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In public debates over biotechnology, theologians, philosophers,
and political theorists have proposed that biotechnology could have
significant implications for human nature. They argue that ethical
evaluations of biotechnologies that might affect human nature must
take these implications into account. In this book, Gerald McKenny
examines these important yet controversial arguments, which have
in turn been criticized by many moral philosophers and professional
bioethicists. He argues that Christian ethics is, in principle, commit-
ted to some version of the claim that human nature has normative
status in relation to biotechnology. Showing how both criticisms and
defenses of this claim have often been facile, he identifies, develops,
and critically evaluates three versions of the claim, and contributes
a fourth, distinctively Christian version to the debate. Focusing on
Christian ethics in conversation with secular ethics, McKenny’s book
is the first thorough analysis of a controversial contemporary issue.

GERALD MCKENNY is Walter Professor of Theology at the
University of Notre Dame. He is the author of 70 Relieve the Human
Condition: Bioethics, Technology, and the Body and The Analogy of
Grace: Karl Barth’s Moral Theology. His work in theological ethics and
biomedical ethics is concerned with Christian ethics in a milieu that
is shaped by modern culture, politics, and technology.
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General Editor’s Preface

In 1992 Kieran Cronin’s pioneering study Rights and Christian Ethics was
the first monograph to be published in New Studies in Christian Ethics. It
anticipated and helped shape Christian responses to a growing emphasis
on human rights within health care and social ethics. It is very fitting that
Gerald McKenny’s fine contribution Biotechnology, Human Nature, and
Christian Ethics now adds to this long-running series, seeking as it does to
shape responses to the extraordinary emerging techniques that might one
day make various human “enhancements” possible.

Like all other contributors to the series, Gerald McKenny has carefully
observed the two central aims of New Studies in Christian Ethics, namely:

1. To promote monographs in Christian ethics that engage centrally with
the present secular moral debate at the highest possible intellectual level.

2. To encourage contributors to demonstrate that Christian ethics can
make a distinctive contribution to this debate — either in moral sub-
stance, or in terms of underlying moral justifications.

In Moral Passion and Christian Ethics (2017) 1 offered a critical analysis
of Kieran Cronin’s original contribution and used this as a standard for
assessing all other books in the series — except, of course, the present one.
Iidentified three slightly more refined phases in Rights and Christian Ethics.
The first phase involved learning from a secular discipline (in this instance,
philosophy and political theory) and encouraging other Christian ethicists
to do likewise. The second phase involved challenging a purely secular
understanding of the issue at hand (in this instance human rights) and
deepening it with an understanding that is not entirely secular. And the
third phase involved exploring a distinctively theological justification for
moral choices and acts.

How does Biotechnology, Human Nature, and Christian Ethics meas-
ure up in terms of these three phases? I believe that it does so remark-
ably well. Gerald McKenny has listened attentively to a range of different

xi
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xii General Editor’s Preface

voices within bioethics and taken proper account of the scientific and
philosophical factors involved in the possibilities (or improbabilities) of
different forms of human enhancement. He has identified three versions
of the claim that normative status attaches to human nature in the con-
text of biotechnology. This part of his task brings considerable clarity to
secular and religious positions alike. He sees strengths and weaknesses in
each and agrees that the standard bioethical principles of autonomy, safety,
and fairness remain important. But, like many other Christian ethicists,
he does not regard these principles as morally sufficient. So, he has sug-
gested a fourth, more theological, version, grounded here specifically in
Christology and eschatology, which seeks to challenge and deepen purely
secular positions. Yet he has done this with admirable theological modesty.
Here is a Christian apologist who is more than prepared to learn from
secular discourse, albeit without being exclusively limited to its principles.

This is an impressive achievement, and I am delighted to welcome this
percipient monograph to the series.

Robin Gill
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In recent decades, bioethicists, policy makers, journalists, and others have
been intrigued by biotechnological interventions that aim not at the pre-
vention or treatment of diseases or injuries, but at desired changes in
performances (athletic, cognitive, sexual), behaviors (moods, emotions,
dispositions), and physical traits (longevity, height, physiognomy). These
changes, which are commonly, if imprecisely, called enhancements, are
brought about by a wide assortment of technologies. Notwithstanding
their novelty and technical sophistication, some of these technologies,
including pharmaceuticals (for example, anabolic steroids, Adderall, and
Viagra) and surgical manipulations, are continuous with efforts at human
self-transformation that reach back into the archaic human past. Other
technologies, such as those that involve genetics, neuro-digital interfaces,
and tissue-regenerative processes, are historically unprecedented. But in
either case, these technologies are enabling us, at least to some extent, to
control, select, bypass, replace, and alter human biological functions and
traits to degrees and in ways that were never possible. It is unsurprising,
then, that their development has been accompanied by recurring questions
about human nature. In particular, many people ask whether the potential
of biotechnology to implicate biological functions and traits in these ways
requires us to take human nature into account in our ethical evaluations
of biotechnology. Does human nature have some normative significance
(that is, some meaning, value, purpose, or role) that ethical evaluations of
biotechnology should consider? If so, then what is that significance and
how should we take it into consideration? In short, what is the normative
status of human nature, and how should it count in ethical evaluations of
biotechnologies that implicate human nature?

These questions, and the answers that have been or may be given to them,
are the subject matter of this book. At the end of the first chapter I offer a
rationale for addressing them in a book-length inquiry in Christian ethics.
But it is appropriate to say something here about the context in which they

xiii

© in this web service Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org



www.cambridge.org/9781108422802
www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press

978-1-108-42280-2 — Biotechnology, Human Nature, and Christian Ethics
Gerald McKenny

Frontmatter

More Information

Xiv Preface

are to be understood. This context can be conceived narrowly to cover the
past two or three decades, in which widely publicized developments — first
in genetics and psychopharmacology, then in neuro-digital interfaces and
regenerative medicine — have generated widespread and sometimes heated
debates on the normative status of human nature. Nearly all the authors
whose work I examine in this book belong to this period. However, the
positions most of these authors take have antecedents in the work of authors
(including Hannah Arendt, Hans Jonas, C. S. Lewis, Karl Rahner, and
Pierre Teilhard de Chardin) who wrote in the decades immediately follow-
ing World War II and whose concerns reflect developments in genetics and
reproductive technology that occurred during those decades, along with
the discrediting of eugenics. This broader context suggests that a common
discourse on biotechnology and human nature runs through our era of
biotechnology, in which optimism regarding scientific and technological
progress is haunted by the memory of abuses of knowledge and technique.
Taking a still broader context into account, the capability of biotechnol-
ogy to intentionally intervene into human nature, and especially its cap-
ability of selecting, replacing, and altering biological functions and traits,
can be understood as an event that is comparable in its significance to the
modern “discovery” that social and political arrangements are not merely
given but are subject to human construction. Of course, we have come to
realize that social and political arrangements are far more recalcitrant to
human construction than was initially suspected, and the same has proved
true, at least up to now, in the case of human nature. It is also true that
human beings have always sought and found ways to intervene into their
nature despite its alleged givenness, just as they did with their social and
political arrangements. These points should caution us not to exaggerate
the novelty of the so-called biotechnological era. Nevertheless, intentional
intervention into human biological nature is now a full-scale program, and
this circumstance affects our attitudes and practices regarding our nature
as well as our self-understanding as agents, even as the actual achievements
of human biotechnology thus far remain modest and intermittent. It also
poses the question whether the basis for the modern hope that human
nature and the basic conditions of human life are fundamentally alter-
able and can be improved by human action, which has always oscillated
between the realm of politics and that of science and technology (while
usually taking both in), has come to rest, at least for now, in the latter
realm (where Bacon and Descartes placed it) rather than the former. (For
someone like me, whose official academic career began in 1989, it is at least
symbolically significant that the first human gene therapy clinical trials as
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well as such an ambitious biotechnology project as the Human Genome
Initiative were getting underway at about the same time as the last vestiges
of a utopian political program were unraveling with the fall of the Berlin
Wall and the collapse of the Soviet Union.)

If it is the case that hopes and ambitions regarding the human condition
are increasingly directed to biotechnology, then the conversation about the
normative status of human nature considering biotechnological enhance-
ment belongs to a larger set of conversations, all of them characteristically
modern, that focus on the proper stance toward human vulnerabilities and
limitations in light of what is at least thought to be our increasing power to
overcome them. Should humans commit themselves to those moral norms
and virtues and social and political arrangements that enable them to live
rightly and well with their characteristic vulnerabilities and limitations or
to those that press them to overcome as many vulnerabilities and limita-
tions as they can? Of course, these alternatives are not mutually exclusive;
the question is what it would mean to do justice to both. My point, how-
ever, is that biotechnological enhancement is one of the most important
contemporary sites in which the claims of both are contested and will be
resolved, for better or worse.

Considerations drawn from this broader context take us beyond
Christian ethics to the description, explanation, and criticism of mod-
ern culture. Those tasks lie beyond the scope of this book. But their rele-
vance suggests that it is as important for Christian ethics to determine
its relationship to contemporary biotechnology as it is to determine its
relationship to modern political orders and movements. This book is a
contribution to that task. It begins by clarifying how contemporary bio-
technology implicates human nature and thus raises the question of its
normative status, what it means to claim that normative status attaches to
human nature, why that claim can be problematic, and why it is import-
ant for Christian ethics to try to make that claim in a way that avoids the
problems that have always attended it (Chapter 1). It then goes on to for-
mulate and critically examine three versions of that claim and to propose a
fourth one (Chapters 2—s). Following a conclusion that presents the results
of the inquiry, an appendix addresses the question of the implications of
the normative status of human nature considering the distant but possible
prospect of the transformation of human nature into something else.

Before turning to the main body of this inquiry, it is appropriate to say
a word about its scope. It is not a general inquiry into the ethics of bio-
technological enhancement or even an inquiry into the role of the norma-
tive status of human nature in resolving concrete ethical issues related to
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biotechnological enhancement. Still less is it an inquiry into the ethics of
technology. Finally, it is not an inquiry into human nature. It is instead an
inquiry into the normative status of human nature in light of the grow-
ing capabilities of contemporary biotechnological enhancement to impli-
cate human nature. During this inquiry, much is said about the ethics
of particular biotechnological enhancements, not a little is said about
human nature, and something is said about the ethics of technology. But
the emphasis of this book is on what it means to claim in the context of
biotechnology that normative status attaches to human nature and how
the normative status of human nature should count in the ethical evalu-
ation of biotechnological interventions that implicate human nature. If
the reader protests that this focus is too narrow, I would say two things in
defense of it. First, there are already many fine studies in Christian ethics
and related fields of the ethics of biotechnological enhancement, the ethics
of technology, and human nature, but there is no thorough study in these
fields of the normative status of human nature in relation to biotechnol-
ogy. Second, if (as I am convinced) Christian ethics is in its own way as
heavily invested in what biotechnology means for our biological nature as
modern science, technology, and politics are in their way, then there is a
need for a study in Christian ethics that takes it as seriously as it is taken in
these other domains. It is my hope that this book will go some way toward
meeting that need.
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