only achieve equality by holding people back. If we don’t want to 
do that, if we do accept inequality at some stage, then we will, by guaranteeing the 
equality of the starting conditions, just postpone the time when inequality will materi-
alize, which seems to defeat the purpose of the whole enterprise.

Now, it is commonly assumed that while it would be unfair not to grant everyone the 
same starting conditions, it is not unfair that people achieve different things in life 
through their personal virtues: their determination and dedication, the effort and 
work they put in to accomplish something, and so forth. But, of course, all this also 
requires certain abilities that are as much based on our genetic code as our intelligence, 
our longevity, or our propensity to develop cancer.13 If it is unfair that I am less intelli-
gent than you, then it is also unfair that I am lazier than you, less committed, less 
dependable, less trustworthy, and so on. So we would have to equalize these abilities 
too in order to really level the playing field, and once we have done that the only differ-
ences that would remain, if any, would be down to brute luck. So ironically, by levelling 
the playing field completely, in order to annihilate morally arbitrary distinctions, we 
would create a situation in which all differences would become morally arbitrary. That 
is because if there still are differences in people’s situation, they could no longer result 
from differences in intelligence, talent, or virtue since all those differences have already 
been eradicated. Our whole life path would then be a lottery: entirely fair and at the 
same time entirely arbitrary.
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Buchanan and the Conservative 
Argument against Human 
Enhancement from Biological 
and Social Harmony

Steve Clarke

15.1  Introduction
In all likelihood it is going to become possible for us to use drug therapies, genetic 
interventions, and other medical procedures, including procedures that augment 
human bodies with mechanical extensions, to increase the physical and mental 
capacities of many of us to above the normal upper limits for our species (Bostrom 
and Savulescu 2009). In other words, we will be able to ‘enhance’ ourselves. While 
some scholars welcome the prospect of human enhancement (e.g. Harris  2007; 
Savulescu 2006), many others view it with alarm; and it has attracted widespread 
opposition, especially (but not only) from conservative scholars. Prominent 
conservative opponents of human enhancement include Leon Kass (1997; 2003) and 
Francis Fukuyama (2002). In his recent Beyond Humanity? The Ethics of Biomedical 
Enhancement (2011), Allen Buchanan takes issue with a slew of prominent 
conservative arguments against human enhancement. For the most part I find his 
rebuttal of these arguments very persuasive. In this chapter I discuss one line of 
conservative argument against human enhancement that Buchanan considers briefly 
and dismisses quickly. This is the ‘argument from biological and social harmony’ 
(Buchanan 2011, pp. 161–2). In my view there is a variant of this line of argument that 
has much more going for it than Buchanan allows. I will not argue that it is strong 
enough to warrant the outright banning of human enhancement technologies, but I 
will argue that it gives us reason to be cautious about the widespread adoption of 
some possible human enhancements.

I will proceed as follows. In Section 15.2 I discuss Buchanan’s rebuttal of conservative 
arguments against human enhancement, and describe the argument from biological 
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and social harmony in some detail, along with Buchanan’s reasons for opposing it. In 
Section 15.3 I look at modern political history to develop a case for the importance of 
one version of the argument from biological and social harmony, and in Section 15.4 
I consider evidence from biological anthropology that buttresses this argument. I then 
reconsider the argument from biological and social harmony, in light of the evidence 
discussed, in Section 15.5, before making my concluding remarks. I go on to conclude 
that there is a variant of the argument which should be taken much more seriously than 
Buchanan allows. I also conclude that there is nothing distinctively conservative about 
it. It is an argument that should appeal to liberals as much as it does to conservatives.

15.2  Buchanan on Conservative Opposition 
to Human Enhancement

Although Buchanan recognizes that many conservatives are conservatives because of 
their religious convictions, he devotes the bulk of his attention to secular arguments 
for conservatism in the tradition of Edmund Burke (1729–97) (Buchanan  2011, 
p. 146). He is right to do so. The secular arguments in this tradition are the conservative 
arguments with the widest potential appeal. Religious arguments for conservatism can 
only succeed in persuading those who share key tenets of the particular religious 
tradition in which they have been framed. Secular arguments for conservatism have 
the potential to persuade everyone, regardless of whether they are secular or religious. 
And the Burkean tradition is the most developed secular conservative intellectual 
tradition.

The key lines of argument against human enhancement that Buchanan considers 
build on traditional conservative scepticism about the possibility of effective social 
reform. Conservatives have long argued that ordinary fallible humans are subject to 
‘permanent constraints’ which undermine deliberate attempts at social reform. Our 
cognitive capacities are limited and rendered unreliable by the influence of many of 
our motives and emotions. We may be inclined to work towards the betterment of our 
communities, or the betterment of all of humanity, but we also have selfish motives 
that undercut many of our pro-social tendencies and we experience emotions that 
can undermine our attempts to set aside selfish motives. People are not likely to go 
along with, for example, socialist schemes to develop fair, equitable societies, both 
because they are motivated by self-interest and not just the interests of the society in 
which they reside, and because their feelings of envy, pride, spite, and so on prevent 
them from suppressing selfish motives and acting in the interests of their society, even 
when they are persuaded that they ought to do so, or so say many conservatives 
(Buchanan 2011, p. 147). A closely related line of conservative reasoning, also 
directed against the possibility of effective social reform, has it that the sheer com-
plexity of human society, coupled with our own cognitive limitations, ensures that 
deliberate attempts to improve human society are almost guaranteed to fail, and are 
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likely to cause more harm than good. Buchanan refers to this line of reasoning as the 
‘back-fire view’ (Buchanan 2011, p. 146).

An obvious way to try to address conservative concerns about the consequences of 
our having the cognitive and affective limitations that we have is to attempt to use 
enhancement technologies to overcome these limitations. Cognitive and affective 
limitations may well be part of our nature, as conservatives assert, but crucial for the 
conservative argument against the possibility of social reform is that these are perma-
nent features of our psychology. But why should we accept that they are permanent? 
Couldn’t enhancement technologies be used to make us less selfish, less prone to be led 
astray by our emotions, and capable of more sophisticated cognition? Conservatives 
usually concede that it is at least possible that we could overcome the cognitive and 
affective limitations bestowed on us by nature. However, they usually also argue that 
our chances of doing so are remote. Human nature is exceedingly complex and our 
understanding of it is minimal. According to conservative critics of human enhance-
ment, it is very likely that attempts to improve human nature will back-fire.1

Buchanan is unimpressed by conservative arguments against the possibility of effec-
tive human enhancement that invoke either the ‘permanent constraint view’ or the 
closely related back-fire view. He tells us that conservatives who appeal to these views 
place themselves in an ‘uncomfortable position’ (2011, p. 150). They need to show that 
we have a reasonably powerful set of cognitive capacities—powerful enough to enable 
us to know what our cognitive and affective abilities are, and to reliably discern their 
limitations. However, they also need to demonstrate that our cognitive capacities are 
insufficient to enable us to overcome those limitations (Buchanan  2011, p. 150). 
Conservative critics of human enhancement appear to assume that the level of cogni-
tive capacity required to create reliable and safe human enhancements is greater than 
the level of cognitive capacity needed to reliably discern our cognitive and affective 
limitations. But this assumption seems unwarranted. The science behind human 
enhancement is in its infancy, and it is much too early to determine how much cogni-
tive capacity is required to create reliable and safe human enhancements. It may turn 
out, contra conservative assumptions, that our current cognitive capacities are suffi-
cient to reliably enable improvements to our cognitive and affective abilities.

Buchanan characterizes the argument from biological and social harmony as the 
argument that ‘human biology and social institutions are in complex, balanced har-
mony, so that efforts to change the former may dangerously disrupt the latter’ 
(Buchanan 2011, p. 161). It can be understood as a specific version of the more gen-
eral conservative line of argument, which appeals to the back-fire view, in this case 

1  An illustration of such back-firing is contained in Antony Burgess’s famous novel A Clockwork Orange 
(Burgess 1962). In it, Alex, a sociopathic and violent teenage delinquent, is given a (fictional) combination 
of aversion and drug therapy. The therapeutically reformed Alex finds himself unable to act on his socio-
pathic desires, and incapable of disobeying authority figures or defending himself. Burgess intends the 
reader to be at least as disturbed by the reformed Alex as by the sociopathic delinquent whom they first 
encounter at the beginning of the book.
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appealing to social back-firing that results from biological intervention. Buchanan 
concedes that that there is ‘a grain of truth’ in the argument, which is that ‘the social 
institutions we have are connected to our biology in ways we do not fully understand’ 
(2011, p. 161). But he is no more impressed by it than he is by the more general 
conservative argument against the possibility of effective human enhancement. 
According to him, ‘where the argument goes wrong is in assuming that there is a frag-
ile, stable, harmony between social institutions and human biology’ (2011, p. 161). He 
construes the relationship between social institutions and human biology as being far 
less liable to break down as a result of biological interventions than conservatives 
often suppose. He considers five ways in which we might alter our biology, and he 
assures us that there is no good reason for concern about the influence of any of these 
possible interventions on our social institutions. According to him,

There is no good reason to think that remedying our inability to biosynthesize vitamin C or 
enhancing our immune systems or supplementing mechanical joint replacement technology 
with regenerative stem cell research technology or extending the human life span by 20 years or 
increasing average IQ by 10 points would cause unacceptable social disruption. (2011, p. 161)

In my view, conservatives are right to be concerned about the fragility of at least some 
relations between our biology and our social institutions. Some of the social institu-
tions that contemporary conservatives (and others) most care about are liable to col-
lapse under the influence of a range of interventions, including biological ones. I also 
think that two of Buchanan’s examples of apparently harmless biological interventions 
are actually examples of interventions that might well destabilize social institutions we 
care about. I’ll approach the task of explaining why I hold these views indirectly, start-
ing by examining an aspect of conservative thought that Buchanan (2011) does not 
focus on.

15.3  Conservatism and Free Societies
According to Kekes, ‘The source of conservatism is a natural attitude that combines 
the enjoyment of something valued with the fear of losing it’ (1998, p. 5). Like other 
conservatives, Thomas Hobbes (1651[1962]) valued social stability, and he was 
convinced that it would soon be lost without the stabilizing influence of a monarchi-
cal government. According to him, life without social stability is of very little value. 
One thing that a government needs to do to provide ongoing social stability, accord-
ing to conservatives, is to preserve the traditions and institutions that the society it 
governs is built around (Kekes 1998, pp. 36–41; Scruton 2001, pp. 30–6). To the 
extent that life in our current society is stable and enjoyable, it is because preceding 
members of our society have developed traditions and institutions that enable that 
stability and enjoyment. If these are abandoned, or if they collapse, then in all likeli-
hood our lives will become significantly less stable, and significantly less enjoyable, 
than they are now.
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The political traditions and institutions that have developed in liberal Western 
countries over the last couple of centuries are democratic ones. The residents of these 
countries have found a way of living that they have come to value more highly than the 
ways their forebears lived, which were under the rule of monarchs. Life in a liberal 
democracy enables people to enjoy opportunities that they would be unlikely to enjoy 
under a monarchical government, including the opportunity to criticize their govern-
ment publicly, and the opportunity to try to replace it without resorting to violence, 
through democratic processes. Recent and contemporary Western conservatives value 
democratic traditions and institutions, placing a very high value on the freedom from 
tyranny that democracy enables (Haidt 2012, pp. 175–6). Consequently, they have 
more to fear than their seventeenth-century counterparts, such as Hobbes. Like 
Hobbes, they have the destabilization of the social order and the chaos which would 
ensue to fear. Unlike him, they also have the collapse of democracy and a reversion to 
the oppressive rule of the many by the few to fear.

Recent and contemporary conservatives differ from liberals and libertarians, who 
also value life in free democratic societies, because inter alia, conservatives stress the 
difficulty of achieving and maintaining the traditions and institutions that enable free 
democratic societies to function. According to mainstream conservatives, many of us 
will act in selfish, foolish, and capricious ways if we are allowed to, and we may jeopard-
ize the future of the traditions and institutions that enable free democratic societies to 
function while behaving in these ways.2 Conservatives hold that restrictions on selfish, 
foolish, and capricious activity are often necessary to prevent society from collapsing or 
reverting to tyranny. Unlike liberals and libertarians, contemporary conservatives have 
few qualms about restricting individual freedoms to prevent behaviour that threatens 
the future of democratic traditions and institutions.

Modern liberal democracies are relatively recent forms of government, emerging 
only in the last 250 years, after thousands of years of human civilization in which mon-
archy and other forms of dictatorship were omnipresent. While some liberal democra-
cies, such as the US and the UK have proved to be stable, many others have not. The 
First French Republic lapsed into dictatorship after only 12 years (1792–1804). The 
Second French Republic was even shorter lived, lapsing into dictatorship after less 
than 4 years (1848–52). Many other attempts to establish democratic societies also 
faltered in their early stages. Famous twentieth-century examples include the Second 
Spanish Republic, which lasted 8 years (1931–9), and the Weimar Republic in 
Germany, which lasted for 11 years (1919–30). Contemporary democratic multiparty 
states last 17.5 years on average. This is more than the average contemporary military 
dictatorship, which lasts a mere 11.1 years, but considerably less than contemporary 
monarchies, which last an average of 25.4 years.3

2  See, for example, Kekes 1998, pp. 13–15.
3  See Hadenius and Teorell 2007, pp. 149–52. Their data is from the years 1972–2003. Stier and Mundt 

(1997) examined the stability of democracies between 1776 and 1992. According to them the average dem-
ocratic regime lasted either 10.45 or 22.47 years (depending on whether or not data about regimes that 
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We don’t really understand why some democratic states are long-lasting while others 
are not.4 Successful systems of democratic government, which provide the checks and 
balances needed to enable free democratic governments to survive over the long term, 
such as the Westminster system in the UK, Canada, Australia, and New Zealand, have 
emerged slowly, through trial and error, rather than as a result of careful, deliberate 
planning (Rhodes et al. 2009). The fact that successful democratic institutions and tra-
ditions have developed slowly over time is no surprise to conservatives who emphasize 
the propensity of deliberate social planning to back-fire. Some prominent ‘neocon-
servatives’ of the early twenty-first century, such as the former US Secretary of Defense 
Donald Rumsfeld, supposed that they understood how to create liberal democracies 
from first principles. Under their influence, George W. Bush’s administration attempted 
to impose liberal democratic institutions on Iraq and Afghanistan. These attempts 
are generally regarded as failures and they have served to strengthen the mainstream 
conservative conviction that deliberate social planning is almost guaranteed to fail 
(Fukuyama 2006, pp. 29–31).

Conservative fears that free democratic societies are liable to lapse into dictatorship 
seem well placed. Dictatorship, or some variant of it, has been the usual form of gov-
ernment in human societies for thousands of years, and significantly many free demo-
cratic societies have not proved stable and have lapsed into dictatorship. In this context, 
we ought to be very wary of any changes that impact on the social order in democratic 
societies, including biological ones. Biological changes that influence the behaviour of 
(sufficiently many) individuals will, almost invariably, cause changes to the social 
structures in our society, although exactly what their effects will be and exactly how far 
they will extend is difficult to predict.

15.4  Conservatism and Biological Anthropology
The claim that biology has a significant influence on social organization in at least 
some species is undeniable. The various eusocial insects exhibit very high levels of 
social organization, which is a consequence of biological causes (Hölldobler and 
Wilson 2008). This causal relationship is particularly apparent among insects with 
haplodiploid sex-determination systems, such as the hymenoptera (an order of insects 
that includes ants, bees, and wasps), which are all eusocial. Female haplodiploid insects 
share three-quarters of their genetic material with their sisters but only half with their 
mothers. Haplodipoid insects can more effectively replicate their own genetic material 
by helping to rear sisters than by reproducing directly. Large numbers of eusocial 
female haplodiploid insects, such as ‘worker’ ants, forego opportunities to reproduce 

either began before 1776 or continued to exist after 1992 are included in the data set from which averages 
are determined).

4  There is a burgeoning body of empirical work on the causes of stability and instability of democracy. 
For a recent example of this literature, which underscores the complex interplay of causes that contribute 
to democratic stability and instability, see Diskin, Diskin, and Hazan 2005.
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and instead devote their energies to ensuring that ‘queen’ ants, who are their mothers, 
are able to reproduce sisters for them at a maximal rate.5

We humans are both genetically and socially different from eusocial insects. 
However, it should not be assumed that our biology is unconnected to the modes of 
social organization we tend to adopt, in advance of consideration of the relevant evi-
dence. One way to try to understand human social behaviour, and to try to figure out 
what factors cause it to vary, and in what ways, is to look at the social behaviour of the 
species to which we are most closely related: chimpanzees, gorillas, and bonobos. The 
members of all of these species live in social groups characterized by dominance hier-
archies (Mameli 2013, p. 920).6 Also, in all of these species, recurring attempts by 
subordinates to overthrow dominance hierarchies and replace them with new domi-
nance hierarchies headed up by usurpers can be observed. These attempts are usually 
kept at bay by dominant individuals, with displays of aggression and acts of violence 
(Knauft 1991, p. 396; Boehm 1999, pp. 130–7).7

Humans, chimpanzees, gorillas, and bonobos are all descended from a common 
ancestor species. Humans split off from the ancestor species perhaps 5 million years 
ago. The ancestor species almost certainly lived in hierarchical social groups, as did 
early humans (Boehm 2012, p. 151). By the Late Pleistocene (126,000–11,700 years 
ago), humans had undergone a remarkable social transformation and had begun to 
live in groups that were egalitarian, in the sense that they lacked hierarchies and shared 
most of their important resources equally (Mameli  2013, p. 919). Hunter-gatherer 
societies, which were the only form of human society until 8,000 years ago, are exclu-
sively egalitarian, in the above sense of the term ‘egalitarian’. Insofar as they have lead-
ers, they have ones who are able to secure the allegiance of other members of their 
society by representing their collective wishes, rather than by imposing their will on 
others. It appears that hunter-gatherers did not lose the tendency to try to dominate, 
which, it seems reasonable to believe, was characteristic of the ancestor species. 
However, at some point, hunter-gatherer communities began to exhibit ‘anti-big man 
behaviour’, which became universal (Smith et al. 2007, p. 286). The policing of bullies—
who would dominate other hunter-gatherers if they could—is a form of behaviour that 
has been observed in all known hunter-gatherer communities. Such policing is usually 
persistent and aggressive, and can involve capital punishment (Boehm 1999, pp. 72–84, 
2012, pp. 83–7).

5  Some eusocial worker insects attempt to reproduce directly, as well as helping to enable their queen to 
reproduce. In many eusocial insect colonies, this sort of behaviour is monitored, and attempts are made to 
prevent it, by eating or removing eggs laid by colony members other than the queen. This phenomenon is 
known as ‘worker policing’.

6  Gorillas and chimpanzee have male dominance hierarchies. Bonobo societies have dual dominance 
hierarchies, with a female hierarchy existing alongside a male one (Wrangham and Peterson 1996, p. 205).

7  Bonobos differ from chimpanzees and gorillas in that—like humans—they seem to have the ability to 
mediate at least some conflicts (Knauft 1991, pp. 396–7). There are ongoing debates about the effectiveness 
of bonobo conflict-mediation techniques. See De Waal 2013 for a recent discussion.
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With the rise, in the last 8,000 years, of settled communities based on agriculture, 
humans overwhelmingly reverted to living in hierarchical societies dominated by 
chiefs. These chiefs were able to overcome the effects of anti-big man behaviour and 
were able to impose their will on others (Diamond 2012, p. 17).8 Structured hierar-
chies, such as hereditary monarchies, continued to be characteristic of human socie-
ties through the early phases of industrialization, until the last 250 years, when we 
began to see the emergence of liberal democratic governments.9 Democracy is a recent 
form of egalitarian social organization.10 Unlike the other great apes, humans have the 
capacity to live in both hierarchical and egalitarian societies, and they can switch 
between these two modes.

Why did hunter-gatherers become egalitarian in the first place? Boehm suggests 
that this shift may have resulted from the development of early weapons, such as the 
spear (1999, pp. 177–81).11 When weapons became widely available, a shift in the bal-
ance of power between dominant alpha males and their subordinates took place. It 
became easy for armed subordinates to kill alpha males, especially at times when alpha 
males were unarmed, such as when they were sleeping. So it became harder for alpha 
males to dominate others, who were usually disinclined to be dominated, than it had 
been before the development of early weapons.12 Hunter-gatherer egalitarianism can 
be understood as a form of compromise between would-be leaders, who all realize that 
they have the power to overthrow any other leader, but lack the power to then go on to 
dominate other members of their community.

A reversal of the shift in the balance of power that led to hunter-gatherer egalitarian-
ism took place when and where settled agricultural societies succeeded hunter-
gatherer societies. It remained easy for alpha males to be killed with weapons in settled 
agricultural societies, but it also became easier for alpha males to form a privileged 
caste within a settled agricultural society and to coordinate their activities to protect a 
leader from assassination, and prevent rebellions by subordinates. Members of privi-
leged castes in settled agricultural societies tended to remain loyal to their leaders 

8  The relationship between the creation of hierarchies and the development of permanent human civi-
lization is a theme that is often stressed by anarchist and socialist authors. See, for example, Bookchin 1982, 
pp. 3–8.

9  I do not mean to imply that there were no democratic governments before the rise of liberal democ-
racy in the last 250 years. Of course, there were occasional early democracies, most notably Athens in the 
sixth and fifth centuries BC, but democracy was extremely uncommon until the last 250 years.

10  Most modern democracies make some form of commitment to universal human rights. The egalitar-
ianism characteristic of hunter-gather societies typically did not involve any recognizably homologous 
intellectual commitment. Hunter-gatherer egalitarian values are typically not universal. They typically only 
concern relations with in-group memberss and do not concern relations with out-group members. Thanks 
to Russell Powell for this point.

11  Boehm suggests that this may have happened by 500,000 years ago (1999, p. 181).
12  Boehm (2012) offers a slightly different, but complementary, explanation of the rise of egalitarian 

values among hunter-gatherers. This is that hunter-gatherer groups with egalitarian values outcompeted 
groups that lacked egalitarian values, due to the enhanced ability of members of groups with shared egali-
tarian values to cooperate during big-game hunting and to distribute meat gained by hunting efficiently. 
See also Mameli 2013, who refers to Boehm’s explanation as the view that ‘meat made us moral’.
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because it was usually in their interests to do so. If a leader were to be overthrown then 
the privileged future of the members of the caste who had been loyal to that leader 
would be jeopardized.

The recent rise of democracy seems to have been driven, in part at least, by the high 
value that individuals usually place on freedom from domination by others. Thousands 
of years of living in dominance hierarchies has not quashed the human desire to avoid 
domination.13 The acceptance of domination by tyrants brings with it a combination of 
costs and benefits. Domination by a tyrant usually brings with it the benefit of ongoing 
social stability; and the realization of many of our preferences requires the cooperation 
of other members of our society, which is enabled by ongoing social stability. But a 
tyrant is also likely to suppress the expression of many of our preferences, particularly 
those that might lead to threats to their rule. Furthermore, the rule of tyrants is often 
capricious, and the whims of tyrants can sometimes be a source of (usually mild) social 
instability. Democratic government promises life with the benefits of ongoing social 
stability but without the costs associated with tyranny.

15.5  The Argument from Biological and Social 
Harmony Reconsidered

Recent and contemporary Burkean conservatives value life in free democratic societies 
and fear that they could be deprived of this good. They have good reasons to fear that 
they may indeed be so deprived. The evidence we have considered, from modern 
history and from biological anthropology, suggests that the social institutions of free 
egalitarian human societies, including modern democracies, are not particularly 
robust and are liable to be replaced by the institutions of unfree hierarchical societies. 
We understand some of the causal factors that lead to the collapse of egalitarian 
societies and to their replacement by tyrannical hierarchies. We understand, for 
example, that there are some individuals who crave power over others and will use 
force if they can to obtain and then retain such power. However, we are a long way from 
understanding the complicated mix of causal factors that lead free egalitarian human 
societies to collapse into tyrannies.

Bearing in mind our uncertainty about the causes of egalitarian societies collapsing 
and turning into tyrannies, as well as our reasons for thinking that these societies are 
liable to do so, let us ask ourselves whether there are good reasons to fear that the wide-
spread use of some human enhancements might lead to such a result. In general, those 
of us who value democracy should be very wary of changes, including changes to our 

13  We may have an evolved preference for freedom from tyranny. In his recent The Righteous Mind, Jon 
Haidt speculates that a key component of contemporary morality, the sense that liberty is to be valued and 
oppression to be disvalued, evolved in humans over the many thousand years in which we lived exclusively 
in egalitarian hunter-gatherer communities. This may have resulted in the development of a ‘moral mod-
ule’ in the brain that instinctively values liberty and rejects oppression (2012, pp. 172–4).



OUP CORRECTED PROOF – FINAL, 07/18/2016, SPi

220  Buchanan and the Conservative Argument

biology that could lead to shifts in the relative balance of power between groups within 
society. Democratic societies can, and do, tolerate some imbalances of power between 
competing groups. However, such shifts can enable newly empowered groups to dom-
inate other members of society; and when they find themselves in dominant positions, 
they may seek to ensure that they can continue to dominate by doing away with demo-
cratic checks and balances on their power.14 Can we conceive of ways in which the use of 
particular forms of enhancement might lead to significant shifts in the relative balance 
of power between groups within society? Let us consider Buchanan’s five examples of 
allegedly harmless enhancements:

•	 imbuing people with the ability to biosynthesize vitamin C
•	 enhancing our immune system
•	 supplementing mechanical joint replacement technology with regenerative stem 

cell research technology
•	 extending lifespans by 20 years
•	 increasing average IQs by 10 points

The first three examples seem harmless enough. I can think of no reason why imbuing 
people with the ability to biosynthesize vitamin C would lead to shifts in the relative 
balance of power between groups within society, assuming, of course, that access to this 
postulated enhancement was reasonably equitable. The same is true of enhancing our 
immune system and developing stem cell technologies. The introduction of these 
enhancements would be unlikely to disrupt the current social order, provided that the 
benefits that they yield are distributed in a reasonably equitable manner.

However, Buchanan’s other two examples are more concerning. Extending the aver-
age lifespan by 20 years would result in a shift in the balance of power between different 
age groups. A greater proportion of our societies would be middle-aged and elderly 
and, all things being equal, the middle-aged and elderly would hold more power than 
they currently have and the young would be dispossessed of some power. It is not clear 
that postulated future societies enhanced in this way would remain free and demo-
cratic. At any rate, there seem to be reasons to fear that they would not. Newly empow-
ered groups within a society that represented the interests of the middle-aged and/or 
the elderly might seek to consolidate their new-found power, impose absolute rule 
over their society, and overthrow democracy. Another possibility is that groups that 
represent the interests of the young might resent their newly disempowered status and 
seek to overthrow democratic governments. Either way, democracy would be faced 
with new threats.

14  Authors working in the political pluralist tradition, such as Dahl (2005), stress the ability of well-
formed democratic governments to manage shifts in power between competing interest groups within 
society and so ensure ongoing social stability. This may be an ideal that democracies should strive for, but 
judging by the rate at which contemporary democracies collapse, it is apparent that it is often not met. We 
do not currently know how to structure democratic governments so as to ensure that this ideal is met.
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If we raised the average IQ by 10 points we would increase the abilities of those 
within postulated future enhanced societies, who seek to overthrow those societies, to 
formulate effective plans to achieve that goal. We would also increase the intellectual 
abilities of those who aim to prevent the overthrow of free democratic societies, so it 
might be presumed that an overall balance of power would be maintained. However, it 
is far from clear that a balance of power would be maintained. If Boehm’s aforemen-
tioned suggestion (1999, pp. 177–81) is correct, the invention of early weapons resulted 
in a shift in the balance of power within hunter-gatherer societies, even in situations 
when and where access to those weapons was evenly distributed. It proved harder for 
armed alpha males to persistently oppress armed subordinates than it is was for 
unarmed alpha males to persistently oppress unarmed subordinates. Plausibly, it 
requires more intellectual capacity to maintain the social order in liberal democratic 
societies than it does to overthrow that social order and replace it with a dictatorship; 
so an evenly distributed increase in IQ might well result in a shift in the balance of 
power. It could make groups who seek to overthrow democracy significantly more 
effective while only enabling less significant improvements to the efficacy of those who 
seek to maintain the social order in liberal democratic societies. It would thereby result 
in a power shift in favour of those who would seek to overthrow democracy.15

Perhaps aware that, like me, some of his readers will be concerned by the social 
disruption that extending average lifespans and increasing average IQs would cause, 
Buchanan offers a line of argument that is intended to allay our fears. According to 
him, ‘It is worth recalling that human life expectancy has risen far more than that 
[20 years] since 1900 and that there has been a significant rise in average IQ over the 
past 50 years—the so-called Flynn effect—but this has not resulted in the social 
fabric unraveling’ (2011, pp. 161–2). I don’t find these words reassuring and nor 
should others. The twentieth century is not usually seen as a particularly stable 
period in human history.16 It involved two world wars, the rise and decline of 
communism, and—as discussed already—the rise and fall of various free democratic 
governments. We don’t really understand why these various events occurred. It may 
be that shifts in the relative balance of power between competing groups in society, 
caused by the extension of lifespans and the rise in average IQ, played a part in 
causing them. I’m not arguing that the extension of lifespans and the rise in average 
IQ definitely played these causal roles. Rather, I’m arguing that given what we know 

15  Pinker (2011, pp. 664–5) identifies a correlation between increasing IQ and a propensity for demo-
cratic governance. It could be that, far from being a threat, increases in IQ are responsible for entrenching 
democratic values. Currently we don’t know one way or the other.

16  Pinker (2011, pp. 189–294) argues that, despite appearances, we should understand the twentieth 
century as being relatively stable and peaceful. While Pinker argues, persuasively I think, that violence has 
declined over the course of human history, and that the last century was less violent than earlier centuries, 
it does not follow that the twentieth century was more stable than earlier centuries. In my view it was less 
stable than many of the centuries that preceded it, which were not disrupted by global-scale wars and by 
any global-scale ideological conflicts as pervasive as the conflict between the Western Bloc and the Eastern 
Bloc during the 1947–91 Cold War.
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and what we don’t know about the causes of instability in the twentieth century, 
there is sufficient reason for us to be wary.

15.6  Concluding Remarks
I’ve argued that at least one variant of the conservative argument from biological and 
social harmony has more going for it than Buchanan allows. A human social institu-
tion that most of us living today desire—democratic government—is fragile. 
Contemporary democratic regimes last, on average, less than two decades (Hadenius 
and Teorell 2007), and they are easily replaced by a common form of human social 
institution that is much less desirable: dictatorship. The introduction of human 
enhancements that can cause significant shifts in the relative balance of power 
between competing groups in a society is liable to lead to the collapse of democratic 
states and their replacement by dictatorships, and this is an outcome that conserva-
tives are right to fear. This variant of the argument from biological and social har-
mony should not be understood as an argument against enhancement tout court. The 
introduction of enhancements needs to be considered on a case-by-case basis. When 
there is no plausible reason to think that the introduction of a particular enhance-
ment could lead to shifts in relative power between competing groups within society, 
and to the collapse of democracy, then this variant of the argument from biological 
and social harmony does not provide a reason to oppose the introduction of that 
enhancement.

This variant of the argument from biological and social harmony might be con-
joined with an argument for a precautionary approach, when dealing with situations of 
uncertainty, to produce an argument against enhancement tout court. We might argue, 
for example, that because we do not know for sure that the enhancement of our ability 
to biosynthesize vitamin C will not threaten social stability, we should not take the risk 
of attempting to enhance that ability. I reject precautionary approaches to action under 
uncertainty (Clarke 2009), so I would not go along with such a conjoined argument. 
However, a proponent of the precautionary principle as a guide to action under uncer-
tainty might well accept such a conjoined argument and take it to constitute an argu-
ment against enhancement tout court.

Another point worth noting is that this variant of the argument from biological and 
social harmony is best deployed against the mass use of particular enhancement tech-
nologies. For the most part, the one-off use of enhancement technologies is very 
unlikely to lead to significant social instability and to the onset of tyranny. There may 
be exceptions to this generalization. If one person were to increase their IQ by 10 
points, this would be vanishingly unlikely to lead to them being able to figure out how 
to cause a liberal democracy to collapse and how to become a tyrant. However, if some-
one were to suddenly increase their IQ by 200 points, and become more intelligent 
than any human who has ever lived, then they might acquire enough cognitive capac-
ity to be able to figure out how to cause a liberal democracy to collapse and how to 
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become a tyrant.17 There are also possible cases that sit midway between the mass 
adoption of an enhancement and the adoption of it by one individual. The adoption of 
an enhancement by the members of a group within society, and not by members of the 
society who are outside of that group, is worrying if and when it leads to a shift in the 
balance of power between members of that group and other members of the society.

Buchanan has identified the argument from biological and social harmony as a 
conservative argument against enhancement (Buchanan 2011, p. 161). While it is a 
form of argument that has been employed by dyed-in-the-wool conservatives, such 
as Leon Kass, as Buchanan notes (2011, p. 161), there is nothing distinctively conserv-
ative about it. Burkean conservatives are not the only people who value living in free 
democratic societies and who fear that they may lose the enjoyment of this value. 
Placing a high value on liberty is definitional to liberalism. If liberals are persuaded 
that the introduction of particular enhancements involves a significant threat to the 
viability of current free democratic states, then liberals can also deploy a variant of 
the argument from biological and social harmony to oppose the introduction of those 
enhancements.18
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16
Moral Enhancement, 
Enhancement, and Sentiment

Gregory E. Kaebnick

16.1  Introduction
The debate about human enhancement has often been thought to pit hardliners 
against freethinkers. Those opposed to enhancement have sometimes come across as 
negative rather than as positive, as merely rejecting change rather than as honouring 
deep attachments to the world, as rigid rather than flexible, as maintaining a long levee 
against the flood of innovation, and as unwilling ever to admit that innovation might 
in fact be attractive. At any rate, this has been the view from the side of the debate in 
favour of enhancement. The picture was always, I think, a bit of a caricature, but it has 
become less accurate as the debate about enhancement has evolved. Part of what is 
helpful about Nicholas Agar’s recent work on enhancement (2007, 2014) is that it 
integrates endorsement of and resistance to enhancement, explaining his resistance in 
fundamentally positive terms and working towards an attractive middling position. 
John Harris, too, now resists some forms of enhancement (for reasons discussed in 
Section 16.3) while strongly embracing other forms (2011). From the other side of the 
debate, Erik Parens has also moved towards more complex positions on enhancement 
(2005, 2009, 2015).

This chapter will try to further develop what Parens (2015) has called the ‘second 
wave’ of the enhancement debate, taking as a focal point the prospect of moral 
enhancement—that is, the enhancement of the capacities for deliberating on, settling 
on, and acting on moral judgements. It will argue, that is, that somebody who tends to 
resist enhancement might nonetheless be open-minded about moral enhancement. 
(The chapter will not offer a full-blooded argument for moral enhancement; it is the 
possibility of a middling position that is of most interest here.) Looked at one way, 
moral enhancement is a good place to look for open-mindedness: morality is so 
important to human well-being that enhancing it is likely to be particularly attractive. 
It is easy to accept unenhanced muscles (few people really need particularly good 
muscles), but it might be much harder to accept ordinary moral functioning. 
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Indeed, it’s reasonable to ask whether the world can continue to abide unenhanced 
morality, given the enhanced capacities its denizens now have to be bad (Persson and 
Savulescu 2012).

Looked at another way, however, moral enhancement would be a surprising 
place to find open-mindedness about enhancement from those broadly resistant 
to it. The critic might seem to be resisting enhancement at the edges of life while 
accepting it at the core, insisting on ordinary muscles while smiling benignly on alter-
ations that affect some of our deepest guiding ideas and values—our understanding 
of morality and freedom, human flourishing, and the positions on which the 
initial resistance to enhancement is based, such as our understanding of the human 
relationship to nature.

Whether moral enhancement would have these effects depends, however, on what it 
actually was and how we went about doing it. This chapter will explore several of these 
issues, seeking clarity on a series of questions about what moral enhancement would 
consist of, whether it would undermine morality and freedom, and whether it would 
threaten the enhancement sceptic’s understanding of the desirable human relationship 
to nature.

16.2  What Would Moral Enhancement Be?
One point to note right at the outset of any serious, well-reasoned discussion of 
biomedical enhancement is that no serious, well-reasoned effort at biomedical moral 
enhancement is likely in the near future. Certainly there is interesting research going 
on regarding drugs that appear to affect aspects of human moral behaviour and into 
genes that appear to play a role in aspects of human moral behaviour, and it is just 
possible that some biomedical moral enhancement is already happening more or less 
incidentally in the course of treating human behavioural disorders, such as depression. 
But this work is just a bare beginning and might prove to be a false start. Serious moral 
enhancement might end up deploying a range of interventions that are not even yet 
on the table.

The lesson to be learned from the current research is not that moral enhancement is 
under way but that it appears in principle to be possible. The simple fact that human 
moral behaviour can be modified by biomedical as well as social means is enough to 
establish that, at some point, serious moral enhancement may be possible. There are 
physical attributes (genes, neurotransmitters, hormones, etc.) that give different kinds 
of animals different behavioural attributes—making some aggressive and others less 
aggressive, for example—and within any species there are physical attributes that give 
different individuals different temperaments. These attributes are many, working 
together in inordinately complex, mutually interacting systems with each other and 
with the organism’s environment, but they are in principle comprehensible and modi-
fiable. It is plausible, then, that we could identify behavioural attributes we think 
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are desirable and then identify and make physical changes that at least make those 
behavioural outcomes more likely.

Moreover, the fact that this capability probably lies in the far future does not seem to 
be a reason not to begin thinking about it. In fact, now is exactly when we should be 
thinking about it. (However, taking the long view could have an effect on some argu-
ments for moral enhancement. If the argument is that we should accept enhancement 
because contemporary problems are insurmountable without it, then the right response 
may be, ‘That’s unfortunate.’)

Supposing, then, that it might happen, what would it look like? Several different 
kinds of biomedical moral enhancement have been envisioned.

The simplest form imaginable, though it might exist only in the imagination, would 
consist of a technological trick that flatly assured morally good behaviour—good in 
the sense that it conformed to good moral judgements but not in the sense that it 
reflected the agent’s good judgements since it might not be connected to agent’s own 
judgements. Julian Savulescu, Thomas Douglas, and Ingmar Persson (2014) envision 
a scenario, set in the year 2100, of ‘perfect mind control’ in which a combination of 
neuroscience and information technology leads to the implantation of advanced 
iPhones that allow governments to monitor citizens, and instantaneously override 
bad intentions and install (as it were) good ones.

In addition to being the least plausible form of moral enhancement, this would also 
be the most objectionable. There are obvious and enormous technological challenges 
in reading, communicating, and changing a person’s intentions, but even before these 
arise there is the difficulty of articulating them. An intention is a plan of action, but a 
given act can usually be described in a variety of quite different ways, no one of which 
is the single correct description (Douglas 2011). A given act might be described both 
as bringing a volume of iron quickly into contact with a human cranium and killing a 
person, and as desperately defending oneself with a frying pan against an armed 
intruder. The morally interesting descriptions are those with rich contextual and social 
detail, of course. The mind-control system would have to not only read the right 
descriptions but also apparently write the right descriptions, replete with rich infor-
mation about the setting in which the action is to take place.

That is unlikely to happen. If it did, however, it would take over the business of 
thinking from the agent. (Would-be murderers would have the sensation of having 
changed their minds, although in fact the change had been effected externally.) In 
effect, moral agents would be deprived of moral agency, which might be a loss worse 
than that of the lives that would have been destroyed by the would-be murderer 
(Harris 2011). (I return to the relationship between enhancement and freedom in 
Section 16.3.)

There are also some strictly cognitive enhancements that could be seen as bringing 
about moral enhancements. By ‘strictly cognitive’ I refer to the capacity to reason, and 
I am excluding dispositional traits that have more to do with the emotions, such as 
sympathy. Insofar as moral judgements depend on capacities to, for example, engage in 
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self-reflection, hold many details in mind, do logic (as might be involved in recognizing 
inconsistencies between one’s intentions and the intentions one expects others to act 
upon), and make cost–benefit estimations, then cognition is important to morality, 
and better cognition might therefore lead to moral enhancement as a follow-on effect.

These aspects of cognition capture quite a bit of what many philosophers have 
thought of as the heart of moral reasoning, and given the right starting valuations—a 
commitment to maximizing benefits or to acting only on those intentions that one 
wants others to act upon—enhancing them ought therefore to go a long way, from a 
philosophical perspective, towards achieving moral enhancement. Still, in and of 
themselves, cognitive enhancements do not necessarily produce moral enhancements, 
for one can be very intelligent yet quite wicked.

The converse of a technological trick that took over the agent’s moral thinking would 
be a trick that forefronted the agent’s own capacity for moral thinking. The social 
psychologist Joshua Greene (2013) argues that moral thinking tends to occur in two 
general forms: a fast version that relies on the emotional dispositions and a slow 
version that makes more use of thoughtful deliberation. The latter tends to go better, 
he argues. If so, then some moral enhancement might be achieved just by encouraging 
deliberativeness, and a little scepticism and humility.

A fourth strategy for moral enhancement would focus on the dispositional traits. 
These have to do with perception and motivation, and they are, of course, part of cog-
nition under a broader and more interesting understanding of human cognition. They 
include ‘pro-social attitudes’ such as sympathy, trust, and generosity, which bear in 
different ways on how one responds to other people and their interests, self-sacrifice 
(thinking of that as a comparatively marked tendency to give less weight to one’s own 
interests when confronted with the needs of others), and a relative lack of aggressiveness 
(understanding that as a tendency to be drawn towards violence or a threat of violence 
in order to secure one’s own interests). Other relevant dispositions might be thought of 
as important enabling skills. Savulescu, Douglas, and Persson (2014) identify moral 
imagination (understanding this as the capacity to envision the emotional significance 
for oneself or for someone else of a given course of action) and impulse control as 
helpful targets for moral enhancement, for example.

16.3  Would Moral Enhancement Undermine 
Morality and Freedom?

It is often these dispositional traits that commentators have had in mind when they 
argue about moral enhancement. They are likely to have a biological basis, providing a 
target for engineering, and when they are present in people, it seems plausible that 
people are likelier than otherwise to act in ways that observers would understand as 
good. They can be thought of as patterns or structures of feeling and thinking that in 
various ways affect the value one attaches to things or people. People who might be 
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described as sympathetic, trusting, or generous can, of course, still make moral mistakes. 
As Rob Sparrow (2014) notes, it would be a remarkable drug ‘that made us feel love 
only for what is worthy of love’. Arguably, though, people who are quite ready to love other 
people are likelier to behave well.

It is also the prospect of engineering the moral dispositions that arouses the fear that 
moral enhancement will undermine freedom and agency. In Harris’ view, for example, 
changing these dispositions would predispose people towards acting in the right ways 
by altering their mindsets (by changing how they see and react to the world), when the 
goal should be to enhance their deliberative powers—their capacity to choose from 
among a range of possible actions. ‘One thing we can say with confidence is that ethical 
expertise is not “being better at being good”, rather it is being better at knowing the 
good and understanding the good. The space between knowing the good and doing 
the good is a region entirely inhabited by freedom’ (Harris 2011, p. 104). Losing that 
space is fatal to morality. Harris, quoting Milton’s line that God made man ‘just and 
right/Sufficient to have stood, though free to fall’, argues for the necessity of ‘existential 
freedom’, ‘of choosing (and changing at will) our own path through life’ (Harris 2011, 
p. 103). He presents this capacity as both conceptually necessary for any understand-
ing of morality and central to human flourishing, insofar as it is a source of ‘exhilar-
ation and joy’. Along similar lines, Sparrow (2014) holds that people with biomedically 
enhanced moral dispositions will not be acting for the right reasons: outwardly they 
will appear to be acting morally, but they will not be acting morally in the sense that 
they are inwardly motivated by the right reasons. Instead of being explained by 
reasons, their behaviour will be explained by physical causes—by a pill that has 
usurped the existential freedom of a being whose actions should be explicable on 
grounds of reasons.

The dispute here may hang partly on different views about what freedom is—how 
much independence from causal influence is required for freedom. The idea of enhan-
cing a disposition is the idea of making one sort of action more likely than another. As 
Savulescu, Douglas, and Persson argue (2014), there is still room for moral deliber-
ation and for acting on reasons. The morally enhanced agent has been made more 
likely to deliberate and act in some ways than in others, but that fact is not at odds 
with the sense of freedom and agency that is necessary for morality. Indeed, they 
maintain that enhanced moral dispositions could foster freedom and agency because 
a better moral imagination could help the agent better understand the full signifi-
cance of different courses of action, thereby letting the agent choose between them 
more knowledgeably.

In this view, the enhanced disposition acts as a kind of nudge—not determining 
behaviour but promoting some kinds of behaviour over others. In Harris’ and 
Sparrow’s objections, however, freedom appears to be understood as rather starkly 
opposed to any causal influence that would steer one’s thinking. By promoting 
some behaviours, the enhancement has weighted the causal dice, and in order to 
protect the freedom that is necessary for morality, the dice must be unweighted: 
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physical causes should not merely not limit autonomy by ruling out some moral 
choices but should not even impinge on autonomy by fostering good moral choices.

There is always a physical story to tell about a ‘reasoned’ decision, of course. In fact, 
there are two different kinds of physical story. One is a full explanation of the decision. 
This is the sort of story that is possible, in principle, if the universe is fully determined 
and all reasoning can be explained in terms of the interactions of chemicals and elec-
trical impulses. (It is not necessary to say that all reasoning is in fact nothing but the 
interaction of chemicals and electrical impulses, since a Kantian defender of freedom 
of the will might be able to allow that both stories can be told side by side, one giving a 
phenomenal account of the will and the other a noumenal account (Kaebnick 2006).) 
The other story is about the physical influences and constraints that produce the sort of 
deliberative capacities commonly associated with ‘rational’ beings and that, in any 
given decision-making context, influence and constrain individual agents. This is the 
sort of story that someone who takes a compatibilist stand on freedom of the will 
and determinism will offer in order to make sense of rationality and freedom. People 
choose freely when their decisions are made under various conditions commonly 
thought necessary for free choice—when they understand their options and are not 
unduly coerced when they select one of them, for example.

In effect, one who accepts moral enhancements may simply have a more expansive 
view of the range of physical constraints that are consistent with freedom. Yes, 
enhanced moral dispositions steer choice, but they fit within the compatibilist story 
about physical influences that bear on, but do not unduly bind, a moral agent’s choice. 
A loving person is likelier not to engage in revenge killing, but the disposition to be 
loving need not be seen as having taken over their thinking, in much the same way that 
a slightly depressed person is still held to a standard of good moral deliberation. 
Indeed, one might hold that fellow-feeling, far from being a barely tolerated emotional 
intrusion on moral deliberation, fosters it: perhaps it encourages a person to ponder 
moral questions and deliberate about them more carefully.

If one still argues that such dispositional alterations are impinging on freedom, 
then the disagreement may be at a still more fundamental level. Someone who thinks 
of moral deliberation as purely a matter of reasoning—‘strictly cognitive’ capacities, 
understood as being free of the emotions—might regard alterations to an agent’s moral 
disposition as introducing something fundamentally exogenous to morality. Thus the 
debate about moral enhancement may hang to some degree on different views about 
what morality is. Much of the opposition to moral enhancement has been built on 
broadly Kantian lines about moral deliberation—in particular, the requirement for an 
internalist account of reasons and for a very robust understanding of human freedom. 
For Kant, a moral decision that is based on the agent’s emotions is by definition not 
autonomous. But if one takes a Humean view of moral decisions, seeing them as 
flowing from the emotions, then the prospect of altering the agent’s moral dispositions 
may be less threatening to human freedom and morality precisely because those 
alterations are moral enhancements. They are changes that occur within our moral 
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faculties rather than changes to something outside our moral faculties—changes that 
by definition can only undermine morality.

16.4  Would Moral Enhancement Open the Door 
to Other Forms of Enhancement?

There is another, entirely different way in which moral enhancement might seem at 
odds with morality. One might expect strenuous opposition to moral enhancement 
from anyone who is opposed to enhancement in general—that is, from someone 
broadly concerned about the reach of human industry and engineering, and eager to 
champion an attitude of cherishing and preserving the natural world as it is (human 
bodies and brains included). In fact, for someone who takes this view, moral agency 
might seem to be a particularly important part of the world as it is, and a topic where 
the resistance to altering the given world would be strongest.

Of course, there are different ways in which the preservationist account might be 
developed, and perhaps some do lead to the construction of a long levee against all 
innovation, but a thoughtful view of the preservationist stance need not go that way 
(Kaebnick 2014). Here are a few starting observations about how a more thoughtful 
account might go—just enough to explain why moral enhancement need not be 
unacceptable to someone who is generally opposed to enhancement.

First, showing that a moral concern to preserve nature can be a legitimate part of a 
person’s overall understanding of how they ought to live requires some reconsider-
ation of what underwrites moral commitments in general. The utilitarian and Kantian 
perspectives of much normative ethical theory—perspectives that trace all moral 
commitments back to the intrinsic value of some aspect of human cognition, such as 
happiness or autonomy—provide no grounds for thinking that there might be value in 
preserving, to some extent, the world as we find it. Environmental ethicists have some-
times responded to the problem by trying to show that nature has value objectively: 
human valuers find value in nature because value is, in fact, in nature, accessible to 
those with the right cognitive apparatus. This requires some rather complex meta-
ethics, however, which must be bolstered by a fair amount of clever argument. To be 
sure, some complex meta-ethics and clever argument is needed to show that anything 
has intrinsic value in that strong sense, happiness and autonomy included. Another 
approach, then, is to suggest that nothing has value objectively, that valuers do not find 
value so much as construct it, and that in constructing it, a foundational role is played 
by human sentiment—intersubjectively re-evaluated, refined, and channelled, but senti-
ment nonetheless. In this second approach, which builds on a broadly Humean account 
of morality, what our moral commitments trace back to is just our most fundamental 
emotional commitments.

This way of understanding moral values seems to make room for a moral concern 
for nature. It also provides a target for moral enhancement, and it dodges the objection 
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that the emotions are usurping the place of reason in moral deliberation. If moral 
values rest on tested and developed sentiment, then deliberation about any given 
moral problem can and should involve emotion (as well as reason). Having good 
emotional dispositions would be critical to making good moral judgements, and 
developing good emotional dispositions would be critical to having them. Traditionally, 
the process of developing them depends on parenting, enculturation, and sometimes 
therapy, but, in principle, the traditional methods might be augmented with biotech-
nological interventions.

A second general observation about a thoughtful way of defending a preservationist 
stance towards nature is that the value attached to nature would be but one of a range of 
values. And if that value is explained along Humean lines rather than being underwrit-
ten by some very special metaphysics in which nature is seen as a special, objective 
source of value, then nature need not be sacred or inviolable. The desire to leave some 
natural places alone would compete, in a rough way, with the need to ensure human 
well-being, to distribute goods justly, and so on—and so sometimes natural places 
could appropriately be ‘improved’ and natural states of affairs could appropriately be 
‘enhanced’. The countervailing moral considerations may be greater. (Indeed, far from 
taking the role of moral trump, concerns about nature are likelier to take a back seat to 
other concerns, and perhaps the champion of preservationism would even come up 
short of regarding their preservationist stance as flatly obligatory for all other people 
[Kaebnick 2014, pp. 46–61].) If human nature leaves much to be desired in terms of 
humaneness, then maybe the prospect of moral enhancement is one of those instances 
in which the countervailing moral considerations are urgent.

Nor need we suppose that valuing nature is the same thing as thinking that natural 
states of affairs always work out just right for human well-being. Human suffering 
seems to be a part of the world, and in principle, confronted with a problem in which 
an intervention into nature would make possible a reduction of human suffering, one 
might reasonably decide to intervene. That’s what medicine is. Those who are con-
cerned with preserving natural states of affairs need not reject all uses of medicine; 
they only ask questions about how far we want to go with medical interventions. It’s 
one thing to try to prevent or interrupt diseases that would knock one off before 
one reaches that stage of life traditionally known as ‘old age’, and another to prevent or 
interrupt the ageing process so that one can live well past that age (and without ever 
seeming to enter it). It may be necessary not to die during one’s young adulthood in 
order to have a good life, but it has generally not been thought necessary to live past 
one’s old age to do so. But, arguably, moral enhancement is becoming necessary in 
order for people to live together on one planet and not to ruin it.

Third, how we judge an appeal to preserve a natural state of affairs may also vary 
by context. Concerns about altering nature arise in various domains: from human 
enhancement of various kinds and in various contexts, through human manipulation 
of non-human organisms in agriculture and industry, and on to the human relation-
ship to the environment. Although it would be a merit of any philosophical account of 
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moral concerns about altering nature that it rested on a theory of values and a concept 
of nature that provided a way of critically thinking about all of those disparate con-
cerns, we need not come to the same conclusions about the merits of those appeals. As 
Thomas Murray (2007) has argued, one should consider the point of the overall prac-
tice in which a given human activity is a candidate for enhancement. One might take a 
very different view about the desirability of human enhancement in a surgical theatre 
compared with a sporting arena: one hopes for the best results possible in surgery, 
but one might enjoy sports precisely because of the way it features familiar, ordinary 
human bodies.

Moral enhancement therefore needs to be considered on its terms, not just as 
another instance of human alteration of the natural world, and (as Harris shows) it 
needs to be considered in light of how it supports or conflicts with the relevant human 
practice. So what is the point of morality? On the one hand, we would certainly not 
want to create better human beings if they no longer counted as human beings at all. 
On the other hand, there might, in principle, be some moral enhancements that would 
not be dehumanizing, and we really do very much want to be able to live together on 
this one planet.

These three observations about one possible account of the preservationist stance 
towards nature push in two, partially contrasting, directions: they are part of an argu-
ment for making sense of the preservationist stance, but they also limit the force of that 
stance. The first observation, about the nature of values, puts a moral concern about 
nature on the same conceptual footing as other values, but the second and third sug-
gest that it is limited by, and balanced against, other values. There is perhaps a sense in 
which a moral concern about preserving nature ends up a bit downgraded in this 
account. It is not grounded in some deeper or higher, morally prior truth, as might be 
the case if the argument were that humans should not alter nature because nature is the 
ultimate source of moral rules or values, an eternally fixed ground of moral order, a 
reflection of God’s plan, or some such. But that lofty picture has never looked very 
plausible, and such a strong view about the value of nature would require a very strong 
defence. Thus downgrading a concern to preserve nature does not, ultimately, push 
against the argument for making sense of it. It is in part precisely by making it a plaus-
ible, ordinary part of the moral life—not downgrading it, let us say, but bringing it 
down to earth—that we make sense of it. (So understood, the commitment to nature 
reflects the loneliness of the human condition: it is grounded in the meaning people 
attach to nature in a universe that, considered in itself, is devoid of meaning, and per-
haps it is partly through that expression of acceptance and solidarity with nature that 
people redress their loneliness.)

The argument so far is that the preservationist stance is logically consistent with 
altering the moral dispositions. But there is another, circuitous way in which altering 
our moral dispositions might be at odds with a commitment to accept and preserve 
the world as it is. Altering a person’s moral dispositions might lead to changes in their 
understanding of meaning, in their self-understanding, and in their sense of the human 
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relationship to nature. And if moral values are socially constructed, then maybe they 
could be reconstructed in substantially different forms. In short, a commitment to pre-
serve the world is itself embedded in our existing moral dispositions, and therefore 
altering our moral dispositions might run the risk of undermining, even choking off, a 
commitment to preservation.

The structure of this worry takes the form of a slippery slope: if we accept so and so, then 
we might eventually find ourselves accepting thus and such. The thought is not that 
accepting some version of moral enhancement logically commits one to abandoning all 
commitments to the preservation of nature, but that one thing could lead to another, there 
might not be footholds along the way, and we might end up doing so anyway. But there are 
in fact footholds. They are simply the moral values that prompt us to think about moral 
enhancement in the first place. The goal of moral enhancement would be to better live up 
to those values, to honour them more closely; and while our standards for living up to 
them ‘better’ might change, the underlying moral values themselves need not. Those 
values would be the framework for moral enhancement in the first place. In fact, revising 
our moral judgements would be likelier if values rested on some objective foundation: a 
morally enhanced person would perceive and reason about that foundation more clearly, 
and might learn that some long-accepted moral views are simply wrong.

Strictly speaking, the underlying moral values need not change if the moral enhance-
ment is carried out correctly. A version of the slippery slope worry survives this point: 
perhaps moral enhancement would lead off in new directions, either because our 
values were not really guiding the process or because the process was not adequately 
understood and an alteration that had been thought to have one effect on the moral 
dispositions had other effects as well (or instead). There is not a single biological mech-
anism or a single gene involved in morality, and the changes we could make—if we 
could make changes at all—would come about in bits and pieces, and fits and starts. We 
would not be enhancing morality simpliciter, but this or that specific characteristic 
that we think is part of moral behaviour. And we might well misunderstand the 
changes, learning only after the fact exactly what effect they had. That may, in fact, be 
the likeliest course of events if we start altering moral behaviour. However, this sort of 
problem is not a special problem with moral enhancement. It does not, for example, 
involve the sort of internal inconsistency that Harris argues afflicts proposals for moral 
enhancement. It is a version of a fairly familiar problem about the governance of tech-
nology development. It points up the need to go slowly and carefully.

16.5  What Would it Mean to Do Moral 
Enhancement Well?

Much of the discussion so far has turned on some ambiguity about what moral 
enhancement would be enhancement of. I have argued that moral enhancement would 
not necessarily undercut a broad-but-not-across-the-board opposition to enhancement 
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because it would be enhancement of our capacity to act on our existing values, and 
some modest ideal of preserving nature might be one of those values. I have also 
argued that the debate about whether moral enhancement is at odds with freedom may 
turn on a broad dispute about what moral deliberation is—about whether moral 
deliberation should be reason freed of sentiment or sentiment conjoined with reason.

Pointing out that broad divide only begins to get at the problem of identifying moral 
enhancement, though. There is an ever-growing literature, emanating from moral 
psychology and neuroscience, and much discussed in behavioural economics and 
in the literature on risk perception, on various patterns of thinking that affect moral 
decision-making. The core theme in much of this work is that moral decision-making 
typically relies on the emotions as well as on reason, and that reason often has relatively 
little to do with it. As noted in Section 16.2, Joshua Greene suggests that moral decision-
making can be done in a slow, deliberative mode or a fast, more intuitive and emotional 
mode. In Jonathan Haidt’s (2013) metaphor, moral judgements flow from both reason 
and emotion, but reason has about as much control over emotion as a person has over an 
elephant they are riding: the rider can nudge the elephant, but the elephant usually 
goes where it wants.

The attraction, or threat, of moral enhancement is the possibility of changing these 
metaphors. But what metaphor should we want? How much control should the sentiments 
have, and which of the judgements that they tend to promote should be preserved or 
fostered? If we have a choice, should we enable the rider to take more control of the 
elephant, and where do we want it to go?

Greene is clear that reason is superior to the emotions and should have a more 
prominent role. The only invaluable contribution of the emotions is to provide us 
with the ultimate moral goal of wanting happiness. It is the job of reason to achieve 
that. Haidt tells a more complicated story about what sentiment provides, and he is 
attracted to the richness and diversity he finds. He describes rationalist morality, 
with its ‘unusually narrow’ focus on autonomy and harm, as Western, educated, 
industrialized, rich, and democratic (WEIRD; 2013, p. 96). For most cultures and 
many people even in Western nations, there is an assortment of basic moral concerns 
pertaining to caring, liberty, fairness, loyalty, respect for authority, and sanctity. 
These six concerns, rooted in moral sentiments, include but go beyond the concerns 
of WEIRD morality.

The question for moral enhancement, then, is whether WEIRD morality is a refined 
and purified morality that we should extol and extend, or a degraded, desiccated form 
that should be enriched and enlivened. The answer is not clear. Haidt allows only that 
for implementing public policies in Western democratic societies ‘there is no compel-
ling alternative to utilitarianism. [. . .] [L]aws and public policies should aim, as a first 
approximation, to produce the greatest total good’, as long as the public understanding 
of the greatest good is informed by a recognition that, within a morally diverse society, 
the citizens will understand the good in ways that connect to various sentiments 
(2013, p. 272).
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Another way of thinking about whether to redirect the elephant is to consider the 
‘biases’ and preferences that are the subject of behavioural economics and the psych-
ology of risk perception. In the risk perception literature, for example, Paul Slovic 
(1987) has argued that whether risks are perceived as greater or lesser does not track a 
potential harm’s severity (which can be measured in various ways but is often pegged 
to the number of deaths caused) and likelihood. Instead, risk perception is also shaped 
by considerations such as the degree to which a potential harm is familiar or unfamil-
iar (e.g. whether a cancer risk is traced to grilled food or to radiation), and the extent to 
which it seems to be under the control of the person harmed or beyond that person’s 
control (think here of how death in an automobile accident might compare with death 
in a plane crash). Behavioural economists have shown that, when making quick deci-
sions about costs and benefits, people tend to reveal an assortment of biases, such as 
‘status quo bias’ (a preference for the status quo and a resistance to change) and ‘loss 
aversion’ (a tendency to assign more value to something one already possesses than to 
something one has the prospect of acquiring) (Kahneman, Knetsch, and Thaler 1991).

Some subjective preferences look indefensible and would seem to be good targets 
for moral enhancement. Douglas proposes the elimination of racial bias as a reason-
able early goal for moral enhancement (2011, p. 470). Another might be ‘availability 
bias’—the tendency to assign more weight to something which is fresh and vivid in 
one’s mind because one recently experienced it or knows more about it. The fact that a 
given risk or benefit can be thought of more clearly does not seem to be a good reason 
for thinking it is a greater risk or benefit.

On the other hand, consider the bias for ‘identified’ over ‘statistical’ lives. It is a 
matter of great perplexity to rationalist thinkers that people will often go to greater 
lengths and spend more money to save identified victims than they will to save a com-
parable or greater number of people who can be only numbered, not named. We will 
do more to rescue trapped miners, for example, than to prevent the mine accidents 
that are sure, over time, to entrap miners. ‘Objectively’ it cannot make sense to assign 
more value to people whose names and faces are known than to those whose names 
and faces are unknown. The economist Charles Fried reportedly held that we should 
even be willing to divert money from the trapped miners to efforts to prevent future 
mine accidents, and also that we should be willing to tell the trapped miners that that’s 
what we intend to do (Slote 2015). But to one who thinks that moral decisions depend 
heavily on subjective, sentiment-based reactions, such as empathy, matters will look 
different. The ‘virtue-ethical sentimentalist’ Michael Slote has argued that we are more 
eager to save trapped miners than to avert future mining accidents because ‘empathy is 
more sensitive to what is contemporaneous and definite than to what is future and 
indefinite’ (2015, p. 151).

Slote frames the contrast between his and Fried’s views as a kind of causal point: 
Fried just doesn’t understand where values come from, but once one is clear on that, 
the eagerness to save the known miners makes sense. However, as Slote well knows, 
the interesting moral question is ultimately about which view is justified, and the 
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challenge for moral enhancement is to think through such justificatory questions. 
A moral enhancement programme could have to decide whether to adjust morality in 
the direction of Fried. So, is our goal strictly to do those things that bring about the 
greatest state of happiness in the world, or do we care also about the human capacity 
for empathy? And if the emotions are the basis for morality, then how could we not care 
about human empathy?

Similar things could be said about many other basic moral sentiments. Here, then, is a 
problem to layer on top of the problem I noted at the beginning. To engage in moral 
enhancement, we would have to know how to do it. I started by noting that, technically, 
we do not yet know how to do it and might be a long way from knowing how to do it. 
But we also do not know how to do it conceptually. The disagreement about whether to 
engage in moral enhancement has often been read as a disagreement about the merits 
of enhancement. In fact, I have argued, it may turn in good part on different views 
about the merits of different aspects of moral decision-making—the relative roles 
of reason and emotion, and the relative roles of the different moral values that a 
sentimentalist is likely to see as playing a vital role in moral thinking. The technical 
difficulty means that a programme of moral enhancement could easily be done very 
poorly and would require good oversight. The implication of the conceptual problem 
for moral enhancement is that doing it in a way that was universally accepted as done 
well might be more or less impossible, not just because moral debate is hard but 
because, if moral deliberation has a lot to do with the emotions, morality may be too 
rich and diverse—too complicated—to see how to undertake a clear social programme 
of moral enhancement.
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The Evolution of Moral 
Enhancement

Russell Powell and Allen Buchanan

17.1  Introduction: Moral Enhancement, 
Evolution, and the Liberal Project

Human beings in the twenty-first century are confronted with a daunting array of moral 
problems, from climate change, poverty, and genocide to the prospects of nuclear war 
and terrorism—ethical challenges that human moral psychology, which evolved to 
function under very different social and technological circumstances, is arguably 
ill-equipped to address. In light of this evolutionary psychological mismatch and 
the seriousness of the threats we now face, some moral philosophers have looked to the 
use of biomedical technologies—such as neurological, pharmacological, and genetic 
interventions—to enhance human moral capacities, including moral emotions and mor-
ally relevant cognitive abilities (cf. Persson and Savulescu 2008, 2012, 2014; Harris 
2010; Buchanan 2011; Agar 2013). Much of this philosophical attention to biomedical 
moral enhancement (BME) has been motivated in part by the belief that cultural forms 
of moral enhancement (e.g. moral education) have been only moderately effective and 
are simply not up to the task of mitigating major anthropogenic harms and existential 
risks (see e.g. Persson and Savulescu 2008).

A key framing assumption underlying the BME project so conceived is that evolved 
human moral nature is a source of great, if not insurmountable, resistance to solving 
the onerous moral tasks that lie before us. This has led some liberal moral philosophers 
to conclude that the prospect of major moral gains and the avoidance of major moral 
losses are unlikely if we do not fundamentally address the discrepancy between our 
prehistoric moral psychology and the ecologically alien world that human beings now 
inhabit. One way of aligning human moral psychology and human moral ecology 
would be to radically alter our social and technological environment so as to return 
to pre-industrial—or even pre-agricultural—human lifeways. This option is neither 
plausible nor on most accounts desirable, and thus, seeing no other alternative, some 
authors have considered the possibility of altering human biology to meet the ethical 
demands of the modern world.
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The central question we wish to explore here is this: how much moral progress is 
possible, and can major moral catastrophes be averted, without the biomedical 
enhancement of human moral capacities? One way of approaching this question is to 
look at the extent of moral progress that has already been achieved, as this may give us 
some idea as to the power and limits of cultural moral enhancement. It is only by con-
necting up our history of moral achievements with empirically rigorous investigations 
of human morality, however, that we can begin to make meaningful projections about 
the ultimate scope of moral progress with, or without, BME.

In Section 17.2 we summarize the prevailing evolutionary account of morality, and 
explain why it is unable to accommodate cases of sweeping, progressive moral change 
that we refer to collectively as the ‘inclusivist anomaly’. We show that both conservative 
and liberal authors, whom we refer to as ‘evoconservatives’ and ‘evoliberals’, respectively, 
have relied on an evolutionary account of human moral nature that is called into ques-
tion by this inclusivist shift. We then go on to sketch an evolutionary account of moral 
psychological development that not only is consistent with the prevailing evolutionary 
explanation of morality but also accommodates the shift towards inclusivity. In par-
ticular, we propose that ‘exclusivist’ (parochial, group-based) morality is the result of 
an adaptively plastic (conditionally expressed) moral response that is sensitive to envi-
ronmental cues that were historically indicative of out-group threat. Unpacking this 
complex norm of reaction is crucial, we believe, to understanding the evolved constraints 
on moral progress and how they have been, and may be further, overcome.

In Section 17.3 we go on to consider the implications of this evolutionary model of 
moral development for the relative efficacy and plausibility of BME as a solution to some 
of the most pressing moral problems of our time. Once these problems are recast in terms 
of moral inclusivity, it becomes clear that BME technology, as narrowly conceived by BME 
proponents, is unlikely to be necessary or effective when it comes to addressing them. 
According to the model we propose, efforts to achieve major moral progress and avert 
serious moral catastrophes do not go against the human evolutionary grain tout court; 
they only go against the evolutionary grain under certain conditions, and these conditions 
are both epistemically accessible and within our practical powers to modify. We conclude 
that cultural innovations that make use of our best understanding of the evolutionary 
development of human morality stand the best chance of meeting the above ethical goals.

17.2  Towards an Evolutionary Developmental 
Model of Moral Progress

17.2.1  The Received Selectionist Explanation of Morality

Why did morality originate and what functional purpose might it have served?1 The 
prevailing evolutionary explanation of morality holds, in brief, that morality evolved 

1  Arguments in Section 17.2 draw upon ideas presented in Buchanan and Powell (2015) and Buchanan 
and Powell (forthcoming).
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via natural selection in small to moderate-sized hunter-gatherer groups because it pro-
moted higher levels of within-group cooperation. It did this by reducing free-riding 
and mitigating selfish tendencies, which it accomplished both internally through indi-
vidual moral emotions and externally through institutionalized incentives that skewed 
the pay-off matrix towards cooperation. This increase in cooperation gave groups with 
effective moralities several fitness advantages over non-moral and less moral ones. 
These included greater foraging yields, enhanced warfare and territorial acquisition 
capabilities, better resource management, and more efficient dispute resolution. These 
beneficial properties in turn permitted larger group sizes, which would have fed back 
into the aforementioned advantages, and so on.

If the dominant evolutionary account is right, then morality has a dark side. 
Modelling, ethnographic, archaeological, and psychological data suggest that morality 
evolved in an arena of competing cultural groups characterized by frequent and often 
lethal intergroup conflict. Groups that contained more altruists and more individuals 
willing to punish moral norm infractions, so the theory goes, tended to replace groups 
with less effective moralities in economic and military contests between groups 
(Richerson and Boyd 2005).

So a key implication of the prevailing evolutionary explanation is that for altruism 
and other pro-social tendencies to have evolved beyond kin, they had to be selectively 
restricted to members of a cooperative group. Just as free-riding undermines group per-
formance, so too does extending altruism to competing groups that might otherwise be 
exploited, marginalized, or eliminated. As human group size increased due to the cooper-
ative functions of morality, linguistic and ethnosymbolic markings became increasingly 
important for drawing group boundaries and demarcating the moral community.

Thus, according to the received evolutionary account, morality originated and evolved 
in an environment in which out-groups represented significant threats. One such threat 
concerned economic and physical competition between groups over scarce and scattered 
resources—a condition that appears to have driven the evolution of intergroup raiding 
and even extreme violence in common chimpanzee populations, while an ecology of 
abundant static resources drove the evolution of comparably peaceful social relations in 
bonobo chimps (Wrangham and Peterson 1996). A second out-group threat was the risk 
of social parasitism: whereas effective institutions exist within egalitarian hunter-gatherer 
groups to prevent exploitation (Boehm 2001), the lack of institutions at the metagroup 
level to ensure mutually beneficial cooperation among groups created a risk of free-riding 
that made intergroup cooperation hazardous. A third major out-group threat was the risk 
of biological parasite transmission between groups that lacked immunity to foreign 
infectious agents. The risks of social and biological parasitism provided further ecological 
conditions conducive to the evolution of intergroup antipathy, aggression, and distrust.

17.2.2  The Evoconservative–Evoliberal Convergence

If the received evolutionary account of morality is right, then it would suggest that 
exclusivist moral tendencies dominated the vast majority of human moral history. 
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Furthermore, it would appear to bode poorly for one important dimension of putative 
moral progress—namely, the possibility of moving towards more inclusivist moralities.2 
By ‘inclusivist’ moralities we mean those that reject group-based restrictions on 
membership in the moral community, such as those based on race, ethnicity, gender, 
species, or the self-serving cooperative relationships between groups, and that avoid 
arbitrary discounting of the interests of the members of out-groups.

Given this reading of human evolutionary history, it is perhaps not surprising that 
some scholars, whom we have elsewhere labeled ‘evoconservatives’ (Buchanan and 
Powell 2015), have attempted to draw political philosophical lessons from the received 
evolutionary explanation of morality. Evoconservatives claim that because human 
pro-social tendencies are restricted, pace evolutionary theory, to one’s own kin or 
identifying group, certain types of moral progress are inappropriate or unrealistic 
for beings like us. In particular, they argue that there are good evolutionary reasons to 
think that inclusivist moral principles, which extend equal moral regard beyond the 
confines of the group, are psychologically implausible, at least in the absence of recip-
rocal benefit (Asma 2012, pp. 44–6; Haidt 2012, p. 245). In this way, evolutionary theory 
lends scientific credence to longstanding but historically underevidenced conservative 
suspicions about the limits of human altruism and the frailty of non-strategic moral 
relations between peoples.

The notion that there are strong evolutionary constraints on inclusivist morality is 
not unique to the conservative tradition. Some liberal philosophers, whom we shall 
call ‘evoliberals’, similarly argue that the moral legacies of human evolutionary history 
make it difficult to act on liberal moral norms insofar as they are inclusive. Contra 
evoconservatives, however, evoliberals contend that rather than giving us reason to 
pare back our norms, these evolutionary constraints suggest that a systematic pro-
gramme of BME will be crucial in order to drive major moral progress and avert future 
moral catastrophes. Evoliberals thus conclude that BME should not only be pursued 
but also be afforded a significantly higher priority than it is currently given in the allo-
cation of limited social resources (Persson and Savulescu 2014). In a passage worth 
quoting at length, Ingmar Persson and Julian Savulescu (2012) sum up this line of 
argument, which they canvass over a series of joint papers:

For most of the time the human species has existed, human beings have lived in comparatively 
small and close-knit societies, with primitive technology that enabled them to affect only their 
most immediate environment. Their moral psychology adapted to make them fit to live in 
these conditions. This moral psychology is ‘myopic’, restricted to concern about people in the 
neighbourhood and the immediate future. But through science and technology, humans have 
radically changed their living conditions, while their moral psychology has remained funda-
mentally the same throughout this technological and social evolution, which continues at an 
accelerating speed. Human beings now live in societies with millions of citizens and with 
an advanced scientific technology which enables them to exercise an influence that extends all 

2  For a discussion of different types of moral progress, see Buchanan and Powell (unpublished manuscript).
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over the world and far into the future. This is leading to increasing environmental degradation 
and to harmful climate change. The advanced scientific technology has also equipped human 
beings with nuclear and biological weapons of mass destruction which might be used by states 
in wars over dwindling natural resources or by terrorists. Liberal democracies cannot over-
come these problems by developing novel technology. What is needed is an enhancement of 
the moral dispositions of their citizens, an extension of their moral concern beyond a small 
circle of personal acquaintances, including those existing further in the future. The expansion 
of our powers of action as the result of technological progress must be balanced by a moral 
enhancement on our part. Otherwise, our civilization, we argued, is itself at risk. It is doubtful 
whether this moral enhancement could be accomplished by means of traditional moral educa-
tion. There is therefore ample reason to explore the prospects of moral enhancement by bio-
medical means. (pp. 399–400)

On the evoliberal view, given the fixed (or highly recalcitrant) nature of human moral 
psychology, the most effective means of transcending our inability to extend moral 
concern beyond the group, including to individuals of future generations, is not socio-
cultural but biological, in the form of BME. Evoliberals thus presuppose a degree of 
‘moral hardwiring’ that is significantly determinative of the shape of human morality, 
robust against changes in the moral developmental environment, largely insensitive to 
rational persuasion, and a perilously poor fit for the moral challenges that face humanity 
in the new millennium. Evoconservatives join them, at least on the first three points. In 
the evoconservative/evoliberal view, inclusivist morality is simply a ‘façade’ covering 
an essentially xenophobic nature (Persson and Savulescu 2014, p. 105).

We might distinguish a weaker evoliberal claim, which holds simply that our moral 
problems are so momentous that any possible means of reducing our parochial ten-
dencies should be on the table, BME included. We are happy to embrace this weaker 
evoliberal claim, but note that it is not a very interesting argument since it does not 
make any substantive assertions about how important BME is likely to be given our 
evolutionary history, and thus it does not say anything about how BME should be pri-
oritized relative to ‘traditional’ modes of moral enhancement. BME carried out on a 
global scale comes with significant risks of unintended consequences, as well as the 
harms associated with incentivizing its use at population levels; and thus the advocates 
of BME must envision its prospective pay-off as sufficiently great, and the expected 
utility of traditional cultural moral enhancement as sufficiently minimal, to justify 
taking these risks. Indeed, the assumption of cultural impudence is crucial, because 
even if it turns out that we have weighty moral reasons not to engage in BME—or if 
BME turns out to have significant ineliminable risks—these reasons and risks will be 
outweighed by the need to use BME to avoid our greatest existential threats.

17.2.3  Reasons to Doubt the Strong Evolutionary Moral Constraints View

If the evoconservative/evoliberal line is right, then human evolutionary history exerts 
significant constraints on the way humans are disposed to delineate the moral community. 
Moreover, it might be read to suggest that the only type of morality that humans are 
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meaningfully capable of engaging in is a strategic morality grounded in cooperative 
group reciprocity. In this type of morality, moral consideration is extended beyond 
close kin only to individuals who are capable of either contributing to or disrupting 
cooperation. It is no accident that evolutionary theories of moral psychology, as well as 
game theoretical approaches to the evolution of morality, have tended to operate with 
such a strategic, self-interested conception of human morality (e.g. Alexander 1987; 
DeScioli and Kurzban 2013). It also explains why some eminent evolutionary theorists 
have been famously sceptical of the existence of genuinely altruistic moral motivations 
(see e.g. Ghiselin 1974, p. 247).

This strategic, Hobbesian conception of morality represents an impoverished view 
of what human morality now encompasses. Contemporary human morality is far more 
inclusive and non-strategic than evolutionary theories of morality would predict. This 
in turn suggests that the ‘strong evolutionary constraints’ view of human moral nature 
is mistaken, and it leads us to propose a very different way of thinking about the 
nature of human moral development. We will first highlight several evolutionary 
moral anomalies that call into question the strong evolutionary constraints view. 
We will then go on to sketch an evolutionary model of moral development that can 
accommodate these anomalies, and then bring this model to bear on ethical questions 
surrounding BME.

One feature of contemporary human morality that stands out as anomalous from 
the standpoint of the strong evolutionary constraints view is that non-human 
animals are now widely regarded as proper subjects of moral worth. The prevalence 
and strength of this inclusivist belief is reflected in domestic and supranational 
legal regimes governing animal cruelty, animal welfare, animal experimentation, 
and animal exhibition. Protections for animals have been enacted and enforced at 
considerable expense, particularly in the agricultural and experimental contexts, 
notwithstanding the opposition of special interest groups. Non-human animals 
possess no strategic capacities and have been readily exploited by humans in 
fitness-enhancing ways for thousands of years, and thus these more inclusive norms 
have arisen despite evolutionary constraints on moral inclusivity. It is true that 
non-human animals are still treated as mere units of production and their interests 
are largely disregarded in substantial segments of the world. But these facts do not 
belie this important inclusivist trend any more than the fact that many countries 
still deny basic civil and political rights undercuts the global trend in the expansion 
of basic liberties.

The non-human animal case is particularly important because it shows that some 
inclusivist shifts are not simply the readjustment of groupish morality to accommo-
date a larger group of cooperators (see e.g. Gaertner and Dovidio 2000). The ethical 
treatment of non-human animals is motivated in part by the recognition that many 
of them have cognitive properties (e.g. sentience) that deserve moral consideration, 
even when they have no cooperative relationship and indeed little else subjectively in 
common with human beings.



OUP CORRECTED PROOF – FINAL, 07/18/2016, SPi

the evolution of moral enhancement  245

Second, significant numbers of people now regard many moral norms as applicable 
to all people, rather than restricted to members of a given race, gender, religion, ethnicity, 
or nationality, as might be expected if evolutionary forces strongly constrained human 
moral response and the delineation of the moral community. Some of these universalized 
moral norms fall under what we take to be a third evolutionary moral anomaly—namely, 
the culture of human rights. It is now widely held that all human beings are entitled to 
be treated in ways that respect their basic interests regardless of which ethnic, racial, or 
religious groups they happen to belong to, and regardless of their age or able-bodiedness. 
There is now robust domestic and international legal support for this inclusive moral 
commitment, which has been shown to significantly shape the behaviour of states 
(Goodman and Jinks 2013). Again, this is not to say that these changes are universal, 
but the shift towards more inclusive moral norms is not merely academic or inspira-
tional. The scope of this shift and its institutionalization in law and policy is sufficiently 
large to view these changes as progressive developments. Common to each of these 
inclusivist shifts is that they are premised on a ‘subject-centred’ or non-strategic con-
ception of basic moral status, which compels us to recognize the moral standing of 
individuals even when they pose no threat to us or do not contribute to cooperative 
goods (Buchanan 1990).

We think that none of these inclusivist trends, including the broader shift towards a 
subject–centred morality that underpins them, can be explained as adaptations, or even 
constrained byproducts of adaptations, either to ancestral or more recent environments 
(for an extended discussion, see Buchanan and Powell 2015). This suggests to us that 
evolved constraints on moral inclusivity are far weaker than evoliberals or evoconserv-
atives suppose. What then can account for the shift towards moral inclusivity?

It is tempting to conclude that inclusivist moral progress since the Enlightenment 
can be attributed to the responsiveness of human moral thought and behaviour to 
reasons (Singer  2011; Lazari-Radek and Singer  2012), to the capacity for moral 
self-scrutiny (Moody-Adams 1999), or to the ability to recognize and resolve moral 
inconsistencies (Campbell and Kumar 2012). We agree that reason, and, in particular, 
what we have called ‘open-ended normativity’—the ability to subject one’s norms and 
even one’s conception of who has moral standing to rational scrutiny, conclude they 
are arbitrarily restrictive, and revise them accordingly—is an important part of any 
explanation of inclusivist moral progress. However, we agree with evoliberals that rea-
son alone is not a sufficient platform from which to address the major moral challenges 
we face (e.g. Persson and Savulescu 2014, p. 109). This is not because reason plays a largely 
epiphenomenal role in moral judgement, as some empirical moral psychologists have 
claimed (e.g. Haidt 2001). Rather, explanations that appeal solely to rationality fail to 
account for inclusivist moral progress because they are crucially incomplete: humans 
have possessed rationality for hundreds of thousands of years, and yet the inclusivist 
shift has taken place only in the most recent eye blink of human evolutionary history. 
Furthermore, reason often acts to justify pre-existing exclusivist moral commitments 
and can even drive moral regressions: consider, for instance, ‘rational’ appeals to natural 
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differences between groups that are thought to justify excluding certain people from 
the moral community (e.g. beliefs that certain groups have inherently attenuated 
capacities for rationality, intelligence, or the ability to feel pain). Thus if reason does 
play a key role in driving inclusivist moral progress, it only does so under certain, as 
yet unspecified, conditions. Our aim in Section 17.2.4 is to flesh out these conditions 
by proposing an evolutionary model of moral psychological development that can 
accommodate inclusivist moral developments.

17.2.4  A Dynamic Evolutionary Model of Moral Psychological Development

Some species of water flea develop elaborate armour, including defensive spines and 
helmets, only if they detect the chemical correlates of a predator in the water in which 
they grow. The development of armour, however, comes at a cost, such as reduced 
locomotion and added energy requirements. As a result, water fleas have evolved a 
conditionally expressed trait that enables them to express armour only when they find 
themselves confronted with the high probability of a predator-rich environment. Such 
traits are known in evolutionary biology as ‘adaptively plastic’ traits. Moreover, such 
environment-induced epigenetic changes can be inherited across several generations; 
in the case of water fleas, the epigenetic inheritance of armor results in the trait being 
exhibited by several subsequent generations of water fleas even though they were not 
exposed to the triggering chemical.

An examination of a range of evidence from history, psychology, biology, anthropol-
ogy, and cognitive science leads us to propose that exclusivist moral psychology is an 
adaptively plastic trait, like flea armour, where the relevant threat relates to out-group 
predation and competition. We make this case more fully elsewhere (Buchanan and 
Powell forthcoming), and for reasons of space provide only a sketch of the argument 
here. Our idea is that exclusivist moral response is a conditionally expressed trait that 
develops only when cues that were in the past reliably correlated with out-group threat 
are detected. As with flea armour, the development of exclusivist moral tendencies has 
costs. In particular, out-group aggression, antipathy, and distrust reduce the chances 
of mutually beneficial interactions with neighbouring groups, such as trade and alli-
ances. Because of this evolutionary trade-off, exclusivist tendencies will, so the theory 
goes, be tempered in environments in which out-group threats are not detected during 
development. 

In the animal world, the adaptively plastic detection of a predation threat can involve 
not only the detection of pertinent chemical cues but also the inspection of predatory 
types, motivations, and behaviours. Because humans are linguistic and robustly cul-
tural, the detection of out-group threat can also involve the social transmission of 
beliefs about out-groups. This will be an important feature of our evolutionary model 
of moral development, and a central reason why BME is likely to be of limited efficacy 
in averting moral tragedies.

Evolutionary psychologists Corey Fincher and Randy Thornhill (2011) propose an 
adaptive plasticity hypothesis to explain the strong cross-cultural correlation between 
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what they call ‘in-group assortative sociality’ and parasite stress. They marshal a for-
midable amount of evidence in support of the claim that in-group bias tends to develop 
when signs of infectious disease are detected during human development, whereas less 
xenophobic attitudes and behaviours (or, in our terminology, more inclusivist ones) 
tend to emerge when cues of infectious disease are absent. We suggest expanding this 
account to include other signs of out-group threat broadly construed, such as competi-
tion for scarce resources and, especially, socially constructed beliefs about out-groups. 
In so doing, we carve out a more fundamental role for culture in an adaptive plasticity 
account of moral psychology.

We will defend two hypotheses. The first is that inclusivist morality is a luxury good. 
By this we mean that developmental environments that are favourable to inclusivist 
morality are rare, having emerged only recently in human history and remaining 
largely confined to well-resourced populations with robust healthcare infrastructures, 
markets, rule of law, reduced rates of criminality, high rates of education and literacy, 
and so forth. Indeed, if the adaptive plasticity account of moral psychological develop-
ment is right, then inclusivist moral progress and the above sociopolitical developments 
do not simply have a common cause. They are reciprocal causes of one another: condi-
tions of infectious disease, resource scarcity, physical insecurity, interethnic conflict, 
and low rates of productivity seed exclusivist moral responses, which in turn exacerbate 
the conditions that act as triggers for the development of exclusivist tendencies and their 
attendant psychological orientations, such as mental rigidity, closed-mindedness, and 
dogmatism. Under these conditions, subjecting moral norms to rational scrutiny 
and institutionalizing more inclusive norms will be particularly difficult.

By the same token, cultural innovations that alleviate the above trigger conditions 
act to break this vicious spiral, creating an environment in which reasoning about 
moral norms, and thus inclusivity, can flourish. Cultural innovations can do this in 
two ways. First, they can ameliorate the harsh conditions of the environment in which 
exclusivist morality flourishes, such as through improvements in productivity, the 
creation of institutions that reduce intergroup conflict, and advances in medicine and 
public health infrastructure that reduce parasite stress. Second, once these inclusivist-
friendly conditions have been established, the introduction of new moral norms 
can begin to shift the moral psychology of human populations in more inclusivist 
directions. Whereas Persson and Savulescu view normative constructs such as the 
Golden Rule as reflections of our hardwired moral nature (2008, p. 168, 2014, p. 22), 
we see them as progressive, culturally scaffolded innovations which, under the right 
conditions, have the potential to drive moral progress.

Our second hypothesis is that exclusivist moralities will develop even where harsh 
conditions no longer exist, so long as people come to believe these conditions exist. 
This is where the role of social moral epistemology—or the study of the social promul-
gation of morally relevant beliefs—comes into play. In the adaptive plasticity model of 
moral development, what matters is that certain cues that are heuristically indicative 
of out-group threat are detected by the developing system. Such cues need not be 
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veridical in any given case. Thus inclusivist moralities can be dismantled not only 
if powerful elites engender actual environmental conditions that trigger exclusivist 
response but also if they create social epistemic environments in which people come to 
believe that such harsh conditions exist.

17.3  Applying the Model to Biomedical 
Moral Enhancement

17.3.1  From Evolutionary Facts to Psychological Inferences

Let us return to the question with which we began: how much moral progress is possible 
without the biomedical enhancement of human moral capacities? One might query 
whether evolutionary accounts of morality are useful in answering this question, given 
that the extent of human moral malleability turns on the nature of the proximate rather 
than the distal (etiological) causes of morality. Put somewhat more technically, syn-
chronic properties ‘screen off ’ diachronic properties of human moral psychology in 
relation to its alterability.

How, then, are evoliberals justified in inferring from etiological accounts of moral-
ity that there are severe restrictions on moral inclusivity? The answer is that although 
synchronic properties exhaust the facts that ultimately bear on the question of human 
moral plasticity, the synchronic properties are precisely what are at issue in these 
discussions. Where the causal structure of human moral psychology is opaque, evolu-
tionary accounts can permit inferences about the nature of that structure and what it 
implies for alterability.

This raises the question: what epistemic role does evolutionary theorizing play in 
the evoliberal logic? Evolutionary theory appears to bridge a crucial implicit step 
in Persson and Savulescu’s argument (2012), which we quoted at length in Section 
17.2.2. This step involves moving from a premise about human moral psychology 
being adapted for small-group living with rudimentary technology to the claim that 
social and technological circumstances have changed radically while human moral 
psychology has remained fundamentally the same. If the latter partial premise con-
cerning the fixed nature of human moral psychology could be established inde-
pendently of evolutionary history, then the claims about evolutionary history would 
do no logical work in the argument, given the screening-off relation described above. 
Thus it must be that facts about adaptation are taken to warrant the inference of psy-
chological rigidity, such that non-biomedical interventions are unlikely to succeed, 
which is then taken to warrant the conclusion that BME will be crucial for major 
moral progress.

The trouble is that the inference from innate adaptation to developmental rigidity is 
not warranted, and, without this inference, Persson and Savulescu’s argument for the 
vital importance of BME founders. The concept of innateness as it applies to cognitive 
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psychological development is problematic, in part because of its pretheoretical associ-
ations with adaptive design, developmental rigidity, and species natures (Griffiths 
2002). The fact that something is an instance of adaptive design does not imply that it is 
developmentally rigid, or insensitive to environmental inputs: developmental rigidity 
is not a necessary component of natural selection explanations. Equally fallacious is 
the inference from the fact that a trait is shared by all normal members of a given refer-
ence class of a given species to the conclusion that the trait is developmentally rigid. 
Whether a given trait is universal, whether it reflects adaptive design, whether it is 
biological in origin, and whether it is developmentally rigid are all contingent severa-
ble questions consistent with any configuration of answers. Likewise, the fact that a 
similar character state (e.g. a ‘sense of fairness’) is present in humans and non-human 
animals (e.g. other primates) does not, contra Persson and Savulescu (2008, p. 168, 
2014, p. 107), imply that the trait is ancestral to both lineages, that it is genetically 
transmitted in humans, that it is culturally unalterable, or that it is even properly 
described as the same trait (Powell and Shea 2014).

Like Persson and Savulescu, we too appeal to an evolutionary account of exclusivist 
morality in order to draw inferences about the synchronic properties of human moral 
psychology. But the evolutionary model we propose allows for great plasticity in the 
range of moralities that can develop across plausible developmental environments. 
The upshot of this model is that efforts to advance and sustain moral progress in the 
form of inclusivity only go against the evolutionary grain under certain conditions, 
and these conditions are within our epistemic power to identify, and within our practical 
abilities to modify. Our thesis, therefore, is not that exclusivist morality is a predisposi-
tion that can be overcome by cultural innovations and moral education, but rather 
that the exclusivist predisposition is itself contingent on the presence of certain con-
ditions that are culturally modifiable, calling into question the need for a systematic 
programme of BME.

17.3.2  Inclusivist Morality and Moral Catastrophe: A Tale of Two Solutions

As we noted in Section 17.2.2, evoliberals propose BME as an antidote to potential 
moral catastrophes, such as nuclear terrorism, genocide, and climate change. These 
pressing moral problems stem largely, in their account, from two factors: the rapid 
proliferation of powerful new technologies, on the one hand, and fixed evolutionary 
constraints on the human capacity for other-regard, on the other. The inclusivist 
dimensions of these problems lead evoliberals, given their background evolutionary 
assumptions, to the conclusion that BME will be a necessary part of the solution, 
whereas they lead us, given the model we have proposed conjoined with certain empir-
ical data, to the opposite conclusion.

We are sceptical about the claim that BME will necessarily, or even likely, play a key 
role in solving the above moral problems. This reason for our scepticism is that most 
moral catastrophes are rooted in intergroup conflict, and there is little evidence to 
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suggest that BME will be capable in the reasonably near future of reducing the inci-
dence and intensity of intergroup conflicts, whereas there is ample evidence to suggest 
that cultural innovations stand a far better chance of doing so. War—prehistorical and 
historical, symmetrical and asymmetrical, tribal and colonial—has nearly always been 
waged between racial, ethnonational, and religious groups (Keeley 1996), sometimes 
resulting in ethnic cleansing or genocide. Not many people are queuing up to fight and 
die for the United Nations—yet there is no shortage of heroes when it comes to defend-
ing one’s enthnonational compatriots or religious groups, particularly in the face of 
perceived existential threat. Such conflicts are often facilitated by social moral episte-
mologies that exclude out-group members from the moral community or assign them 
a relatively low moral status (e.g. dehumanization tactics), thereby ‘justifying’ their 
persecution or annihilation. As we’ve seen, defects in social moral epistemologies are 
due in part to practices that facilitate the dissemination of false empirical beliefs, 
particularly under conditions of intergroup conflict, posing structural epistemic prob-
lems that are not likely to be ameliorated through biomedical intervention.

Wars are also far more likely to occur when at least one of the states involved is an 
autocracy, military junta, or monarchy, whereas war between democracies is virtually 
non-existent. And although democracies may wage war as often as any other type of state, 
the wars they do wage are significantly less severe than those waged by non-democratic 
states (Rummel 1995). Although the causal-theoretical basis of this robustly evidenced 
‘democratic peace’ is hotly contested, it retains a near law-like status in international 
relations. Intergroup conflicts are also more likely to occur, and to occur in more severe 
forms, in the absence of institutions at the international level to ensure that the motives for 
going to war are legitimate and that the methods used to fight it are just. Indeed, the rule of 
law and constitutional democratic governance are social technologies designed for the 
express purpose of encouraging inclusivist behaviour. All of this gives us good reason to 
think that there are effective institutional solutions to the problems of intergroup conflict 
that drive many of the moral catastrophes that rightfully worry evoliberals. Furthermore, 
these institutional solutions instantiate inclusivist moral norms. For instance, democracy 
in its contemporary forms is premised on the principle that all people are entitled to par-
ticipate in the political processes of their society. Likewise, in the case of institutions for 
international security, both just war norms and the humanitarian law of war presuppose 
universalizable judgements about war acts and apply the same standards to all parties.

Consider another major evoliberal concern: the impending moral disaster of climate 
change. Though not immediately apparent, the problem of climate change also has 
inclusivist moral dimensions, in at least two respects. First, there is empirical evidence 
to suggest that environmental degradation wrought by the activities of wealthy nations, 
in any plausible climate change scenario, will fall disproportionately on the world’s 
worse-off populations both within and between nations, mainly because poorer peo-
ple tend to live at the higher temperatures of lower latitudes (Mendelsohn, Dinar, and 
Williams 2006). Consequently, the greatest harms of climate change are likely to be 
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morally discounted by the comparably well-off countries and individuals that dispro-
portionately produce them, unless something is done to ensure a more inclusivist 
response on the part of the better off. Second, on the evolutionary model we’ve pro-
posed, climate change will significantly exacerbate intergroup conflict because it will 
shrink available resources and create harsher developmental conditions in affected 
parts of the world—giving rise to increasingly exclusivist moralities.

Third, we tend to discount the interests of future generations in deciding how we 
will interact with the environment. If we are to honour our moral commitments to 
future generations, our moral circle must expand to include not only strangers but 
also persons who are not yet in existence—in other words, our morality must become 
even more inclusive than it currently is, or than it even would be were morally arbi-
trary group-based discrimination against existing persons and non-human animals 
completely eliminated. Bringing future persons into the moral community would 
require a further expansion of our capacity for moral inclusiveness, which, accord-
ing to evoliberals, is at or near its evolutionary limits.

In fact, the growing recognition that we have moral obligations to future persons is 
an excellent illustration of our commitment to a subject-centred morality (see Section 
17.2.3). Thanks to the arrow of time, future generations can neither benefit us nor bite 
us back; persons of sufficiently distant future generations have no strategic capacities 
vis-à-vis contemporary people. Nor do contemporary people have sufficiently strong 
kin relations to distant future generations. Our moral commitments to distant future 
persons must therefore be grounded in a non-strategic, non-group-based conception 
of moral status. As we have seen, there has been a dramatic expansion of inclusivist 
morality over the last couple of centuries, and it is thus not much of a stretch to think 
that our moral circle could expand yet further to include anonymous individuals who 
will come to exist long after all existing people are gone. Such a norm has in fact spread 
quite rapidly over the last decade, culminating in Pope Francis’ recent encyclical on 
climate change.

Difficulties in responding effectively to climate change stem not only from the 
power of self-interest and the limits of moral inclusivity, but also from flaws in social 
moral epistemic practices. Much of the political opposition to meaningful action on 
climate change in the US, for example, stems not from a failure of other-regard but 
from false empirical beliefs—namely, beliefs that that the evidence for anthropogenic 
climate change is non-existent or ambiguous, or that it is the result of liberal propa-
ganda. This moral epistemic deficit can be attributed in part to an inability to identify 
appropriate expertise, which in the case of certain evangelical communities in the US 
translates into, and is motivated by, an unwarranted scepticism about claims emanat-
ing from the scientific community. Much of this scepticism seems to be enmeshed in 
a web of morally exclusivist beliefs, with scientific communities being perceived as a 
liberal threat to in-group identity. These social epistemic obstacles to progress on climate 
change cannot be ameliorated through BME-based interventions. It is simply not 
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credible to suppose that any genetic or pharmacological intervention could change 
complex webs of belief and patterns of epistemic deference. Likewise, only multi-
lateral agreements and effective mechanisms of institutional enforcement can 
solve international collective action problems in relation to climate change in a 
timely fashion.

So far as we can tell, BME offers no promising ways of moderating the in-group/
out-group psychological dynamics that engender most major moral catastrophes, 
from war, terrorism, and genocide to climate change and environmental degradation. 
As Persson and Savulescu acknowledge (2012, 2014), the pro-social effects of potential 
BMEs, such as increases in hormones (such as oxytocin) or other factors that enhance 
empathy, can vanish when kin relations and intergroup psychology are implicated (see 
de Dreu et al. 2010; Pinker 2011, ch. 9). Empathy refers to the combination of ‘perspec-
tive taking’ and experiencing vicarious emotions for others that are broadly in line 
with the emotions that other individuals are experiencing. Although empathy has 
been shown to mediate altruism, the problem is that, as Jesse Prinz puts it, ‘empathy 
is ineluctably local’ (2011, p. 228). Empathy can lead to pro-social behaviour when 
experienced specifically for stigmatized out-groups (Batson and Ahmad 2009), but 
enhanced empathy as a generalized capacity can exacerbate negative intergroup atti-
tudes when it is not specifically directed towards out-groups, such as in competitive 
intergroup environments. In such cases, BMEs can accentuate exclusivist moral response, 
strengthening positive attitudes and behaviours towards the in-group while intensifying 
negatively valenced attitudes and behaviours towards out-groups.

In addition, because empathy is tightly bound to partiality, it can lead to a range of 
poor moral decision-making, such as unjustly favouring some individuals with whom 
we contingently empathize over other individuals with whom, contingently, we do not, 
or favouring the lives of concrete individuals over ‘statistical’ lives. Enhancing the 
biological underpinnings of pro-sociality can therefore make moral decision-making 
worse when group identity, locality, and concreteness are at stake—the very features of 
moral decision-making that Persson and Savulescu propose BME to counteract in the 
first place.

Thus it appears that many of the great moral problems we face stem not from a 
dearth of empathy per se but rather from the fact that the adequate stores of existing 
empathy are easily manipulated and misdirected in the service of intergroup conflict 
and local spheres of concern. Prinz concludes that the most effective way of promoting 
the general moral point of view (on which, incidentally, much of the evoliberal norma-
tive argument for BME rests) may require the eradication of empathy (2011, p. 228) in 
favour of a less parochial and less vicariously emotional ‘concern’ for others. However, 
‘concern’ may not be a useful target for BME either, since it is only generated after an 
event has already been appraised as wrong, and it is the appraisal in particular that we 
must target if we are to drive moral progress in the direction of inclusivity. Once again, 
the problem boils down not to a general deficit of concern but rather to the fact that 
concern is not directed in the right ways (e.g. felt in response to the disregard of the 
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interests of out-group members). It is the parochiality of empathy and concern that 
should be the Schwerpunkt of our moral enhancement efforts in the struggle to stave 
off moral catastrophes, and BME as it has thus far been proposed fails to engage at this 
critical locus of the battle.

If in-group bias has biological roots, this suggests that, in theory, there may be 
biomedical interventions that could ameliorate exclusivist response. However, as the 
above discussion suggests, this does not imply that such interventions could be carried 
out without significant unintended costs. If parochialism was a necessary condition 
for the evolvability of human altruism, as the prevailing evolutionary explanation of 
morality would suggest, then we might expect altruism and parochialism to be medi-
ated by common proximate causes in human psychological development (Bowles 
and Gintis 2013). Indeed, this is precisely what is suggested by studies showing that 
oxytocin and empathy accentuate exclusivist moral response.

Enhancing parochial altruism may thus amount to sharpening both sides of a double-
edged sword: by strengthening the biological (hormonal, genetic, etc.) basis of altruism, 
we may unavoidably exacerbate antisocial attitudes and behaviours towards out-group 
members due to the causal developmental dependence of these phenomena. If this is 
the case, then we must look to avenues for enhancing moral motivations, or ways of 
ensuring that people act as if they are so motivated, that are not causally constrained 
in this way.

In sum, the driving ideas behind the evoliberal argument are a) that we are likely to 
discover biomedical interventions that strengthen pro-social attitudes and behaviours 
towards strangers and out-groups, b) that these interventions could be carried out 
without unacceptable or self-defeating costs that result from the developmental inter-
connectedness of altruism and parochialism, c) that these interventions could be 
implemented on a sufficiently massive scale, with entire democratic, autocratic and 
theocratic nations, and subversive terrorist organizations, incentivized to subject their 
citizenry or members to biomedical interventions, and d) that these interventions 
could be implemented with sufficient rapidity to address imminent catastrophic threats. 
Each of these points seems dubious.

In contrast, the model of evolutionary moral development that we have outlined 
suggests a number of concrete cultural avenues for addressing the gravest moral prob-
lems that we face. In addition to basic moral education, such as teaching individuals to 
resist their natural proclivity towards essentialistic classifications of human groups, 
concerted efforts must be made to ameliorate environmental conditions that mimic 
the dangerous conditions of early human evolution. For it is only in these ‘luxurious’ 
circumstances that inclusivist morality can take root and expand.

17.3.3  A Nontraditional Approach to Traditional Moral Enhancement

The effort to modify conditions that trigger exclusivist moral response involves several, 
interrelated components. The first involves creating an environment of physical and 
economic security, both internationally and in microenvironments within otherwise 
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secure nations. By fostering economic productivity and social surpluses (e.g. by insti-
tuting markets, along with effective property rights and the rule of law), encouraging 
the genuine democratization of political institutions, and creating institutions that 
allow for mutually beneficial intergroup cooperation and the peaceful resolution of 
intergroup conflicts (as now exist at both domestic and to a lesser but still meaningful 
extent international levels), we can reduce and ultimately eliminate many of the ancient 
trigger conditions that cue the development of exclusivist response. None of these 
cultural innovations require intervening at the level of individual moral capacities, as 
BME promises to do.

Second, by significantly reducing the incidence of infectious disease, we can lessen 
the effects of yet another major out-group threat cue type—namely, signs of parasite 
stress, which have been shown experimentally to have antisocial priming effects, 
leading to increased xenophobia and ethnocentricism (reviewed in Fincher and 
Thornhill 2011). Although not all disease and disability is infectious and thus not all 
disease and disability indicates the existence of parasite threat, the evolution of adaptive 
plasticity is a heuristic process that is epistemically incapable of finely discriminating 
between disease cues based on their etiology. Thus a broad strokes approach to reduc-
ing general rates of disease through sanitation, vaccination, and broader public and 
private healthcare initiatives is likely to have a significant attenuating effect on the 
development of exclusivist moralities. Although such interventions are biomedical in 
nature, they do not fall under the rubric of BME as standardly conceived, insofar as the 
latter concerns the direct modification of specifically moral capacities. These conven-
tional biomedical interventions are likely to be more efficacious, cost-effective, and 
logistically feasible than BME programmes when it comes to modulating exclusivist 
moral tendencies.

Third, we must ensure that inclusivist cultural innovations, such as the protections 
afforded by the recognition and institutionalization of human rights in the domestic and 
international spheres, are not dismantled by social epistemic practices that are designed 
to engender perceptions of out-group threat conditions, including, pre-eminently, 
propaganda designed to evoke racial or enthnonational violence. Enhancing social 
moral epistemic practices so as to increase their reliability in producing correct morally 
relevant beliefs cannot be accomplished biomedically, let alone through direct BME-
based interventions that target the moral capacities of individual people. In focusing on 
enhancing individual cognitive and affective capabilities, BME has tended to overlook 
the fact that knowledge crucial for good moral decision-making is the product of social 
practices, and thus that the potential for moral progress often turns on the epistemic 
virtues of those social practices.

All of the above trigger conditions can causally feed back into one another. For 
example, the lack of a stable healthcare infrastructure can lead to an environment 
replete with cues of parasite stress and can contribute to economic distress. Both of these 
conditions in turn can engender exclusivist moral tendencies that drive intergroup 
conflicts, which are only exacerbated by the lack of institutions that protect the rights 
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of minority groups and provide opportunities for peaceful conflict resolution. Such 
conditions are conducive to the development of social moral epistemologies that rein-
force and exacerbate group conflicts through the dissemination of false empirical 
beliefs about out-groups and other circumstances indicative of out-group threat. 
These faulty moral epistemologies in turn can lead to the institutionalized mistreat-
ment of out-groups (including their exclusion from employment, ghettoization, etc.), 
the results of which seem to confirm the faulty epistemologies that were used to justify 
their mistreatment in the first place (e.g. they are disease-ridden, irrational animals 
prone to criminality and deceit, etc.), resulting in the solidification of an exclusivist 
morality. On the other hand, cultural innovations that foster inclusivity, especially by 
extending human rights and basic civil liberties to all people, can help break these 
vicious causal and epistemic spirals.

An important difference between the approach we advocate and the evoliberal 
emphasis on BME is that our approach targets population-level statistical effects on 
the social development of morality, whereas the evoliberal approach aims for a direct, 
immediate impact on individual moral development. This difference in our respec-
tive approaches bespeaks an important philosophical difference in our respective 
conceptions of morality. In our view, morality (as defined in Section 17.2.1) is not an 
epiphenomenon that supervenes on the aggregate of individual moral capacities and 
judgements constrained by evolutionary history. It is a dynamic social phenomenon 
that causally feeds back into the processes of individual moral development that pro-
duce it, which in turn serve as causal inputs into the social evolution of moral systems, 
and so on.

This feedback process resembles the phenomenon of niche construction in biology, 
wherein organismic adaptations shape the ecological environments in which those 
same organisms and adaptations continue to develop and evolve. In social moral evo-
lution, this feedback process can drive both moral progression and moral regression, 
depending on the direction of the changes to the initial conditions of the system (as 
described above). BME proponents, on the other hand, by focusing on individual 
moral response generated by a biologically rigid human moral nature, tend to over-
look this dynamic, biocultural causal structure of human morality. In essence, we 
believe that the evolutionary mismatch problem, as it has framed the BME debate 
(Section 17.1), is misconceived. Human moral psychology is not a rigid square peg 
trying to fit in the round hole of modern human ecology. Rather, the shape of the peg is 
determined in part by the shape of the hole.

17.3.4  Two Kinds of Moral Progress and the Role of Institutions

This brings us to an important point that tends to get lost in discussions of BME, which 
is that advocates of BME tend to underplay the pivotal role of institutions in driving 
moral progress.

The threat of punishment exerts a much stronger influence on pro-social behaviour 
than oxytocin or other BME variables have been shown to do. This is confirmed by 
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laboratory studies involving economic games, as well as in the real world where insti-
tutions of contract, property, criminal, and tort law and their associated enforcement 
mechanisms exert a far more profound and positive influence on mutually beneficial 
cooperation, promise-keeping, non-exploitation, and non-aggression than BMEs are 
ever likely to do.

This raises an important ambiguity in the term ‘moral enhancement’ and how it 
relates to moral progress. Moral enhancement might refer to improvements in 
moral motivations, such as the ability to feel compassion or love for others within 
or beyond one’s social group. Let us call this first, internal type of moral enhancement 
ME1. Alternatively, ‘moral enhancement’ might refer to interventions external to 
the agent that generate behaviour that is in accordance with correct moral princi-
ples, irrespective of its motivations. Let us call this second, external type of moral 
enhancement ME2. As we have seen, ME2 can occur under the right institutional 
environments, even if altruistic or sympathetic motivations remain unchanged. 
Institutions can encourage people to act as if, for example, foreigners or domestic 
minorities are of equal moral worth, even if they are incapable of loving or empathiz-
ing with them. By the same token, even if people have laudable moral motivations, 
social institutional circumstances may be such that they are incapable of acting on 
these motivations (as was the case, perhaps, for many German citizens under the 
Third Reich).

Steven Pinker (2011) argues in his recent magnum opus that homicide rates have 
plummeted over the last few centuries due to institutional changes that brought 
about much better compliance with moral norms against killing. This progressive 
trend in moral behaviour may have occurred even if people, so far as their moral 
attitudes and motivations are concerned, did not improve. Furthermore, according 
to the adaptive plasticity model of evolutionary moral development that we have 
proposed, the reduction of intergroup conflict brought about by ME2 may have 
psychological spillover effects into ME1. One possibility, for example, is that ME1 
becomes developmentally possible only when cues of out-group threat have been 
sufficiently diminished by ME2. Indeed, there is a great deal of evidence that the 
creation of the state, and with it a monopoly on the use of force, massively reduced 
homicide rates and allowed for more peaceful interactions between individuals (see 
e.g. Elias 2000; Pinker 2011), providing conditions under which ME1 could begin to 
change. Recognizing the conditional evolutionary limitations on ME1, and deliber-
ately attempting to work around them by engaging in ME2, is itself a form of moral 
improvement.

Even if evolved constraints on other-regard and moral imagination were insur-
mountable, this need not entail severe constraints on moral behaviour since the latter 
could still be dramatically shaped by institutions. Persson and Savulescu make much 
of the fact that there has been little moral progress in over 2500 years since the first 
great teachers of morality (2014, p. 106). Pinker’s review and analysis (2011), however, 
belies the claim that moral progress has been extremely limited, and in another paper 
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(Buchanan and Powell, unpublished) we identify several distinct types of moral pro-
gress that have occurred. Moreover, we can begin to make sense of the fact that most 
moral progress has taken place roughly over the last 250 years, despite the ancient 
history of moral philosophizing, once our focus shifts away from moral reasoning and 
towards the conditions and institutions that are necessary for moral scrutiny to flour-
ish and become socially efficacious, which (as we suggested earlier) have arisen only 
very recently in human history.

It is true that cultural moral innovations that foster inclusivist morality are unlikely to 
stop the disturbed lone wolf or disaffected terrorist group hell bent on revenge, creating 
chaos or resurrecting fascism, but then neither is a systematic programme of BME, 
even if it were ultimately shown to be effective. The notion that we could morally 
enhance the overwhelming majority of the human population by instituting a global 
BME programme, and that these BMEs would significantly reduce the rates of random 
acts of violence, let alone atrocities committed during intergroup conflict, is a hard 
pill to swallow. It strains the imagination to envision the level of global political con-
trol that would be required to ensure that every human being was psychologically 
re-engineered, especially since terrorists and genocidaires would not be likely to queue 
up for treatment.

17.4  From an Optimistic Induction to 
an Evomoderate Conclusion

In arguing that a non-traditional approach to traditional moral enhancement is far 
more promising than BME, we do not mean to understate the daunting nature of the 
task that lies before us. Establishing lasting economic, political, healthcare, and secu-
rity infrastructures, as well as international institutions that successfully mediate 
interstate conflict, solve collective action problems, and help ensure that basic human 
rights are respected within states, is clearly a monumental undertaking. Nevertheless, 
in light of what we are coming to know about morality and its evolution, we believe 
that cultural innovation is the best way to prevent moral catastrophes such as geno-
cide, nuclear war, terrorism, and climate change, and to ensure that our moral circle 
continues to expand.

This naturalized history of moral progress leaves us cautiously optimistic that, 
despite its evolutionary psychological baggage, humanity has the cultural resources 
and can develop the necessary social technologies to shoulder the great moral burdens 
it now faces. We therefore disagree with Persson and Savulescu’s claim that ‘Liberal 
democracies cannot overcome these problems by developing novel technology’ (2012, 
p. 168), if ‘technology’ is construed broadly to include legal institutions, markets, pub-
lic health infrastructures, and so on. The notion that we have reached the outer bounds 
of human moral inclusivity, or that further inclusivist expansions cannot keep pace 
with technological development—and hence, that we need to embark on a systematic 
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programme of BME—is contrary to historical evidence and inconsistent with the 
dynamic model of evolutionary development we have put forward here. We have in effect 
staked out what might be called an ‘evomoderate’ position—one that acknowledges 
evolved constraints on human dispositions but also recognizes the great flexibility 
of human moral thinking and practice that allows these constraints to be identified 
and overcome without any changes to the ‘fundamental’ biological constitution of 
human beings.

Research on BME is still in its infancy, however, and we think it is reasonable to 
view biomedical intervention as one potential instrument in our diverse moral 
enhancement toolkit. Like many ethicists writing on this topic, we see no in-principle 
objection to using biomedical technologies in conjunction with cultural modes of 
moral enhancement to bring moral motivations and behaviours in line with the 
norms we have come to endorse. Nevertheless, the foregoing analysis leads us to the 
pessimistic conclusion that BME is unlikely to play a necessary, or even major, role in 
the future of moral progress or in solving the greatest moral dilemmas of the coming 
centuries. We agree with the evoliberal headline that there is an ‘urgent need to enhance 
the moral character of humanity’ (Persson and Savulescu 2008), but we do not think 
that BME is an effective and plausible means by which to do so.
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