
Designing People 205

human nature as grounds for human rights, as essentially vulnerable, or as wonderfully 
fragile, will be inclined to see the possibility of changing these essential character-
istics as a danger. In any case, the current debate presumes that unless we pass 
regulation to prevent it, a post-human future is just around the corner. I have tried 
to show here that the fears and hopes surrounding the demise of human beings in 
favor of a new species of post-humans are mistaken. This is so because such fears 
and hopes are grounded in an inadequate understanding of human biology. Both 
proponents and critics of genetic enhancement have erroneous presuppositions 
about the role of genes in human biology. Furthermore, they adopt incorrect beliefs 
about knowledge production in the biological sciences.

It is obvious that there are a variety of problems that surround many discussions 
of genetic enhancement. Many of these debates rarely pay attention to issues of 
what it means to be human, what human nature is, how much we can change human 
genetics without affecting “human nature,” or what it means to be what are called 
“better humans.” My focus here has been only on a different aspect of this debate: 
the failure to present a balanced view of what might or might not be possible as a 
result of genetic human enhancement and on the social, political, and ethical 
consequences of this lopsided debate.

Notice, however, that I have not attempted to deny that genetic technologies 
might prevent and cure some human diseases or that they might “enhance” some 
human characteristics. The aim of this chapter has been to point out that at least as 
far as present biological knowledge indicates, we have no reasons to believe that 
such genetic manipulations would be such as to give rise to a new species of post-
humans. It is surprising that, in spite of current scientific evidence, most of the 
debate about the presumed consequences – good or bad – of genetic enhancement 
appears to ignore the complexity of human traits and behaviors. Despite such 
evidence, discussions of genetic enhancement continue to present genes as the main 
determinants of human traits, behaviors, or diseases. These discussions often disre-
gard relationships between genes, epigenetic effects, the influence of the cellular 
environment on gene expression, and the effects of environmental and social factors 
on human biology and on our judgments about the desirability or undesirability of 
particular traits.

Notice also that my arguments are not a call to cease reflection on the topic of 
human nature or on the social context that makes the idea of human enhancement 
a reasonable scientific goal. Neither am I proposing that we stop thinking and dis-
cussing about whether, and if so how, our attempts to control human nature by 
means of genetic enhancement might affect human self-understanding. On the con-
trary, I believe that such reflections are badly needed if for no other reason than that 
they can be very useful in helping us to decide what kind of technologies we want 
by analyzing the kind of society that we want to construct.

It is in everybody’s interest to encourage thoughtful and informed evaluations of 
the ethical, legal, and social implications of new biomedical research and 
 technologies. Conceptual issues, ethical principles, and political and social  practices 
must be taken into account in performing such analyses. But equally important for 
many of these discussions is an adequate depiction of the power of scientific 
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research and a reasonable portrayal of the possibilities of human genetic enhancement. 
Paying careful attention to current research in human genetics and cell biology 
shows that many of the alleged urgent concerns about a post-human future seem to 
be misplaced.
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