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The debate over whether or to what extent
we should pursue the enhancement of hu-
man capabilities has often been reduced to
entrenched bio-conservative or bio-liberal
positions calling for either a blanket pro-
hibition of any enhancement beyond our
species-typical capacities or the promotion of
any enhancement a person may autonomous-
ly choose for themselves or their children. In
line with thinkers like Erik Parens, who advo-
cates for a binocular approach to evaluating
enhancement proposals, and Nicholas Agar,
who favors “truly human enhancement,”
Johann Roduit carves out a moderate position
in favor of allowing specific, limited forms
of enhancement.

To frame the parameters for differentiating
between potentially beneficial and harmful
enhancements, Roduit utilizes “a perfec-
tionist approach of what it means to live
a good human life” (47). Prima facie, this
may sound like the author is advancing what
constitutes bio-conservatives’ worst fears
of a eugenic mentality that seeks to create
ever-more-perfect posthumans. On the con-
trary, Roduit shows how both enhancement’s
proponents and opponents presuppose some
notion of human perfection (57—-68). For bio-
conservatives such as Michael Sandel and
Leon Kass, human perfection consists of cul-
tivating classical virtues in harmony with our
given biological limits, which contribute to
the exercise of our moral agency and attain-
ment of happiness—understood eudaimonis-
tically, not hedonistically. Although they
claim to seek to improve the human condi-
tion, not promote perfectionism, bio-liberals
nevertheless tacitly invoke a concept of
human perfection in terms of maximizing the
exercise of autonomy. Furthermore, it would
be difficult for bio-liberals to adjudicate what
counts as an improvement without implicitly
assuming some superlative concept: one
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cannot assess whether something is better
without an idea of what would be best (65).
While enhancement enthusiasts often adopt
a backward-looking view that seeks to
improve on our former, given condition,
Roduit favors adopting a forward-looking
view that evaluates enhancement proposals
in light of a certain ideal of what we ought
to become (24). In short, he asks, “Towards
what do we improve?”’ (77) This question is
arguably valuable not only within the context
of biomedical enhancement, but with respect
to any mode of enhancing human capacities,
including traditional tried-and-true methods
of cultivating classical virtues or advancing
one’s spiritual development.

Roduit sees several advantages in adopt-
ing a perfectionist approach (51-52). For
instance, it expands the concept of what it
means to live a good human life beyond
merely exercising one’s autonomy; even
strict autonomists admit that there are more
or less rational—and some outright irra-
tional—ways of acting autonomously. The
concept of a good human life is, of course,
quite vexed, which is one reason why a
strictly autonomist bio-liberal may balk at
placing any limits on enhancement so long as
the chosen mechanism is safe and effective.
Yet, Roduit counters, individuals tend not to
make important life-changing decisions for
themselves or especially for their children
without being influenced by societal ideals
that are often rooted in certain perfection-
ist assumptions. Instead of ignoring such
assumptions and the ideals they inform, it
is preferable to assess them critically while
constructing a reasonable perfectionist
framework. In short, if perfectionism is an
undeniable lens through which to evaluate
human biological and cultural evolution,
should we not examine how we ought to
focus this lens?
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Roduit proposes using Martha Nussbaum’s
capabilities approach to develop a holis-
tic view of human perfection (105-112).
Nussbaum offers a broadly neo-Aristotelian
foundation for defining what a good human
life comprises, and Roduit believes her
approach provides “an objective ideal, but
not one that holds a fixed view of what a
human being ought to be” (31). Of course,
as James Keenan has noted, Christian per-
fectionism involves enhancing the spiritual
dimension of the human person in addition to
our physical, mental, and moral capabilities.
This integral component of human well-
being is not inimical to Roduit’s project and
could be proffered as a friendly amendment.
Consequently, it would be worthwhile to
adapt Nussbaum’s neo-Aristotelian approach
to a neo-Thomistic framework to conceptu-
alize human perfection in all the dimensions
of our being, thereby evaluating whether
specific enhancements advance or detract
from our flourishing, holistically understood.

Roduit may consider an appeal to
Thomistic anthropology, in both its philo-
sophical and theological dimensions, to be
too parochial in light of his desire to avoid
importing a fixed view of human nature, and
he specifically critiques common anthropo-
logical arguments that identify a true self
rather than create an ideal self (46-47). The
Thomistic perspective, however, defines
human nature in roughly the same broadly
based terms as Nussbaum’s Aristotelian
approach. Briefly stated, human beings are
defined as essentially living, sentient, social,
and rational animals whose existence as such
grounds our identity as persons—according
to the classical Boethian definition of an
individual substance of a rational nature—
and who thereby enjoy a particular dignity
because of our capacity to act in a rational,
autonomous manner. While Aquinas’s
understanding of human nature informs his
natural law ethic, the principles enshrined
in his moral system are broadly stated and
thus allow for a limited degree of social and
even individual interpretation with respect

to the specification and application of such
principles to concrete situations—thus the
need for the virtue of prudence. Hence, there
is no one particular route by which any and all
human beings seek to attain our ultimate end
of flourishing as rational animals and enjoy-
ing loving union with our creator; yet this
ultimate end imposes certain limits on what
we could licitly pursue in any enhancement
project, or whether enhancement in any form
is a morally legitimate enterprise.

Roduit’s brief but powerfully argued advo-
cacy for the undeniable presence and utility
of human perfection is a welcome contri-
bution. Bio-conservatives like Kass warn
that any pursuit of human perfection would
realize the worst nightmares imagined by
classical Greek tragedians (99). While the
wisdom inherent in such stories ought to
be always kept in mind, a story is just that,
a story, and we need to carefully weigh
whether scientific hubris will in fact bring
about the terrible consequences forewarned.
Once opened, Pandora’s Box is exceedingly
difficulty, if not impossible, to close; but
how do we know now whether a particular
enhancement proposal, or enhancement
in general, constitutes one of the terrible
contents of that box? Are we not all better
off because Prometheus stole fire from the
gods, even though he suffered greatly as a
consequence? This volume is intended not
to definitively resolve any Pandora’s Box
concerns but rather to kick-start an open
conversation about what perfection means
for us rational animals. Roduit has clearly
made the case that such a conversation is
both unavoidable and worth having, and he
has also provided a useful framework that is
grounded in a sound, if incomplete, anthro-
pology of the human person.
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