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Good, Better, or Best?

Arttnr L, Ciaplan

The rise of anti-meliorism

Excellence hag come in for a lot of bad press recently. A torrent of boobs
and articles have appeared [see list of References, 1—10, 20] all raising
serious ethical questions about the wisdom and morality of trying to use
new biemedical knowledse to pertect curselves or our offspring. Of course,
beating up on the heeral pursuit of perfection s silly. As the armist Salvadore
Dali tamously pointed out, “Have no fear of perfection =—vou'll never
reach i

Cntcs of those who allegedly seck to perfect human beings by means
of hicengineenng know thas. Monetheless, they often invoke the rhetonc
of "perfection’ i therr cotiques since the pursmt of perfection seems
arrogant at best and silly at worst, Pedfection, however, while an easy
target, 15 not ther real target. What they really are astacking 15 the far more
frequently expressed, albenr Bir less lofiv, and, notably, B les controversal
goal—improvement. The cnties are very concerned about the drive to
improve or enhance particulae human behaviors, mots or features by the
.;L1]_'-|'i|;';|l:'i-:_1|:| of |_~111|:_'rlﬂ'r|g baoamedueal ]-Lrlq_11.1.']|.'|_|g|:_' I |_5|:_'|:||_~1'i-e;5.I THETITUS e e,
1_1|:|1'|r|||;4,|_'\-:_1|.|,:‘§_|r:|-' anal ]_'-|'| :,-*sl.l,ﬂl.:-g}l

Those who 1 will lump together as “ann-meliorists’ wonder how we
will ever resist the obvious temypration to put the explosion of hicmedical
knowledgre to use for the aim of improving ourselves, They are quick o
nate that we are already edging down the melionstic road. Breasts are being:
aungimented, wrinkles amoothed, far suctioned. Blood doped and moods
calmed. Where the anti-melionss wonder will this all end?
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Whey is the dnve to improve ourselves so disturbing to anti-meliorists?
Their arpuments cluster around these kev worries; that the pursuit of
perfection by biomedical means s vain, selfish and unreswarding [1, 2, 3.
&, 7], that improving oursclves i unfur [1, 3. 4. 19], thar the happmess
achieved through engineenng with an eve toward mmprovement will lead
to a deformation of cur character and spant [0, 2, 4. 9], improvement
im performance that 5 boenmneered 15 not anthenoc and therefore not
morally proper [1, 2, 9, 10], accepting enhancement will undermune and
deform the role of parent [¢] and, that enhancement or improvement
iakate homan naturee [2, 4, 5.7, 8, 0] or warse sull, may actually desroy i
2. . 7. 0]

[amm going o spend biedle tme examimmg concerns about vaniy, Yanary
andd self=regard are wot the same things. Self-regand, m moderatnon, 15 not
a maral el And when escnmimed I_'aﬂ_'!:l,:l”"u' the ant-miehorst mveeaton
of vanity seems to me to be based on the assertion that the pursuit of
improvement by means of bicengineering is of necessity vain rather than
gmply an instance of legitimate self-regard. Wanting to look better or
funcrion more etficiently cannot justifiably be dismissed as mere vaniry.
The anti-meliorist must fest vell ws how to recognize morally suspect vaniry
froim morally legitimate self-regard.

[ will alse pass over anti-meelioniss arguments about inequity since they
miss the relevant mark, When it comes o worries about far access o
michiorstic bictechnologies, those concerned about equity worry either
about the creagon of more "haves” and “have not'—as the rch get berter,
the poor will languish or, the inequity of privace companies carning massye
profies by seducing ws all ineo frivelows efforts to improve ourselves (1o},

Equity and farness are major problems in this and every sooety, But,
concerns about equity do not speak o why improvement i wrong. Father
equity arguments tell us whether a pattern of mequality or a particolar
distribution of resources 15 nght or wrong, It 12 impotant to decde what
15 far m the distmbuoon of access to enhancement technologes or what
to do about greedy, manipulatve pharmaceutical or cosmetics imdustries
:I'I.-“ !I.H'I] [ :il:ll.l.:l w;|5l,irli_r| LFT |:r|.q,1:|:||.,'_'_.' (%14 'ﬁl.”"l' :I'I:il:l.Fb ".".'I'II;'I:I ﬂ_'.-l.] ]:Il..'.“]l.h I:H.'i.'l;jj
go unmet—bur these are manters thar are quute distinet from and hardly
utlii_]l.l.l_‘- I :i:|:|:|l1:r|.:-'.'|.'||||:_':|:|l, Vi T '|'|L|,:-'|-:_1gu_'a| |-l:'r|-:_1w|.-|,'-:_1g|.'. ]:-:_]I.Li1_'_.' argumments
e not showw whar 1% |.|:||'||:_'r|,~1'|l:'|"|.I WrOngE with thie desire 1o nse ]'||.|,:-1|,={]:|r|-:_1]|.:-5;_l_.'
ro amprove ourselves and oure children (113
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The remaining arcuments of and-meliorsm do engaee improvement on
its own terms and this do ment a response. 1t is the Lst of these arguments,
which I believe is at the core of ant-meliorst concerns. 5o [ will engage
the view that it iz wrong to tamper with human nature first and then return
to the remaning concems of anti-melionsts. [ do not think that any of
the arguments that have been brought forward provide a convincing case
AZANST ITPTOVEment.

Human nature inviolate?

It cannot simply be the pursuit of improvement that 15 making anti-
mebiorists nervous. Many religious maditions, selt-help, and spiritual move-
ments seck improvement, even perfection [12, 13, 14] but these evoke no
negative commentary from the ano-melionst. Mer, interestingly enough,
do recent and sustmned efforts to mmprove ammals and plants using bao-
technology evoke much more than an ethical vawn (with the excephon
of McKibben [2]). Rather, it s the use of bomedical knowledge applied
to vou and me that 15 the cux of their concern. Those who wormy about
what will become of human pature Fear that 1n applying new biomedical
knowledge to improve human beings something essential about humanity
will be los, I baomedical onkenng s allowed we will destroy the very
1|'|'i:|:|g l:]:|;|l: |||;4.|=u::";h us ]:||.t|||.;r|—-:_1|.|.r Tiature,

Anti-melicran ress, however, ona very shaky foundanen, Te suppornt
their poanon the ant-mehonsts muod state what homan natore i Despite
a great deal of hand-waving abowt thas they do net, They must alse be very
clear abour why they see human nature as static. They are not. And they
st advance an argumment about why human narure, which has evolved in
response [0 an enormaons array of random forces, accidental environmental
contingencies, and stochastic genetic events, tells us anvthing about what
is good or desirable mn terms of the teairs humans should possess. They
CAnmoL.

The products of the “random walk' of evelution, where a series of
contingent events mtersect to produce the patterns of lite we call crganisms,
do not teach any lessons about what we should become any more than
they can tell us what is right or wrong, gocd or bad. They merely are what
they are.
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[ there a ‘nature” thar is common o all humans both those that exast
now and those that have existed in the past? The fight over whether there
is any such thing as human nature 5 a long-ganding one [15. 16). But
one can concede that we have been shaped by a camsally powerful set
of genctic influences and selection forces and stll remam skeptical as to
whether these have produced a single ‘nature’ that all members of humanaty
possess, W hat exactly s the angle e or fAxed, determinate set of truts
that defines the nature of who humans are and have been throughout our
entire existence as a species on this planet? Unless they can articulate this
Platome essence, anti=mehonss who inveke the sanctory of homan nature
as the basis for ther moml concems aboat rnprosiemment lack a foundation
for therr argument, I one sarveys all bomans, acros cultures, those of all
ages and vamenes of congeratal defects, and those from differemt mes o
l:|1|:: pa:,]: 'il: hl.,'l’_'\ﬂ:l:l:ll.,'i |:|;||.'|_| [ L4} |;'-|_='|:i|.".'|.' any 3.'i:|:|lz]|_= I_r.;i[ 1L dl_"'iTI:iI:IF ol |'II.1:I:I:I-iI:I:I
TR,

Withour 2 demonstration of 2 ‘narure’ there is no basis for the claim
that change, improvement, and betterment always represent grave threars
to our esential humanicy, In facr, perhaps the only lesson thar evolution
reaches is thar adaptation o change is the key requirement for life on this
planer.

Woorse still for anti-melioniss, even if there s an amalzam of s that
might be roughly described as constituting human nature, thar does not
show that it iz wrong o wmper with those trats to try and improve
upon them. We are creatures whe have long tinkered with ourselves uang
all manner of technologies from clothing o medicines oo agriculurally
produced foods to telescopes to computers and oo arplanes.

Cur view of our "nature’ 15 closely bnked o the technologies that
we have mmwvented and to which we have adapeed [17]. We don't think
of ourselves as beng engneered for improvement but we are. We have
already engaged 0 systematic mebonsm vang saence and technology, We
are taveling, eatng, fyving, computing, and percerving inoways that are
distinct imiprovements upon what would be possible vang only cur natoral
q'|:||,|-;1u'|:r|.|_'T||:'§, .|.||l'_|'| I.:II_:I'II;'}I;.' I'i'l'l'lpﬂ'l'-'l.'l:l'l.{':l:ll_ﬁl LTI .||: il [ml.".' hl.'“ I.l 'I'ﬁ :I:Il.:ll.
clear that it as a price not swarth paying [15], And more to the pomt, there
1% o respsan to thunk ther thos cresamve |:rL;||:|i1_1|.|.|:4.1i|,:-:|:| ool o enviranrment,
:i:|:||_"|'|,:||,|:i:|:|l-_= cur own bodhes angd momds, 15 any T 1.1.'-:_1r||'|:|-' of melusion as Juart
af homan “nature” [10],
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Mor is there any nomative guidance offered by our evolutonary history
that shows why we should net oy to improve upon the biclogical design
with which we are endowed. Avgmenting breass or prolonging erections
may be vain, selt indulgene, trivial, and a waste of scarce resources but
seeking to vse our knowledge to enhance cur vision, memory, strength,
learmang skills, immumity, or metabolizn are pot obviowsly any of these
things.

Ultimately, anti-melionsm posits a static vision of human nature to
which the anti-melionsts mandare we reconcile ourselves, IF anvthing i
clear abour human sature ot 35 thar this s med an accurate view of who
we have been or what we gre now, or a veew wheeh shoald deternmne
what we become [16), 5o, f human nature does ot provide a foumndaten
for anti=miehonsm what other arguments are therer The inadvisabalicy of
's|_~1I_|.'iT|g |E_1:r 'r_'|1|:_';|]_'-' I_|:|ri]|.'s ;|'r||.|. I_|:||_= i111]_'\-:_1:r|_;4.'r||;'|_= ol n_-:.'i5[ir|§_r| I_|:||_= |1_:||.'|_= L:-!'1|1|:_'
inauthentic are twe promment Boes of argument i the ant-melionst camp,

The oss” of anthenticity

It 15 estimated that nearly cne and a half malhen Amencans have ondergone
laser surgery to improve thear vision. The purvevaors of this procedure often
prommse that these who have it wall see better than they ever have before,
even with the aid of glasses or contact lenses. Laser surgery sometimes can
mve eves better than zo—20 vision, 5o, have those whe bave undergone this
Ty l:-l-pr\-:Jr_'-l_'dl_lrl:_' and ackhoeved enbanced vison dame somed |'|'i:|:|g ool
I you were o read the report of the Preadent’s Council on Breeghics
entitled Bepond Therapy: Batechnology and the Parsit of Happiness (1) you
111:ilz;|:|l_ I_]:||.r||n;, (4}

Admirtedly the eve is not the only part of the brain thar people want to
improve, Interest in brain enhancement is enormouns. Already a number of
pharmacentical companies are interested in selling drogs such as Provigil,
that allow individual o go withowt sleep for longer periods of tme
than they otherwise could or Ambien that provides sleep with fewer
side-effects than older sleeping ads. Herbal and nutritional companies are
alse peddling subsances cthat allegedly can improve memory, mood, or
sexual enjovment. Many students are keenly interested in any drug, say
Atavan or Ritalin or Prozac, that muight improve cheir pefformance on cests
or i musical, dramacic, or athletc performances by allowing for greater
attenton span, mcreased short-term memaory, tewer moscle osarches or
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reduced anxiety. The military has an mterest in secing mental performance
improved so as to increase the combar effectivencs of individuals or entire
wmits. And mot a few of us drink coffee, tea, colas, and other somuline o
try and enhance cur cognitive performance. Many take vanous drogs, foods
and herbs, or vblze technolegy such as virtual reality to try to enhance
their mood, emotional state, or sexual enjovment, Whike these activities
can andd sometimes are abused, it would hardly seem self evident that it 1s
morally wrong to seck to try and improve one’s mental abihities. Surely it
15 the cnitics of efforts to improve or enhance what the bramm can do that
bear the burden of showing why this i3 wrong

34_1 1.1.']:;|l: 'i's I_|'|1_' |;'q|5:i5 |E_1|: I_|:|1_' :|:|:||.:-r.4.| COTIC e |.:-|_1|'|-:_1:u_' Wi ;||.|.I_|:|-:_1:r|.'|_| E]:Il.,'
Council's Fueport abour efforts to amprove, enhance or optinuze our brans,
vision, or any cther human toot? To some extent they worry that simce the
|;'-r.;|i'r| :i'_-. l:|1|:: (oK § -:_1Ii'|.:-|_|:r nAlure I:|1|.'|:| .;||.1|_~11.|:|1-_' i1 i's [ .;|.1 ET OUr vVery riabyere:
B as we have already seen this argument presumes both g clear, stanic,
and inviolate namre that is nor consistent with any evolutionary view of
how our beaing came to be whar they are. So what other arguinents do the
anti-meliorists make? Among other concerns are these:

1, the happiness or satistaction achieved through engineering is seductive
and will lead 1o a deformarion of our character and spirit,

2, improvement in performance that is engineered i3 not authentic and i,
thus, not eamed and is, therefore, not morally commendable,

Meither of these arguments provides a sufficient reason to oppose enhance-
ment or optimizanon of our vision or owr beains, our own or our children’s.
Each argiiment carries some emotive force, bur i not a sound basis for
rejecting choices thar individuals or parents might make o improve or
optimize their children. That is not o say thar every choice for enhance-
ment or optimization is beyond moral cnticism or even morally valid. But
it 15 o say thar those who would have ws turn away in pinciple from all
forms of enhancement or optinuzation have not made 4 convincmge casc.

Comsider these questions from the Presdent’s Council which sugzest
that all efforts at enhancement will distort or detorm the nature of our
CXPCOCnce,

Indeed, why would one swed o discgpdoie one's passons, refine one’s senbmens,
amad culovabe one's virties, in shost, to erganies oe’s soul for actiaon in the wearld,
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when one's aspration to happiness could be sabshied by drugs ina quick, consistent,
and cost-effective manner? {1)

The concem expressed here is that, if we enhance ourselves and our
pleasures and achievemenrs and enjovments come easily, then why would
we strive to be good or virtuous people?

The problem with this argument is that many people now do not serive
to be wirtuows or good, and they are not bielogically or biotechnelogically
enhanced or optimized in amy way. Laving the blame for vice, sloth, or
the willingness to setde for cheap tholls ac che feer of enhancement igneres
the incomvendent tact thar the desire tor quick remurns, casy money, and
mstant gratithication have nothing at all to do with whether some or all of
us choose to use brotechnology to become enhanced beings with different
expenences. Vice 15 a trait of many 1if not all homan beings. The noton
of what we must seek and what we most avesd o facibitate character
development and what that character should be that s imphar m the
President’s Council report has deeper roots in fictionalized accounts of
voung men at boarding schools, then anything thar accurately deseribes
hevw humman bernges actually evolve the charscrer teancs that they smamifest or
what psychologists and social scientists tell us about the process [18]

Sull, the Couneil brocds in Bepord Therapy, easy pleassures and cheap
thrlls wall ]ikq,'l:lr ke us weak and 5[:-'i:|:||,'|1,'5'5, There 15 mes |'|'i:|:|g'||.|-:1,' 111551:_':"__.' 24}
make us stronger, Sorrow, courgeously confronted, can make us stronger,
wiser, and more compassionate.

T what extent muight the new :utuidcprmmnt-u, the serotonin rcupmkc
inhibitors or 55R0:, when used o reduce our ooubles and sorrows,
endanger this aspect of affective life? Although they do not prevent pavchic
pain, S5RIs may generally dull our capacicy o feel i, rendering us less
capable of experiencing and learning from musfortune or mragedy. They
may make it ditheult to empathize with the misenies of others. [f some
virtues can only be taught through expenencing very trang circomstances,
those virtues mighe be lost, or ar kease less developed in a world of biolezical
enhancement.

Put aside the fact that sorrow can alse dove some to swcoide and bong
athers to dystunction and despair. And 1ignore the fact that vsng drogs o
dull or blunt expenence 15 not clearly hnked i anyvway to the goals of
enhancement or improvement. After all one nught vse drogs to intensify
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expenences that lead to the tormabion of wvirtwe or empathy rather than
to avodd such experiences. Puming these points asde, s it really true that
improvement and virue cannot co-exist?

This arpument is a bit like those who wormed what the arplane would
de to the virtues of the combat ground oldier, The mproved technelogy
would make obsolete the kind of courage needed for a frontal assaule. Oh
really? Tell thar to the Aghter pilot who needs to evade a ground o ar
mussile or land on an accraft carmer at mght, or 6o the helicopter plot
evacuating a wounded soldier vnder a barrage of ground fire, Improving
performance 15 not necessanly toxic w virtue, It simply shifts how virtue is
:|:|:|;|:|:||.|-|_"sl_ fl_ :i'_-. |1:i|_z]:||.:|r |_|'r|]ik|:_'|.:|-' I_|:|;|I_ 1|'|q_15.-|_' 1.1."i|:|1 1_':|:||:|.a|:||_'|:_'|.|. '.'|.5:i|.:-r|I 1111:5:';|1_'5, {ar
brains would lack for challenges in the real waorkd

0 the case 15 not made that smproving our brons wall destroy oor
';4.|_1|:|1|.'r|1i-q_" |_'|1;|1'.|-q_'|_|:_'|:. 1|I|"|:|;|I_ I_|:||_-'r|? "['|:||_= l:_':l.:-l_mr_'i'l wri:l:llﬂ I_]:u.'ir |_'\-:_1|.||:_'r_'l_|.'.'|.'
hamds at the prospect thar enhancement of the bran or eptimization of
brain performance will cheapen the value of our experences:

Bart seddom do those who win by cheating or who love |'|:|-' |.1|.-:'|.':i'.'i:||g cepse o long
for the jov and fulfillment that come from winning fair and square ot being loved
for who one I.'n.1|1l,' i5, Many stoop o fraud ro obtain happiness, bt none wane
their Fn'l'i:ng af HmlTishi:ug isell to he tfraudulent. ¥etr a fraudulens happiness s
qust what the pharmacological management of our mental lives threatens w confer

upon us 1)

Translaton: Ivow don't really eam yoor performance, iF vou do not sseeat
and toal ar ar, then it wall nor be authenne and 0 wall vlmately prove
1ari 5;|l:'i5|_=_|-'i'r|g. f_-:'rn:_' 'i'-_: I_:_-:upl_ml [ 1] ;J.'sk wh-u 'i5 wri1i‘r|g I_|:|i's L= A h] |!-—I.5. I_|'|1_' [:“.-:_11:||:||_'.i]
somehow pavchically channeling our Puritan ancestors?

Cerrainly ir is exciting o achieve satisfaction by resting one’s limirs,
by seeing what one can achieve by wriving, sroggling, and working to
overcome innate limits. Bur v also very satisfying to have benefits that
simply come from out of the blue or through good fortune. No one
who has enhanced vision a5 a resule of Lser surgery whom | have ever
encountered feels the least bic of guilt, shame, or doubt that dhe improved
vision they enjoy is mandulent becanse they did nothing ro deserve or cam
it except pay their money and let a liser do its thing. Lite is full of many
pleasures that are et camed by testing our limits bur which are fully and
thoroughly enjoved. Think of the joy m wanming the lottery, or i finding
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out that your friends like you even thoush vou cheat ar cards, cannot stop
smoking, eat too much, or are sometimes boring, or the pleasure you can
find in solving problems vsing computers and every form of rechnolozical
asgistance vou can muster to aid your fallible bran.

We do not abways have to "earn” our happiness to be really and truly
happy. Mor do we abwayvs reject as fravdulent those things thar make s
happy that we do nothing to eam. In fact 1t could be arpued thae a mux of
both types of expenences, the happiness that 15 camed and the happumness
that we enjov as a matter of good fortune, 15 a more accurate reflection
of authente human expenence. An enhaneed braom or improved cognitve
|-|_1:|:||_'|i-:_1:|:||.r|5_r| w-:_u.ﬂd Tt i ]_'-r.il:ll_-i]_'-h_' |_|:|:||.|.-|_':r|:r|.'i'r||:_' 1|1|:_' 1_'|:|1-:_1'_-. ud' ;||.|.I_|:||_~'r|l::i|;'il__'_.'
that vndergirds human sateficten becavse that infrastructure 15 met as the
Coueal degacts at, Mar iz 10 clear thar ongrovesment throegh boenmneenng
Tk .;|1.1.'.;|_'_."_-. |;'\-|_-- 'iTI:iI:rI.i{'H..I [ £h] ;4.|_1|:|1|:_'|:|I_i|_'.il:1l,r.

Meurotic parenting and improvement

Lasely, consider the concerns of Harvard's Michael Sandel wriong i the
Atdantic (g, 200 and in this volume. He is wormied that if we seek to perfect
our children, to enhance them and opomize them we will no longer see
them as "gifts”. They will instead become objects, things to manufacture.

In a soci] world that prizes mastery and contol, parenthood = a school for
larrilivy, Thae swe care deeply abour sur cluldren and yet cannot clioose the kind
e ant teaclies peirenes o b o To e vasbidden. Bach RIS 1% I.|L-]l-:.'-3i!:l.1|:|
worth affienwg . .o vavites ws to abede the unesgpected, vo lve wils disomance,

i rewn in the ampulse oo contrel. (i, po G0)

Pur aside the irony of 3 Professor ar a school to which parents devaore
enormous resources o enhance their children's capacities and abilities w0
that they may encer there counseling acceptance of the impulse to control
the tate of their children. Ignore the facr thar the vision of parenting that
is pur forward seems unduly bound by an upper clbss, Amenican vision of
what makes for desirable parenthood—no collective parenting or parent-
child estrangement clowd this vision. [s there value to be found in accepang
the random draw of the genetic lottery with respect to one’s children?
Should a point mutation that produces a slight change in a trait or a
recombamation of genetic matenal really be seen as the source of value 1m
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creating the unexpected in our offspring? 1f the genetic endowment of our
children iz a gift then o whom ought we feel grateful—our microbial
forbears, the dinosaurs, Meanderthaks for not wiping our ancestors out? The
metaphor of the gitt makes no sense in the secular context such as Sandel
proposes, Gifts require a gver but nature offers no bkely suspects to occupy
this rale.

Much ot what parents try to do 15 shape and control therr children, They
de not value much about therr design but rather try te work with the
tooks and abilities that nature has given to parent a chald that can be happy
and productive, Would changing what the acodents of nature produce in
rermts of a chald's endowment eftmots and behaviors st bicth really resnlt in
a chald that 1s less the abject of parental design or less on parental affecton
foor a1 chald (2007 [ self evodent that thas muost be wof

Mo doube there are peurote parents. And no dosbt some parents can
and e et canghe wpoin eeyving o perfect” therr children, We are all Grmaliar
with the stereotvpes of the demanding soccer parent or the overbearing
parent who forces their child o do piano, math, rennis, or gymnastics
regardless of the child's own wishes and even at the cost of the child's
emaotional and physical healdh.

But, adding more bioengineering posibilities to what is aleeady there in
terms of environmental and social ool that parents can use does nothing
except broaden the armamentarivm available to parents. The parents who
are neurstic, overly demanding, and compubsively dnven to change and
shape their children according to their own values will be mving o do
this with or without biological tocls. The et thar there are some neuronc
parents arcund should not be enough te prohibic the use of biokogical
engineering to improve eyvesght, enhance memory, or allow a child to
learn languages with greater tacihty, The problem s bad parentmg, not bad
technolomy.

The case agung all enhancements, m adult: or children, 15 not made.
Which, again, 15 not to say that all enhancement 15, of necessity, good or
desicable, But it 12 to say that, in principle, cbjections o perfection and
enhancement should not deter those who seek to improve or betger nang
otechnology for themselves or thear chaldren, Whar we muost do s ake
each proposed enhancement technolegy under conaderation and decide
swhether svhat it can doos worth whatever ]_'-rir;l,' it |:|:|.'i5_r||1l: exact,
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