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O v e r the past several years, a n u m b e r of b io techno log ies have inspired 
ser ious ethical and pol i t ical debates: the human g e n o m e pro ject , s tem-cel ls , 
general e m b r y o n i c research , and human c lon ing, t o name a few. W h i l e o t h e r 
pol i t ical mat te rs such as the threat o f t e r r o r i s m cur ren t ly domina te o u r 
pol i t ical d i scou rse , the re can be litt le doub t that these b io techno log ica l issues 
wi l l have an e n o r m o u s long- te rm impact. 

A s a result , vast amoun ts o f human thought , energy, and resources are 
put in to navigating a pol i t ical cou rse fo r such techno log ies . Th ink - tanks hire 
scho lars sole ly t o research these issues.AII the ma jo r news organizat ions c o v e r 
the techno log ies a lmos t weekly . Large numbers o f scient ists and professional ly 
t ra ined "b ioe th ic is ts " are asked t o c o m m e n t f o r magazines, newspapers , and 
rad io p rograms. C o r p o r a t i o n s and states hire consul tants t o cons ide r the costs 
and benefi ts o f research in to and use of new techno log ies . Even Pres ident Bush 
himself spoke abou t the ethics o f s tem-ce l l research in a te lev ised address t o 
the nat ion. B io techno logy is here t o stay, and wi l l m o s t likely con t inue t o fo rce 
an ongo ing pol i t ical d ia logue fo r years t o c o m e . 

En te r L e o n Kass. A longt ime p ro fesso r at the Un ivers i ty o f C h i c a g o 
and c o - f o u n d e r o f the Hast ings Cen te r , Kass was asked in 2001 t o advise 
Pres ident Bush o n the ethics o f s tem-ce l l technology, and thereaf te r was named 
chai r o f the Pres ident 's C o u n c i l o n B ioeth ics . Kass was t ra ined as a physician 
and b iochemis t , and has w r i t t en extensive ly o n b ioeth ics f o r o v e r th i r ty years, 
cover ing a w i d e range of cul tural ly signif icant medica l techno log ies , f r o m in-
v i t ro fer t i l i zat ion, a b o r t i o n , and organ t ransplantat ion t o s tem-ce l l t echno logy 
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and human c lon ing. H i s newes t b o o k , Life, Liberty and the Defense of Dignity:The 

Challenge for Bioethics, is the cu lmina t ion o f decades o f careful cons ide ra t i on in 
such mat ters . 

Desp i t e his unique qual i f icat ions as an e x p e r t in b ioe th ics , Kass is n o t 
a typ ica l "b ioe th ic is t . " Indeed, he avoids that t e r m in se l f -desc r i p t i on . 
Pro fess iona l b ioeth ic is ts , w h o are in increasing demand as consu l tan ts t o 
hospi ta ls and research organ izat ions, typical ly f rame ethical d ia logue in t e r m s 
of benef icence , respec t f o r pe rsons , just ice, and pat ient au tonomy. C r i t i c i z i ng 
the l imi ta t ion o f these pr inc ip les out r ight , Kass exposes the i r meekness bo th 
in t h e o r y and in use, not ing that, unde r the i r gu idance, " the possib i l i ty o f w i l l ing 
dehuman iza t ion is o u t o f sight and o u t o f m ind . " 

T h e potent ia l dehuman iza t ion resul t ing f r o m increasingly c o m p e t e n t 
b io techno log ies un leashed by "woefu l ly inadequate" b ioeth ica l pr inc ip les is 
Kass 's cent ra l c o n c e r n . B o t h o u r b io techno log ies and o u r b ioe th ics get t he i r 
guid ing light f r o m the indiv idual ism int r ins ic t o m o d e r n l iberal d e m o c r a c y 
specif ical ly and En l igh tenment pr inc ip les general ly. T h e pol i t ical t hough t o f 
H o b b e s , L o c k e , and the founders o f A m e r i c a n d e m o c r a c y is in s o m e 
fundamenta l respec t w e d d e d t o the scient i f ic "re l ief o f man's es ta te" espoused 
by Francis Bacon and o the rs . T h o u g h this comb ina t i on makes f o r "heal thier, 
longer, freer, safer, and m o r e p r o s p e r o u s l ives" than ever be fo re , the excess ive 
c o m m i t m e n t t o l iberal ind iv idual ism, inherent especial ly t o the m o d e r n no t i on 
o f au tonomy, eventuates in loss o f human dignity. Kass wa rns that eugenics, 
psychopharmaco logy , the buying and sel l ing o f organs, c lon ing, euthanasia, and 
the unchecked use o f nascent human life f o r research , all r isk a dangerous and 
dehuman ized "pos thuman future," t o be avo ided at all cos ts . In sho r t , 
b io techno logy , " th reatens human f lour ish ing prec ise ly because, in the absence 
o f counterva i l i ng ef for ts , w e may use the fear o f death , o u r var ious f r e e d o m s 
and r ights, and o u r unres t ra ined pursu i t o f prof i t and p leasure in ways that w i l l 
make us in to human midgets." 

Such dehuman iza t ion th rough techno logy is highly remin iscen t o f 
A l d o u s Hux ley ' s c lassic, Brave Nev\/World. Kass f requent ly uses this w o r k as a 
warn ing : 

A s A l d o u s H u x l e y made c lear in his p rophe t i c Brave N e w W o r l d , the 
road chosen and dr iven by compass iona te humaneness paved by 
b io techno logy , if t rave led t o the end , leads no t t o human ful f i l lment but 
t o human debasement . Per fec ted bod ies are achieved at the pr ice o f 
f la t tened souls . T h e joys and s o r r o w s of human a t tachment and 
ach ievement are rep laced by fact i t ious ecstasies that c o m e f r o m pil ls. 
P r o c r e a t i o n is rep laced by manufacture , family t ies are absent , and 
peop le d iv ide the i r t ime be tween meaningless jobs and meaningless 
amusements . 
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T h e s l ippery s lope of individual ist ic l iberal d e m o c r a c y w e d d e d t o 

m o d e r n natural sc ience culminates in a soc ie ty o f "homogen iza t i on , med iocr i ty , 

t r iv ial pursui ts , sha l low at tachments , debased tastes, spur ious con ten tmen t , and 

souls w i t h o u t loves o r longings." 

H o w d o w e s teer c lear of such debasement? Kass answers that l iberal , 

r ights-based so lu t ions in b ioeth ics ought t o be rep laced by a compe l l i ng 

in terest in the sanct i ty o f life and human dignity. T h o u g h s o m e m o d e r n 

in te r locu to rs in b ioe th ics , namely Ca tho l i c s , have cons is tent ly g rounded 

thought and ac t ion in a pr inc ip le of dignity, Kass 's v is ion o f dignity is ra ther 

dist inct. Q u e s t i o n i n g m o d e r n natural sc ience's reduct ion is t ic tendenc ies , Kass 

calls fo r a deeper, r i che r biology, cognizant always of the human organ ism as a 

purpos ive w h o l e . H e requests recogn i t ion of "what it means t o be a human 

animal , in o u r bodi ly, psychic , soc ia l , cu l tura l , pol i t ica l , and spir i tual d imens ions . " 

Th is unders tand ing is g rounded , no t necessar i ly in a rel igious pos i t ion though 

Kass is f r iendly t o rel ig ious skept ic ism of sc ience but ra ther a renewed 

A r i s to te l i an i sm, a rev ived scienti f ic in terest in quest ions regarding the te leo logy 

o f the human soul beyond the mere work ings of natural se lec t ion o r 

reduct ion is t ic mater ia l ism. Such th inking, Kass argues, helps o n e grasp the 

ethical impo r tance o f human dignity beyond mere "autonomy," "benef icence, " 

o r even " just ice." H u m a n dignity is a pr inc ip le m o d e r n sc ience and ethics fail t o 

apprec iate sufficiently. 

Having e x p o s e d the l imits of l iberal ism and g rounded pol i t ical and 

e th ica l d i s c o u r s e in dignity, Kass sets of f t o d iscuss all t he m a j o r 

b io techno log ies of the day. H e warns of the capital ist ic tendency t o reduce 

e m b r y o n i c life t o " raw mater ia l f o r human use, exp lo i ta t ion , and c o m m e r c e . " 

H e defends the "publ ic d isquiet" and natural repugnance soc ie ty feels t o w a r d 

genet ic screen ing and genet ic engineer ing. H e cr i t ic izes cu r ren t p roposa ls t o 

establ ish markets in organs fo r t ransplantat ions, and caut ions us always t o 

cons ide r the nature of human organ isms as w h o l e , e m b o d i e d beings. H e 

cont inues his c r i t ique of the "pe rve rs ions of a r ights-based approaches t o all 

mo ra l quest ions , " arguing that a "r ight t o d ie" is fundamental ly o x y m o r o n i c , a n d 

that human dignity w o r k s m o r e humanely than l iberal pr inc ip les as a useful 

guide in deal ing w i th death . H e urges us mental ly t o push o u r b io techno log ica l 

tendenc ies t o the i r l imits, real iz ing that w e w ish t o s top at noth ing s h o r t o f an 

art i f icial immor ta l i t y made possib le by o u r o w n misguided human making. A n d 

perhaps m o s t impor tan t t o cu r ren t pol i t ical d i scou rse , he urges us t o cons ide r 

ch i ld ren and e m b r y o s as myster ious natural gifts, and, in the name of human 

dignity, r e c o m m e n d s as he did as chai r o f the C o u n c i l o n B ioeth ics a legislative 

ban o n human c lon ing. 

S o m e o n e o n c e re fer red t o L e o n Kass as the " N e s t o r " o f B ioeth ics , and 

these days this seems an ever-pregnant me tapho r fo r his w o r k . If, t h rough his 

leadership o n the Pres ident 's C o u n c i l o n B ioe th ics and th rough wr i t i ng w o r k s 

l ike this, Kass has successful ly persuaded the scient i f ic c o m m u n i t y and congress 
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t o ban dangerous b io techno log ies such as human c lon ing, then he has d o n e 
m o r e than s imply c o o l a raging Ach i l l es . H e has, in fact, b rought Ach i l l es o v e r t o 
A g a m e m n o n ' s s ide. W h a t ' s m o r e , he has d o n e it in the grand N e s t o r i a n style: 
by remind ing us t o heed ideas and peop le f r o m a bygone age .Through an appeal 
t o the lost but no t fo rgo t ten v i r tues of humanity, civility, and m o s t impor tan t l y 
dignity, he has, w i th h o p e , e levated fo reve r the d iscourse o f w a r r i n g fact ions in 
the debate o v e r b io techno logy . 
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