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The Search for a Integral Antropological Vision 

Leo Pessini (Brasile)- Luka Tomašević(Croatia -University of 

Split) 

 

 

‘If bioethics is not critical it can become apologetic or ideological’,  

Bruce Jennings, Editor of encyclopaedia of Bioethics (fourth edition) 2014. 

 

Abstract: 

 

After a short way of development of Bioethics and showed the way of 

legitimation, the Autors are discuassing about ouer Post-uhuman fture. That is 

the development of a more inclusive approach in bioethics. In terms of human 

improvement, this means that our bodies will be repaired or improved by 

realities from the animal or mechanical world (the beginning of 

post-humanism?).  

Lastly, in addition to the personal projections of our scientific perceptions and 

our systems of values, it is our responsibility to build the future. It is not the 

future that we should fear but a future without bioethics, given that without 

bioethics it may be that there will even not be a future! For the good of our 

lives and the lives of future generations we can say that the guarantee of our 

survival in the future is without doubt the cultivation of bioethical values today! 
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Introduction notice 

 

Bioethics will have attained forty-five years of existence in the year 2015.  

Bioethics began with the pioneering insights and events of the early 1970s in 

the United States of America, with Van Rensselaer Potter at the University of 

(Madison, WI), and Helleggers and his colleagues in Washington D.C. at 

Georgetown University and the Kennedy Institute. Since its birth until today 

bioethics has evolved, changed and been transformed, just as the world has 

itself become more globalised, with the involvement of other cultures and other 

countries other than those of the Anglo-American context, in this way 

incorporating the perspectives of Latin America, Asia and Africa. Today, indeed. 

We speak about global bioethics. 

Today bioethics is provoking a great deal of interest not only with the general 

public and the mass media in general, above all because of questions connected 

with the end of life (euthanasia, assisted suicide and exaggerated treatment), 

but also in relation to multi-centred and international research projects on 

genetically modified organisms (GMO), the transfer of technology and patents, 

and research in the field of synthetic biology, to cite the three areas of greatest 

international cooperation. The HIV/AIDS pandemic has certainly been an 

important factor in the growth of international interest in bioethics. Many 

articles have centred on the subject of AIDS and questions connected with 

human rights. 

Looking to the future, bioethics will engage in another important step and will 

become global. This is necessary because questions relating to the management 

of power, correct scientific research, technology and health, which bioethics in 

fundamental terms addresses, today have no limits at the level of frontiers, and 

the legal sovereignty that separates nations and States is more an obstacle than 

a help or a guarantee in the management and the regulation of biotechnology 

and its connections with the economy in today’s world. To these elements are 
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added the great ecological challenge collected with global warming. We are 

faced with problems that concern the whole of humanity at the level of its 

future existence. Global problems require, therefore, a global approach! 

With these three characteristics of professionalisation, greater disciplinary and 

methodological rigour, and the global expansion of the focus of inquiry, 

bioethics has constructed its epistemological identity and deigned the profile of 

its acting subject, namely a new professional figure called a ‘bioethicist’, 

thereby projecting a promising future as well. 

 

1. A Post-human Future: Ideology or Utopia? Threat or Hope? 

One of the most important challenges for bioethics at the beginning of the 

twenty-first century, which has been baptised ‘the century of biotechnologies’, 

is the arrival of the first signs of a new epoch which is defined as the era of 

post-humanism or trans-humanism. Humanity has still not managed to apply 

through a practical implementation the famous ‘Universal Declaration of 

Human Rights’ (UN, 10 December 1948) and we are already beginning to take 

into serious consideration the possibility of the ‘trans-human’ through 

biotechnological improvements in biological human capacities as such: 

duration, types of personality and intelligence, the re-programming of the 

human mind, just to mention some elements. 

Genetics, nanotechnologies, cloning, cryogenics, cybernetics and ICT, 

bio-gerontology and anti-ageing medicine are all part of a post-human vision 

which also includes the hypothesis of developing a computerised mind without 

flesh and mortality and thus immortal! For the post-humanists, biology and 

human nature as we understand them today are not a destiny to which the 

whole of humanity must resign itself but, rather, something that is temporary, 

grotesque, and something to be overcome and improved.  

Is this perhaps a contemporary version of the myth of Prometheus, the Greek 

titan who stole the sacred fire of the gods? Is this not a mere scientism that 
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should be fought, which seeks to re-programme human nature so as to create 

human beings that are biologically and technologically superior? For others, all 

these efforts are seen as a step ahead in the development of technological forces 

in favour of ‘human improvement’. This is a battle between two great visions 

of two sets of militants – the so-called ‘post-humanists’ and 

‘bio-conservatives’. 

Post-humanism raises very serious questions in the field of bioethics. It directly 

concerns the goals and aims to be reached through the acquisition of 

biotechnological power and not only problems of security or the efficacy or 

morality of the means that are employed. It involves the nature and the meaning 

of human freedom and the development of the human. The current trends seek 

to open up the road to going ‘beyond therapy’ and ‘towards perfection and 

happiness’ which is already promised as a reality to be found in our lives. For 

example, repairing a deficiency in sight and being able to see the colours of life 

are important improvements that should be welcomed. This is said to be a form 

of therapy that would enable us to live more fully. The growing use and 

acceptance of aesthetic surgery, medical products to improve the performance 

of the body and mood, the selection of the sex of children, surgical operations 

to lower weight and remove wrinkles, treatment for baldness, etc.: these 

practices have already become big business. Important investments have been 

made in research in the field of the neurosciences and in the study of the 

biological date of psychiatric disorders correlated with all mental states. It 

appears clear that the new discoveries have generated a great deal of hope as 

regards the working of the psyche and the biological bases of behaviour, 

certainly increasing our capacity, and our wish, to change and improve. But is 

there a limit to all of this? Or is the limit given by how much knowledge we 

have at a given historical moment? We must remember that not everything that 

is technically possible is in itself ethically commendable! 

Techno-science in itself, like biotechnology, is not an evil – indeed it is the 
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cause of a great deal of good but also of harm when it is used without ethical 

criteria. It is an instrument and as such it must be carefully examined and 

handled on the basis of fundamental human ethical values. The ideology of 

post-humanism which wants to transform itself into instruments that hope to 

obtain immortality is, however, an illusion. Even though consensus is difficult 

to achieve in terms of improvement technologies, humanity should speak about 

these technologies which intend to dominate not only physical and bio-physical 

nature but also the human body itself, or better, the human condition, so as not 

ingenuously to become the prisoner of enslaving scientific utopias, with the risk 

of offering our future to the hidden forces of the market. 

Differently to what happened with other technical and scientific 

transformations in the past, today, faced with the expectations offered by 

technological innovations, we must cultivate not only attitudes of welcome and 

optimistic feelings but also a good level of healthy scepticism! Humanity has 

learnt a great deal from the great collective tragedies of the twentieth century 

which were in large measure nurtured by techno-scientific utopias. Today we 

live in a risk society where each new step forward in the technological field 

requires not only prudence but also caution. Our monitoring and vigilance are 

increasingly necessary, as are public control and control by national bioethics 

committees in order to advise our public powers. 

We urgently need to cultivate, together with scientific boldness, ethical 

prudence which is always necessary. What are the so-called ‘fundamental 

human qualities’ which we should never change? From the environmental 

question we have inherited the commitment to learn humility and respect for 

nature which should be applied here as well. We ask ourselves whether in the 

future compassion, solidarity and care will be overtaken by biotechnological 

research to obtain stronger muscles, greater longevity, permanent happiness and 

beauty or whether these virtues are the ‘ultimate human improvement’ to be 

desired. 
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We are faced with a tension between threats and hopes, between ideology and 

utopia! We need safe and prudent ethical reference points to discern which of 

the proposed modifications are salutary, and in this case we can, and we must, 

encourage them, and which are destructive and can compromise the lives and 

dignity of human beings and the future of life itself on the planet and which are 

clearly to be avoided! A human being cannot flee from this critical moment of 

our history; he must shoulder the responsibility of making a wise choice or run 

the serious risk of disappearing! 

New knowledge generates new powers for man and man can with pride also 

wish or seek to be ‘God’. It is for this reason that this is the time of ethics, of 

critical awareness, of freely taking responsibility for the future of human life. 

From this point of view, scientific progress means hope and not fear of the 

worst! Prudence, caution and responsibility are the essential bioethical 

reference points in this scenario. 

Where has scientific progress brought us? What could still change in our lives? 

This is one of the most important challenges for bioethics at the beginning of 

the twenty-first century, which has been baptised ‘the century of 

bio-technology’. All aspects of human life are at a stage of being colonised by 

technological discoveries, from the initial until the final stages of our existence. 

Science, one of the most prestigious reviews of scientific current affairs in 

North America, in a very creative and original way when completing 125 years 

of existence (on 1 July 2005) listed the 125 questions that still do not have 

answers about the universe, life and man. ‘Unsolved mysteries nourish science 

by offering motivation and direction’, observed Tom Siegfried, an American 

journalist. Amongst the twenty-five most detailed mysteries for Science in the 

various areas of human knowledge, those connected with the subject of ethical 

thought, with the arrival of the era of ‘post-humanism’, may be referred to: 

a) Astronomy.  What is the universe made of? Are we alone in the universe? 

b) Genetics. Why do human beings have so few genes (about 25,000 structural 
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genes – half of a rice genome)? To what extent can one link genetic variation to 

personal health? What genetic changes make us human?  

c) The body. What is the biological basis of consciousness and when can it be 

extended to life? How is regeneration controlled? How does a skin cell become 

a nerve cell? How is the memory conserved and retrieved? Are we able to 

eliminate the immunological response in a selective way? Is a vaccine against 

HIV possible? 

d) Biology. How can a somatic cell become a plant? What causes the diversity 

of species? How and where did life begin? How did behaviour in cooperation 

evolve? Will there be a sea of biological data? 

 e) The earth. How does the centre of the planet function? How warm will our 

world be with the greenhouse effect? Will Malthus continue to be mistaken? 

What can take the place of oil at a cheap price and when? 

It is important to emphasise that the twenty-five mysteries that are discussed 

only refer to three of the eight areas of knowledge, that is to say genetics, the 

body and biology. There are another fifteen of the twenty-five greatest 

mysteries. It is specifically here that the work of the life sciences is of the 

greatest significance. Even though humanity, through scientific knowledge, has 

already decoded many mysteries connected with the universe and human life, 

we realise that we still have many challenges ahead of us. 

This question is so important that it stimulated the thought of the then 

North-American Bioethics Committee which advised the Bush administration. 

Under the leadership of its chairman, Leon Kass, it produced a document which 

addressed these critical points connected with the development of 

biotechnologies. The title of this study is indicative: ‘Beyond Therapy: 

Biotechnologies and the Search for Happiness’. 

Two brilliant works of science fiction marked the twentieth century as regards 

thought about the future of humanity. The novel 1984 written by George Orwell 

(published in 1949) and the novel Brave New World  by Aldous Huxley 
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(published in 1932). These works concentrated on two different technologies 

that would in fact arise to shape the world over the subsequent generations. 

1984 dealt with what we today we call information and communication 

technology: of fundamental importance for the vast totalitarian empire that had 

been constructed in Oceania was an instrument known as the telescreen which 

could send and receive pictures simultaneously to and from every home – a 

floating Big Brother. The telescreen was what allowed a great concentration of 

social life under the power of the Ministry of Truth and the Ministry of Love, 

enabling the government to abolish privacy and to monitor every word and 

every action. Brave New World, in its turn, addressed a great technological 

devolution – biotechnology. This work was published in 1932 but it is advisable 

to remember that the so-called discovery of the century, the identification of the 

structure of DNA, took place only two decades later, in 1953. Bokanovskização, 

that is to say the incubation of people not in wombs but, as is said today, in 

vitro; a drug that provided immediate happiness to people; a film that could be 

felt where sensations were stimulated through the implanting of electrodes; the 

modification of behaviour through constant subliminal repetition and when this 

did not work through the administration of various artificial hormones – these 

are some examples of this invented scenario, a scenario that is simply 

frightening. 

Pope Benedict XVI, on the occasion of his homily during the vigil of Easter 

Saturday (3 April 2010), placed in his reflections some questions connected 

with technology which nurtures in human beings the prospect of overcoming 

their mortality because they are able to speak about a post-human future. 

‘Man’s resistance to death becomes evident: somewhere – people have 

constantly thought – there must be some cure for death. Sooner or later it 

should be possible to find the remedy not only for this or that illness, but for 

our ultimate destiny – for death itself. Surely the medicine of immortality must 

exist’. Today as well, man are looking for such a curative substance. 
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Contemporary medical science, which is unable to exclude death, continues to 

nurture this search by eliminating the largest possible number of its causes. 

2. Bioethics and the Search for an Integral Anthropological Vision 

We are going through a historical moment that is marked by ‘uncertainty’ and 

as a consequence we are faced with an increase in fundamentalism and 

relativism in various areas of human knowledge. Bioethical analysis is not 

extraneous to this wider context which, indeed, conditions it. One of the 

reasons behind the growth of fundamentalism in the sector of bioethics is the 

negligence with which the fundamental anthropological question is neglected: 

‘who is a human being’. This is the cornerstone on which any bioethical 

paradigm is based in terms of its contents and its theory, and its concrete 

options as well. 

Our challenge is to try to put together the sciences that are concerned with the 

human being with the development of a map of anthropology that is relevant to 

bioethics. In general, we can make a distinction between theocentric 

anthropology and anthropocentric anthropology. Theocentric or transcendent 

anthropology (the human being is seen as a spiritual being) includes the great 

religions of humanity both in the West and the East. In Christianity the 

‘eminent dignity of the human being’ is the result of his divine sonship as a 

creature made in the ‘image and likeness of God’. 

 Today in many academic scientific environments, which are still the prisoners 

of a decadent positivism, secularist anthropologies predominate. One may 

speak about five categories of responses to the anthropological question. 1) The 

positivist-empirical vision, whose image and idea of the human being derives 

from what is observable and verifiable with the methods of the natural sciences 

(man-machine); 2) the psychological-behavioural vision which emphasises 

human subjectivity, that is to say a combination of sensations, insights and 

emotional experience (man as a being of feelings and motions); 3) the 

philosophical vision (man as a thinking being) concentrates on human reason to 

34



understand the reality of moral life and deduce the good life for man; 4) the 

pragmatic utilitarian vision, homo faber, for which man is a being who creates 

new things and is able to transform the environment in which he lives; and 5) 

the economic vision, homo oeconomicus, according to which man is a being 

who is able to produce and accumulate wealth. 

Dialogue and respect for the differences between these different anthropologies 

are the conditio sine qua non to avoid falling into fundamentalism, whether of a 

theological, philosophical or scientific sort. In a context of pluralism one 

should cultivate a healthy secular vision that avoids secularism (closure in the 

immanent world). In essential terms every anthropology captures some 

essential aspect of human existence. The difference in each outlook is its 

contribution to a better understanding of everything. Even if we can be 

sceptical about achieving an overall concept of what constitutes the essence of 

the human condition, as humanity we need to achieve at least some agreement 

on what is fundamental and essential for our humanity and for the ethical 

values that should defend and guarantee our standards of law and public order. 

Given the hegemony of the economic factor, which is called economicism, in 

all dimensions of human life, we forget that just as things have a price so 

people have dignity (Kant) and that this should always be recognised and 

respected. May God liberate us from cynicism which is very similar to that of 

some insensitive people of power who ‘know the price of everything but the 

value of nothing’ (Oscar Wilde)! 
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