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 There exist many different ethical viewpoints, and in order to discuss transhumanism from an ethics 

perspective that is scientifically relevant, it must be decided which types of ethics are consistent with scientific 

practices and goals. A further criterion beyond such mere consistency would be to establish which ethical analyses 

can be helpful towards prescribing which actions should and should not be pursued (i.e., using normative ethics 

instead of meta-ethics or descriptive ethics). Further, it would not be helpful to view "right" ethical stances as a 

matter of mere individual preference or taste (although meta-ethics treats the validity of that idea: postmodernist 

meta-ethical stances do in fact assert that ethics is no more than shared preferences. Yet, discussing ethics in science 

in terms of such a postmodern ethics would be a futile effort, since by definition, no assertion of science could be 

deemed ethical or unethical beyond one's own taste for it. This cannot lead to an answer for normative-ethical 

questions). In order to have a helpful view of transhumanism in relation to ethics, we must have criteria that define 

what constitutes an ‘ethics:’ a most reasonable criterion is that an ethics must be consistent (any two true statements 

in the ethics must not produce a contradiction), but also that the ethical analysis must help in making decisions about 

what to do and not do in the world. Further, because this investigation comes from a scientific perspective, the 

treatment of ethics in science will also assert that an ethics must protect the long-term existence of Earth-born life, 

since that is a prerequisite for science as we know it. Here, life is defined broadly and includes far more than just 

human life since diversity is necessary for each species’ survival. This approach to ethics in science and these three 

specific criteria will be used in the following paragraphs to evaluate transhumanism most broadly from the set of  

diverse, consistent and scientific ethical viewpoints that meet our three criteria. 

 Honesty and accountability in present-day research are necessary to direct the technologies of the future; 

above all, a sustainable future is required for long-term scientific progress. Because of this, among other reasons, 

science and transhumanism are inherently connected. Any discussion of science necessarily brings about the 

question of the ethical boundaries of science, and this is apparent in pop culture in the form of dramas about 

artificial intelligence or totalitarian technocratic societies. Human civilization has been shaped by technology and 

reason since its humble beginnings. The technological changes throughout human history have been revolutionary, 

but, depending on one’s ethical stance, not all of them have been good. The human condition is characterized by art, 

empathy, reason, free will, understanding, determination and a capacity for great passion. However, it is also 

characterized by ignorance, violence, destruction, greed, and dishonesty. So, transhumanism lies at the core of 

discussions of ethics in science because, with technology, humans have gained the ability to alter these most potent 
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human traits. Thus, responsibility for the consequences of these traits now lies promptly on doctors, scientists, 

geneticists, and engineers. Discussions of transhumanism treat big questions of ethics in science: can technology 

make the world a more equitable, peaceful, and environmentally-sound place? Is death necessary? Can technology 

assuage social problems? Should the benefits of technological development be brought to bear on nonhuman 

animals and what are the relevant ethical concerns? 

There are unbounded problems and benefits that can arise from transhumanism. The following paragraphs 

analyze a subset of these problems, deemed most important in terms of a scientifically consistent and prescriptive 

ethics. Benefits of transhumanism can reach as far as destroying the hard bounds of subjective experience; curing 

disease and destroying death; interstellar travel and colonization; and bolstering the odds for long-term survival of 

life in the universe and increasing the current Kardashev scale rating of humanity
1
 (which, rather ingloriously, at this 

stage amounts to becoming solar-power reliant). Yet, negatives include destruction of individuality, or worse, 

destruction of all life on the planet. Many people may think it is best to steer clear of a philosophy with such 

unpredictable outcomes, but ‘opting out’ is not an ethically just or possible choice. 

Keep in mind that, just as in the problem commonly known to philosophers as the “Trolley Problem,” if 

humans tried to ‘opt out’ of making a decision on transhumanism, then responsibility would lie on them for 

problems like climate change, since these problems would be allowed to run rampant by a refusal to make a decision 

regarding the issue. Further, consider that opting out of the transhumanism decision is not even possible: the globe is 

already a transhuman globe. Many people are not accustomed to thinking of present-day humans as transhuman, but 

indeed there have been measurable changes in the genetics of many animals due to humanity's advanced 

technologies. Consider that it is common knowledge in the field of forensic anthropology that archaic homo sapiens 

sapiens skeletal remains can be categorized with respect to the ‘race’ they would have been predominantly 

considered part of at the time. Yet, this is not true for present-day humans, whose skeletal remains are considered as 

not belonging to any particular ethnic group. This is because modern travel technology has fundamentally altered the 

genetic makeup of humans in just the last few centuries alone. Further, according to CBC News, “Fish in New 

York's chemically-laden Hudson River have evolved a genetic variation that gives them resistance to PCBs.” So, 

advanced human technologies change human and nonhuman animal genetics. In short, transhumanism exists, 

                                                
1
  The Kardashev scale idea similar to more grounded ideas of cultural anthropologist Leslie White, with his 

formulation P=ET where P is power harnessed by a society, T is efficiency of use, and E is energy used per capita: 

this formulation was proposed to classify the technological progress of societies. 
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materially and in ethical theory, and so it can either be accepted and rejected in part, accepted or rejected in full, or 

ignored. If scientists ignore it, the “Trolley Problem” shows us that from a consequentialist standpoint, those 

scientists would be considered responsible for the outcomes of that choice to ignore. 

 First, before the very substantial risks of transhuman projects, it is important to discuss why humans ought 

to, from an ethical standpoint, consider pursuing transhuman enhancements to biology to begin with, even despite 

the ethical concerns. Transhumanism poses difficult questions about what can be done to improve the quality of life 

for humans as well as the rest of the biosphere. It asks: couldn’t the ability to work together through direct brain 

linkage, and the ability to feel another person’s feelings, be revolutionary? If people could experience directly one 

another’s consciousness, it is possible this would remove the urge to dehumanize one another with war, abuse, 

coercion and slavery. The brain-to-brain interface (BTBI) is a technology that uses a computer to brain interface 

(CBI) and a brain to computer interface (BCI) to enable two biological entities to (albeit roughly) directly 

communicate thoughts from one brain to the other (Yoo). If people could cooperate mentally in a direct way, such as 

through this new technology, this could possibly generate more computational power than any system envisioned 

today including a quantum supercomputer. At present, innumerable problems are unsolvable due in part to 

computational power (consider how often new prime numbers are published). Preventing environmental catastrophe 

and returning the resilience and sustainability of the environment might be within reach if bounded rationality could 

be, in part, done away with as more people use technologies like the BTBI. Through enhancements like a memory 

chip called the hippocampus chip, it may become possible that people are capable of learning all of the relevant data 

in a short period of time. 

The BTBI has recently been used in human-to-human experiments and has demonstrated humble success. 

This technology could be absolutely revolutionary to mediation of all kinds. Disagreements, which arise largely 

from the inability to understand or value one another’s position, could be resolved if two people could engage in true 

and direct communication using this technology. The implicit assumptions of each person’s argument could be 

directly understood, and if there was any conflicting evidence in peoples' ideas, it would become immediately 

apparent. The implications are many: the technology could help with international diplomacy, reducing war. It could 

help people to understand and learn from nonhuman animals, retrieving information which could help people to 

engineer a more sustainable future. With an ethical conscience, a technology could be developed that allowed gene 

expression to be altered at any time in life, allowing individuals to determine for themselves at any time in their life 
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if they would like to change something they might consider a disability. Yet, with moral enhancement, humans 

could reject coercive normalization, which is closely related to morphological freedom. Consider the choice of some 

deaf people to embrace cochlear implants and regain their hearing. Or, consider that recently the first example of a 

person’s life being saved through gene editing occurred when a child was saved from leukemia using the technique 

(Lees). It would become nearly impossible for any minority to oppress any majority, as has been the case with most 

of the great tragedies of history and even the present, and this is supported by the large role social media has been 

playing in grassroots uprisings in recent history. 

In a world with universally available BTBI and internet, it seems most likely that human interest will center 

around the issues nearly all humans have a stake in, such as the environment: it would become apparent that all parts 

of the environment were inextricably interdependent, so it is more likely consensus would be concentrated on these 

issues instead of focusing on minor issues of little consensus. Further, current research in neuroscience has 

generated neuroprosthetics, or CBIs, that can replace lost senses like hearing: it is almost certainly possible that 

neuroprosthetics could be used to expand the amount of information humans could store and the speed at which they 

could recall the information, resulting in more accurate conclusions about the world around them.  Imagine sense-

oriented technological enhancements and what perceiving the world more fully would be like: to understand 

complex systems like consciousness, or to be able to sense with direct sense perception the phenomena of the whole 

world. Imagine visualizing all of the aspects of the electromagnetic spectrum, and not just the visible; or a society 

that could communicate amongst itself in an organic way through enhanced processing power in order to plan goals 

for its future. The future of all the biological existence known might possibly be salvaged from the near certain 

environmental crisis, and biological life (as we know it) could finally get the chance to break the bonds of Earth to 

explore and cultivate the universe. These are the outcomes that are generally viewed as positive from both 

consequentialist and deontological backgrounds, and arguments generally viewed as negatives will have to ethically 

outweigh these consequences. 

There are many reasonable concerns regarding devastating consequences of transhumanism: these drastic 

outcomes arise because technologies in general, and thus transhuman enhancements, pose vast ethical problems. 

Michael Tennison holds a masters in bioethics and a bachelor’s in religious studies and philosophy. He has worked 

on a state bioethics commission and a federal bioethics study as well as the Presidential Commission for the Study 

of Bioethical Issues (Presidential). Tennison, in an essay published in the Journal of Medicine and Philosophy, 



ETHICS, TRANSHUMANISM, AND SCIENCE                          6   

   

summarizes many of the key ethical issues of biotechnological enhancements. He writes, “one of the first concerns 

of enhancement is the safety of those to be enhanced,” (Tennison) and this is likely the first ethical issue that will be 

encountered as biotechnology is studied and developed. This area of ethical concern, which includes human and 

non-human animal testing, is so vast that it has already garnered the attention of much of this report. Yet, consider 

this anecdote as an example of the precarious ethical landscape of transhumanist science. 

The (BTBI) experiments were first performed invasively on two rats (PaisVieira). The rats had the 

technology surgically implanted into their brains. Their skulls were sawed and the hardware remained largely 

exposed, which presents obvious ethical concerns to animal rights-minded people. Yet, utilitarians may be interested 

in the fact that these experiments brought about the invention of the hippocampus chip. According to Ramez Naam 

of the Institute for Ethics and Emerging Technologies, “this chip can actually improve memory.  And researchers 

can capture the neural trace of an experience, record it, and play it back any time they want later on” (Naam). The 

ethical question is whether or not inhumane animal experiments can justify these amazing advances in technology. 

Consider that such technology could greatly increase quality of life for people suffering from diseases such as 

Alzheimer’s; or, further, could make the direct experience of non-human animals available to anyone interested. 

Yet, of broader scope than the possibility of harm to individuals such as in this animal testing is the possibility of 

catastrophic effects on the environment and society that could come from transhuman enhancements. 

The technology, such as the hippocampus chip with its control of memory, could be used to destroy 

individuality and autonomy in order to socially control a population of humans or non-human animals. A less drastic 

and very imaginable possibility is the exacerbation of wealth inequality. Again from the Presidential Commission 

for the Study of Bioethical Issues: “If… only the wealthy and privileged will be able to gain easy access to costly 

enhancing technologies, we might expect to see an ever-widening gap between the ‘best and the brightest’ and the 

rest” (Presidential). Further, consider a statement by Stephen Hawking:  

If machines produce everything we need, the outcome will depend on how things are distributed. 

Everyone can enjoy a life of luxurious leisure if the machine-produced wealth is shared, or most 

people can end up miserably poor if the machine-owners successfully lobby against wealth 

redistribution. So far, the trend seems to be toward the second option, with technology driving 

ever-increasing inequality. (Worstall) 

 

In fact, it's true that any cultural pathology will direct the use of transhuman enhancements. Just like guns and other 

technology, it is the users of the technology that decide whether it will be used creatively or destructively, and to 

what specific end. Because of this, transhumanism depends on a culture of equality and respect for life and freedom, 
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which is not encouraging when it comes to prerequisites and sufficient conditions. The most obvious example to this 

effect is that in the current system, capitalism, only the wealthy would be able to afford enhancements, increasing 

the stratification of society. Francis Fukuyama, and economist and known critic, writes in a cover story in Foreign 

Policy: “Add in the implications to citizens of the world’s poorest countries-- for whom biotechnology’s marvels 

likely will be out of reach-- and the threat to the idea of equality becomes even more menacing.”  

In response to the argument that transhuman enhancements could threaten individuality, autonomy or the 

survival of the human race, Tennison suggests that moral transhumanism needs to be pursued prior to or 

concurrently with other transhuman enhancements.  

Although scientific progress is not bad in itself, its pace, if radically increased by transhuman 

enhancements, portends the risk of intellectual development drastically outstripping that of 

morality. One possible solution is that cognitive enhancement and scientific progress should be 

counterbalanced with the research, development, and implementation of moral enhancement. 

 

He draws inspiration for believing moral transhumanism is possible from the efficacy of psilocybin, using this as 

evidence that even more effective moral enhancements can be achieved.  

In research on human subjects, inhibiting serotonin reuptake has demonstrated that serotonin plays 

a role in moral judgment and behavior, correlating with empathy and aversive reactions to 

perceived harm. Similarly, oxytocin administration is correlated with the promotion of prosocial, 

empathetic behavior, including traits and virtues such as trust, trustworthiness, generosity, and 

sacrifice…Recent studies suggest that psilocybin, a psychedelic compound found in many species 

of mushrooms, may comprise another possibility for moral enhancement. (Tennison) 

 

Another blatant social problem with transhumanism is the fact that some facets of transhumanism exhibit 

the qualities of a religion. Depending on one’s ethical preferences, this may be a cause for concern. As Dr. Hava 

Tirosh-Samuelson, director of Jewish studies at Arizona State, argues, transhumanism meets three main criteria of 

religion: transhumanism employs eschatology� demonstrates the three criteria of secularism� and performs the 

functions of religion. Tirosh-Samuelson, however, typifies this in a positive light. She asserts that there is an 

important global trend: countries that relegate religion to the private sphere see a resurgence of public religion, and 

countries that keep religion in the public sphere have “witnessed the revival of a very militant form of atheism” 

represented by people like Richard Dawkins (Tirosh-Samuelson). Because of this, a 'post-secular’ ethic should be 

adopted, since the idea that religion will fall by the wayside as human society progresses is being rejected by this 

empirical trend. This view, it seems, may be problematic. 

Another real possibility is the destruction of the resilience of the ecosystem through some unintended 

consequence of genetic alteration or nanotechnology. Andrew Askland, the director of the Center for Law, Science 
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and Innovation at Arizona State University, in an essay published in The International Journal of Emerging 

Technologies and Society, states that any notion of technological enhancements as evolutionary is problematic for 

that reason: “[T]he transhumanist use of the term borrows from evolutionary theory as the dominant account of how 

life has changed over time on this planet, particularly the branching that has produced homo sapiens, to appropriate 

both the rigour of science and the gradual progression of changes… which have been identified as support for 

evolutionary theory.” Askland writes about the notion of “directed evolution,” or the idea that transhumanism can 

direct evolution in a more progressive way. It is true that natural selection is far more stable than rapid transhuman 

enhancements: this is why, as Askland points out, it is indeed problematic to confer the stability of evolutionary 

changes to transhuman changes via the usage of 'evolutionary’ to describe transhumanism. Nick Bostrom, founder 

of the World Transhumanist Association writes of the possible ecological devastation:  

In addition to dangers that are already recognized… such as a major military, terrorist or 

accidental disaster involving nuclear, chemical, viral or bacteriological agents, the new 

technologies threaten dangers of a different order altogether. Nanotechnology, for example, could 

pose a terrible threat to our existence if obtained by some terrorist group before adequate defense 

systems have been developed. It is not even certain that adequate defense is possible. (Bostrom) 

 

For these reasons, the ethical aspect of science is paramount in that scientists must deeply consider all of 

these consequences when choosing to work on research that falls under the umbrella of transhumanism: and this 

includes research connected with nearly all higher-order technologies. Even seemingly innocuous things like the 

internet or factory farming have transhuman impacts on human beings, human society, and the global ecosystem. 

While these possible negative outcomes of transhumanism are unsettling, the consequences of human biology can 

give rise to problems that many may see as worse. Problems stemming from biology are material, evident problems 

while problems stemming from transhumanism are mostly speculative. Yet, this does not effectively minimize 

concerns over the risk involved, and the best way forward will most likely not be clear, but instead be determined by 

a thorough case-by-case investigation of the likely outcomes. 
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