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    The Art of Misunderstanding Critics 

 The Case of Ingmar Persson and Julian Savulescu’s Defense of 
Moral Bioenhancement 

       MICHAEL     HAUSKELLER               

  Despite all the objections and concerns 
that have been raised during the past few 
years over the project of moral bioen-
hancement, its foremost proponents, 
Ingmar Persson and Julian Savulescu, 
remain convinced that moral bioen-
hancement is feasible, coherent, and 
above all urgently needed. Since the 
publication of their fi rst seminal arti-
cle on the topic seven years ago,  1   they 
have defended their position numer-
ous times, but they have done little to 
change or refi ne it in light of the criti-
cisms it received. Nothing that any of 
those critics have said so far seems to 
have made much of a difference to their 
position or triggered the slightest doubt 
about the sensibleness of their proposal. 

 The reason for this unfl inching 
refusal to take any of the critics’ con-
cerns on board emerges in their latest 
contribution to the debate, which 
appeared in this journal under the title 
“The Art of Misunderstanding Moral 
Bioenhancement: Two Cases.”  2   The two 
cases in question are those of Robert 
Sparrow  3   and I,  4   who are accused not 
only of misunderstanding the whole 
argument for moral bioenhancement 
(i.e., the object, the method, the need, 
and the risks) but also of committing 

logical blunders and adhering to vari-
ous strange ideas that are so “totally” 
and “utterly” implausible that some of 
them are actually “too absurd to need 
rebuttal.” If that assessment is correct, 
then it is no wonder that Persson and 
Savulescu don’t see any reason to 
revise their position. 

 However, the claim that critics such 
as Sparrow and I have simply  misun-
derstood  the proposal is somewhat sur-
prising, given that the idea of moral 
bioenhancement, as it is presented by 
Persson and Savulescu, seems to be 
quite simple and straightforward and 
not at all diffi cult to understand: there 
is a diagnosis and a proposed cure. 
The diagnosis is that there is a dan-
gerous mismatch between, on the one 
hand, the “tremendous power” that 
science and technology have given us 
and, on the other, our “myopic” moral 
capacities, which have been shaped by 
evolution for (!) different circumstances 
than the ones we face now and hence 
are unfi t to protect the world and our-
selves from that power. This mismatch 
will in all likelihood soon lead to “the 
downfall of human civilization” and 
indeed a situation in which all “worth-
while life on this planet” will become 
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“forever impossible.” This “ultimate 
harm” cannot be prevented by any con-
ventional means.  If  it can be prevented 
at all, then it can only be prevented by 
moral bioenhancement, which may or 
may not turn out to be possible but is 
likely to be so because our central moral 
dispositions, namely, “altruism and a 
sense of justice” are “biologically 
based” and hence amenable to human 
manipulation. That I take to be the gist 
of the argument, and one would have 
to be pretty dense to misunderstand it. 

 Now what exactly is it that Persson 
and Savulescu think Sparrow and I 
have misunderstood? Let me address 
their main points and respond to them 
one by one.  

 Allegation 1  

 Allegation 

 Sparrow has misunderstood the object of 
moral bioenhancement, which is not, as 
he seems to think, to change moral  behav-
ior  but to change our moral  dispositions , in 
particular  altruism  (i.e., a concern for the 
welfare of others) and a sense of  justice . 
He has also misunderstood the nature of 
those dispositions, which do not prompt 
us to act blindly, without any consider-
ation of proper  reasons  to act. Instead, 
they simply motivate us to act in accor-
dance with what we understand is right 
(i.e., what is good and bad for people, 
and what is just and unjust). That is why 
we also need conventional moral educa-
tion, namely, to  tell  us what is right and 
wrong. But since  knowing  what is right 
and wrong is not enough to motivate us 
to actually  do  the right thing, we need to 
complement education with a bioen-
hancement of our moral dispositions.   

 Response 

 This allegation and the accompanying 
explanation are both disingenuous and 

miss the point. There is no doubt that 
the object of the proposed moral bioen-
hancement is indeed to effect a change 
in people’s  behavior  and not simply 
in people’s motivations. Persson and 
Savulescu’s principal concern is not 
moral but practical. As far as their 
proposal is concerned, they don’t care 
about whether people become morally 
better per se. According to their assess-
ment, the planet’s survival is in danger, 
so something needs to be  done . Because 
it is people’s actions that cause the 
problem, we need to fi nd a way to make 
them change their behavior.  How  we do 
this is of no importance. It just so hap-
pens that Persson and Savulescu believe 
that the most promising and perhaps the 
only way to achieve the desired practical 
outcome is by manipulating human 
biology so that people become able to do 
what their antiquated moral psychology 
prevents them from doing. The question 
of what exactly should count as moral 
enhancement and whether what Persson 
and Savulescu propose we do does or 
does not qualify as moral enhancement 
is beside the point. All we need to know 
and discuss is what is being proposed, 
and whether this proposal is sensible 
and worth pursuing in the light of what 
it is supposed to achieve. 

 It is, however, diffi cult to do that 
because there is so much, and indeed 
too much, that the proposal assumes 
without proper investigation. Are we 
really stuck with a stone-age moral psy-
chology that is no longer fi t for purpose 
today? What is the evidence for that? 
Has not the circle of concern in fact 
expanded considerably since then, to 
include not only people belonging to 
one’s own “kin and a small circle of . . . 
acquaintances” but also people from 
different tribes and races, people living 
in other parts of the world, future gen-
erations, animals, and even ecosys-
tems? And why should our alleged 
moral myopia have affected only our 
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motivation to act and not also our abil-
ity to recognize what is right and what 
is wrong?  Do  we know what is right 
and wrong and what needs to be done? 
Is that really so obvious? And if we do 
lack the motivation to do what we 
should be doing, and what we  know  we 
should be doing, are there really no 
other ways to boost our motivation? 
Can that not be achieved through moral 
education? Why not? Because we are 
biologically incapable of doing it? But 
some people seem to have the neces-
sary motivation already. How is that 
possible? And are we really doomed to 
bring “ultimate harm” on ourselves 
and the planet if we don’t morally 
enhance ourselves? Are there no other 
options to prevent that from happen-
ing? And what would happen if we 
really managed to rid ourselves of our 
alleged motivational shortcomings—if 
we no longer had any bias toward the 
near future; if our altruism were unlim-
ited, so that everybody’s welfare would 
be as important to us as our own; if we 
sympathized with everyone without 
exception; and if we felt just as respon-
sible for what we allowed to happen as 
we do now for what we directly cause 
to happen? Perhaps those alleged short-
comings of our moral psychology are 
actually quite useful to ensure our well-
being and indeed survival.  5   

 All these questions need to be asked 
and thoroughly investigated before they 
can be answered. And as long as they 
haven’t been properly answered, it is 
virtually impossible to assess the merits 
of the proposal: that is, in practical 
terms, whether it makes any sense to 
pursue moral bioenhancement along 
the suggested lines, which would, after 
all, require the redirection of an enor-
mous amount of resources to the proj-
ect (and also, in all likelihood, a global 
government powerful and determined 
enough to see this through until there is 
nobody left who might feel tempted to 

cause ultimate harm).  6   Yet Sparrow’s 
main point—with which I completely 
agree—is not this but rather the radical 
context-dependency of morality, which 
makes it highly doubtful that much can 
be achieved by increasing the scope or 
intensity of our altruistic leanings or 
our “sense of justice.” The issue is not 
so much whether such moral or pro-
tomoral feelings or dispositions can 
increase our ability to act for the right 
 reasons  but, rather, whether they cannot 
just as well increase our ability to act 
for the  wrong  reasons. “Justice” and 
“good,” even if the good in question 
is the good of other people, are very 
abstract and fairly empty notions that 
can be fi lled with all sorts of different 
content. This should be obvious in the 
case of the weapon-of-mass-destruction-
wielding terrorist who threatens to 
bring ultimate harm on us. The prob-
lem we have with such terrorists is cer-
tainly not that they are not suffi ciently 
motivated by what they think is just 
and what they think is good for us. 
They don’t seem to suffer from moral 
myopia, at least not from the kind that 
Persson and Savulescu are talking about. 
What makes them dangerous is not that 
they don’t care for justice or other peo-
ple, but that they care too  much  about 
justice and what other people do or do 
not do. I’d rather they were less con-
cerned with my life and thought only of 
themselves. In consequence, motivat-
ing them even more to act in accordance 
with their conception of what is good 
and right won’t do anything to alleviate 
the danger of ultimate harm—on the con-
trary.  7   Leaving aside sheer force, the only 
thing that can help in this situation is 
moral  education , namely, one that man-
ages to make them  think  differently about 
justice and what is important in life—or 
not to think about it so much at all and be 
more selfi sh and self-absorbed instead. 

 Climate change and environmental 
destruction are of course a different 
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case, in which it seems more plausible, 
at least initially, to see the problem in a 
lack of moral motivation, which then 
prevents us from working toward effec-
tive countermeasures to prevent disaster. 
However, it is by no means clear that 
this is indeed an accurate assessment of 
the situation, which is likely to be far 
more complex. Usually the threat of envi-
ronmental destruction is not framed as 
an us-versus-them (people living else-
where or in the far future) situation. 
Instead, we are constantly reminded 
that this is a problem that affects us all, 
and pretty much now. So it is not so 
much our  altruism  that is in vain called on 
but rather our enlightened  self-interest . 
We are told that if we continue like this, 
we will destroy the conditions on which 
our own (good) lives depend. And still 
we are not doing anything about it, or 
at least not as much as we are told is 
necessary to prevent “ultimate harm.” 
This is clearly  not  because we lack moral 
motivation but more likely because we 
are having trouble imagining the whole 
thing to be real. We tend to trust in the 
future, tend to think that all those scien-
tifi c doomsayers are probably exagger-
ating. This may indeed create a serious 
problem affecting our chances of sur-
vival, but it is certainly not one that can 
be solved by increasing people’s altruis-
tic impulses or “sense of justice.”    

 Allegation 2  

 Allegation 

 Sparrow mistakenly believes that bio-
medical interventions differ signifi cantly 
from conventional moral education in 
that they undermine the fundamental 
moral equality between the educator and 
the educated that all education tacitly 
acknowledges. Sparrow believes this 
mainly because he cannot be bothered by 
“anything as mundane as  empirical facts .” 
Ignoring “the empirical knowledge of 

common sense and science” and mis-
guided by his “enchantment with the 
‘fundamental’ and ‘profound,’” he 
merely sports a common prejudice, 
because it is “surely evident that when 
small children are taught language, reli-
gion, basic moral rules, or whatever, this 
education is just as effective, irresistible, 
and irrevocable as biomedical interven-
tion is likely to be.”   

 Response 

 Persson and Savulescu have a worry-
ing tendency to ridicule their critics’ 
views and arguments instead of giving 
them a fair hearing and entertaining the 
possibility that they might actually have 
a point. This is always easy to do. I am 
tempted to respond in the same man-
ner, but because I don’t think that ridi-
cule, although it may be a very effective 
rhetorical strategy, is likely to increase 
our understanding of substantial philo-
sophical and practical issues, I will refrain 
from doing so. However, it is hard to 
imagine a claim that is  less  evident and 
supported by empirical observation 
than the one so confi dently made by 
Persson and Savulescu—that whenever 
children are taught anything at all, this 
is “just as effective, irresistible, and irre-
vocable as biomedical intervention is 
likely to be”—unless, of course, they 
believe that biomedical intervention is 
not likely to be terribly effective at all. 
But because they  must  believe in the 
effectiveness of the particular kind of 
biomedical intervention that they pro-
pose, given that it is meant to literally 
save the world (i.e., us and all other liv-
ing things from ultimate harm) and that 
it cannot do that if it is not effective, 
I suspect they really believe that educa-
tion works very much like programming 
a computer or injecting knowledge, 
beliefs, and behavioral dispositions into 
an empty container and then, once it 
is fi lled, sealing it for good so that it 
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cannot get out again. Nobody who has 
ever been involved in bringing up a 
child can seriously believe that what 
we teach them is “irresistible” and 
“irrevocable.” Such a claim is based 
neither on common sense nor on empir-
ical observation, and it most certainly is 
not a scientifi cally proven “fact.” There 
may of course be ways of educating 
children that have that indoctrinating 
tendency. Perhaps that is how educa-
tion works in North Korea and other 
totalitarian and equally insular societ-
ies, but that kind of education (which 
should more appropriately be called 
“brainwashing”), if it indeed exists, is 
not really what we want education to 
be. So what Sparrow invokes is an  ideal  
of moral education according to which 
it should proceed as a kind of dialogue 
between two in principle equal part-
ners in the sense that the one that is 
being educated is never regarded and 
treated merely as a passive receptacle 
but always as an agent who ultimately 
has to make up his or her own mind 
about what is right and what is wrong 
and thus to develop his or her own 
moral outlook rather than merely aping 
somebody else’s. The point is the rejec-
tion of what Sparrow calls the “instru-
mental or technical mode” of thinking 
when it comes to shaping the agency of 
others, and I fi nd it rather alarming that 
Persson and Savulescu seem not only 
unable to think in any other mode 
themselves but also unable to even 
imagine that  anyone  in their right mind 
could seriously think in any other mode 
about the purpose and method of moral 
education.    

 Allegation 3  

 Allegation 

 Hauskeller falsely believes that all moral-
ity is contextual in the sense that whether 
a particular action is considered right or 

wrong depends on both the situation 
and the moral framework one happens 
to endorse, and that for this reason it is 
not possible to enhance people’s moral-
ity as such. That this is plainly false is 
demonstrated by the fact that no society 
could “function unless there was wide-
spread agreement about moral norms to 
the effect that other citizens must not be 
killed, raped, or robbed of their prop-
erty; that they should be helped when in 
need; that their good deeds should be 
reciprocated; and so on.”   

 Response 

 That no society could function with-
out a widespread acceptance of some 
basic moral rules may be true but is 
largely irrelevant in the present con-
text, for the simple reason that if it is 
indeed true, then we must already have 
the required moral outlook and moti-
vation. Obviously our present moral 
psychology is good enough to ensure 
the functioning of human society. We 
don’t need any moral bioenhancement 
for this. What we supposedly need 
moral bioenhancement for is to be able 
to deal effi ciently with the global prob-
lems we face today, especially terrorism 
and environmental destruction. Persson 
and Savulescu assume without much 
argument that making people more dis-
posed to act “altruistically” and “justly” 
will solve those problems, that we can 
make them more so disposed by fi d-
dling with their brain chemistry, and 
that it is fairly uncontroversial what 
acting more altruistically and justly 
consists in. That this is clearly not the 
case is, curiously enough, demonstrated 
by precisely the kind of empirical 
research that Persson and Savulescu 
cite to back their claim that moral bio-
enhancement is possible. Thus it has 
been shown that by causing people to 
be more averse to harming others (i.e., 
to be more “altruistic”), they also become 
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less inclined to demand a just distri-
bution of goods.  8   In other words, the 
same intervention that increases their 
altruistic tendencies also reduces what 
Persson and Savulescu tend to under-
stand as their sense of justice, which 
should not surprise us, because it is easy 
to see that an aversion to harming 
people is not always compatible with 
what satisfying our sense of justice 
would require. Morality comes not in 
one homogeneous and internally con-
sistent chunk but in various bits and 
pieces. It is, in one word, multidimen-
sional. Moreover, whether or not we 
regard a particular change in a person’s 
moral outlook as an enhancement 
depends entirely on the moral frame-
work we embrace. If by augmenting 
serotonin neurotransmission in a test 
subject we can prompt them to respond 
differently to classic moral dilemmas 
such as trolley problems (making them, 
for example, less inclined to push one 
fat man off a bridge to save a bunch of 
people on the railway tracks),  9   then 
clearly this can only be regarded as a 
moral enhancement if we adopt a non-
utilitarian perspective. This is because, 
for a utilitarian, the right action would 
be the one that is likely to save the 
greatest number of lives, which in this 
situation would consist in pushing 
the man off the bridge. So if we want to 
bioenhance people’s morality and have 
to decide whether to do this, as sug-
gested, by increasing or by lowering 
serotonin levels, then we fi rst need to 
agree on how people  should  judge in 
situations like this one, and how we 
want them to act. That we already agree 
that people should generally be nice to 
one another and give to others what is 
their due doesn’t help much at all here. 

 Persson and Savulescu now deny 
that pursuing moral bioenhancement 
requires us to take a stand on such con-
troversial moral issues and argue that 
the object is merely to make people 

more “motivated by altruism and a 
sense of justice” but  not  “to ensure that 
they act in any specifi c way in particular 
situations.” This is puzzling because 
it seems to me that if the latter is not 
the object, then we no longer have any 
good reason to pursue moral bioen-
hancement in the fi rst place. If moral 
bioenhancement is meant to address 
the problem that people don’t act the 
way they should (thus allowing ulti-
mate harm to come upon us), then we 
had better make sure that it  does  ensure 
that people act in a specifi c way in 
particular situations. Otherwise we 
could just as well leave things as they 
are. And even if it were possible to 
morally enhance people in some way 
without taking a stand on controver-
sial moral issues (which I doubt), it is 
certainly not true that the kind of 
moral enhancement that Persson and 
Savulescu propose (and, more impor-
tantly, the kind that they  need  in order 
to give some initial plausibility to their 
claim that only moral bioenhancement 
can save the world from ultimate harm) 
can be executed without making a 
decision about at least some substantial 
questions regarding right and wrong. 
To see this, we only have to look at 
Persson and Savulescu’s list of our 
alleged moral shortcomings that moral 
bioenhancement is meant to redress. 
If our tendency to discount the impor-
tance of events in the more remote 
future, our tendency to fi nd causing 
harm more blameworthy than letting 
harm occur (known as the act-omission 
doctrine), and our tendency to con-
sider ourselves responsible for an effect 
in proportion to our causal contribu-
tion to it are all considered deplorable 
 fl aws  in our moral psychology, then 
this implies that all these tendencies 
are  in fact  (morally) wrong (i.e., they 
prevent us from doing what is in fact 
morally right). In other words, it implies 
that we should not discount future 
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events, should not think ourselves less 
responsible for the harm that we fail 
to prevent than for the harm that we 
cause ourselves, and should not feel 
less responsible for events that are only 
to a very small degree caused by us. 
Yet none of this is uncontroversial—
especially the rejection of the act-
omission doctrine, which is a key tenet 
of utilitarianism, that is, a particular 
ethical theory. There is certainly no wide-
spread consensus that the act-omission 
doctrine is mistaken and needs to be 
abandoned. Thus Persson and Savulescu 
clearly  do  presuppose the truth of a par-
ticular ethical framework in their pro-
posal for moral bioenhancement. 

 They could of course defend their 
approach by saying that all that matters 
is that those beliefs prevent us from 
saving the world and ourselves from 
ultimate harm—that they are simply 
not fi t for purpose. However, in that 
case we would no longer be talking 
about moral enhancement. We would 
simply be talking about what needs to 
be done to protect us from our own 
power. The proposed enhancement 
would then be purely instrumental—
which of course it is, but then we should 
stop calling it moral enhancement.    

 Allegation 4  

 Allegation 

 Hauskeller wrongly believes that moral 
bioenhancement is going to turn us into 
mere puppets hanging from strings 
that are being moved by the bioenhanc-
ers, apparently because he erroneously 
assumes “that … bioenhancement must 
determine us to perform particular 
actions, the morally right actions.” He 
also has this strange and “totally implau-
sible” idea, which he shares with 
Harris,  10   that the freedom to do evil 
might be valuable in itself, which is 
“too absurd to need rebuttal.”   

 Response 

 As pointed out previously, if moral bio-
enhancement does not determine us to 
perform particular actions, it is diffi cult 
to see why we should need it in the fi rst 
place. But be that as it may, Persson and 
Savulescu clearly don’t have an ethical 
problem with the idea of determining 
people’s actions. It is just that they are 
not entirely convinced that it is possi-
ble. Yet if it  were  possible, they would 
wholeheartedly support it. The fi ction 
of the “God machine,”  11   which pre-
vents people from performing morally 
wrong actions by changing their motives 
to act whenever they are tempted to do 
so, is designed to convince us that there 
would be nothing wrong with chang-
ing people’s moral psychology in such 
a way that they become incapable of 
doing anything that they are not sup-
posed to be doing. That is what I meant 
when I expressed, in  Better Humans? , 
concern about reducing people to “mere 
means to the end of morality,”  12   which 
in my view undermines the whole idea 
of morality because the least that moral-
ity requires is that we see and treat oth-
ers never merely as means (and be it to 
the end of morality) but always also as 
ends. (And that is really the whole extent 
of my alleged Kantianism.) I don’t think 
there is anything self-contradictory in 
this concern. Persson and Savulescu’s 
thinking is seemingly logical: if we do 
not want people to do bad things, then 
surely we do not want them to be  free  to 
do bad things either. That would be too 
absurd. Yet that does not really follow at 
all. It all depends on what price we are 
willing to pay to prevent people from 
doing bad things. “Suppose,” Persson 
and Savulescu write,

  the police force of a state were so effec-
tive that it was capable of catching 
every criminal in the act. Would such 
effective intervention be something 
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morally decent citizens should fear 
because it makes them unfree to per-
form the many noncriminal actions that 
they in fact perform? Surely not—
they should unequivocally welcome 
such effi ciency because it makes their 
lives safer.  

  How politically naïve is that? This is 
exactly the kind of rationale that is 
commonly used to justify the existence 
of a pervasive state security apparatus 
that leaves nothing to chance and con-
trols every aspect of people’s lives. That 
“decent,” noncriminal citizens have no 
reason to fear any of this provides little 
relief as long as it is entirely up to the 
state to defi ne who should count as a 
criminal and who not. Even with the 
most benevolent government, this is 
hardly something we would have rea-
son to welcome. 

 Let me conclude with a passage from 
William James’s essay “The Moral 
Philosopher and the Moral Life,” which 
makes it very clear why we have, 
despite Persson and Savulescu’s assur-
ances, every reason to worry about the 
prospect of being subjected to a directed 
program of moral bioenhancement:

  The very best of men must not only 
be insensible, but be ludicrously 
and peculiarly insensible, to many 
goods. … Think of Zeno and of 
Epicurus think of Calvin and of Paley 
think of Kant and Schopenhauer … 
no longer as one-sided champions 
of special ideals, but as schoolmas-
ters deciding what all must think,—
and what more grotesque topic 
could a satirist wish for on which to 
exercise his pen? … Think, further-
more, of such individual moralists, 
no longer as mere schoolmasters, 
but as pontiffs armed with the tem-
poral power, and having authority 
in every concrete case of confl ict to 
order which good shall be butch-
ered and which shall be suffered to 
survive,—and the notion really turns 

one pale. All one’s slumbering revolu-
tionary instincts waken at the thought 
of any single moralist wielding such 
powers of life and death. Better chaos 
forever than an order based on any 
closet-philosopher’s rule, even though 
he were the most enlightened possible 
member of his tribe.  13    
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