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In this paper I aim to advocate our moral commitment to the enhancement of 

human beings, understood as complex functional systems. Based on this 

characterization, I defend an extended concept of the mind and the self: a perspective 

according to which not only our cognitive processes but also our very identities are seen 

as necessarily including entities external to our bodies' boundaries or artifacts. With this, 

I intend to emphasize the impossibility of speaking about human nature as something 

fixed and having well-defined limits. I advocate a continuously dynamic view of what 

we are; I intend to reject both a conservative and pessimistic perspective regarding the 

contemporary intervention and enhancement practices as well as the transhumanistic 

hypothesis of human enhancement as the creation of a new entity—one that essentially 

is no longer human. Along these lines, I intend to show that we, human beings, have 

always understood ourselves to be beings projected into the world and have always 

been, in a sense, cyborgs—i.e., a mixture of biological beings and artifacts. 

If we are correct—i.e., if the best way to describe our nature is indeed by 

resorting to some fictional, amorphous creature, under constant transformation, that 

takes in its surroundings and incorporates into itself this informational set—then we 

must refrain from appealing to human nature as a means to prohibit practices that we 

think are morally condemnable. The absence of a human nature with clearly identifiable 

frailties and abilities also renders the transhumanistic hypothesis meaningless. We do 

not know any limits to our incorporative activity; our own limit is the world, which, like 

us, is also dynamic and amorphous. However, if we no longer have a rigid notion of 

what human nature may be, how should we position ourselves in the moral debate 

regarding human enhancement? I advocate here a moral perspective that does not take 

as its premise or starting point a rigid concept of human nature: (1) it cannot, prima 

facie, reject intervention and alteration practices targeting human creatures, (2) nor can 

it categorically determine which interventions shall, indeed, promote an enhancement of 

human beings in general. 



In other publications, I have sought to discuss the controversy regarding human 

enhancement based on the arguments presented by bioconservatives and transhumanists 

(Dias and Vilaça, 2010; 2013). Here, I simply intend to note the role played in this 

controversy by mentioning a notion of human nature that I think is mistaken. 

For the so-called bioconservatives, the "dignity" of human nature, which is 

frequently associated with rationality and autonomy, is the foundation of our ethical 

self-understanding as beings of a species and determines how we relate to other human 

beings and to individuals of other species. In this sense, it would be prohibitive to 

manipulate human nature and necessary to preserve it, in its essential aspects. With 

some variation, this is the perspective of authors such as Habermas (2004), Kass (2002; 

2003), Fukuyama (2003), and Sandel (2007).  

Transhumanists, in turn, use technology to alter and improve what is human; 

through this, they create the transhuman. The "transhuman" (Bostrom 2013) would be 

an intermediate state between the human and the post-human, characterized by 

significant changes in the human and generated beings with non-human characteristics

—so-called chimeras or the cyborgs in Savulescu’s (2009) vocabulary. The term "post-

human" would in turn characterize beings originally "evolved" or developed from 

human beings but significantly different from them, such that, in all relevant aspects, 

they could no longer be identified as "human" (Savulescu, 2009).   

For the bioconservatives, enhancement would be morally condemnable because 

it changes or destroys human nature. Transhumanists advocate enhancement as part of a 

bet in a post-human world where beings, essentially no longer human, would achieve a 

superior quality of life, free from the bonds imposed by their nature as human beings. 

On both sides, therefore, one finds some concept for what the human nature is, a nature 

that enhancement would transform and, for better or worse, destroy. 

My bet on human enhancement differs from these others. I advocate that 

enhancement is part of our nature because we are flexible and dynamic functional 

systems that transform and shape ourselves in an attempt to better harmonize ourselves 

with our surroundings and achieve full realization. We do not risk becoming cyborgs 

because, in fact, we have always been entities that extend beyond our bodily boundaries 



and project ourselves onto the world. In this sense, we have never been able to define a 

deep “I,” distinct from the "other’s I." 

Another feature that is also quite dear to the controversy between 

bioconservatives and transhumanists is the distinction between intervention practices 

termed therapeutic—i.e., those that are carried out to compensate an alleged disability—

and enhancement practices, understood to be modifications to an individual's biological 

or psychological constitution aimed at promoting one’s own functioning or even 

creating abilities that increase its quality of life. Well, if we do not have a rigid concept 

of human nature at our disposal, the very notion of what a disability is becomes relative 

to the individual's relationship with its surroundings. 

An individual who satisfies the cognitive standards currently in place, from the 

biological point of view, may exhibit a behavioral deficit, from the social point of view, 

in the light of a given society's standards. In this case, would an intervention practice be 

termed therapeutic or enhancing? We may also imagine the case of individuals with 

biological disorders who have nevertheless fully adapted and become realized in 

society. Would we now be justified in performing some sort of intervention? 

Finally, along with a static notion of human nature, we have also lost the 

boundary between the normal and the pathological, between therapeutic intervention 

and enhancement. In this case, the moral commitment should be aimed at any alteration 

that, as advocated by Savulescu, increases a person's chances of having a good life in 

the relevant set of circumstances (Savulescu, 2011). More specifically, according to the 

functional perspective of human beings, our moral commitment embraces the 

enhancement of functionings that make our personal realization possible, whatever this 

may mean in each case. 

If we accept the statement by Almodóvar —"We are all the more authentic the 1

more we approach that which we would like to be"—a biological or psychological 

intervention becomes no more than an instrument at our disposal for achieving our ideal

—i.e., for becoming the person we wish to be or to build the world in which we want to 

live. And if we do not know the limits of what is human, we can still look at our history 

 Reference to the film by Almodóvar, "Todo sobre mi madre [All about my mother]."1



and observe, amidst hits and misses, all our efforts in the sense of promoting the 

necessary knowledge for the improvement of our quality of life. We have always made 

a moral bet on our enhancement, be it through education, art, or science. 


