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In 1997, the United Nations issued the Universal Declaration on the Human Genome and Human

Rights. In it, it referred to the human genome as, in a symbolic sense, a heritage of humanity. Highly

respected bioethicists George Annas has proposed that any attempt to alter inheritable genetic features

should be considered a crime against humanity. What should we think? What should we think about the

idea of radically manipulating by means of changing the human genome?

Well, let's start by talking about the human genome and human nature. Put literally the human genome

is simply the entire collection of human genes now in existence. The genes found in every woman,

man, child here on earth. So everyone acknowledges the human genome isn't something that can be

perfectly preserved. It changes every second with every death as certain genes die out, with every birth

as random mutations occur.

More than that, the human genome has undergone dramatic changes. For instance, 10,000 years ago,

at the end of the last ice age, human migrations vastly changed the genome by mixing previously

separated populations. And the agrarian revolution, that moved from hunter gatherer societies to

settled agriculture, brought into existence crowd diseases like influenza and tuberculosis. Populations

were decimated. The genetic strains of a few that turned out to provide resistance, proliferated. The

genome was critically changed.

In other words, we don't want to make the mistake of essentialism. The doctrine Aristotle espoused,

according to which species are eternal and unchanging. Post Darwin species are understood as things

that intrinsically change, because they intrinsically evolve. So in one sense the human genome and

human nature is a snapshot of an ever changing genetic mosaic.

So whatever we do, we have to remember the human genome will change. The question, instead, is

about our direct intentional alteration of the human genome, and whether that's problematic. So two

groups are battling about this. Bioconservatives like Francis Fukuyama defend that altering the human

genome is intrinsically immoral. They see the genome as inherently connected to the idea of human

dignity.

On the other side, transhumanists vehemently disagree. The philosopher Nick Bostrom is one of them.

He states, "Transhumanists view human nature as a work-in-progress, a half-baked beginning that we

1



can learn to remold in desirable ways." They argue that purposefully altering the genome is not, in

principle, immoral. In fact, there may be cases in which genetic intervention is morally obligatory. For

example, Julian Savulescu, also a transhumanist argues in his book, Unfit for the Future, that we have

an urgent obligation to morally enhance ourselves.

Savulescu argues that much of our psychology evolved during that Pleistocene era, when humans lived

together in small groups of closely related kin. Our psychology, our moral intuitions evolved to maximize

survival in those conditions. We privileged the needs of our in group, and we're suspicious of those

outside it.

But we're now faced with two pressing matters that threaten our survival as a species: global warming,

nuclear weapons. Savulescu contends that our psychology, our empathy isn't adequately equipped to

deal with the gravity of these problems. And that humans must find ways to morally enhance

themselves, and transcend the limits of the Pleistocene- evolved psychology.

Now, whether one agrees with the bioconservative or the transhumanist on the "in principle" question,

that is on whether changing the human genome is in its nature immoral. One might have deep

concerns with the transhumanists program, and what it would look like in practice. Forays into this

technology could have lots of unintended consequences, many irreversible.

Moving from theoretical knowledge of the workings of a gene, however deeply grounded, at some point

needs empirical verification. Models only go so far, before they have to be field tested. And, well, for

one thing, it's hard to imagine being able to ethically conduct clinical trials of such enhancements, and

then to check out how they scale. This is a hard idea to imagine beta testing. And if the genetic change

has precisely the biological effects we hope for, there's still a risk of massive unintended consequences.

Think of the roll out of Savulescu's program. A genetic intervention that increased empathy could make

those people more trusting and submissive and easier to dominate. So, what's the roll out look like?

Unless everyone simultaneously got that enhancement, you'd have portions of the population, more

easily dominated by those without the genetic modification. Nor would all people seek to use these

technologies for good. Renegade agents could abuse the knowledge. Governments could implement a

horrible state eugenic programs. Once developed, this technology might be incredibly difficult to

regulate and control.
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In short, this may be dangerous knowledge. All this said, it may be too crude to lump together all

genetic interventions. Highly selective ones might be good, maybe even crucial as adaptations to a

changing world. For instance, imagine some people get beneficial mutations that are more adaptive to

challenges like lessened ozone warming world.

Well, evolution takes a very long time, namely generations, to disseminate any new beneficial design,

an intervention to more directly disseminate that gene if supported by careful scientific review, if

endorsed by the world community, might be very different from a rogue government creating super

humans.

This last thought points to one of the most interesting and arguably important points, whom does our

genome belong to? A key aspect of the UN declaration is that it belongs to us. That it is a common

good, not a private good. Hence, one might well think that decisions about whether to do any intentional

changes to the genome belong not to individuals, not to corporations, not to individual governments, but

to all of us.
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