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Beyond an Open Future

Cognitive Enhancement and the Welfare of Children
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Abstract: Discussions about the ethical permissibility of pediatric cognitive enhancement 
frequently revolve around arguments about welfare, and often include an appeal to the 
child’s right to an open future. Both proponents and opponents of cognitive enhancement 
claim that their respective positions best serve the interests of the child by promoting an 
open future. This article argues that this right to an open future argument only captures 
some of the risks to the welfare of children, therefore requiring a broader ethical approach. 
Further, it suggests that a thorough moral assessment of the ends pursued is needed before 
concluding on the moral permissibility of cognitive enhancement in children, which ulti-
mately hinges on the effect on the overall welfare of the child, beyond an open future.
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right to an open future; best interests of the child

Introduction

The advent of biomedical and genetic 
technologies promises new ways of 
changing various aspects of human life, 
including the improvement of physical 
and mental traits. Identifying the bio-
logical underpinning of “general intel-
ligence (g)”1 with the goal of increasing 
it has become the focus of current 
research efforts,2 presumably because 
intelligence is perceived as an all- 
purpose good by many, something that 
people are assumed to want whatever 
their values and life plans, instrumen-
tally valuable for most people in most 
circumstances. Or put more simply: 
more of it cannot be bad. This idea  
is typically linked to the notion of 
well-being and the ability to lead “a 
good life.”3

Whereas cognitive enhancements (CE) 
are eagerly anticipated by enthusiasts, 
critics also express concerns about such 
interventions,4 especially when these 
involve children.5 In this debate, agree-
ment appears limited to the moral and 
legal responsibility of parents for the 
well-being of their children,6 with both 

sides arguing that their respective posi-
tion will best serve the well-being of 
children. In doing so, they both rely in 
part on one particular argument: the 
child’s right to an open future. This 
suggests that there is something odd 
here. How can CE both further open-
ness of a child’s future and be a threat 
to it?

In this article, I argue that this dis-
crepancy stems from an incomplete 
assessment of the morality of CE inter-
ventions in children. Proponents tend 
to demonstrate too strong a reliance on 
outcomes of CE to justify their position, 
whereas opponents largely focus on 
critiquing the means to make their 
claim. What both sides fail to achieve, 
however, is a thorough moral assess-
ment of the ends that are being pur-
sued.7 This, I argue, is an inadequate 
approach, because in deciding on the 
moral permissibility of CE, both means 
and ends need to be considered. Only if 
both turn out to be ethical can we judge 
the moral permissibility of CE in chil-
dren, which will ultimately hinge on 
the effect on the welfare of children. 
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As I will demonstrate, the right to an 
open future argument alone is insuffi-
cient to reach such positive conclusions, 
because there are several scenarios in 
the present CE context in which the 
welfare of children is at risk independent 
of issues of openness of their future.

The starting point of my argument 
will be a short review of the right to an 
open future, as first expressed by Joel 
Feinberg, and the related question of 
the value of openness. Following from 
this, I will present three different sce-
narios in which the moral permissibil-
ity of CE is typically controversial, and 
in which the concerns are framed in 
terms of a right to an open future. These 
examples will highlight how the open 
future argument leaves gaps in the 
protection of children’s welfare. “The 
Importance of Ends” will be dedicated 
to the importance of due consideration 
of the ends pursued by CE. The examples 
given in the previous section will help 
to demonstrate where ethical problems 
might arise, even when openness of 
future is not an issue, and how a com-
bined approach might be more ade-
quate in addressing welfare concerns 
in the CE context.

The Right to an Open Future

One of the most prominent arguments 
in the CE debate relies on the notion 
of the child’s “right to an open future,” 
first introduced by Joel Feinberg.8 Under 
this one right, Feinberg subsumes sev-
eral other rights, which in the case of 
children are held in trust for them until 
they are sufficiently self-determining 
persons to make their own autonomous 
decisions. In essence, he is concerned 
with protecting the future autonomy 
and self-fulfilment of children, which 
might be forfeited if the wrong deci-
sions are made on their behalf. Rather 
than being a purely qualitative statement, 
however, “wrong decisions,” according 

to Feinberg, are those decisions that are 
of a limiting nature with regard to the 
capacity for self-fulfilment and auton-
omy. It is, therefore, conceivable that 
even decisions leading to a benefit for 
a child could be considered wrong 
should they limit the child’s capacity 
for making his or her own choices as an 
autonomous adult. Some choices may 
no longer be available, as they would 
have been foreclosed by previous deci-
sions made by others on his or her 
behalf. Such decisions would be said to 
interfere with the child’s right to an 
open future.9 Examples include allow-
ing Jehovah’s Witness parents to refuse 
a mother’s life-saving blood transfu-
sion,10 or allowing the Amish to keep 
their children out of state schools.11

According to Feinberg, a child has a 
general right to have his or her “future 
options kept open until he is a fully 
formed self-determining adult capable 
of deciding among them.”12 This is of 
immense importance: “Children are not 
legally capable of defending their own 
future interests against present infringe-
ment by their parents, so that task must 
be performed for them, usually by the 
state in its role of parens patriae.”13

This appears a straightforward claim 
on future autonomy and self-fulfilment, 
which ought to be preserved. Given 
the importance we generally attach  
to autonomy, it is intuitively appealing. 
However, Feinberg himself identifies at 
least four distinct types of autonomy, 
and it is clear that he is not primarily 
concerned with mere capacity (to gov-
ern oneself) when he defends children’s 
right to an open future, but rather with 
autonomy as a condition.14 The intuitive 
appeal of such a claim obfuscates the 
complexity of the underlying issue. 
Different values have to be carefully 
balanced. As Jonathan Glover notes, 
when it comes to parental decisions 
about children’s genetic characteristics, 
there is a conflict between self-creation 
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and independence: “We value an open 
future, one that leaves us some scope 
to shape ourselves. We also value our 
independence, the fact that our nature 
is not just the product of decisions by 
others.”15 Because of the unavoidable 
influence of both genes and parenting 
choices on a child, both self-creation 
and independence can only ever be 
partial:16 “Some parental choices (genetic 
or environmental) may increase our abili-
ties and so give us a more open future 
with greater scope for self-creation. But 
the role of the parental choices in itself 
reduces our independence.”17 Glover 
notes that we might well be prepared 
to sacrifice some independence when 
parental choices are in our interest, 
even if such choices were made “for 
really bad reasons.”18 This suggests 
that the reason for valuing openness 
originates both from the value attached 
to autonomy, as well as from a belief 
that having more options to choose 
from will lead to a better life.

It is important to remember that 
Feinberg’s concern about the openness 
of a child’s future is not a matter of 
everyday lifestyle choices such as 
which style of fashion to follow, but 
rather with the type of person one can 
become. This is why in the case of the 
Amish, he cautions that the state is to 
take a neutral stance and “let all influ-
ences […] work equally on the child, to 
open up all possibilities to him, without 
itself influencing him toward one or 
another of these. In that way, it can be 
hoped that the chief determining factor 
in the grown child’s choice of a vocation 
and life-style will be his own governing 
values, talents, and propensities.”19 
Ironically, this is precisely what will 
preclude a child from being a full mem-
ber of the Amish community, because 
this self-government goes against the 
Amish way of life.20 Consequently, Dena 
Davis cautions that “those of us who 
would make arguments based on the 

child’s Right to an Open Future need 
to be clear and appropriately humble 
about what we are offering,”21 because 
the preservation of an open future 
might well mean foreclosure of one 
particular future, for example that of 
full and proper membership in a cer-
tain community.22 It is, therefore, not 
merely the number of choices a child 
has that matters, but rather the ability 
and opportunity to make those choices 
in the future. This is because it is impor-
tant to be “recognized as the kind of 
creature who is capable of making 
choices. That capacity grounds our idea 
of what it is to be a person and a moral 
agent equally worthy of respect by all. 
But, of course, that it is better intrinsi-
cally to be a creature that makes choices 
does not imply that it is always an 
improvement to have more.”23

Choice

Although as a rule of thumb we can say 
that we would prefer having more 
choice than less,24 this does not mean 
that it is necessarily “better” in a mor-
ally significant sense. Gerald Dworkin, 
in a comprehensive account, raises the 
issues of decisionmaking costs, respon-
sibility for choice, and pressure to con-
form to caution against the assumption 
that more choice is always better.25 
Barry Schwartz similarly argues that 
we can in fact have too much choice, 
which ultimately results in reduced 
well-being.26 Unlimited individual 
freedom and self-determination can 
actually become so burdensome that 
it is difficult to defend a claim of the 
intrinsic value of choice. Even without 
any such negative experiences in the 
face of choice, Dworkin argues it is 
implausible to make such a claim, 
because in the absence of a special 
incentive (e.g., a financial reward) one 
has no reason to prefer having a choice 
between lower-ranked alternatives to 
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receiving one’s number one choice,27 
which is precisely what would be the 
case if choice had intrinsic value. The 
right to an open future can, therefore, be 
said to be more about becoming a per-
son capable of making self-determined 
life decisions, rather than about having 
as many choices as possible.28

Although it seems quite improbable 
that Feinberg was thinking about CE in 
children when he first introduced the 
idea of a child’s right to an open future 
in 1980, he was concerned with the 
appropriate level of parental authority.29 
In light of the aforementioned scientific 
progress and enthusiasm for CE, this 
question is more pressing than ever, 
making it a useful exercise to apply 
Feinberg’s principle in this newly arisen 
context to determine whether it can 
provide any guidance as to what the 
ethically right thing to do is: where the 
line between parental autonomy and 
children’s welfare interests ought to be 
drawn.30

The Right to an Open Future:  
Case Studies

Given the importance of the welfare of 
children and the fact that the right to an 
open future argument is advanced both 
by those who claim that CE is morally 
problematic and by those who claim the 
opposite, I will consider three examples 
to demonstrate in what ways the right 
to an open future argument is insuffi-
cient protection for children’s welfare.

Case Study 1. Pre-conception CE: Genetic 
Selection

In a recently published article,31 Ole 
Martin Moen suggests moderate finan-
cial incentives for women who agree 
to use sperm from highly intelligent 
donors instead of their husbands, in 
order to increase overall intelligence 
levels in our society. Moen believes that 

“[i]f we could raise global IQ, we would 
reap significant benefits. Smart people 
tend to benefit themselves, but, just  
as importantly, they also benefit others, 
for an invention or a smart solution is a 
value that can be utilized again and 
again.”32 He is convinced that “we need 
all the IQ points we can get to solve the 
world’s challenges.”33

The idea of using genetic selection to 
increase intelligence of children is not 
new, but has had limited success in the 
past.34 What is new about Moen’s pro-
posal is the idea of monetary incentives 
paid by the state to increase societal 
intelligence levels. Although there are 
many things to be said in response to 
this idea, for present purposes what 
matters is how the right to an open future 
argument can be used in response to such 
proposals.

Unfortunately, we do not even get 
as far as applying the argument, for 
the simple reason that there is no one 
whose right to an open future can pos-
sibly be said to have been infringed 
upon. In the present scenario, a non-
identity problem35 arises, because the 
child born is not identical to the one 
who would have been born without 
the intervention; that is, use of this 
particular donor sperm. To say that 
the child’s right to an open future has 
been interfered with because of the 
intervention is absurd, because that 
particular child would not exist with-
out that intervention.

The logical inapplicability of the 
right to an open future in this case does 
not mean that Moen’s proposal is mor-
ally unproblematic. Critics might look 
to Kant’s categorical imperative36 and 
point out that the suggestion results in 
treating children as mere means, rather 
than ends in themselves.37 This is because 
it is an essential component of Moen’s 
argument that the means—incentivized 
genetic selection—are justified by refer-
ences to the outcomes he expects from 
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such an intervention, although one might 
also point to an intrinsic value of high 
intelligence for the individual.38

Anders Sandberg urges the focus to 
be shifted from the means “to actually 
discuss the ends for which enhance-
ment is used,”39 which for him is the 
development of human well-being. 
This I find too unspecific in the present 
scenario, because Moen is explicitly 
concerned with solving larger societal 
problems, not with increasing individ-
ual well-being, and this raises several 
additional questions. First of all, there 
is an empirical question of whether 
the expectation of societal gains from 
greater intelligence is realistic at all;40 
and second, there is a moral question as 
to the grounds on which those children 
can be held responsible for solving soci-
ety’s problems: the ends that Moen  
is pursuing. In summary, his proposal 
appears to be a recommendation to treat 
children as means, which he justifies by 
reference to expected but empirically 
unproven outcomes.41

These outcomes are not equivalent to 
the ends. In Moen’s proposal, the ends 
are the use of geniuses to solve the 
world’s problems, whereas the outcomes 
may be all sorts of positive, negative, or 
neutral results, the most obvious being a 
more intelligent generation of children. 
Although it can plausibly be argued that 
the resulting children have their right to 
an open future interfered with, this is not 
because of the intervention itself but 
because of the plans made for them, the 
ends for which they were created.42 Even 
this is disputable, however, because in 
the absence of any further efforts to exer-
cise those plans, their future will not be 
less open. I will return to this point in 
the third case study below.

Case Study 2. Pharmacological CE

The case of an American physician 
received much media attention a few 

years ago. Admitting to prescribing 
Adderall to children from low-income 
families even in the absence of attention-
deficit/hyperactivity disorder (ADHD), 
Dr Michael Anderson said: “I don’t 
have a whole lot of choice. We’ve decided 
as a society that it’s too expensive to 
modify the kid’s environment. So we 
have to modify the kid.”43 This approach 
has recently been endorsed by Keisha 
Ray, who suggests that stimulant use 
might be an appropriate remedy for 
social inequalities.44

Although Ray does not directly invoke 
Feinberg’s right to an open future, she 
explains her goal as wanting “to make 
undesirable environments have less 
control over the futures open to disad-
vantaged children and to explore ways—
medical and/or social—to create new 
opportunities for healthy lives.”45 Does 
this type of policy approach infringe on 
the right to an open future? The impor-
tance of effective education for future 
life outcomes is well established; there-
fore, it could be argued that such an 
approach leads to a more open future. 
On the other hand, most of us would 
probably hope for an environmental 
modification rather than modifying chil-
dren to circumvent problems of social 
inequality, because it conflicts with our 
idea of self-creation and independence.46

It becomes clear is that a straightfor-
ward application of the right to an open 
future is not always possible in such 
highly complex scenarios, and, therefore, 
we need more to explain our concerns 
with this type of proposal.47 One worry 
is the likely futility of such an interven-
tion. Scientific evidence suggests that 
psychotropic drugs are largely ineffec-
tive in healthy individuals,48 rendering 
the attempt a waste of scarce financial 
resources. Another major concern relates 
to the self-image of those children and 
their relationship with drugs,49 which 
might be negatively impacted by the 
administration of stimulants to address 
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their academic problems. Michael Sandel 
describes the use of such drugs as “a 
bid for compliance, a way of answering 
a competitive society’s demand to 
improve our performance and perfect 
our nature. This demand for perfor-
mance and perfection animates the 
impulse to rail against the given. It is 
the deepest source of the moral trou-
ble with enhancement.”50 Related to 
this is the concern about the parent–
child relationship, when drugs are 
prescribed for educational purposes, 
because it removes the dynamic pro-
cess of children negotiating their iden-
tities within the family and cultural 
context; instead, psychopharmacology 
is used to elicit a certain behavioral 
response.51

Again, the means (drugs) are not what 
makes Ray’s proposal morally prob-
lematic; the real issue arises with regard 
to the ends being pursued. Although it 
appears that the goal is to improve chil-
dren’s educational outcomes and hence 
their well-being, which would be sup-
ported by the right to an open future 
argument, in reality what is being 
sought is a cost-effective quick fix for 
society’s ills at the expense of individual 
children.52

In this case, the right to an open future 
argument to some extent explains the 
problems with this type of CE, but 
fails to encompass all of the underlying 
issues.

Case Study 3. Post-conception CE

There are many other ways in which 
CE could be brought about. These 
might include gene editing in embryos, 
gene therapy in infants, or, arguably, 
even conventional methods such as 
education and training,53 and prenatal 
nutrition, which can cause significant 
changes in genetic expression.54 All of 
these may affect cognitive capacities of 
the resulting born child.

In contrast to the first example, there 
is now a person who is affected by the 
intervention; therefore, issues of iden-
tity might arise and impact on the 
openness of the child’s future. However, 
this still makes no logical sense, because 
if an identity-affecting change occurs, 
the resulting person is not who that 
person would have been in the absence 
of such intervention, and therefore 
cannot be said to have “a legitimate 
grievance”55 with regard to his or her 
identity.

Regardless of whether an interven-
tion turns out to be identity changing,56 
enhancement critics such as Jürgen 
Habermas remain concerned. For 
Habermas, what matters is the child’s 
sense of self being affected by genetic 
enhancement, which he singles out 
because of a perceived asymmetrical 
relationship between the parents and 
the child in the case of genetic enhance-
ment.57 He argues that in an ordinary 
situation, children can negotiate with 
their parents, oppose or ignore their 
parents’ views, and decide for them-
selves. In the case of genetic enhance-
ment, Habermas argues, this opportunity 
does not present itself.

My response to this is twofold: first 
of all, it seems naïve to believe that 
other types of intervention, such as 
education, cannot have equally pro-
found effects and that they instead 
provide a full opportunity for a nego-
tiating relationship with one’s parents.58 
Habermas, like many enhancement 
critics, appears too focused on the 
means. Education serves as a useful 
example here. Teaching children liter-
acy, numeracy, and various academic 
skills will lead to a more open future 
and assist in their development into 
autonomous, self-determined adults. 
However, education can also be used as 
a tool to indoctrinate children, with 
very harmful effects on the sense of self 
and no negotiating of one’s identity 
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taking place.59 The second point relates 
to the fact that knowledge of how one 
was created is insufficient to substanti-
ate interference with the right to an 
open future. Mere belief that one’s 
future “is already determined, when 
that belief is clearly false and supported 
only by the crudest genetic determin-
ism” might lead to psychological harm, 
but cannot be said to infringe on the 
right to an open future.60

Case Analysis

The preceding case studies demonstrate 
that much attention is being paid to the 
means of achieving CE, with “high-tech” 
interventions such as psychopharma-
cology and genetic technology appear-
ing far more controversial than the 
more conventional methods of educa-
tion, training, and nutrition. The moral 
comparability of old and new ways of 
shaping children should not be seen 
as an encouragement to readily accept 
emerging technologies, such as genetic 
engineering, but should prompt par-
ents to carefully consider their parent-
ing goals.61 As I have argued, if we are 
really concerned about the welfare of 
children, we need to address the ends 
being pursued independent from the 
means.

The Importance of Ends

Most parental decisions seem to fall into 
the category of ethically unproblematic 
choices in the Feinberg sense, in that 
they will have an effect on the child’s 
life to some extent: in addition to the 
genetic preconditions, parenting will be 
the most important factor in shaping 
the child’s character and influencing 
preferences, skills, and choices. Only 
some of these parental decisions would, 
however, qualify as posing a threat to 
an open future; that is, the future auton-
omy and ability for self-fulfilment of 

the child. Whereas it seems clear that 
choosing white rather than green clothes 
for a child will not pose such a threat, 
it already becomes more complicated 
when the choices made are pink for 
girls and blue for boys. Other choices 
are even more difficult to judge, such as 
genetic selection for non-disease traits 
such as sex, which is already being 
practiced, and which is criticized by 
some for presenting an ethical problem, 
“because it promotes gender role  
stereotyping and encourages parents to 
invest heavily in having certain types 
of children. This combination of invest-
ment and stereotyping makes it more 
difficult for the child to grow and 
develop in ways that are different than, 
perhaps, even in conflict with, parental 
expectations.”62

Why is it so difficult to judge these 
choices? Most of the issues arising  
(or likely to arise) with regard to CE are 
simply stronger versions of existing 
child-rearing problems. Unreasonable 
or excessive parental expectations are 
already commonplace in many parent–
child relationships;63 however, the pos-
sibilities of CE appear to exacerbate the 
problem. Expectations may be signifi-
cantly and unrealistically raised by 
promissory marketing claims of CE 
technology providers, and eventually 
interventions may make possible “more 
radical methods for imposing parental 
or cultural preferences onto children. 
[…] For example, parents and schools 
may soon choose to use biomedical 
technologies to enhance working mem-
ory, mathematical/spatial intelligence, 
emotional self-regulation, or talent at 
sports.”64 These issues are not new, but 
CE increases the urgency with which 
these problems will have to be addressed, 
especially if it were to become wide-
spread, and if our society continues to 
become increasingly competitive.

The difficulty with judging the ends 
pursued by CE lies in the fact that for 
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the individual child, being cognitively 
enhanced might actually be beneficial. 
It is hard to argue against the impor-
tance of cognitive capacities in devel-
oping autonomy, and in successfully 
navigating through life’s complexities. 
It is, therefore, no contradiction to argue 
that enhancing cognitive powers works 
in favor of a more open future. For this 
reason, a prohibition on CE research 
seems undesirable; keeping an open 
mind about new technologies and the 
possibilities offered by them is impor-
tant to allow us to evaluate conse-
quences carefully before reaching moral 
conclusions.65

A child’s development, however, 
depends on more than available cogni-
tive capacities, and whether or not a 
child will develop into a fully autono-
mous, self-determined adult will be 
affected by the type of goals pursued 
by parents and by society. The latter is 
important, because should a proposal 
such as Moen’s make it into public pol-
icy, it will be society, not just parents, 
setting the goals for CE children, plac-
ing on them the burden of making our 
world a better place.66 This is the dream 
of many social engineers, who believe 
in the strategic shaping of future gen-
erations “by means of instrumentally 
targeted interventions that change their 
biological nature.”67

Parental expectations are no less 
problematic. The negative impact of 
high achievement goals on children is 
generally well established.68 Assuming 
that parents do not take decisionmak-
ing with regard to their children lightly, 
it seems fair to argue that they are likely 
to have something in mind when they 
opt for CE interventions. They might 
hope for some advantage or benefit 
for their child in comparison with  
the unenhanced “version” of the same 
child,69 but this could be no more than a 
vague hope that their child will be bet-
ter off in some sense, and the pursued 

ends might actually be mistaken ideas 
about what is “good.”70 The motiva-
tions parents have for the choice to 
enhance have important implications 
for the moral permissibility of the selec-
tion.71 The greater the investment 
required for an enhancement— including 
financial, personal, and administrative 
effort—the more likely it is that parents 
will feel entitled to the desired result.72 
Empirical research into the preferences 
for choices of donor gametes confirms 
this idea to some extent,73 with an increas-
ing number of prospective parents seek-
ing out “the ideal donor.”74

However, it would be premature  
to conclude from this that all parental 
choices for CE are morally problematic. 
Not all motivations are the same.75  
In the absence of specific expectations 
attached to such CE interventions and 
if no particular ends are being pursued 
by parents and/or society, it would be 
hard to uphold a claim that CE infringes 
on a child’s right to an open future. The 
enhanced child would merely be one 
with greater cognitive powers, which 
might render the child different from 
other children or to a prior “version” of 
the same child (depending on the type 
of intervention used); but as for most 
non-disease traits, it seems fair to argue 
that the outcome is hardly ever so bad 
as to foreclose a significant number of 
opportunities; the child’s future is 
still open, and the opportunity for  
full autonomy and self-determination 
is still there, even if the child is not the 
same as that child would have been 
without the CE intervention.

In summary, the reasons for choosing 
a particular type of enhancement are 
decisive for the moral permissibility of 
the enhancement in question, because 
the attached expectations are what may 
restrict the child’s future freedom.76 This 
is true even when the trait selected is 
deemed intrinsically valuable, as is often 
argued in the case of intelligence.77 
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An example are parents who desire both 
a child of great intelligence with maxi-
mum income potential to ensure the 
financial security of the family, and a 
maximally empathetic, family-oriented 
child who will happily care for his  
or her elderly parents. Although we are 
currently a long way off from such ideas 
becoming reality,78 it is worth consider-
ing the ethical issues that might arise 
once such technologies become available, 
especially as there are huge economic 
interests at play that will likely lead to 
significant marketing efforts to parents, 
with auspicious claims influencing 
parental expectations. Relevant research 
is already underway,79 making these 
kinds of ethical reflections inevitable.

Conclusion

In this article, I have argued that CE in 
children can only ever be justified if 
both the means to achieve it and the 
ends that are being pursued are mor-
ally permissible, and have criticized the 
current state of the debate for its reli-
ance on the right to an open future as 
protection for the welfare of children. 
As a remedy, I have suggested focusing 
on the ends pursued by any CE inter-
vention, rather than the framing of the 
moral concerns merely in terms of 
openness of future. It has become clear 
that the right to an open future cannot 
provide all the answers to the protec-
tion of the well-being of children.

One of the difficulties in the CE debate 
lies in our incomplete understanding 
of cognitive capacities in general, and 
general intelligence specifically, and 
their relevance for leading a good life. 
Thorough research into this field is 
strongly advisable, before there are 
serious discussions about proposals 
such as Moen’s or Ray’s. As a starting 
point, the longitudinal studies into the 
lives of gifted children might provide 
some insight into the significance of 

greater cognitive capacities,80 but broader 
and complex issues such as child devel-
opment, education, and social inequality 
need to be examined, preferably through 
an interdisciplinary research approach. 
In addition, as I have argued in detail 
elsewhere,81 CE by no means guaran-
tees greater success or achievement for 
a child, but initially merely results in 
increased cognitive potential. Only if 
nature meets nurture will this addi-
tional potential make a difference in 
outcome for the child (as for the rest 
of us). Much more will have to be 
done for this to translate into actual 
achievements or performance, let alone 
increased well-being.82

The appeal in focusing primarily  
on the means of CE is understandable, 
given that it so much harder to regulate 
the ends. It is impossible to fully know 
what motivates parents, not only to 
have certain types of children, but to 
have children in general. This difficult 
step must, however, be taken in order 
to show respect for both parental auton-
omy and the (future) autonomy of chil-
dren. The right to an open future in 
many cases helps us understand what 
is at stake, but where it does not suffice 
as an explanation, as in the abovemen-
tioned case studies, we should not be 
tempted to forever twist the concept so 
as to fit our concerns under its umbrella, 
but should instead focus on the ends in 
more general terms. It seems entirely 
plausible to argue that we have moral 
concerns about the consequences of 
adopting the proposals from the first 
two case studies, without having to 
relate them to the openness of children’s 
futures. A common worry is the slippery 
slope we might be headed toward,83 
which too seems not entirely unreason-
able considering the proposals men-
tioned. Jonathan Glover makes a valid 
claim when he points to the “recurring 
theme of overconfident reconstruction” 
and the human costs involved in the 

ht
tp

s:
//

do
i.o

rg
/1

0.
10

17
/S

09
63

18
01

16
00

08
9X

 P
ub

lis
he

d 
on

lin
e 

by
 C

am
br

id
ge

 U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 P

re
ss

https://doi.org/10.1017/S096318011600089X


Neuroethics Now

322

failed projects of missionaries, com-
munists, and capitalists.84 Similarly, 
Michael Sandel cautions that engage-
ment in CE activities for success in a 
competitive society is not a sign of 
freedom, but rather “the deepest form 
of disempowerment.”85

Whereas Glover and Sandel use this 
as an argument against (genetic) CE 
interventions in children, a more liberal 
approach might be to leave enhance-
ment decisions as much as possible to 
families, without too much government 
control.86 The Kantian imperative sug-
gests that people should never be treated 
as means only, to the exclusion of treat-
ing them as ends in themselves; how-
ever, “as long as the new baby will be 
loved and nurtured for her own sake 
it is not ethically problematic to create 
her at least partially in the hope that she 
will be of use to someone else.”87 There 
will always be an unavoidable conflict 
between the values of independence and 
self-creation when it comes to raising 
children. We should therefore focus on 
the ethical limitations to parental deci-
sionmaking while remaining conscious 
of the fact that a perfectly open future 
can exist only in theory.
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