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A Brief Critique of Two Claims about 
the Social Value of Biotechnological 

Enhancements

BENJAMIN  J .  CAPPS ,  GORDON S T I RRAT, 
AND  L I SBE TH  W I T THØFF T  N I E L S EN

Introduction

Enhancement technologies are often described in such a way as to emphasise 
the welcome altered state they confer on users; this state differs in degree 
from what is an expected range for human capacity. A comprehensive list 
of enhancements may therefore include uncontroversial social arrangements, 
such as wide access to education, improved sanitary conditions or nutrition, 
or the implementation and use of a vast array of novel technologies, such as 
psychoactive substances, gene therapy, prosthetics and computer interfaces, 
which may (or may not) enhance specific physical, mental or cognitive traits 
of the individual user.
 A philosophical approach broadly connected with libertarianism has become 
synonymous with a pro-enhancement technology debate.1  Ethical libertarianism 
ranks liberty or freedom at the core of socio-political relations; defining the 
freedom to choose one’s own life path without others’ interference as the 
source and condition of all other moral goods.2  Morality flourishes in a free 
society: meaning that there must follow unconditional access and use of certain 
(enhancement) technologies, as long as this freedom is mutual and is not 
used to harm others.3  This shift to consequentialist ethics — how our actions 
benefit and affect others — involves a second claim: that society is ethically 
obligated to provide people with these kinds of choices.
 Our principal object is to review these two claims separately; although they 
are often considered as logically following. Our critical comments are confined 
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to some major deficiencies within each of the individual claims made, and 
how they fit in an overall libertarian framework. Our article is therefore only 
a modest start to a critique of libertarian ethics in respect to the enhance-
ment debate.

Defining Liber tarianism

Libertarianism is a kind of ethical egoism:4  judgements (in terms of the means 
decided as best to achieving goals) are made from an internal perspective that 
presumes to take on a self-interest motivation.5  The protagonist values their 
own preference satisfaction above all else. How egoism is logically articulated 
need not detain us for too long. Libertarianism can be thought of as a theory 
of ethical rationalism that involves the application of reason, rather than feeling 
and mere inclination, to find moral truths.6  It is also universal in the sense 
that the propositions apply to each and all persons in all relevantly similar 
circumstances; and impartial in the sense that the propositions apply to 
persons irrespective of their arbitrary considerations. The distinguishing feature 
of libertarianism, however, is that it maintains that prudential choices ought 
to be left to the individual to make, and therefore imposing one’s will on 
another robs their actions of moral value.
 The libertarian axiom is freedom from interference (i.e., a negative right), 
which excludes compulsion and external coercion. People want access to tech-
nologies without frustration, interference, domination, or need for approval 
or permission from any other. Interestingly, while this keeps paternalism at 
bay, freedom is also “the joy of choosing (and changing at will) our own path 
through life”.7  We might surmise that freedom, in this sense, is not merely an 
inference that we may do something, but also that we must also be able to 
do it and have the means to do it.8 

 Libertarianism has attracted a number of detractors in recent years — 
perhaps because of the tendency for related capitalist theories of liberty, pro-
perty rights, and self-interest to excuse activities which many see as socially 
unjust.9  The enhancement debate, however, is an opportunity to narrow in 
on the particular ethical deficiencies of a theory of liberty. In this article, we 
intend to avoid being sidetracked into a larger debate about libertarianism, 
and confine our review to just two, related claims: enhancement as a moral 
good, and the social imperative of technological enhancement.

I. Enhancement as a Moral Good

This is the claim that an “enhancement” raises a physical or psychological state 
of the protagonist: “[i]n terms of human functioning, an enhancement is by 
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definition an improvement of what went before”.10  Technologies, therefore, 
are enhancements if they have some prudential, approbational quality. One 
would not seek to maximise those choices that are “irrational or inconsistent 
with likely goals, desires, or hopes of those that hold them”.11  It follows that 
there is normative authority to declare that “enhancement …”, within the terms 
of an analytic proposition (it is rational to choose A: “to use enhancement X”, 
rather than B: to choose not to use enhancement X ), “is good”. Logically, the 
predicate concept can be substituted with the subject concept without any 
contradiction or loss of the affirmative judgement, so that technology X, if it 
is an enhancement, is good. Technologies which are ineffective, unreliable, or 
present a tangible risk to the user cannot be characterised as “enhancements” 
in the same way (i.e., no one would choose C: “to use a capacity-lessening 
technology, Y  ” on the same reasoning).12 

 Only those actions that do not sufficiently risk or knowingly injure or 
harm others are morally permissible in terms of ethical conduct.13  The general 
moral preclusion is to avoid intentional harm to others (or otherwise impose 
paternalistic impositions, or inexcusable retributions or sanctions).
 But how does this prudential claim that “enhancement is good” become 
an authoritative proposition — a statement of universal truth? To be a moral 
statement, the predicate must contain further external reasons for it to be true, 
so that in is a categorical requirement addressed at least in part to everyone 
else capable of rational action; not only is it “good” for the person making 
the statement, but is in some way other-regarding so that it is not merely a 
belief or part of some etiquette — it is “good” for all others.14  The utterance, 
therefore, that “[e]nhancements per se are not ethically problematic: they are 
unequivocally good, clearly ethical” appears to be a morally laden definition of 
enhancement; a “seal of moral approval that we apply to proposed enhance-
ments that pass moral muster”.15  But no such “definitional trick could work”16  
unless we suppose that “enhancements” can be morally loaded: this definition 
of enhancement, therefore, begs the question.
 In ethical debate, it might be expected that there are better reasons for 
doing certain things (supposed by any reason/s, as long as the reasons are 
substantiated and coherent). This kind of normative authority is a feature of 
libertarianism, and is shared with other ideas in the spirit of ethical rationalism. 
To explain, normative authority is a kind of justification. Authoritative “ought” 
claims are justified in the sense that non-authoritative ones are not (the latter 
arguments are strictly ad hominem, resting on no more that variable inclina-
tions or intuitions over which, in the final analysis, there can be no rational 
adjudication). Normative signifies that there are rational reason(s) to accept A 
as a guide to one’s ethical actions but not another action, B. The challenge, 
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then, is to say exactly what justifies A and not B, and whether this can be 
universalised to other similar cases (otherwise the justification is on thin 
ground).17  This is to be distinguished from an authoritative proposition: a 
justification of the kind that is morally binding, and would require objective 
(that is external) reasons for proving A is a superior moral action to B. Kant’s 
Categorical Imperative, for example, allegedly denotes an absolute, uncondi-
tional requirement that asserts its authority in all circumstances.18 

 Claiming that enhancement is an unequivocal good appears to be an asser-
tion that anything labelled as an “enhancement” has an objective quality that 
can be a component of an authoritative proposition; that there is significant 
consensus about the generic nature of “good” and “bad”. According to the 
libertarian, enhancements are “good” for prudential reasons, and it is therefore 
perfectly reasonable, on dialectical grounds at least, to make a judgement 
about a technology that has a tendency to create a better set of circumstances 
for the user. The reasons for something being “good” are independent of any 
other comparative advantage or disadvantage that a technology would also 
confer to others. Yet, when a technology is referred to by a libertarian in a 
moral sense, the quality of “enhancement” is attached to it in such a way as 
to signal an evaluative content.19  The statement: “what is good for me is an 
unequivocal good”, is thus redeployed as an a priori claim — that “enhance-
ment” has a normative, rather than merely positive quality: “enhancement is 
good”.20  That an enhancement is “good in itself ”, or “good all things consi-
dered” comes through a process of prudential and dilatory thought or reflec-
tion; and this good transpires just because of the practical and consequential 
benefits to (all and any?) user.
 Such an approach wrongly characterises normativity, because moral claims 
made on us must be more than merely descriptive of an internal state (of 
someone else). Thus, Kant’s use of “good” is more persuasive in terms of 
moral prescription: to say “a good will is absolutely good” is shorthand for 
saying “one should value following the categorical imperative for its own sake 
independently of what one is inclined to”.21  An enhancement is not good for 
its own sake; but a given technology may well be considered as an enhance-
ment to an individual. “Good”, therefore, is in fact an a posteriori concept 
whose content is based on experience. However, determining enhancements so 
called from personal preferences and experiences will ultimately involve a “risk 
of smuggling back into the definitional conditions a favoured moral principle 
(the definer’s favoured moral principle)”.22  Essentially, all that can be said 
is that “enhancement”, in reference to a specific technology, will “typically”, 
“likely” or “possibly” be good for that user, or, and only by practical extension, 
for any other user.
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 Therefore, when a libertarian describes a technology as an “enhancement”, 
they are indicating its use in unique and partial social circumstances, and 
therefore, they cannot possibly be claiming, with any ethical authority, that 
its legitimate use can be universalised to other contexts.23  When proponents 
of enhancement are in agreement, they are making a statement to the effect 
that technology is to be accepted on the basis of a particular conception of 
how it is intrinsically linked to “progress”. This is merely the perpetuation of 
a narrow set of “legitimate choices” that are compatible with one privileged 
class’s idea of “the good life”. So, if libertarians dare to make public assertions, 
they must presuppose that all agents do in fact share a view about enhance-
ment. This is far from certain given the multitude of technologies under dis-
cussion, and how each technology will benefit (or harm) inseparable lives.24  
Therefore, since conceptions of “the good” are equally arbitrary and/or ulti-
mately the subjective expressions of individual wants, desires, or tastes, a 
public pronouncement of this sort must therefore be to impose some con-
ception of what it is upon others. Thus, if the libertarian must appeal to a 
particular conception of “the good life” to defend one’s public insinuation, 
depending on far they want to go with pushing this agenda, he or she must 
be less tolerant than they seem.

II. The Social Imperative of Technological Enhancement

While we have already shown that the libertarian cannot plausibly argue that 
enhancements are moral goods, what about the likelihood that they can 
aggregate the sum of individual enhancements to raise the baseline of human 
welfare, and thus indirectly argue that they now have a social value as well?
 According to one reading, embedded in the libertarian’s values is an obli-
gation to enhance oneself because pursuing one’s own perfection or happiness 
is correlative with the baseline qualities of the community: any prudential 
benefits are also likely to contribute to net utility.25  As such, consequential 
considerations for libertarian policy seem to be based on expectant utility. 
The utilitarian tendency is to ground moral judgements in the aggregation 
of individuals and their interests and which logically leads to a better society. 
These benefits must be understood in terms of which are societal rather than 
personal; they must be collective.26  The rational point of view, therefore, is 
one that no person could judiciously reject in terms of utility maximisation 
(for example, such as the “well-being” that follows from having a high IQ, 
because both can be directly linked to gains from “capital acquisition”).
 It might be argued, for instance, that a libertarian “Smart” policy encourages 
an ostensibly congruent society to embrace technologies because it “delivers 
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significant social, cultural, financial, and scientific benefits.”27  At first blush, 
this claim might simply be dismissed a fallacy of true libertarianism: normally 
one only finds ethical room for negative rights; a right to liberty.28  However, 
utility maximisation is possible without imposing any kind of obligations; 
the benefits of collective cogitative enhancement are not showing any interest 
in benefiting others — it is a function of happenstance; of the alignment of 
prudential interests simply because of a natural tendency to favour a confined 
list of social, cultural, financial, and scientific goals. The community-wide use 
of cognition enhancers, for example, would promote overall economic gains; 
and we all would welcome such gains (just as we would all benefits from the 
enhancer itself ), so, whatever socio-legal frameworks we deploy, it must as 
least not inhibit this tendency.29  This isn’t a function of egalitarianism (in the 
limited sense of other-regarding wellbeing), but the random aggregation of the 
happiness — or some other measure — of individuals into a social cohesion.
 But wouldn’t the pursuit of any social goal that is designed to secure 
collective benefits force supposedly free individuals to become unfree?30  Liber-
tarianism, like all other socio-political theories, involves a normative account 
of resource distribution: those who have X should not be deprived of X. Locke 
most eloquently presented the rights to property as a matter of reason, and 
strained it to accommodate a modest form of social welfare socialism; and 
modern libertarians — at least in the bioethics field — also strain ethical 
egoism to feign interest in the value of social policy.31  It is interesting, in 
this respect, that there are repeated attempts to locate the social message in a 
particular kind of “empirical ethics”; a method that purports to find evidence 
to support normative suppositions, and then translate it as a reason for the 
social value of enhancement. This is where we find the second of our claims 
errs: purported evidence of the benefits of enhancements does not prove that 
they are socially valuable.
 For example, in an article by Bostrom and Roache, it is claimed that raising 
the intelligence of the population would raise the general welfare.32  They con-
clude that it “may therefore be worth seriously considering the possibility that 
improving cognition could have benefits not only for individuals, but also 
cultural and economic benefits for society  …  The societal benefits of effective 
cognitive enhancement may turn out to be so large and unequivocal that it 
would be economically efficient to subsidise enhancement for the poor, just 
as the state now subsidises education.”33 

 Their article is ostensibly a moral guide to public policy; the central pre-
mise being grounded on the presentation of evidence that seemingly shows 
(among other things) that intelligence is positively correlated to well-being.34  
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The empirical claim, of course, is fraught with assumptions that need not 
detain us for long.35  If IQ is taken to be a determinative factor of well-being 
(which we doubt it plausible), the significance of intelligence might be ex-
plained in that it: 1) leads to greater knowledge about how an individual is 
to pursue healthy behaviours (or that low IQ, rather than opportunity, reflects 
an inability to pursue such behaviours); 2) is a marker for something else, 
and it is that something else, such as early life exposures that damage neural 
development, which leads to low well-being (yet well-being is clearly a func-
tion of such damage and whatever measure are taken to compensate through-
out life); or 3) “causes” socioeconomic position, i.e., more intelligence leads 
to more education, more income, greater occupational prestige, and influences 
the kinds of status associated with higher economic position. The libertarian’s 
claim, we think, is more likely to be premised on the last of these; although 
the evidence to date does not appear to conclusively show intelligence to be 
“the epidemiologists’ elusive ‘fundamental cause’ of social class inequalities”.36 

 Thus, it appears to Bostrom and Roache that “human capital acquisition” 
is indicative, if not definitive, of “well-being”. But does a single goal or 
a single moral aspiration not contradict the libertarian ideal of subjective 
preference? For instance, there is more than one way that well-being could be 
a feature of someone’s life: it does not necessarily have to be about socioeco-
nomic position (some people are happier living in communes, for example). 
Importantly, there are a plethora of contributing factors to well-being, in-
cluding those which one cannot control, like socioeconomic origin, genetics, 
environmental disease and exposure to toxicants, in addition to those which 
involve opportunity, and lifestyle and other social choices.37  Indeed, as a 
plausible explanation, it is likely that circular reasoning is required to com-
pound low intelligence, material factors, and social disparities into an account 
of personal well-being. Therefore, it is not IQ per se (in the sense of the 
protagonists’ own assessment of their own, or anyone else’s intelligence) that 
is linked to well-being, but the conditions of childhood and adult life to 
which the protagonists is exposed, and which establish their beliefs about 
social roles and responsibilities, economic status and class, and personal and 
other-regarding well-being.38  Given all this, in what way would a “smarter” 
person make better decisions? What about luck? Or even underhandedness as 
a function of social economic status?39 

 Essentially, therefore, the libertarian’s account of intelligence and well-being 
says little about an edifiable option for policy. There is more than one way to 
make a society “happier” in terms of economics — depriving the next group 
of resources for your own benefit, for instance. And we might think that 
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reducing the way in which lives become stagnated by low income might be a 
more astute alternative; indeed, we might expect targeted support or circum-
stances of employment and social opportunities (that is, supporting structures 
which provide for economic, social and cultural rights) would offer better 
social outcomes than a pill.40 

Conclusion

Libertarian ethics is about sovereign agents choosing the most rational means 
to achieving the ends that are important to their self-interests. Although every 
person is entitled to equal concern and respect in libertarian terms, what is 
rational according to this view for each individual, and indeed is a formal 
ethical obligation, is to do whatever we can do to better ourselves without 
questioning the structures that make up divisive societies. While a libertarian 
may claim that poverty or other debilitating circumstances will be solved by 
choice, it fails to establish any social grounds to create opportunities, and in 
this sense, social responsibility is about many other things, including empathy, 
equitableness and respect, and not just high achievement and charity.
 In the final analysis, these are questions beyond the qualities of “enhance-
ment”, which, to us, are ultimately based on thin and contested values (i.e., 
the definition of transition from an arbitrarily fixed “reference state”). Tech-
nology, in its various forms, certainly has the potential to extend life, delay 
death, or provide for a flourishing and happy life (because the non-enhanced 
grows old and suffers illness, while the enhanced may prolong their life and 
suffer less illness — isn’t this the goal of medicine?). These technologies ought 
to be reviewed on a case-by-case basis because it is likely that values will come 
to light in a technology-specific way and judgements about their use will be 
circumstantially defined. But if categorical judgements about enhancements 
are justified in terms of liberty alone, they signal a group of subjective values 
and unpredictable outcomes.
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