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prominent neoconservative thinker, Fukuyama signed letters

to both President Bill Clinton (in 1998) and President George
W. Bush (in 2001) advocating the overthrow of Saddam Hus- 0 U R

sein (at the time, the president of Iraq). However, Fukuyarna
ultimately disapproved of the 2003 invasion of Iraq, writing
POSTHUMAN FUTURE

publicly that neoconservative ideas had changed and were no
longer supportable. Fukuyama is the author of multiple books ~ COWINE o TH BATKEROtos stvaumey
of political philosophy advocating liberal democracy, including
his 2006 publication America at the Crossroads, which deals
directly with his departure from the neoconservative agenda.

In Our Posthuman Future: Consequences of the Biotechnol-
ogy Revolution (2002), Fukuyama updates an earlier proposal.
Fukuyama had, in his book The End of History and the Last Man
(1992), suggested that the history of humanity is an ideological e
struggle that is pretty much settled now, with liberai democ- F?RANC.ISFUK
racy as the eventual and destined end point, an argument he

clarified in America at the Crossroads, stating that moderniza-
tion is what wins the ideological struggle and that liberal democracy is merely one of the

f)utcomes of modernization. In Our Posthuman Future, he reexamines this argument, taking
ll)nt: account the potential effects of biotechnology on liberal democracy. Now that human
€havior can potentially be modified and DNA can be manipulated, Fukuyama asks, how wil

B Po:ftical order based on natural equality survive?
n “ 1 2 »
Fiuman Dignity,” a chapter from Our Posthuman Future, Fukuyama examines the

idea « ” w“ -

ofresc;fecf-;?,c;t;r :(és)a::e esztlent:al human ql,':alit?/ o that is worthy of a certain minimal level
looks. or Socia.l class l\;g]ar Sl olfm” Var)"f‘lg individual characteristics, such as skin color,
ol - Modern science, particularly the science of geneti i ing, Fuku-

yama claims, tends to disagree with th . © of genetic engineering, Fuku
From this scientific pers g. i © very l(_iea ofan essential human quality like FactorX.
and environmental m:ue:::t'\;:e,khuman beings are the end result of genetic accidents
tion that sci , > el however, finds merit in Pope John Paul II's asser-
.;em-:e can’t fully explain how human beings emerge from simpl nts. If

'that assertion is correct, Fukuyama speculates, what does this impl bp e conf!pon(,e t.)”-
ity to understand other complex systems? What does this mean f[')oy :h Ol;t scuenc]:cehs i an
consciousness and political systems? In “Human Dignity,” Fukuyar:'na :skittéltne c:ea:er? to
consider what happens to the idea of universal human equality when genetic :ngineering

can be used to “improve” human genes.
Given the seemingly inevitable progress of science, which undoubtedly will influence

you throughout your life, what does it mean to be human, and how can we preserve the
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qualities that make us so?
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Questions for Critical Reading

1. The idea ofa' Factor X” plays a central role in Fukuyama’s essay. As you read this
{ Jocate quotations where Fukuyama defines this term and then provide a definition o

| concept in your own words.

text,
f the

5. Do humans have an.“essence”? Locate passages from Fukuyama that support your
analysis. Does he think there is a human essence? What quotations make his position

clear? You will need to read his text closely and critically to determine his position.

_ As the title f)f this-seleFtion suggests, Fukuyama is centrally concerned with the concept
of human dignity in this chapter. Define human dignity, using quotations from Fuku-

yama that support your definition.

Human Dignity

: agine a new Natural Philosophy, continually con-

scious that the “natural object” produced by analysis and abstraction is not
! reality but only a view, and always correcting the abstraction? I hardly know
.. The regenerate science which I have in mind would
vhat modern science threatens to do

Is it, then, possible to im

what I am asking for. .
not do even to minerals and vegetables
to man himself. When it explained it would not explain away. When it spoke of

parts it would remember the whole. . .. The analogy between the Tao of Man
and the instincts of an animal species would mean for it new light cast on the
unknown thing, Instinct, by the only known reality of conscience and not a
reduction of conscience to the category of Instinct. Tts followers would not be
free with the words oniy and merely. In a word. it would conquer Nature with-
out being at the same time conquered by her and buy knowledge at a lower

cost than that of life.
—C.S.LEWIS, THE ABOLITION OF MAN'

According to the Decree by the Council of Europe on Human Cloning, “The instru-
mentalisation of human beings through the deliberate creation of genetically identical
human beings is contrary to human dignity and thus constitutes a misuse of medicine
and biology.”? Human dignity is one of those concepts that politicians, as well as vir-
tually everyone else in political life, like to throw around, but that almost no one can

either define or explain.
. Much of politics centers on the
nition to which it is related. That is,

question of human dignity and the desire for recog-
human beings constantly demand that others rec-

Ognize their dignity, either as individuals or as members of religious, ethnic, racial, or
other kinds of groups. The struggle for recognition is not economic: What we desire is
not money but that other human beings respect us in the way we think we deserve. In
earlier times, rulers wanted others to recognize their superior worth as king, emperor,
or lord. Today, people seek recognition of their equal status as members of formerly
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disrespected or devalued groups— as women, gays, Ukrainians the handicapped, Na.

tive Americans, and the like.? : ;
The demand for an equality of recognition or respect is the domlgant Pai31on of
: R o in Democracy in America.” What
modernity, as Tocqueville* noted over 170 years ag ‘ ¢ necessarily that w
this means in a liberal democracy is a bit complicated. It 1; rzoour ltons e B same
think we are equal in all important respects, OF demand t ta s M:
as everyone else’s. Most people accept the fact that .::1 Mozar gd [
chael Jordan has talents and abilities that they don't h‘;ve’ aith vhose talents. We .
and even monetary compensation for what he accomplishes w e g
cept, though we don’t necessarily like, the fact that resources ar o e of acquirjny
based on what James Madison called the “different and unegutathe cern and that th§
property.” But we also believe that people deserve to keep w *111 oyle We also accent
facultieé for working and earning will not be the same for a hpf.i 'lzie-s o ofdifferegt
the fact that we look different, come from different races and ethnicities,

sexes, and have different cultures.

| Factor X

What the demand for equality of recognition implies is that when vxlfe strip all of a pe'ar-
ental characteristics away, there remains some essential

human quality underneath that is worthy of a certain minimal level of respect—call |
it Factor X. Skin color, looks, social class and wealth, gender, cultural background, and |
even one’s natural talents are all accidents of birth relegated to the class of nonessential
characteristics. We make decisions on whom to befriend, whom to marry or do busi-
ness with, or whom to shun at social events on the basis of these secondary character-
istics. But in the political realm we are required to respect people equally on the basis
of their possession of Factor X. You can cook, eat, torture, enslave, or render the car-
cass of any creature lacking Factor X, but if you do the same thing to a human being,
you are guilty of a “crime against humanity.” We accord beings with Factor X not just
human rights but, if they are adults, political rights as well—that is, the right to live
in democratic political communities where their rights to speech, religion, association,
and political participation are respected.

The circle of beings to whom we attribute Factor X has been one of the most con-
tested issues throughout human history. For many societies, including most demo-
cratic societies in earlier periods of history, Factor X belonged to a significant subset of
the human race, excluding people of certain sexes, economic classes, races, and tribes
and pe(.)ple with l(?w intelligence, disabilities, birth defects, and the like. These societies
:‘g)‘i;i k;i)gskslg ssiggtrllf(i)z(i’ V\tfitl;l] d%fferent ClaSSf.:S possessing more or less of Factor X, and
bright red line aroundihz v.vhgﬁzay’f f:(;lr b}fheVel’S i dbera CQU?llity. Fact?r K etches 2:
for all of those on the inside, but azr'b et ol race and ool euailly o r.eSPe}f
boundary. Factor X is the h, ibutes g lower level Qf dignity to those outside th¢

uman essence, the most basic meaning of what it is to b

son’s contingent and accid

* Tocqueville: Alexis de Tocqueville (1805-18 59)

two-volume book Democraey i
‘ Yy in A i
American society [Ed.]. mera 1835 a

 French political thinker and historian best known for tfis
nd 1840), which examined changing social condition’ n




Human Dignity

fallhuman beings are in facte
hué?gnit y, then X must be some charactgg:} - Sowhag jg Fa
W iversally possessed by them. So whyyis  * 90€sit com "
fic o X, and where does it come from; s o
fac fof Christians, the answer ig fairl;}
o of God. and therefore shares in ¢
‘1111 ‘o8 higher level of respect than th

or X, and where
om?

€asy: It co
mes from g .
me of God’s sanctity, od. Man is created in the

, v-vhich entitles human be-

ont* who argued that Factor X was based :
I;hat is, human beings could differ in intelliogr(le;}:ee’ l:::: ﬁﬁ Clepacrcy for moral choice.
were equally able to act according to moral law or not H,uticai; infl gender, but all
because they alone had free will —not just the SUbiecti\;e illusion oefltfxlriz 378:?1 Slgtntlktly
actual a})ility to transce'nd natural determinism and the normal rules of causalllity. I?‘.
is the existence of free will that leads to Kant's well-known conclusion that human be-
ings are always to be treated as ends and not as means.

It would be very difficult for any believer in a materialistic account of the uni-
rerse—which includes the vast majority of natural scientists—to accept the Kantian
account of human dignity. The reason is that it forces them to accept a form of dual-
ism—that there is a realm of human freedom parallel to the realm of nature that is
not determined by the latter. Most natural scientists would argue that what we believe
tobe free will is in fact an illusion and that all human decision making can ultimately
be traced back to material causes. Human beings decide to do one thing over another
because one set of neurons fires rather than another, and those neuronal firings can be
traced back to prior material states of the brain. The human (.ilecision-mak‘in.g Process
may be more complex than that of other animals, but there 15 no sharp dmdm%1 hge
that distinguishes human moral choice from the kinds of chmees tk-lat .aée ma iha{
other animals, Kant himself does not offer any proof that free will exists; he says
it is < : bout the nature of moral-
ft Issimply a necessary postulate of pure practlcel ‘reasor-l aﬁst Ml e
y—hardly an argument that a hard-bitten empirical scien

Yeize the Power

T
t}ie Problem posed by modern natur
ore exists such a thing as a huma
®rn science for much of the past €

er. The very notion that
der relentless attack by

al science goes even deep
{ the most fundamental

n “essence” has been un
entury and a half. One 0

‘K«\ ¢ known for The Critique of Pure Reason
1ok Immanye) g 804), German philosophe” % 1 e know (B4
1781}: € wasg cnnfitm(a}{ Z?i?;iuestic,ms of how W¢ can know ¥
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. . . 6 That is, while Ari +
assertions of Darwinism* is that species do not have essences: Th ristotle

believed in the eternity of the species (i.e., that what we have been tlZibneshtr;lgat ?ffmes.
typical behavior” is something unchanging), Darwin? theqry f.ltla:[ll o onmont ‘lzbe-
havior changes in response to the organism’s interaction with its e m()n-a hat
is typical for a species represents a snapshot of the species at C_’lrllig different Sinc:Bt of
evolutionary time; what came before and what comes af.te.r wi cess o.f - Jar-
winism maintains that there is no cosmic teleology guiding e o duct of —re,
what seems to be the essence of a species is just an accidental by-product 014 random

evolutionary process.

In this perspective, what we h
typical human characteristics an
during what evolutionary biologists call
the precursors of modern humans were
For many, this suggests that human nature :
or values because it is historically contingent. David Hull,

I do not see why the existence of human universals is all that:' important. Pe.:r-
haps all and only people have opposable thumbs, use to.ols, live in true socie-
ties, or what have you. I think that such attributions are either false or vacuous,
but even if they were true and significant, the distributions of these particular

characters is largely a matter of evolutionary happenstance.’

The geneticist Lee Silver, trying to debunk the idea that there is a natural order that
could be undermined by genetic engineering, asserts,

ave been calling human nature is merely the species-
d behavior that emerged about 100,0QO years ago,
the “era of evolutionary adaptation” —when
living and breeding on the African savanna,
has no special status as a guide to morals
for example, argues,

Unfettered evolution is never predetermined [toward some goal], and not nec-
essarily associated with progress—it is simply a response to unpredictable
environmental changes. If the asteroid that hit our planet 60 million years
ago had flown past instead, there would never have been any human beings
at all. And whatever the natural order might be, it is not necessarily good. The
smallpox virus was part of the natural order until it was forced into extinction
by human intervention.®

This inability to define a natural essence doesn’t bother either writer. Hull, for example,
states that “I, for one, would be extremely uneasy to base something as important as
human rights on such temporary contingencies [as human nature]. . . I fail to see why
it matters. I fail to see, for example, why we must all be essentially the same to have
rights.” Silver, for his part, pooh-poohs fears about genetic engineering on the part of
those with religious convictions or those who believe in a natural order. In the future,
man will no longer be a slave to his genes, but their master:

Whg; ?Ogseize this power? Why not control what has been left to chance in the
past? Indeed, we control all other aspects of our children’s lives and identities

* Darwinism: Shorthand for naturalist C
T thfit only the species best adapted to the
Aristotle: Greek philosopher and enorm
was a student of Plato and a teacher of

'harles' Darwin's idea of evolution by natural selection, the concept
Ir environment survive [Ed.].

ously important figure in Western thought. Aristotle (384-322 BC)
Alexander the Great [Ed.].
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fact that they might assign themselves rights superior to those of the GenPoor. Since
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The blosthicist Peter Smfgfll;s Ve\tldvocacy of infanticide and euthanasia under cer-
BEoBk CONEOVErSy becanss 0 onsistent than most people on the conS?Quences of
tain ctreumstances, is stmply more ¢ ignity. Singer is an unabashed utilitarian: He be-
abandoning the concept of huma%dlir;ory ;)thics is to minimize suffering in the aggljei

i ant standar inuum of life and have no specia
lieves that the single relev . re part of a continu ly logical
an beings are pd . im to two perfectly log
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pain. The rights of certain animals, in his view, deserve greater respect than those of
certain human beings. ,
But Singer is not nearly forthright enough in following th.ese Ml through
to their logical conclusion, since he remains a committed egalitarian. What he doeg
not explain is why the relief of suffering should remain the only moral good. As usua],
the philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche was much more clear-eyed than anyone else iy
understanding the consequences of modern natural scienc.e and the abandonment of
the concept of human dignity. Nietzsche had the great insight to see that, on the one
hand, once the clear red line around the whole of humanity cguld no lopger be d_rawn,
the way would be paved for a return to a much more hierarchical ordering (?f somety.. If
there is a continuum of gradations between human and nonhuman, th.ere is a contin-
uum within the type human as well. This would inevitably mean the liberation of the
strong from the constraints that a belief in either God or Nature had placed on them.
On the other hand, it would lead the rest of mankind to demand health and safety as
the only possible goods, since all the higher goals that had once been se.t fgr them were
now debunked. In the words of Nietzsche’s Zarathustra, “One has one's little pleasure
for the day and one's little pleasure for the night: But one has a regard for health. ‘We
have invented happiness,’ say the last men, and they blink.”"! Indeed, both the return
of hierarchy and the egalitarian demand for health, safety, and relief of suffering might
all go hand in hand if the rulers of the future could provide the masses with enough of
the “little poisons” they demanded.

It has always struck me that one hundred years after Nietzsche's death, we are
much less far down the road to either the superman or the last man than he predicted.
Nietzsche once castigated John Stuart Mill as a “flathead” for believing that one could
have a semblance of Christian morality in the absence of belief in a Christian God. And
yet, in a Europe and an America that have become secularized over the past two gener-
ations, we see a lingering belief in the concept of human dignity, which is by now com-
pletely cut off from its religious roots. And not just lingering: The idea that one could

exclude any group of people on the basis of race, gender, disability, or virtually any
other characteristic from the charmed circle of those deserving recognition for human
dignity is the one thing that will bring total obloquy on the head of any politician who
proposes it. In the words of the philosopher Charles Taylor, “We believe it would be
utterly wrong and unfounded to draw the boundaries any narrower than around the
whole human race,” and should anyone try to do so, “we should immediately ask what
distinguished those within from those left out.”' The idea of the equality of human dig-
nity, deracinated from its Christian or Kantian origins, is held as a matter of religious
dogma by the most materialist of natural scientists. The continuing arguments over

the moral status of the unborn (about which more later) constitute the only exception
to this general rule.

The reasons for the persistence of the idea
complex. Partly

“ghost of dead r

of the equality of human dignity are
Itis a matter of the force of habit and what Max Weber once called the

_ . eligious beliefs” that continue to haunt us. Partly it is the product of his-
tO[‘lCE.ll accident: The last important political movement to explicitly deny the premisé
of universal human dignity was Nazism, and the horrifying consequences of the Nazis
racial and eu

genic policies were sufficient to inoculate those who experienced them for
the next couple of generations.

%
5
|
'i
|
|
|

put
puma? |
the grOU
dignity ‘
enviro?
jrration
Eu[‘Ope
rope, W
pot conx
over 1ré
comes
puman

All
and pre
and bec
guaran
inherit
cess. Of
means
SUCCESS
in the f
ing the
may 1
one da
traits 1

Tt
certaiy
But in
class, ;
A 200(
tions
humg
top ar



Human Dignity

. i f
But another important reason for the persistence of the idea of the umver;;llrg’ gf
a

puman dignity has to do with what we might call the nature of nature itself.
the grounds on which certain groups were historically denied their share of h
dignity were proven to be simply a matter of prejudice, or else based on cultura ,
environmental conditions that could be changed. The notions that women were 00
irrational or emotional to participate in politics, and that immigrants from southern
Europe had smaller head sizes and were less intelligent than those from northern Eu(i
rope, were overturned on the basis of sound, empirical science. That moral order di
not completely break down in the West in the wake of the destruction of consensus
over traditional religious values should not surprise us either, because moral order
comes from within human nature itself and is not something that has to be imposed on
human nature by culture.!3

All of this could change under the impact of future biotechnology. The most clear
and present danger is that the large genetic variations between individuals will narrow
and become clustered within certain distinct social groups. Today, the “genetic lottery”
guarantees that the son or daughter of a rich and successful parent will not necessarily
inherit the talents and abilities that created conditions conducive to the parent’s suc-
cess. Of course, there has always been a degree of genetic selection: Assortative mating
means that successful people will tend to marry each other and, to the extent that their
success is genetically based, will pass on to their children better life opportunities. But
in the future, the full weight of modern technology can be put in the service of optimiz-
ing the kinds of genes that are passed on to one’s offspring. This means that social elites
may not just pass on social advantages but embed them genetically as well. This may
one day include not only characteristics like intelligence and beauty, but behavioral
traits like diligence, competitiveness, and the like.

The genetic lottery is judged as inherently unfair by many because it condemns
certain people to lesser intelligence, or bad looks, or disabilities of one sort or another.
But in another sense it is profoundly egalitarian, since everyone, regardless of social
class, race, or ethnicity, has to play in it. The wealthiest man can and often does have
a good-for-nothing son; hence the saying “Shirtsleeves to shirtsleeves in three genera-
tions.” When the lottery is replaced by choice, we open up a new avenue along which
human beings can compete, one that threatens to increase the disparity between the
top and bottom of the social hierarchy.

What the emergence of a genetic overclass will do to the idea of universal human
dignity is something worth pondering. Today, many bright and successful young
people believe that they owe their success to accidents of birth and upbringing but for
which their lives might have taken a very different course. They feel themselves, in
other words, to be lucky, and they are capable of feeling sympathy for people who are
less lucky than they. But to the extent that they become “children of choice” who have
been genetically selected by their parents for certain characteristics, they may come to
believe increasingly that their success is a matter not just of luck but of good choices
and planning on the part of their parents, and hence something deserved, They will
look, think, act, and perhaps even feel differently from those who were not similarly
chosen, and may come in time to think of themselves as different kinds of creatures
They may, in short, feel themselves to be aristocrats, and unlike aristocrats of old thei1:
claim to better birth will be rooted in nature and not convention. ,

uman
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-

Aristotle’s discussion of slavery in Book I of the Politics is instructive on this scorg,
It is often condemned as a justification of Greek slavery, but in fact the discussion jg
far more sophisticated and is relevant to our thinking about genetic classes. Aristotle
makes a distinction between conventional and natural slavery."* He argues that slay. |
ery would be justified by nature if it were the case that there were people with naturally l
slavish natures. It is not clear from his discussion that he believes such people exis: "
Most actual slavery is conventional —that is, it is the result of victory in war or force,
or based on the wrong opinion that barbarians as a class should be slaves of Greeks s
The noble-born think their nobility comes from nature rather than acquired virtye
and that they can pass it on to their children. But, Aristotle notes, nature is “frequently
unable to bring this about.”* So why not, as Lee Silver suggests, “seize this power” to E
give children genetic advantages and correct the defect of natural equality? l
1
l
\
|

—~ =~ e

The possibility that biotechnology will permit the emergence of new genetic classes
has been frequently noted and condemned by those who have speculated about the fu-
ture.!” But the opposite possibility also seems to be entirely plausible—that there will
be an impetus toward a much more genetically egalitarian society. For it seems highly
unlikely that people in modern democratic societies will sit around complacently if
they see elites embedding their advantages genetically in their children.

Indeed, this is one of the few things in a politics of the future that people are likely
to rouse themselves to fight over. By this [ mean not just fighting metaphorically, in the
sense of shouting matches among talking heads on TV and debates in Congress, but
actually picking up guns and bombs and using them on other people. There are very
few domestic political issues today in our rich. sell-satisfied liberal democracies that
can cause people to get terribly upset, but the specter of rising genetic inequality may
well get people off their couches and into the streets.

If people get upset enough about genetic inequality. there will be two alternative
courses of action. The first and most sensible would simply be to forbid the use of bio-
technology to enhance human characteristics and decline to compete in this dimen-
sion. But the notion of enhancement may become too powerfully attractive to forgo,
or it may prove difficult to enforce a rule preventing people from enhancing their chil-
dren, or the courts may declare they have a right to do so. At this point a second pos-
sibility opens up, which is to use that same technology to raise up the bottom.'*

This is the only scenario in which it is plausible that we will see a liberal democracy

of the future get back into the business of state-sponsored eugenics. The bad old form
of eugenics discriminated against the disabled and less intelligent by forbidding them
to have children. In the future, it may be possible to breed children who are more intel-
ligent, more healthy, more “normal.” Raising the bottom s something that can only be
accomplished through the intervention of the state. Genetic enhancement technology
is likely to be expensive and involve some risk, but even if it were relatively cheap and
safe, people who are poor and lacking in education would still fail to take advantage of
it. So the bright red line of universal human dignity will have to be reinforced by allow-
ing the state to make sure that no one falls outside it.

The politics of breeding future human beings will be very complex. Up to now, the
Left has on the whole been opposed to cloning, genetic engineering, and similar bio-
technologies for a number of reasons, including traditional humanism, environrneﬂtﬁll
concerns, suspicion of technology and of the corporations that produce it. and fear Of
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eugenics. T?e Left has historically sought to play down the importance of heredity in
favor of social factors in explaining human outcomes. For people on the Left to comé
around and support genetic engineering for the disadvantaged, they would first have
to admit that genes are important in determining intelligence and other types of social
outcomes in the first place.

The Left has been more hostile to biotechnology in Europe than in North America.
Much of this hostility is driven by the stronger environmental movements there. which
have led the campaign, for example, against genetically modified foods. (Whether cer-
tain forms of radical environmentalism will translate into hostility to human biotech-
nology remains to be seen. Some environmentalists see themselves defending nature
from human beings, and seem to be more concerned with threats to nonhuman than
to human nature.) The Germans in particular remain very sensitive to anything that
smacks of eugenics. The philosopher Peter Sloterdijk raised a storm of protest in 1999
when he suggested that it will soon be impossible for people to refuse the power of selec-
tion that biotechnology provides them, and that the questions of breeding something
“beyond” man that were raised by Nietzsche and Plato could no longer be ignored."
He was condemned by the sociologist Jirgen Habermas, among others, who in other
contexts has also come out against human cloning.*’

On the other hand, there are some on the Left who have begun to make the case
for genetic engineering.*' John Rawls argued in A Theory of Justice that the unequal dis-
tribution of natural talents was inherently unfair. A Rawlsian should therefore want
to make use of biotechnology to equalize life chances by breeding the bottom up, as-
suming that prudential considerations concerning safety, cost, and the like would be
settled. Ronald Dworkin has laid out a case for the right of parents to genetically engi-

neer their children based on a broader concern to protect autonomy,?? and Laurence
a ban on cloning would be wrong because it might create

23

Tribe has suggested that
discrimination against children who were cloned in spite of the ban.

It is impossible to know which of these two radically different scenarios—one of
growing genetic inequality, the other of growing genetic equality —is more likely to
come to pass. But once the technological possibility for biomedical enhancement is re-
alized, it is hard to see how growing genetic inequality would fail to become one of the

chief controversies of twenty-first-century politics.

Human Dignity Redux

Denial of the concept of human dignity —that is, of the idea that there is something
unique about the human race that entitles every member of the species to a higher
moral status than the rest of the natural world—leads us down a very perilous path.
We may be compelled ultimately to take this path, but we should do so only with our
eyes open. Nietzsche is a much better guide to what lies down that road than the le-
gions of bioethicists and casual academic Darwinians that today are prone to give us

moral advice on this subject.
To avoid following that road, we need to take another look at the notion of human
a way to defend the concept against its detractors that

dignity, and ask whether there is !
is fully compatible with modern natural science but that also does justice to the full

meaning of human specificity. I believe that there is.
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In contrast to a number of conservative Protestant denominations that contip,
to hold a brief for creationism, the Catholic Church by the end of the twentieth cent N
had come to terms with the theory of evolution. In his 1996 message to the Ponltli;y
cal Academy of Sciences, Pope John Paul II corrected the encyclical Humani Jgenerig f
Pius XTI, which maintained that Darwinian evolution was a serious hypothesig bl(l)t
one that remained unproven. The pope stated, “Today, almost half a century afte, th
publication of the Encyclical, new knowledge has led to the recognition of the theory Oef
evolution as more than a hypothesis. It is indeed remarkable that this theory hag been
progressively accepted by researchers, following a series of discoveries in various fields
of knowledge. The convergence, neither sought nor fabricated, of the results of work
that was conducted independently is in itself a significant argument in favor of thig
theory. 2

But the pope went on to say that while the church can accept the view that map jg
descended from nonhuman animals, there is an “ontological leap” that occurs some.
where in this evolutionary process.?” The human soul is something directly created by
God: Consequently, “theories of evolution which, in accordance with the philosophieg
inspiring them, consider the mind as emerging from the forces of living nature, or as 3
mere epiphenomenon of this matter, are incompatible with the truth about man.” The
pope continued, “Nor are they able to ground the dignity of the person.”

The pope was saying, in other words, that at some point in the 5 million years
between man's chimplike forebears and the emergence of modern human beings, a
human soul was inserted into us in a way that remains mysterious. Modern natural
science can uncover the time line of this process and explicate its material correlates,
but it has not fully explained either what the soul is or how it came to be. The church
has obviously learned a great deal from modern natural science in the past two cen-
turies and has adjusted its doctrines accordingly. But while many natural scientists
would scoff at the idea that they have anything to learn from the church, the pope has
pointed to a real weakness in the current state of evolutionary theory, which scientists
would do well to ponder. Modern natural science has explained a great deal less about
what it means to be human than many scientists think it has.

Parts and Wholes

Many contemporary Darwinians believe that they have demystified the problem of
how human beings came to be human through the classical reductionist methods of
modern natural science. That is, any higher-order behavior or characteristic, such
as language or aggression, can be traced back through the firing of neurons to the
biochemical substrate of the brain, which in turn can be understood in terms of the
simpler organic compounds of which it is composed. The brain arrived at its present
state through a series of incremental evolutionary changes that were driven by ran-
dom variation, and a process of natural selection by which the requirements of the
surrounding environment selected for certain mental characteristics. Every human
characteristic can thus be traced back to a prior material cause. If, for example, We
today love to listen to Mozart or Beethoven, it is because we have auditory systems that
were evolved, in the environment of evolutionary adaptation, to discriminate between
certain kinds of sounds that were necessary perhaps to warn us against predators or

to help us on a hunt.?®
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The problem with this kind of thinking is not that it is necessarily false but that it is
blem

ufficient to explain many of the most salient and unique human traits. The pro

ins
lies in the met_hOdQIOgy of reductionism itself for understanding complex systems. and
articularly biological ones.
ural sci-

Reductionism constitutes, of course, one of the foundations of modern nat
ence and is responsible for many of its greatest triumphs. You see before you two ap-
different substances, the graphite in your pencil lead and the diamond in your
and you might be tempted to believe that they were essentially dif-
nist chemistry has taught us that in fact they are both

bstance, carbon, and that the apparent differences are
n atoms are bonded. Reductionist

s back to subatomic particles

parently
engagement ring,
ferent substances. But reductio
composed of the same simpler su
not ones of essence but merely of the way the carbo

as been busy over the past century tracing atom

physics h
ed set of basic forces of nature.

and thence back to an even more reduc
But what is appropriate for domains in physics, like celestial mechanics and fluid

dynamics. is not necessarily appropriate for the study of objects at the opposite end of
the complexity scale, like most biological systems, because the behavior of complex

cannot be predicted by simply aggregating or scaling up the behavior of the
* The distinctive and easily recognizable behavior of a flock
for example, is the product of the interaction of individual
ules (fly next to a partner, avoid

systems
parts that constitute them.
of birds or a swarm of bees,
birds or bees following relatively simple behavioral r
obstacles, and so on), none of which encompasses or defines the behavior of the flock

arm as a whole. Rather. the group behavior “emerges” as a result of the interac-
he relationship between parts

individuals that make it up. In many cases, t
i+ That is, increasing input A increases output Bup to a certain
d unexpected output C. This is

es a qualitatively difterent an
Is like water: H,0 undergoes a phase transition
t, something that one would not necessarily

or sw
tion of the
and wholes is nonlinec
point, whereupon it creat
true even of relatively simple chemica
from liquid to solid at 32 degrees Fahrenhei

predict on the basis of knowledge of'its chemical composition.
That the behavior of complex wholes cannot be understood as the aggregated be-

havior of their parts has been understood in the natural sciences for some time now,*

and has led to the development of the field of so-called nonlinear or “complex adaptive”
he emergence of complexity. This approach is, in a way,

systems, which try to model t
the opposite of reductionism: It shows that while wholes can be traced back to their
simpler antecedent parts, there is no simple predictive model that allows us to move
from the parts to the emergent behaviors of the wholes. Being nonlinear, they may be
extremely sensitive to small differences in starting conditions and thus may appear
chaotic even when their behavior is completely deterministic.
This means that the behavior of complex systems is much more difficult to under-
stand than the founders of reductionist science once believed. The eighteenth-century
astronomer Laplace once said that he could precisely predict the future of the universe

n mechanics is based in large measure on the parallelogram rule,
on a body can be summed as if each were acting indepen-
rks for celestial bodies like planets and stars, and as-

* The determinism of classical Newlionia
which says that the effects of two forces acting
dently of the other. Newton shows that this rule wo

sumes that it will also work for other natural objects. like animals.
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on the basis of Newtonian mechanics, if he could know the mass and motion of the Uni-
verse's constituent parts.? No scientist could make this claim today —not just becausE
ofthe inherent uncertainties introduced by quantum mechanics but also because there
exists no reliable methodology for predicting the behavior of complex systems. I the
words of Arthur Peacocke, “The concepts and theories . . . that constitute the content
of the sciences focusing on the more complex levels are often (not always) logically not
reducible to those operative in the sciences that focus on their components.'® There

is a hierarchy of levels of complexity in the sciences, with human beings and humay
behavior occupying a place at the uppermost level.

Each level can give us some insight into the levels above it, but understanding the
lower levels does not allow one to fully understand the higher levels’ emergent proper-
ties. Researchers in the area of complex adaptive systems have created so-called agent-
based models of complex systems, and have applied them in a wide variety of areas,
from cell biology to fighting a war to distributing natural gas. It remains to be seen,
however, whether this approach constitutes a single, coherent methodology applicable
to all complex systems.*! Such models may tell us only that certain systems will remain
inherently chaotic and unpredictable, or that prediction rests on a precise knowledge
of initial conditions that is unavailable to us. The higher level must thus be understood
with a methodology appropriate to its degree of complexity.

We can illustrate the problematic relationship of parts to wholes by reference to

one unique domain of human behavior, politics.’? Aristotle states that man is a po-
litical animal by nature. If one were to try to build a case for human dignity based on
human specificity, the capability of engaging in politics would certainly constitute one
important component of human uniqueness. Yet the idea of our uniqueness in this re-
gard has been challenged. . . . [Clhimpanzees and other primates engage in something
thatlooks uncannily like human politics as they struggle and connive to achieve alpha
male status. They appear, moreover, to feel the political emotions of pride and shame
as they interact with other members of their group. Their political behavior can also
apparently be transmitted through nongenetic means, so that political culture would
not seem to be the exclusive preserve of human beings.” Some observers gleefully
cite examples like this to deflate human feelings of self-importance relative to other
species.

But to confuse human politics with the social behavior of any other species is to
mistake parts for wholes. Only human beings can formulate, debate, and modify ab-
stract rules of justice. When Aristotle asserted that man is a political animal by na-
ture, he meant this only in the sense that politics is a potentiality that emerges over
time.’* He notes that human politics did not begin until the first lawgiver established
a state and promulgated laws, an event that was of great benefit to mankind but that
Wwas contingent on historical developments. This accords with what we know today
about the emergence of the state, which took place in parts of the world like Egypt and
Babylonia perhaps 10,000 years ago and was most likely related to the development of
agriculture. For tens of thousands of years before that, human beings lived in stateless
hunter-gatherer societies in which the largest group numbered no more than 50

109 individuals, most of them related by kinship.’s So in a certain sense, while human
sociability is obviously natural, it is not clear that humans are political animals by
nature.
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But Ari§totle linsist§ that politics is natural to man despite the fact that it did not
at all 1;1 early é)grlods of human history. He argues that it is human language
s human beings to formulate laws and abstract principles of justice that are

to the creation of a state and of political order. Ethologists have noted that
nzees and other ani-

ecies has human
principles of ac-
lity and human

exist
that allow

necessary
many other species communicate with sounds, and that chimpa

mals cant Jlearn human language to a limited extent. But no other sp
1anguage‘”that is, the ability to formulate and communicate abstract
tion. It 18 only when these two natural characteristics, human sociabi
language, come together that human politics emerges. Human language obviously
evolved to promote sociability, but it is very unlikely that there were evolutionary
forces shaping it to become an enabler of politics. It was rather like one of Stephen Jay
Gould’s spandrels,” something that evolved for one reason but that found another key

ombined in a human whole.** Human politics, though natural in an

purpose when ¢
emergent sense, isnot reducible to either animal sociability or animal language. which

were its precursors.

Consciousness
ability of a reductionist materialist science to explain observ-

glaringly evident is the question of human consciousness. By
states: not just the thoughts and images that

ding this page, but also the sensations, feel-

The area in which the in
able phenomena is most
consciousness I mean subjective mental
appear to you as you are thinking or rea

ings, and emotions that you experience as part of everyday life.
There has been a huge amount of research and theorizing about consciousness
asure from the neurosciences and

over the past two generations, coming in equal me
(AI). Particularly in the latter field

from studies in computer and artificial intelligence
there are many enthusiasts who are convinced that with more powerful computers
and new approaches to computing, such as neural networks, we are on the verge of

a breakthrough in which mechanical computers will achieve consciousness. There
have been conferences and earnest discussions devoted to the question of whether it
would be moral to turn off such a machine if and when this breakthrough occurs, and
whether we would need to assign rights to conscious machines.

The fact of the matter is that we are nowhere close to a breakthrough; conscious-
ness remains as stubbornly mysterious as it ever was. The problem with the current
state of thinking begins with the traditional philosophical problem of the ontological
status of consciousness. Subjective mental states, while produced by material biologi-
cal processes, appear to be of a very different, nonmaterial order from other phenom-
ena. The fear of dualism —that is, the doctrine that there are two essential types of
being, material and mental —is SO strong among researchers in this field that it has led
them to palpably ridiculous conclusions. In the words of the philosopher John Searle,

ve of the last fifty
d certain branc

Seen from the perspecti years, the philosophy of mind, as
hes of psychology, present a very

well as cognitive science an

—
e that emerges. unplanned by the architect, from the intersection of a

%
ld\ spandre] is an architectural featur
ome and the walls that support it.
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curious spectacle. The most striking feature is how much of mainstream phi-
losophy of mind of the past fifty years seems obviously false . . . in the philoso-
phy of mind, obvious facts about the mental, such as that we all really do have
subjective conscious mental states and that these are not eliminable in favor
of anything else. are routinely denied by many. perhaps most. of the advanced
thinkers in the subject.”

An example of a patently false understanding of consciousness comes from one of the
leading experts in the field, Daniel Dennett, whose book € onsciousness Explained finally
comes to the following definition of consciousness: “Human consciousness is itself a
huge complex of memes (or more exactly, meme-effects in brains) that can best be un-
derstood as the operation of a ‘von Neumannesque’ virtual machine implemented in the -,\
parallel architecture of a brain that was not designed for any such activities.”** A naive
reader may be excused for thinking that this kind of statement doesn't domuch atall to
advance our understanding of consciousness. Dennett is saying in effect that human
consciousness is simply the by-product of the operations of a certain type of computer, \
and if we think that there is more to it than that, we have a mistakenly old-fashioned “‘
view of what consciousness is. As Searle says of this approach, it works only by denying
the existence of what you and [ and everyone else understand consciousness to be (that

e

is, subjective feelings).”
Similarly, many of the researchers in the field of artificial intelligence sidestep the 5

question of consciousness by in effect changing the subject. They assume that the brain

is simply a highly complex type of organic computer that can be identified by its exter-
nal characteristics. The well-known Turing test asserts that if a machine can perform

a cognitive task such as carrying on a conversation in a way that {rom the outside is
indistinguishable from similar activities carried out by a human being, then it is indis-
tinguishable on the inside as well. Why this should be an adequate test of human men-
tality is a mystery, for the machine will obviously not have any subjective awareness
of what it is doing, or feelings about its activities.* This doesn't prevent such authors as
Hans Moravec *° and Ray Kurzweil?' from predicting that machines, once they reacha
requisite level of complexity, will possess human attributes like consciousness as well.*
If they are right, this will have important consequences for our notions of human dig-
nity, because it will have been conclusively proven that human beings are essentially
nothing more than complicated machines that can be made out of silicon and transis-
tors as easily as carbon and neurons.

The likelihood that this will happen seems very remote, however, not so much be-
cause machines will never duplicate human intelligence—1 suspect they will probabW
be able to come very close in this regard —but rather because it is impossible to €€
how they will come to acquire human emotions. It is the stuff of science fiction for an
android, robot, or computer to suddenly start experiencing emotions like fear, opé:

* 1 wge A . . ., "
Se;lrle s critique of this approach is contained in his “Chinese room” puzzle, which raises the questio? o
whether a computer could be said to understand Chinese any more than a non-Chinese-speaking individual

18%‘;‘;;“ a{"{"m who received instructions on how to manipulate a series of symbols in Chinese. See Searle
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how this might comeé
no one under-
to exist in

even sexual desire, but no one has come remotely close to positing
about. The problem is not simply that, like the rest of consciousness.
stands what emotions are ontologically; no one understands why they came
human biology.

There are of course functional reasons for feelings like pai
didn't find sex pleasurable we wouldn't reproduce, and if we didn’t feel pain fro
we would be burning ourselves constantly. But state-of-the-art thinking in cognitive
science maintains that the particular subjective form that the emotions take is not nec-
essary to their function. It is perfectly possible, for example, to design a robot with heat
sepsors in its fingers connected to an actuator that would pull the robot’s hand away
from a fire. The robot could keep itself from being burned without having any subjec-
tive sense of pain, and it could make decisions on which objectives to fulfill and which
activities to avoid on the basis of a mechanical computation of the inputs of different
electrical impulses. A Turing test would say it was a human being in its behavior, but
it would actually be devoid of the most important quality of a human being, feelings.
The actual subjective forms that emotions take are today seen in evolutionary biology

and in cognitive science as no more than epiphenomenal to their underlying function;

there are no obvious reasons this form should have been selected for in the course of

evolutionary history.*’
As Robert Wright points out, this leads to the very bizarre outcome that what is

most important to us as human beings has no apparent purpose in the material scheme
of things by which we became human.** For it is the distinctive human gamut of emo-
tions that produces hiuiman purposes, goals, objectives, wants, needs, desires, fears,
aversions, and the like and hence is the source of human values. While many would list
human reason and humaii moral choice as the most important unique human charac-
teristics that give our species dignity, [ would argue that possession of the full human

emotional gamut is at least as important, if not more so.
a demonstrates the importance of human emo-

The political theorist Robert McShe
tions to our commonsense understanding of what it means to be human by asking us
to perform the following thought experiment.*> Suppose you met two creatures on a
desert island, both of which had the rational capacity of a human being and hence the
ability to carry on a conversation. One had the physical form of a lion but the emotions
of a human being, while the other had the physical form of a human being but the
emotional characteristics of a lion. Which creature would you feel more comfortable
with, which creature would you be more
likely to befriend or enter into a moral re-
lationship with? The answer, as countless We would regard a Mr. Spock
children’s books with sympathetic talking Wh(f was truly devoid of any
lions suggest, is the lion, because species- . feelings as a psychopath and a
typical human emotions are more critical ~ monster.

to our sense of our own humanness than ei-
ther our reason or our physical appearance. The coolly analytical Mr. Spock in the TV

series Star Trek appears at times more likable than the emotional Mr. Scott only because
we suspect that somewhere beneath his rational exterior lurk deeply buried human
feelings. Certainly many of the female characters he encountered in the series hoped
they could rouse something more than robotic responses from him.

n and pleasure. If we
m fire
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On the other hand, we would regard a Mr. Spock who was truly devoid of any feel.
ings as a psychopath and a monster. If he offered us a benefit, we might accept j; but
would feel no gratitude because we would know it was the product of rational caleyly,
tion on his part and not goodwill. If we double-crossed him, we would feel ng guilt
because we know that he cannot himself entertain feelings of anger or of having beex;
betrayed. And if circumstances forced us to kill him to save ourselves, or to sacrifiee
his life in a hostage situation, we would feel no more regret than if we lost any other
valuable asset, like a car or a teleporter.*® Even though we might want to COOperate
with this Mr. Spock, we would not regard him as a moral agent entitled to the respect
that human beings command. The computer geeks in Al labs who think of themselyeg
as nothing more than complex computer programs and want to download themselyeg
into a computer should worry, since no one would care if they were turned off for gooq

So there is a great deal that comes together under the rubric of consciousness thgt

helps define human specificity and hence human dignity, which nonetheless canngt
currently be fully explicated by modern natural science. It is not sufficient to argue that
some other animals are conscious, or have culture, or have language, for their con-
sciousness does not combine human reason, human language, human moral choice,
and human emotions in ways that are capable of producing human politics, human
art, or human religion. All of the nonhuman precursors of these human traits that ex-
isted in evolutionary history, and all of the material causes and preconditions for theijr
emergence, collectively add up to much less than the human whole. Jared Diamond in
his book The Third Chimpanzee notes the fact that the chimpanzee and human genomes
overlap by more than 98 percent, implying that the differences between the two species
are relatively trivial# But for an emergent complex system, small differences can lead
to enormous qualitative changes. It is a bit like saying there is no significant ditference
between ice and liquid water because they differ in temperature by only 1 degree.

Thus one does not have to agree with the pope that God directly inserted a human

soul in the course of evolutionary history to acknowledge with him that there wasa
very important qualitative, if not ontological, leap that occurred at some point in this
process. It is this leap from parts to a whole that ultimately has to constitute the basis
for human dignity, a concept one can believe in even if one does not begin from the
pope’s religious premises.

What this whole is and how it came to be remain, in Searle’s word, “mysterious.’
None of the branches of modern natural science that have tried to address this question
have done more than scratch the surface, despite the belief of many scientists that they
have demystified the entire process. It is common now for many Al researchers to say
that consciousness is an “emergent property” of a certain kind of complex computer.
But this is no more than an unproven hypothesis based on an analogy with other com-
plex systems. No one has ever seen consciousness emerge under experimental COI}dl’
tions, or even posited a theory as to how this might come about. It would be surprising
if the process of “emergence” didn't play an important part in explaining how human
came to be human, but whether that is all there is to the story is something we do not
at present know. ,

This is not to say that the demystification by science will never happen. Searle hl,m'
selfbelieves that consciousness is a biological property of the brain much like the ﬁrmi
of neurons or the production of neurotransmitters and that biology will someday

2
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able to explain how organic tissue can produce it. He argues that our present prob-

. de . .
s in understanding consciousness do not require us to adopt a dualistic ontology

lem
em of how con-

or abandon the scientific framework of material causation. The probl
sciousness arose does not require recourse to the direct intervention of God.
It does not, on the other hand, rule it out, either.

what to Fight For

If what gives us dignity and a moral status higher than that of other living creatures
is relz_it?d to the fact that we are complex wholes rather than the sum of simple parts,
then it is clear that there is no simple answer to the question, What is Factor X? That is,
tor X cannot be reduced to the possession of moral choice, or reason, or Janguage,
or sentience, or emotions, or consciousness, or any other quality that has
d for human dignity. [t is all of these qualities coming together
in a human whole that make up Factor X. Every member of the human species pos-
sesses a genetic endowment that allows him or her to become a whole human being,
an endowment that distinguishes a human in essence from other types of creatures.

A moment's reflection will show that none of the key qualities that contribute to
human dignity can exist in the absence of the others. Human reason, for example, is
not that of a computers it is pervaded by emotions, and its functioning is in fact facili-
tated by the latter.*® Moral choice cannot exist without reason. needless to say. but it
is also grounded in feelings such as pride, anger, shame, and sympathy.*” Human con-
sciousness is not just individual preferences and instrumental reason, but is shaped
intersubjectively by other consciousnesses and their moral evaluations. We are social
and political animals not merely because we are capable of game-theoretic reason, but
because we are endowed with certain social emotions. Human sentience is not that of
a pig or a horse, because it is coupled with human memory and reason.

This protracted discussion of human dignity is intended to answer the following
question: What is it that we want to protect from any future advances in biotechnol-
ogy? The answer is, we want to protect the full range of our complex, evolved natures
against attempts at self-modification. We do not want to disrupt either the unity or the
continuity of human nature, and thereby the human rights that are based on it.

If Factor X is related to our Very complexity and the complex interactions of
uniquely human characteristics like moral choice, reason, and a broad emotional

gamult, it is reasonable to ask how and why biotechnology would seek to make us less
the constant pressure that exists to reduce the ends of

complex. The answer lies in

biomedicine to utilitarian ones— that is, the attempt to reduce a complex diversity of
natural ends and purposes to just a few simple categories like pain and pleasure, or au-
tonomy. There is in particular a constant predisposition to allow the relief of pain and
suffering to automatically trump all other human purposes and objectives. For this

will be the constant trade-off that biotechnology will pose: We can cure this disease,
or prolong this person’s li s child more tractable, at the expense of some

ineffable human quality like or sheer diversity.
That aspect of our complex nat has to do with our emotional

gamut. We will be constantly temp nderstand v.vhat “good” and
“bad” emotions are, an d that we can d by suppressing the latter, by
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or sociability,
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gg;i% io make people less aggressive, more sociable, more compliant, less depregee
. 1 itarian goal of minimizing suffering is itself very problematic. No one can mgj, .
a brief in favor of pain and suffering, but the fact of the matter is that what we consig e
to be the highest and most admirable human qualities, both in ourselves and in othe:;r
are often related to the way that we react to, confront, overcome, and frequently SUC:
cumb to pain, suffering, and death. In the absence of these human evils there woyq
be no sympathy, compassion, courage, heroism, solidarity, or strength of characterx 5
person who has not confronted suffering or death has no depth. Our ability to exper;.
ence these emotions is what connects us potentially to all other human beings, boty,
living and dead.

Many scientists and researchers would say that we don’t need to worry about fene.
ing off human nature, however defined, from biotechnology, because we are a very
long way from being able to modify it. and may never achieve the capability. They may
be right: Human germ-line engincering and the use of recombinant DNA technology
on humans are probably much further off than many people assume, though human

cloning is not.

But our ability to manipu
ment of genetic engineering. Virt
through genetic engineering we wi
neuropharmacology. And we will face |

Jate human behavior is not dependent on the develop-
ually everything we can anticipate being able to do
Il most likely be able to do much sooner through
arge demographic changes in the populations

that find new biomedical technologies available to them, not only in terms of age and
sex distributions, but in terms of the quality of life of important population groups.

The widespread and rapidly growing use of drugs like Ritalin and Prozac demon-
strates just how eager we are to make use of technology to alter ourselves. If one of the
key constituents of our nature, something on which we base our notions of dignity, has
to do with the gamut of normal emotions shared by nnman beings, then we are already
trying to narrow the range for the utilitarian ends of heaith and convenience.

Psychotropic drugs do not alter the germ line or produce heritable effects in the
way that genetic engineering someday might. But they already raise important issues
about the meaning of human dignity and are a harbinger of things to come.

When Do We Become Human?
In the near term, the big ethical controversies raised by biotechnology will not be
threats to the dignity of normal adult human beings but rather to those who posséss
something less than the full complement of capabilities that we have defined as charac-
terizing human specificity. The largest group of beings in this category are the unbori,
but it could also include infants, the terminally sick, elderly people with debilitating
diseases, and the disabled.

This issue has already come up with regard to stem cell research and cloning
Embryonic stem cell research requires the deliberate destruction of embryos, while
so-called therapeutic cloning requires not just their destruction but their deliberat®
creation for research purposes prior to destruction. (As bioethicist Leon Kass notes:

other perso®®
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) Both activities have been

therapeutic cloning is not therapeutic for the embryo.
t conception and that em-

strongly condemned by those who believe that life begins a
bryos have full moral status as human beings.

I do not want to rehearse the whole history of the abortio
contested question of when life begins. I personally do not begin with religious convic-

ns on this issue and admit to considerable confusion in trying to think through its
s the natural-rights approach to

s of the unborn, the dis-
but it can at least help us

n debate and the hotly

tio
rights and wrongs. The question here is, What doe
puman dignity outlined here suggest about the moral statu
abled, and so on? I'm not sure it produces a definitive answer,
frame an answer to the question.

At first blush, a natural-rights doctrine that bases human dignity on the fact that
the human species possesses certain unique characteristics would appear to allow a
gradation of rights depending on the degree to which any individual member of that
species sharesin those characteristics. An elderly person with Alzheimer's, for example.
has lost the normal adult ability to reason, and therefore that part of his dignity that
would permit him to participate in politics by voting or running for office. Reason,
moral choice, and possession of the species-typical emotional gamut are things that
are shared by virtually all human beings and therefore serve as a basis for universal
equality. but individuals possess these traits in greater or lesser amounts: Some are
more reasonable, have stronger consciences or more sensitive emotions than others.
At one extreme, minute distinctions could be made between individuals based on the
degree to which they possess these basic human qualities, with differentiated rights
assigned to them on that basis. This has happened before in history: it is called natural
aristocracy. The h ierarchical system it implies is one of the reasons people have become
suspicious of the very concept of natural rights.

There is a strong prudential reason for not being too hierarchical in the assign-
ment of political rights, however. There is, in the lirst place, no consensus on a precise
definition of that list of essential human characteristics that qualify an individual for
rights. More important, judgments about the degree to which a given individual pos-
sesses one or another of these qualities are very difficult to make, and usually suspect,
because the person making the judgment is seldom a disinterested party. Most real-
world aristocracies have been conventional rather than natural, with the aristocrats
assigning themselves rights that they claimed were natural but that were actually
based on force or convention. It is therefore appropriate to approach the question of
who qualifies for rights with some liberality.

Nonetheless, every contemporary liberal democracy does in fact differentiate rights
based on the degree to which individuals or categories of individuals share in certain
species-typical characteristics. Children. for example, do not have the rights of adults
because their capacities for reason and moral choice are not fully developed,; they can-
not vote and do not have the freedom of person that their parents do in making choices
about where to live, whether to go to school, and so on. Societies strip criminals of
basic rights for violating the Jlaw, and do so more severely in the case of those regarded
as lacking a basic human moral sense. In the United States, they can be deprived even
of the right to life for certain kinds of crimes. We do not officially strip Alzheimer’s pa-
tients of their political rights, but we do restrict their ability to drive and make financial
decisions, and in practice they usually cease to exercise their political rights as well.
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From a natural-rights perspective, then, one could argue that it is Ieasongap)
assign the unborn different rights from those of either infants or children, A g, tlo
infant may not be capable of reason or moral choice, but it already possesses impof,: 9
elements of the normal human emotional gamut—it can get upset, bond to its motl?Ilt
expect attention, and the like, in ways that a day-old embryo cannot. Itis the ViOlatier'
of the natural and very powerful bonding that takes place between parent and infagil
in fact, that makes infanticide such a heinous crime in most societies. That we typicaly,
hold funerals after the deaths of infants but not after miscarriages is testimony t, thi
naturalness of this distinction. All of this suggests that it does not make sense to treas
embryos as human beings with the same kinds of rights that infants possess.
Against this line of argument, we can pose the following considerations, again yq
from a religious but from a natural-rights perspective. An embryo may be lacking j,
some of the basic human characteristics possessed by an infant, but it is also not jyg
another group of cells or tissue. because it has the potential to become a full humgap
being. In this respect, it differs from an infant, which also lacks many of the most in.
portant characteristics of a normal adult human being, only in the degree to which it
has realized its natural potential. This implies that while an embryo can be assigneda
lower moral status than an infant, it has a higher moral status than other kinds of cells
or tissue that scientists work with. It is therefore reasonable, on nonreligious grounds,
to question whether researchers should be free to create, clone, and destroy human
embryos at will.

Ontogeny recapitulates phylogeny. We have argued that in the evolutionary pro-
cess that leads from prehuman ancestor to human beings. there was a qualitative leap
that transformed the prehuman precursors of language, reason, and emotion infoa
human whole that cannot be explained as a simple sum of its parts, and that remains
an essentially mysterious process. Something similar happens with the development
of every embryo into an infant, child, and adult human being: What starts out asa
cluster of organic molecules comes Lo possess consciousness, reason, the capacity for
moral choice, and subjective emotions, in a manner that remains equally mysterious.

Putting these facts together—that an embryo has a moral status somewhere
between that of an infant and that of other types of cells and tissue, and that the
transformation of the embryo into something with a higher status is a mysterious pro-
cess—suggests that if we are to do things like harvest stem cells from embryos, W
should put a lot of limits and constraints around this activity to make sure that it does
not become a precedent for other uses of the unborn that would push the envelope
further. To what extent are we willing to create and grow embryos for utilitarian pur-
poseg? Supposing some miraculous new cure required cells not from a day-old embry®
but t}ssue from a month-old fetus? A five-month-old female fetus already has in her
ovaries all the eggs she will ever produce as a woman; supposing someone wanted 8¢
cgss to them? If we get too used to the idea of cloning embryos for medical pufposes'
will we know when to stop?

If- the question of equality in a future biotech world threatens to tear up the Left '
the Right will quite literally fall apart over questions related to human dignity- In the
United S'taties, the. Right (as represented by the Republican Party) is divided betweel
;:c;)nomlc hberjcarlans, who like entrepreneurship and technology with minimal 78"
ation, and social conservatives, many of whom are religious, who care about a rang’

fi i i i
of issues including abortion and the family. The coalition between these two 8F oups’
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usually Strong © nough to hold up during elections, but it papers over sOme fundamen-
tal differences m .OUﬂOOk. It is not clear that this alliance will survive the emergence
of new technOloglgs‘that, on the one hand, offer enormous health benefits and money-
making oppor t_unltles for the biotech industry, but, on the other require violating
deeply held ethical norms. ’ ’

We are thus brought back to the question of politics and political strategies. For if

iable concept of human dignity out there, it needs to be defended, not just

thereisaVv
and protected by viable political

in philosophical tracts but in the real world of politics,

institutions. . - .
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